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For my Mom
| followed your heart straight to (God’s.
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Frmca ce

I love God.

This has not been a hard thing. In fact, I guess you could say I
come by it, naturally. I grew up in a maelstrom of spiritual blessings
which had bounced along from generation to generation, set in mo-
tion who-knows-when by an act of faithful obedience on the part of
someone now long-gone. Some people grow up rich in money; we
grew up rich in spiritual blessings and in a knowledge of God. It
wasn’t hard to believe in God in our family; in fact, it was probably
impossible not to. Faith was not reserved for Sundays or for special
places; it permeated our lives.

A key figure in this heritage was my grandmother, whose spiritual-
ity was legendary. They called her, “Ma.” Ma’s prayer life had often
found her kneeling out in a cornfield, lifting her petitions before God.
If a family member back at the house listened carefully, they would
often hear their own name wafting back to them over the corn rows,
as Ma brought her loved ones and their needs before God’s throne.
Her family would say they had never known anyone so close to God.

When diagnosed with terminal cancer, her first response was to
say, “Praise God! All the children are saved!” That had mattered more
to her by far than life itself.

Her children fully expected her to be healed. They could think of
no one more deserving, nor could they think of anything they wanted
more.

Included in Ma’s relentless prayers had been the boy she felt her
grown son needed, to go along with the daughter they already had.
She told my mother she had been asking God for a son, for them.
They had been unable to conceive for five years, but it looked like,
once again, Ma’s prayers had been answered. Mom had not even been
to the doctor to verify she was pregnant, it was so early, but she was
pretty sure.

It was too late for the doctor to be able to do anything about Ma’s
cancer, and by now, it was a battle just to try to keep her somewhat
comfortable. Grandpa had set up a bed for her in the farmhouse living
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room, and had strung a curtain between the living and dining rooms
to provide a little privacy, plus temperature control. She was always
too hot. Grandpa would sleep on the couch, nearby.

My mother was actually at another farmhouse a mile away when
this dream occurred, which she tells in her own words:

I was sitting in a chair beside Ma’s bed in the living room. The
curtains were shut and I had been asleep. I woke to see Jesus just
walking through the curtains. He didn’t even look at me; he just slowly
walked up to Ma’s bed. I watched as He reached out His hand and
touched her. Her face became a lovely pink color of health. I thought,
“Oh! He’s healed her! As He stood there, I thought, “Oh, if only He’d
heal Dad, too, while He’s here.”

Dad was sleeping on the couch over on the other side of me. Jesus
walked behind Ma’s bed and me and went over and stood looking
down at Dad Ness. He reached out and touched him. Both of them
stayed asleep. Jesus looked sad.

I'was afraid to ask Him to bless me while He was there. He started
toward the curtains without even looking at me. I just couldn’t let
Him go, but I didn’t have the courage to ask for myself. Then my
heart cried out, “Lord, bless my baby before you go!”

Jesus stopped, turned, looked at me and smiled. It was like the
sun had come out! Then He said, “Call his name David, for he’s to
be my servant.”

He was gone. And I woke up, in my own bed, next to your Dad.

That little story has shaped my whole life. My grandmother went
to be with her Lord, the following month, but not before learning of
the answer to her prayers, concerning me. She had refused the efforts
of those who had come to pray “the prayer of faith” over her; her mis-
sion had been accomplished, and she was going home. Soon after my
mother’s vision, a cure was found for Grandpa’s physical afflictions,
resulting in the best health of his adult life, all his remaining years.

And then there’s me.

You know you’re in trouble when your whole life is formed
around a pregnant woman’s dream!

Then again, there are advantages to having your life’s purpose
all laid out for you, before you were even born.

Mom told me that it wasn’t even like a dream, even though she
was asleep at the time. It was a very clear vision, which she was aware
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of at the time she was experiencing it, and which she remembered
perfectly when she awoke.

Whatever it was, it was real. The vision my Mom had prior to my
birth determined my name and my identity.

My purpose in life is to be a servant of God.
But is that so unique? After all, isn’t that your purpose, too?

I was born rich. It wasn’t money that was plentiful; it was spiritual
depth—it was faith, everywhere! It would have been a daunting, lonely
and fruitless task to try to grow up and rebel against God, in my fam-
ily. None of us bothered. The flow was definitely toward having the
wonderful kind of relationship with Jesus that each of us saw lived
out every day, and we all started early. Free will? It was a technical
possibility, but mostly in theory. We all took the smart route, and loved
God. We haven’t been disappointed!

I asked Jesus into my heart at the age of five, answered a call to
the ministry when I was sixteen, and have spent my life in trying to
be God’s servant.

Six years ago, I decided to go on a search through the Bible to
discover better what it really means to “serve God.” I didn’t want to
know what the latest super-church pastor had to say about it; [ wanted
to know what God had to say about it, so I looked through every page
of His Word, seeking out principles and illustrations which could be
applied to my life. I was doing this purely for my own use, with no
intention of trying to arrange these principles in book form, but as
I neared the end of my study, I realized that there would be others
who might benefit from these findings which are helping to shape my
life.

I’m not a mega-church pastor. I’m not a conference speaker. All 1
am is a person trying to be a servant of God, just like in Mom’s dream.
That may well be your story, too. If it is, don’t look for a promotion.
Serving God is the absolute best assignment in the world!

Ifyou are as interested in being His servant as [ am, God will show
you some important things through this study, as well as confirming
to you and reminding you of things you already know.

God bless you, friend, as you journey with me in a consideration
of what it means to “serve God.”

Dave Ness
Kelso-Longview, Washington
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January 1

Who's Scarving Whom?

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Genesis 1:1

You would think we’d be more patient than this. Ifit took all those
billions of years for us to evolve, you’d think we’d have emerged with
a bit more patience than is generally in evidence!

It doesn’t take much traffic to ruin my day. Obviously, others
have about the same appreciation for it. This morning, in the course
of getting kids to school, I witnessed five cars running red lights. I'm
trying to picture modern man, irritable at having to stand in line for
his caffeine, somehow putting up with the slightest improvement in his
physique requiring a few million years! These are people who can’t
wait a few seconds for a traffic signal! If mankind got here by way of
evolution, shouldn’t we have picked up more patience along the way?

We might as well admit it—mankind did not squirm his way into
existence, no matter how much time we’re talking. The Bible gives
us the conclusion to one of life’s biggest questions in the very first
sentence: We have a Creator.

If the opening statement of the Bible is true—and I believe with
all my heart that it is—then God owns us. We belong to Him. We are
His creation, made in His own image. Were that not true, we would be
free to carve out our own identity, and free to go our own way. We’re
not. We belong to our Creator. It’s His world, and He made the rules.
We are here to serve God, not the other way around.

Know that the LORD, he is God! It is he who made us, and not
we ourselves; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. (Psalm
100:3)

And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you,
but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to
serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul,
and to keep the commandments and statutes of the LORD, which |
am commanding you today for your good? Behold, to the LORD your
God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that
is in it. Yet the LORD set his heart in love on your fathers and chose
their offspring after them, you above all peoples, as you are this day.
Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, and be no longer
stubborn. (Deut 10:12-16)

I accept the mark of God’s ownership on my heart. Mankind did

not create God; God created us. My purpose forever is to serve Him.
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January 2
Promises To Servants

Gocl’s Grcat O&As

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle
and lowly in heart, and you will find rvest for your souls. For my yoke
is easy, and my burden is light.” Matthew 11:28-30

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 1 John 1:9

God seems to like the word “all”—it occurs many times in the
Bible. For those of us who always seem to be the exception to the rule,
“all” is sweet music to our ears, when it’s tied to God’s promises!

One of the greatest crises in our lives occurred when our then-
twelve-year-old daughter came down with what I cleverly diagnosed
as the flu. Nearly a week later, a CT scan revealed that her appendix
had already burst, and she underwent the first of what would eventu-
ally be three surgeries and thirty-one days in the hospital, including
two days in intensive care.

She had just been transferred to the intensive care unit of a large
children’s hospital following her second surgery in a week, and we
stood helplessly by her bed, watching a frail girl we loved more than
life itself. Our daughter was under the care of the head surgeon, who
came in to examine his new patient. Noting catheter bag contents that
were of a color not to his liking, he simply pointed to it and said to a
nearby nurse, “Fix that.” His every order was obeyed without question.
We watched him intently.

He saw the fear in our eyes, and directed his attention toward us
for a moment.

“Calm down,” he said, with a reassuring gesture. “I want you to
know that 100% of our patients with this problem get better.”

We liked those odds! Not only that, they proved accurate, to our
joy.

Those are the kinds of odds our great God gives us.

100% of those who come to Jesus Christ for help get better! 100%
of'those who ask forgiveness for their sins receive it. 100% of our sins
are washed clean by His blood. 100% of those who come to Christ
find everything they need in Him. 100% of His promises are true. |
like those odds! And they are accurate, to our joy!
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January 3
Promises To Servants

Retum on ]nvestmcnt

“And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father
or mother or children or lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a
hundredfold and will inherit eternal life. But many who are first will
be last, and the last first.” Matthew 19:29-30

Jesus’ disciples had just watched a rich young man walk away
from the call of Christ, because following Him was going to involve
divesting himself of his great wealth; Jesus had just explained how
difficult it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God; Peter had blurted
out, “See, we have left everything and followed you. What then will
we have?” (Mt 19:27)

Jesus’ response came in promise form. First, the promise of
authority in the new world. Second, the promise of restoration—of
“return on investment.” Whatever we have given up for His name’s
sake will be restored to us a hundredfold—and along with that, eternal
life! That’s all Peter needed to hear. He just wanted to be sure there
was a return on this investment. There is.

A tough week on Wall Street dashes the hopes of many for a
good return on their investments. I wonder how hard it would be to
get folks to put up $10,000 if they knew for sure that it would come
back to them as $1,000,000! I’m thinking “not very hard.” The trick
would be getting them to believe that the promise was true. Once they
believed, they would have no trouble at all in letting go. And the first
hundredfold return would be the end of their hesitation!

Here is a bonafide promise from God’s Son that whatever we give
up for Him will be repaid to us many, many times over—plus eternal
life! Why is it still difficult to give things up? It’s because it’s hard to
believe the promise is true. But once we believe on it enough to act

A friend of mine once spent hours getting up the courage to write a
check God had instructed him to write, knowing that obedience would
change everything for him. It did. It resulted in a lifetime of blessings,
and a passion for giving. And that’s just been the down payment on
the return he has coming! Others of us have given up relationships for
God—and still revel in how outrageously wonderful God’s plan was
compared to ours! What do we get for obeying Christ? One hundred
fold back, and eternal life. Beat that.
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January 4
PromisesTo Servants

A (od Who Wants to (ive

And he said to them, “Which of you who has a friend will go to him
at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves, for a friend
of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him’;
and he will answer from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door is now
shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you
anything’? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything
because he is his friend, yet because of his impudence he will rise and
give him whatever he needs. And I tell you, ask and it will be given to
you,; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For
everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the
one who knocks it will be opened. What father among you, if his son
asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for
an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how
to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” Luke 11:5-13

God so much wants His children to ask!

“If He wants to give us things, and He already knows what we
need, why doesn’t He simply provide them, then?”

Often He does. But just as my wife and I are training our children
to ask politely for things we already know they need, so our Heavenly
Father is training His children to ask Him (politely) for what it is
that we need. And we err so greatly when we assume that we won’t
get anything or that we can’t trust Him, so we don’t ask at all! Thus
the little story of the impudent friend at midnight, and the lesson: “If
someone can show up at the home of a friend at an inconvenient time
asking for a favor and come home with exactly what he needs; if an
carthly, sinful father would never think of responding to the requests
of his child by giving him something harmful instead of something
good, then why would we ever think that our Heavenly Father would
ignore our requests or punish us for asking?!”

God wants His children to ask Him for what we need. He wants
us to ask expectantly, confidently, and persistently until we see the
answer. He loves to give good gifts to His kids. He loves it when we
learn to ask, because it builds our trust in Him and our relationship
with Him, which is what this is really about, anyway. Our Father can
be trusted—completely. Ask.
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January 5

5tubbom Bclic{:

Therefore do not throw away your confidence, which has a great
reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done
the will of God you may receive what is promised. Hebrews 10:35-36

To me, one of the greatest survival stories of all time is that of Er-
nest Shackleton and the crew of “Endurance.” Stranded in the Antarctic
for over a year, Shackleton held his men together in surviving under
the harshest circumstances imaginable. When Shackleton and several
others made a bold run for help across hundreds of miles of open sea
in a small craft made from pieces of “Endurance,” the remaining crew
members daily awaited their return, holding out hope that their captain
had somehow managed to miraculously survive the sea voyage and
secure rescue for them.

The officer left in charge on Antarctica would tell his men the same
thing each day: “Pack up your things, boys. The Boss may return today.”

They held hope alive. One day their eyes were rewarded by the
sight of a rescue ship. On board was a man who refused to give up, who
had gone to unbelievable lengths to secure life for the band of stubborn
believers who had daily awaited his return. He rescued them all, without
losing a single man.

I know why I like that story so much. It’s because it’s so much like
our story. We wait for our Savior, knowing He is our only hope of rescue.
“Pack up your things, boys. The Boss may return today.” We hold out
stubborn belief that He will come back for us, just as He said. In fact,
“stubborn belief” is a pretty good synonym for “faith,” and “disciple”
is another name for a “stubborn believer” who won’t quit following or
believing.

It takes some tenacity to be a Christian. When all the world’s “odds”
are against us, we still wait patiently on the beach, eyes straining for
when the Boss will come back for us. We stubbornly refuse to quit, to
give up, to relinquish even a little of the hope and faith we have in a
Savior who promised He would return, so He will.

When He does, He’ll find a cheering band of believers on the shore
whose stubborn belief in a God worthy of their faith in Him kept them
through all the long days of waiting. We kept a tight grip on our hope
in Him and used it to beat off the doubts. We endured.

If we hang onto our faith, we’ll be glad we did. Jesus is coming
back for stubborn believers. Sometimes, that’s the only kind.

Serving God 11



January 6
Wind SPrints

1t is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as
sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? ...

For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them,
but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. For
the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later
it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been
trained by it.

Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees,
and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be
put out of joint but rather be healed. Hebrews 12:7,10-13

I never cared for wind sprints. But then, I never cared much for
P.E. in general. I showed neither promise nor enthusiasm as a young
athletic candidate; I was glad when the whole thing went away.

Discipline was different. In study I could be very focused and am-
bitious, plus my parents taught me to work, and growing up on a farm
offered more than its share of opportunities to engage in it, with plenty
of purpose to it. We didn’t have to go to the gym to get exercise; there
was plenty for everyone, just trying to make a living. There was no
need for senseless running back and forth between lines on a basketball
court.

What I failed to grasp as a teen was the importance of “senseless”
activity like wind sprints, if one were actually going to be capable of
athletic success. It wasn’t like farm work, where you don’t clean the
barn for exercise—you clean it because it needs it, which happens to
require exercise. Wind sprints weren’t about getting to the other end
of the court, they were about getting players into shape. The purpose
was conditioning, obedience and discipline. The floor didn’t need wind
sprints, but the players did.

Goal-oriented people like me need to remember that a lot of the
time, God is having us do wind sprints. It’s not about accomplishing
things for God; it’s about us getting in shape and learning patience and
perseverance and discipline. This isn’t about accomplishing the “goal.”
It’s about us/ It’s about us growing and changing and becoming more
rugged in our faith, more disciplined in our lives, more confident in
our God, “that we may share his holiness.”

So God has us run wind sprints. About the time we start to gripe
about “meaningless activity,” we find out the whole thing is really
about us getting to share in His holiness. Not bad.
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January 7
A” (God's C}ﬁilc{ren

1 entreat Euodia and I entreat Syntyche to agree in the Lord. Yes,
Laskyou also, loyal Syzgus, help these women, who have labored side
by side with me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of
my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. Philippians
4:2-3

Would all God’s children please stop fighting in the back seat?

I’m thinking the Lord must get tired of it, sometimes; I’'m sure that
pastors get tired of it—breaking up little fights between well-meaning
believers who are beating one another over the head with Bible verses,
doctrines, pet peeves, hymns and choruses. Sigh.

I don’t know what the deal was with Euodia and Syntyche, but
they both knew they were right. Both felt justified in their position.
Each one could not believe the immaturity being demonstrated by the
other. What a shock it must have been to receive a letter from Paul to
the whole church, calling attention to their argument, publicly pleading
with them to agree with one another, calling on an onsite moderator
to referee their issue.

It must have been embarrassing to see their own names in print,
along with the admonition to “Please shape up and get along with each
other.” Some sorts of fame we can do without! It’s one thing to act up
in class at school and get your name on the board as a troublemaker,
but getting your name in the Bible?! And not in a good way, either.
All we know about these two is that they were believers, they had
done good things for the Kingdom, and they had a disagreement with
each other so sharp that word of it traveled from Philippi to Rome,
where Paul felt the need to address it from his prison cell! The man
had enough troubles already, without adding to it a spat between
“saints”! How does it feel to realize your strongly held opinions are
causing heartburn for everyone who knows you, up to the throne of
God?

“Hmm. ’'m right!” Is that why the SWAT team is outside?

Would all God’s children please stop fighting in the back seat?

“But they started it.”

“Yes, they probably did. So, whoever is mature, put your hands
in your lap, quit whining and look straight ahead. Do you hear me?
If I have to stop this car, you’ll wish you had done what I told you!”

God’s children need to learn to behave in the back seat. I think
God’s car sports a bumper sticker that says, “Stop global whining.”
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January 8
lnvisiblc

No one has ever seen God, the only God, who is at the Father's
side, he has made him known. John 1:18

One day, as a prayer meeting exercise, I asked people in the group
to tell God something they liked about Him. One lady prayed, “I like
it that you’re invisible.”

I’ve heard people complain about God being invisible—includ-
ing me—>but [ don’t think I’d ever heard anyone thank Him for being
that way. I think that prayer blessed God. It blessed me and made me
think.

It’s hard to worship a God we can’t see. It’s harder to believe God
is real when we can’t see Him or prove His existence. It can be em-
barrassing to talk to Him, when our friends make fun of our prayers,
the same as they would if we were talking to an imaginary friend.

I worship a God I can’t see. But “invisible” doesn’t mean He’s
not real. There are so many other evidences of His existence. All of
Creation points directly toward the Creator.

If I stumbled across a completely furnished house out in the middle
of a forest, | would immediately surmise, “Somebody lives here!”
The fact that I don’t see the occupants of the dwelling at the moment
doesn’t mean they don’t exist. | would also assume there had been a
builder, whether the current occupants of the house or someone else.
Just because I didn’t see the builder of this house wouldn’t mean there
never had been one. I’ve never yet seen a house that built itself—even
if you neatly stacked all the raw materials in one place and granted it
permission! My guess is that you could wait quite a few billion years
and you’d still have no house, until you got a builder. (I know folks
who feel they’ve waited close to this, just trying to get a permit)! If
there’s a house, there’s a builder: (For every house is built by someone,
but the builder of all things is God.) (Heb 3:4)

The Builder, my Creator, Redeemer and Friend, is invisible to
my eyes, not because He’s imaginary, but because He transcends the
matter He created. I worship a God who is invisible—now. He will
not always be invisible to me. One day I will see Him face to face (1
Jn 3:2). Meanwhile, though I can’t see Him, I can see His handiwork,
I can experience His love. He is willing to call me His child; [ am
willing to call Him God and Father.

I can’t see Him, He’s real, and He’s there. I love you, invisible
God.
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January 9

When (God Asks the Qpestions

Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind and said:
“Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?
Dress for action like a man; 1 will question you, and you make it known
to me. Where were you when 1 laid the foundation of the earth?

Tell me, if you have understanding.” Job 38:1-4

On the ash heap of loss, amidst miserable comfort, Job is ad-
dressed by God, whose questions snap Job out of total despondency,
and render his theologically challenged friends squirming. For four
chapters (Job 38-41) God peppers the little crew with unanswerable
questions, to Job’s delight.

We think we’re so smart. We’re not. God is.

Since so many intelligent people would say that life as we know
it “came to be” through nothing more than copious measures of time
and really exceptional luck, it stands to reason that we should be able
to replicate at least some of what chance has accomplished by simply
adding a bit of our intelligence.

Let’s make a tree.

This should be easy, right? Just one little Douglas fir. Simple.

Before trees or any other plants can grow, we’ll need quite a lot
of stuff: Soil. Sunlight. Water, and a way to get it to our tree. We’d
better design a system of evaporation that forms clouds (assuming
we’ve already made water), we need to make wind to blow the clouds
over our tree, and we need gravity so our tree won’t fly away. We also
need to spin the earth. Otherwise, there will be no night and day, and
our tree will get too hot or too cold. We need for the earth to orbit
around the sun too, in such a way that we’ll have seasons of spring,
summer, fall and winter, or this kind of tree won’t grow. In fact, all of
our systems need to be pretty much perfect and simultaneous or this
isn’t going to work, but we’re smart. We can do this! Spin the earth.
It’s easy—we’ve been to college. Just give it a spin.

We’re getting it! Earth is spinning just right—we have seasons and
sunlight, we’re working on photosynthesis. I didn’t think making one
little tree was going to be this hard! It’s not like you can just make the
thing and be done with it; we’re needing to design entire systems—
perfect ones at that—just to keep it going, assuming we ever get it to
live in the first place! I’'m ready for a Sabbath, and I don’t even have
one tree made, yet.
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January 10
The One Who Can

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world,
in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. Romans
1:20

We’re still working on making our own tree.

It’s turned out to be pretty complicated, and we’re not even close,
yet.

We would need to create entire systems, just to get one little part of
the thing to work right! Let’s forget about the other stuff like making
sunlight, wind, rain, etc., and just focus on the tree itself for the moment.

We need this tree to produce seeds so it can reproduce itself. I'm
thinking we’ll need a lot of seeds to do the job, with each tiny seed
containing a whole mapping system of instructions on it, so it will know
to become a Douglas fir very much like its parent. If we can design the
seed right, we could have all the trees we want, as long as we’ve got
the basic planet, the sun, the rotation, the seasons, the soil, the water,
the photosynthesis, the wind to flex the trees and make the sap flow in
them—oops, forgot about the sap—Oh, never mind—and we’ll need
wind or birds or animals or something to get the seeds spread around,
so there will be new trees from the seeds we’ve made.

Have we talked yet about the cells knowing whether they’re sup-
posed to become bark or needles?

This is not complicated. All we’re making is one little Douglas fir!

The game’s up. We can try to make ourselves believe that all we
see around us just designed itself and then, when it got done, some-
how got itself all organized into a perfect, self-perpetuating system, so
precise we can set our watches by it, and so predictable that we need a
watch. We can try to believe that mankind is just part of this amazing,
self-made, lucky system, that we’re a product of Mother Nature, that
the only difference between us and the animals is that for some reason
we enjoy building freeways and sitting in traffic so we can go watch a
baseball game in a stadium where 35,000 people can watch a guy step
out of the batter’s box and spit.

Creation all just “came to be,” right? Yeah, right. Believing there
was nobody behind all this would take more faith than I’1l ever have!

The faith I do have is in the One, the invisible God, maker of heaven
and Earth, my Creator, my Redeemer, my Friend. And since I can’t
even make a tree, I think I’1l put my trust in the One who can.
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Nicknames from (God

One of the two who heard John speak and followed Jesus was
Andrew, Simon Peter s brother. He first found his own brother Simon
and said to him, “We have found the Messiah (which means Christ).
He brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at him and said, “So you are
Simon the son of John? You shall be called Cephas” (which means
Peter). John 1:40-42

My Bible notes remind me that both “Cephas” and “Peter” are from
the word for rock in Aramaic and Greek, respectively.

Why was it important for Jesus to give Simon a nickname? Consid-
ering that his whole identity would be changing if he chose to follow
Jesus, it seemed appropriate to give him a new name to go with his new
identity. It was an ever-present reminder of how the Lord saw him—as
arock, strong and dependable. The name helped to shape the character.

Post-resurrection, when Jesus came to the beach and Peter threw
himself into the water to get to Jesus before the other disciples, how
did Jesus address him? “Simon, son of John.” (Jn 21:15) One of the
questions Simon was being asked that day was, “Do you want to be
Simon, or do you want to be Peter? Do you want to slip back into who
you used to be, or resume the walk with me?” Simon son of John once
again chose to be Peter. Peter’s reinstatement as an apostle was an epic
event. For the rest of his life, he was always Peter, servant of Christ.
The nickname helped him go forward as a new person in Christ.

That wasn’t the only time when God confirmed His call by provid-
ing a new name for someone, or leading them to take on a new name to
coincide with their new identity. Abram, whose name meant “exalted
father,” one day became Abraham—"father of a multitude”—just be-
cause God said: “No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your
name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the father of a multitude
of nations.” (Gen 17:5) How’s that for direct? I like the “I have made
you” part. As far as God was concerned, it had already happened. Every
time Abraham used his new name, he was agreeing with God, although
bystanders may have still snickered. Abraham got the last laugh, at age
100, when the promised son by Sarah came along and they named him
“laughter” (Isaac). Isaac’s son Jacob (“He cheats”) was renamed Israel
(“He strives with God”). Saul of Tarsus, the enemy of the Church,
became Paul the apostle and the Church’s first missionary.

New life is what God offers to all. Sometimes a new name helps,
too.
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Just Write the Bible

I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has
really served to advance the gospel, so that it has become known
throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that my im-
prisonment is for Christ. Philippians 1:12-13

I’'m not really a Type A personality, but I’m definitely goal-orient-
ed. There are fewer things more frustrating to me than spinning my
wheels for a day and having little to show for efforts except fatigue!

I’m trying to get inside the mind of the apostle Paul, a man so
consumed with his mission that lesser souls must have found it nearly
impossible to live with him, much less keep up with him. He is so
driven, so passionate—he lets nothing stand in the way of accomplish-
ing his task: to spread the Gospel throughout the whole world.

Once again, he’s parked in prison, here for who knows how
long—and maybe this is it. What’s on Paul’s mind? The Church.
He lives for the Church, the same one he formerly tried to destroy,
but which has become the focal point of all his energy and passion.
He can easily imagine the wolves rending sheep bought with the
blood of the Lamb—not animals, but people. He hears of the distress
they’re in. He can do nothing. Paul’s mind races as he recalls all the
many things he “should” be doing for God right now. He should be
preaching to lost people, he should be rebuking troublemakers in the
Church, he should be training new pastors, he should be checking up
on persecuted believers in churches he started, he should be going
to new places with the Gospel. A lesser man would pine and whine
about his circumstances, especially when he doesn’t feel well. Paul
had probably forgotten what it was to feel well! He’s a man of action,
not complaining. He resorts to what for him has become a familiar
plan: He writes. Since he can’t be there in person to encourage the
Philippians, he will write to them—even if it has to be dictated to a
scribe sitting nearby—even if the letter may never get to its intended
destination, he has to try.

He still wishes he could be doing something!... accomplishing
things, important things that would make a lasting difference.. And
all he can do is helplessly dictate a few pages to send off to those he
desperately wants to encourage in person. He doesn’t realize he just
encouraged billions, including me. Paul didn’t whine, but if he had,
God might have gently chided His faithful servant, chafing to be free
so he could “do” stuff: “Paul, you are doing stuff. Just write the Bible!”
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Filtcre& G]org

“I do not receive glory from people. But I know that you do not
have the love of God within you. I have come in my Father's name,
and you do not receive me. If another comes in his own name, you will
receive him. How can you believe, when you receive glory from one
another and do not seek the glory that comes from the only God?”
John 5:41-44

The reason Jesus could be free from the clutches of men was
because He did not allow Himself to be captivated by their praise or
approval, nor did He allow their disapproval to change His direction.
By being independent of the approval of men, He was free to please
one Person and one Person only: His Father.

I am not there, yet. What my wife says or thinks matters im-
mensely, to me. Ditto for all other family members, and for a whole
cadre of friends. I even let my enemies jerk me around by their little
comments, usually supplied through numerous channels until they
find their way to my ears and heart. Why? Who am I trying to please?
Basically, everybody. (Sigh). It’s no wonder that my life has rarely
been marked by anything that riled many feathers; feather-ruffling
has been one of the big no-no’s of my existence since Day One.

Jesus didn’t carry that burden. It wasn’t because it wasn’t avail-
able to Him; He stayed clear of that trap because He didn’t accept
the praise or disapproval of men as a valid indicator of how He was
doing. He managed to listen for one voice. As nearly as I can tell,
there is only One He didn’t disappoint at some time in His earthly
life: God the Father. Everyone else, even His mother and brothers,
misunderstood Him or were offended by Him at some time or another.
The hometown crowd in Nazareth was so impressed they were will-
ing to push Him off a cliff! Mom and His brothers showed up at the
back of a huge crowd, in order to take Him off somewhere, since He
seemed to be off His rocker. Fortunately, they couldn’t even get to
the front of the crowd! It was a lonely existence, living without the
praise of people, but Jesus lived in the consistent praise of His Father,
the only One He always pleased.

I’'m not there, yet. But that’s the direction I need to head.
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Seconcu:'lace Servants

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit
said, “‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have
called them.” Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on
them and sent them off. Acts 13:2-3

And after the meeting of the synagogue broke up, many Jews and
devout converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who, as they
spoke with them, urged them to continue in the grace of God. Acts 13:43

What happened? How did “Barnabas and Saul” get to be “Paul
and Barnabas”—the way it would stay through the rest of the Bible?
It’s part of the grace of God of which the two apostles were speaking
on their missionary journey, how you can slide from first place “pretty
big man on campus” to being a second place sidekick to someone you
rescued, and not only live with it, but be comfortable in it. Not just
anyone can withstand that kind of fall and not grow sullen, but God’s
grace worked in Joseph, nicknamed “Barnabas” (which means “son of
encouragement”), and we don’t even see a change in attitude. I think
God was pretty proud of him, too.

The apostle Andrew experienced something similar when his
brother Simon Peter got included in the “inner circle” and he didn’t,
even though Andrew is the one who brought Simon to Jesus in the first
place. The other two fishermen, James and John, also made it into the
top three, but not Andrew. What was his reaction? He kept bringing
people to Jesus, just like before. Good job, Andrew.

Then there’s John the Baptist. Talk about a career dive! Had they
been plagued with such things as magazines in John’s Palestine, his
hairy face would have graced every cover. Along came Jesus, and John
was a sudden has-been. His disciples (including Andrew) flocked to
Jesus, and John’s pointed messages earned him a prison berth, fol-
lowed by an early grave. Prior to John’s death, Jesus said there was
no one on earth like him.

The grace of God is at work in the lives of those willing to drop
from first to second place without complaint or bitterness, in order to
please their Master. The blessing of God is upon those willing to accept
a role which places them in the shadow of those they once directed.
Being a second-place servant is not easy, especially when it’s a step
down. However, there’s a God who fondly commends those willing
to be second-place servants.
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What |f2

Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept
that night. And all the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and
Aaron. The whole congregation said to them, “Would that we had died
in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness!
Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our
wives and our little ones will become a prey. Would it not be better for
us to go back to Egypt? And they said to one another, “Let us choose
a leader and go back to Egypt.” Numbers 14:1-4

What if?

What if, when the 12 spies came back from Canaan and gave their
reports, instead of whining and crying, the Israelites had broken into
a chorus of praise to God? What if they’d had a praise-fest instead of
a whine-a-thon? They would have been in the Promised Land within
a week!

Sigh.

The Israelites passed up the perfect chance to express their faith
in God. After all, this same God had led them out of slavery in Egypt
under the hand of the most powerful man on Earth. This same God
had parted the waters of the Red Sea, then dumped them in on Israel’s
pursuing enemies. This was the God of the Ten Commandments, the
cloud by day and pillar of fire by night, water from rocks, manna from
heaven. This God could do anything! They had seen it with their own
eyes. They had survived on nothing but His daily miraculous provi-
sion. This would have been such a good time to proclaim aloud their
faith.

Instead, they expressed their doubts, fears and complaints, then
cried about it. God, of course, was not at all pleased! The people were
so close to the Land of Promise, but they blew their chance by crying
in despair when they should have been rejoicing in faith.

Ironically, nothing had changed, in terms of circumstances. The
people of Israel decided to be disheartened, but there wasn’t one more
giant than there had been the previous day, nor one more walled city.
The only change had been in their attitude, and their attitude cost them
the Promised Land.

What if every report we received we used as an excuse to praise our
God and express our faith in Him? And the whining and complaining
and moaning ceased among us! We’d be in the Promised Land within
a week! Hmm.
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We Belong to [1im

She was deeply distressed and prayed to the LORD and wept bit-
terly.

And she vowed a vow and said, ‘O LORD of hosts, if you will
indeed look on the affliction of your servant and remember me and
not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a son, then [ will
give him to the LORD all the days of his life, and no razor shall touch
his head.” 1Samuel 1:10-11

“And in due time Hannah conceived and bore a son, and she
called his name Samuel, for she said, ‘I have asked for him from the
LORD.’” 1 Samuel 1:20

Hannah knew what answered prayer was all about!

Being a noble woman, she makes good on her promise. Hannah
starts out by naming the child “Samuel—"heard of God”, because
she asked the Lord for him. After Samuel is weaned, he is brought to
the house of the Lord and presented to Eli the priest. Surprise! I'm
trying to see Eli’s face... It’s not every day that someone for whom
you prayed drops off their little boy for you to raise!

If you’re going to be a special servant of God, this is a pretty good
start, I’d say! Miracle baby, direct answer to prayer, given to God to be
raised in the tabernacle by the priest.... I don’t think Samuel probably
ever saw himself as anything but God’s servant. His whole identity
was wrapped up in that. Mine, too.

Samuel grew up believing that he belonged to God, and acting
accordingly. Would that millions more could know that pleasure and
that identity!
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“56 rvants”

or “(areat Chris’cian | eaders™?

...And when he was in the house, he asked them, “What were you
discussing on the way?” But they kept silent, for on the way they had
argued with one another about who was the greatest. And he sat down
and called the twelve. And he said to them, “If anyone would be first,
he must be last of all and servant of all.” Mark 9:33-35

Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ,... 2 Peter 1:1

Things have certainly changed. The disciples used to have argu-
ments over which of them was the greatest; now they want to be called
“servant.” No longer are they scrambling for position. Now, they’re
lunging for the title of “slave”! In Greek, the word doulos means
either “slave” or “bondservant”; they didn’t make much distinction
between the two because there wasn’t all that much difference between
the two! After the resurrection, people in the Early Church wanted to
be known as a doulos— a slave/bondservant of Jesus Christ. That’s
funny. Now, people want to be known as “a great Christian leader,”
which being interpreted, often means, “I’m an important person who
tells a lot of other people what to do.” Could it be that we’re once
again charging in the wrong direction?
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A Dcstin9~DcFining Dream

“And now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king
in place of David my father, although I am but a little child. I do not
know how to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of
your people whom you have chosen, a great people, too many to be
numbered or counted for multitude. Give your servant therefore an
understanding mind to govern your people, that [ may discern between
good and evil, for who is able to govern this your great people?” 1
Kings 3:7-9

Even though according to 1 Kings 3, it was a dream, what Solomon
received formed his self-identity for the rest of his life. (I can relate to
that—my self-identity as God’s servant came from my mom’s dream)!

Solomon referred to himself as “your servant” when addressing
God, just like his father, David, had.

He also, in his own mind, is incapable of being king without God’s
help. “I am but a little child. I do not know how to go out or come
in.” (1 Ki 3:7b)

It pleased God that instead of some form of success, Solomon
asked for discernment and an understanding mind. God granted him
“all of the above”! Solomon gets riches, honor, (provisional) long
life, plus that for which he had asked: “Behold, I now do according
to your word. Behold, I give you a wise and discerning mind, so that
none like you has been before you and none like you shall arise after
you.” (1 Ki3:12)

“And Solomon awoke, and behold, it was a dream...” (1 Kings
3:15)

It was a dream, but it was a dream which defined Solomon’s
destiny. When God speaks into our lives, regardless of how He does
it, we know who we are.
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Servant Mcntalitg

“God, having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless
you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.” Acts 3:26

The Early Christians had a servant mentality. They referred to
themselves as servants, they referred to their ancestors as servants,
they repeatedly referred to Jesus as a servant. This was definitely not
a term of derision, for them; it was a word signifying high honor and
purpose, used lovingly.

In the prayer of the believers in Acts 4, they use it four times:

“Our father David, your servant” (v. 25)

“Your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed” (v. 27)

“Grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all
boldness” (v. 29)

“Your holy servant Jesus” (v. 30)

There is a difference in the Greek words used, though. When
referring to themselves, they use the word “doulois”, which means
“bondservants.” When referring to their ancestor, David, and to Christ,
the word used is, “paidos,” of which the first meaning is “male child”
and the second meaning is “servant.” “Servant” is such an exalted
concept for them, that they don’t mind applying it to the King of Kings
and Lord of Lords! “Your holy servant Jesus.”

Which is He—Son or Servant? To them, He is both, with no need
to distance the two identities from one another. He is no less a servant
for being a son; He is no less a son for being a servant. He is both,
and He is absolutely splendid!

It was Christ’s pattern they were trying to follow, as they asked
God for the courage and boldness needed to serve Him faithfully, in
a time of persecution. Rather than whining at God, they praised Him.
They asked for boldness, rather than deliverance. God was pleased
with His servants, and answered their prayers in a mighty fashion.

The servant has a mentality that doesn’t chafe at being a servant.
Instead, he sees it as a high privilege, and even a term worthy of his
ultimate hero, Jesus Christ.
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Ser\/ant-
Our Frmcerred ]dentitg

“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”... James 1:1
Remember Jesus’ unbelieving brothers? It wasn’t until after the
resurrection that they finally swung over to His side. Now that they
were believers, and even in leadership, it’s hard to imagine skipping
over the chance to make reference to the fact that they were Jesus’
siblings, especially in correspondence as important as this.

James, who used to completely deny the authenticity of his
brother’s claim to messiah-ship, now identifies his own station in life
as “a servant” of said brother, whom he also refers to as “Lord” and
“Christ”! Things certainly changed, from years ago!

“Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James”... Jude :1

Here’s another brother of Jesus who doesn’t even grab that name
for himself, but instead calls himself a “servant” of Jesus Christ, and
a “brother of James”!

These men had grown up with Jesus, as His brothers. Talk about
some credentials to flash! Why wouldn’t you use them? Because serv-
ing out of love is a different, and better relationship than happening
to share the same mother. Blessed as it was to be physically related
to Him, they had come to realize that it was far better to be a servant
of the Lord Jesus Christ than it was even to be His brother!

They were no longer unbelieving brothers. Their brother was the
Son of God, and they knew it. Their service was not out of family
obligation or a desire to ride their brother’s coattails. Their service
was out of love—the same as ours.

Can we believe that “servant of Jesus Christ” is such a good iden-
tity that it would be preferred even over “brother of Jesus Christ,” by
those who could have laid claim to the title?

“Servant of Jesus Christ”—now there’s a good term, and a good
identity!
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Humi]itg Marks a 1 rue Servant

And they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, he who was with
you across the Jordan, to whom you bore witness—Ilook, he is baptizing,
and all are going to him.”” John answered, “A person cannot receive
even one thing unless it is given him from heaven. You yourselves
bear me witness, that I said, ‘I am not the Christ, but I have been sent
before him.’ The one who has the bride is the bridegroom. The friend
of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at the
bridegroom s voice. Therefore this joy of mine is now complete. He
must increase, but I must decrease.” John 3:26-30

Humility marks a true servant.

His Master is proud of him, but he is not proud of himself—he’s
proud of his Master.

He isn’t seeking the approval of others—just the approval of his
Master.

What’s the difference? The Pharisees and John the Baptist. Think
of the difference between the two. The Pharisees were very proud of
their own righteousness, and sought one another’s approval, along
with the approval of the crowds. They were proud of themselves, but
despised Jesus.

Now think of John the Baptist. The pride just isn’t there. Instead,
here is a servant who so loves Jesus that he encourages his own dis-
ciples to transfer their allegiance to Him, and rejoices that his own
ministry is decreasing, while that of Jesus is increasing! He’s proud
of his Master, not himself. And one of the most popular figures of the
day won’t accept the praise of men, but only that of his Master.

Servanthood is much different from apprenticeship. Apprentices
say, “Get me started, teach me what I need to know, and someday, 1
will be the master!” Servanthood says, “My plan is to serve you, not
to take over.”

Anybody can “increase” for Jesus; it takes a true servant to be
willing to decrease for Him.
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The Servant King

Then King David went in and sat before the LORD and said, “Who
am I, O Lord God, and what is my house, that you have brought me
thus far?”...

And now, O Lord God, you are God, and your words are true, and
you have promised this good thing to your servant. Now therefore may
it please you to bless the house of your servant, so that it may continue
forever before you. For you, O Lord God, have spoken, and with your
blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever. 2 Samuel
7:18,28-29

David goes into the tent and sits before the LORD. David just
talks to Him, thanks Him, worships Him. He refers to himself again
and again as a “servant.” Even though God has made him king, he’s
still first and foremost God’s servant. That’s why He is king!

There are several things about this prayer that must have been
pleasing to God. First of all, David believed Him. On nothing more
than the word of Nathan the prophet, who says to him, “This is what
God says concerning you,” David is willing to believe the outrageous
promises he’s hearing from God, through Nathan. It always blesses
God when His servants believe Him, and don’t take a “wait and see”
attitude!

Another thing that is pleasing to God is the humility shown by
someone who, at that time, must have ranked among the most powerful
men on earth. David isn’t coming before the Lord as “King David;”
he’s coming as “your servant,” in an attitude of complete submission.
It’s not the king of Israel who is sitting there, worshiping his God; it’s
the shepherd boy who knows that every single blessing he has ever
received, or ever will receive, came from the hand of a loving Father.

A third thing that must have pleased that Father was the gratitude
shown by His child. A fourth thing, the relationship. This is not some
sort of business transaction taking place, where a head of state goes
through some ritual, in order to satisfy protocol. This is a servant who
wants to be in the presence of his Master and his Father. It’s a beautiful
thing. Passages like this are what it means when God calls someone
“a man after my heart.” May I be that kind of man.
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Acting as a Servant, Rewarded as a Son

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to John, to be baptized
by him. John would have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized
by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus answered him, “Let it be
so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he
consented. And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from
the water, and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the
Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on him; and
behold, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom
1 am well pleased.” Matthew 3:13-17

The Son doesn’t need to be baptized, but is, anyway, acting like a
servant. He is rewarded as the Son. That was the pattern of Jesus’ min-
istry—acting as a servant, rewarded as a Son.

Some of the best employees I’ve ever seen were the children of
the owners. They have a certain grace about them. They pay attention
to what they’re doing, they pay attention to customers, they obviously
pay attention to the values of their parents, even when the parent is not
present. It’s a beautiful thing to see! Here is a child of the owner, acting
like a servant.

Other times, I’ve witnessed a child of the owner, acting like a spoiled
brat. They behaved in a self-centered manner, oblivious to the needs of
others or the responsibilities on their shoulders, mindful only that they,
being the owner’s child, could not be dismissed from this position, no
matter how poorly they might be carrying out their duties. It was always a
sad spectacle, and one that often resulted in a vow to never return to that
establishment! This is what it’s like when a child of the owner focuses
only on his privileges, to the disregard of his responsibilities.

Then there is the hired employee who has no interest in the good of
the business. Woe to anyone desiring their help if they happen to be on
“break,” which seems to be much of the time. Their concern is only for
themselves, or possibly fellow employees. They seem to be bothered
by the mere presence of customers, as if people who might put money
into the business represent an imposition! This is the “servant” who sees
himself as nothing more than a hired hand, and has no connection or
feeling of personal responsibility to either the boss or the company.

It seems to me that God desires us to see ourselves as His dearly
loved children, who act in the capacity of a trusted servant, rather than
a spoiled heir. This seems to be a balancing act, but when it’s done, it is
indeed a beautiful thing to see!
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The Son Who is the Servant

And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with
you I am well pleased.”

The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. And he
was in the wilderness forty days, being tempted by Satan. And he was
with the wild animals, and the angels were ministering to him. Mark
1:11-13

So much for getting to bask in the glories of “Son-ship”! The mo-
ment Jesus is publicly identified as the Son of God, the attacks begin
in a concentrated fashion. Unable to physically eliminate Jesus in His
early years, Satan now tries the temptations of compromise, which, if
effective, could rob Jesus of His authority by getting Him to misuse
His power.

Mark doesn’t mention the individual temptations in the wilderness,
but they have to do with grabbing the rights of the Son, don’t they?
“You deserve to eat—even a servant does!” “If you’re the Son of God,
jump off the temple, and make the angels catch you. That will show
people who you really are! Then they’ll believe in you!” “If you wor-
ship me, I’ll get out of your way and you can have what you want.”
Jesus rejects the temptations and continues His life of servanthood.

Aren’t many of Satan’s temptations to us along that same track?
“You deserve this!” “Claim this verse, and make God prove Himself.”
“If you just acknowledge me and compromise a little, I’ll give you the
authority to accomplish all the great things you want to do. Think of all
the good that you could do.” “After all, you’re a child of God—claim
your rights!”

Our example was the bonafide Son of God—voice from heaven,
dove and all—who lived not as the Son of God, able to turn stones to
bread, but as the servant of all. Serving God is not about showing off
our son-ship powers and privileges; it’s following the example of the
Son who is the servant.
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You Are Greatlg Loved

Now therefore, O our God, listen to the prayer of your servant
and to his pleas for mercy, and for your own sake, O Lord, make your
face to shine upon your sanctuary, which is desolate. Daniel 9:17

Part of being a servant of God is identifying yourself as such.
This is not, “Hey, I’'m Daniel, one of your best guys—better listen
to me!” Instead, it’s a sincere prayer of confession on behalf of his
nation, followed by a submissive and respectful request to “listen to
the prayer of your servant.” Daniel insists on thinking of himself as
“your servant,” even though in the previous chapter, he was addressed
by the angel Gabriel as “son of man.” Regardless of our honors, it’s
a good idea to continue to think of ourselves as “your servant.”

Daniel has such a love for his people, that he is praying and fasting
on their behalf, in sackcloth and ashes. His heartfelt confession, on
behalf of the Israelites, bears not a trace of bitterness, only sadness.
Daniel accepts total responsibility, on behalf of his nation, for all that
has happened. He confesses their corporate sin, begs forgiveness for
it, proclaims God’s righteousness, and pleads for His mercy.

Daniel’s prayer so touches the heart of God that, once again, He
sends out the angel Gabriel, with a message for Daniel:

“He made me understand, speaking with me and saying, ‘O
Daniel, I have now come out to give you insight and understanding.
At the beginning of your pleas for mercy a word went out, and I have
come to tell it to you, for you are greatly loved. Therefore consider
the word and understand the vision.” Daniel 9:22-23

What must it be like to have one of the archangels hand you a
note from God that says, “You are greatly loved. Here are the answers
you wanted.” So this is how God treats His “servants”! When you are
God’s servant, you’re not some nameless slave; you are greatly loved!
You are cherished as a member of the family. Why would anyone not
want to serve God?!
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More than Slaves

And behold, a hand touched me and set me trembling on my
hands and knees. And he said to me, “O Daniel, man greatly loved,
understand the words that I speak to you, and stand upright, for now
I have been sent to you.” And when he had spoken this word to me, [
stood up trembling. Then he said to me, “Fear not, Daniel, for from
the first day that you set your heart to understand and humbled your-
self before your God, your words have been heard, and I have come
because of your words. Daniel 10:10-12

What does God’s servant do? In this particular instance, Daniel
has been “mourning” for three weeks—self-denial and partial fasting,
praying and studying. Daniel had chosen to humble himself before God
in this way, apparently on his own volition. In the midst of this time
of seeking God, Daniel once again receives a special messenger, and
an incredible message from God, that pinpoints events of the future as
if one were reading a newspaper account. Prior to the vision, though,
is the affirmation: “O Daniel, man greatly loved.” For me, God could
have just stopped there! If God is calling my name, telling me that
He “greatly loves me,” that’s enough for me—I don’t even need the
vision!

Not once, but three times, Daniel is addressed as a “man greatly
loved” (Da 9:23, 10:11, 10:19). This is not some worthless slave, to
God! God loves him—"greatly”—and tells him so!

It’s not the only time. A young man being baptized in the Jordan
River hears a voice from heaven, saying, “You are my beloved Son,
with you I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:11b)

To get a direct message from God, expressing His love for
you—what could be better?! That affirmation, that pronouncement
of blessing, is available for every one of God’s servants. We’re a lot
more than slaves! We are “greatly loved.”
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SCr\/anthooc{ with Furpose

While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon
(who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the
sea, for they were fishermen. And he said to them, “Follow me, and
1 will make you fishers of men.” Immediately they left their nets and
followed him. Matthew 4:18-20

The people Jesus calls, He calls to a life of servanthood, but with
purpose: It’s not, “Follow me and you get to be my slaves;” it’s “Fol-
low me, and I will make you fishers of men.” There’s a challenge and
a purpose, here. It’s also crucial that this is seen not as a hobby or a
part-time commitment; it’s 100%, and it’s forever.

There is an aspect of partnership in the call of Jesus, which is
very, very different from the call one might expect to come from one
with this kind of power. Contrast the call of Jesus with the call of a
dictator, who demands unflinching allegiance and total submission,
in exchange for nothing more than the right to live! The subjects of
dictators and evil rulers are treated with contempt. They are nothing
more than mere pawns, tools to be used in maintaining preeminent
authority. Particularly faithful and loyal subjects may one day be
rewarded with a greater degree of power, but every privilege is tenta-
tive; both authority and life itself might be eliminated at any moment,
according to the whims of the ruler.

Jesus calls His followers not just to serve Him, but to serve along-
side Him, even as He serves others. There is a noble purpose in the
commission of Jesus. To follow Him is to know—absolutely know—
that your life counts for something. Whatever He asks us to do, we
can know that we matter. We are not just subjects in a kingdom; we
are co-laborers in the most magnificent, exciting cause in the universe,
serving alongside the Lord of Glory.
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Thc Mrustration of Manna

And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which
you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that he might make you
know that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every
word that comes from the mouth of the LORD. Deuteronomy 8:3

I’'m beginning to relate to the Israelites. Two years into a new
calling definitely from God, but also definitely weird to practically
everyone else, I get the shakes toward the end of the month, contem-
plating a growing pile of bills and a dwindling checkbook. In this
new deal, I don’t have a job—just a calling, and a non-profit ministry
solely dependent on what God prompts folks to send me in the mail.
It’s a scary business.

There’s a yearning to be “normal,” and in control—especially
the latter. The manna system was neither, which is what made it so
frustrating for the Israelites. Think of it. Your only source of food is
what appears on the ground in the morning, gone by noon. You can
gather it, but not produce it. It won’t keep overnight, except when God
says it will, another glaring example that this is under His control, not
yours.

What’s this do to a guy’s ego? How does one show off entrepre-
neurial skills with manna? How do you get rich off manna? How do
you show you are a hardworking, “Type A” guy with manna? The
answer to these and other pertinent manly questions is always, “You
don’t.” Manna is the place where man is humbled before God, totally
dependent on His routine miracle grace.

How frustrating is it when you can’t work your way to wealth,
when there’s no way to get ahead, when you’re utterly dependent
upon God’s grace to provide one day’s worth of food for your family,
and since there’s no way to get a week’s worth at once, you’ll have to
depend on God tomorrow, too? It’s the frustration of being helpless
before the Almighty, unable to do anything but yield to His system,
His timing. The choices are gratitude or complaining, and that’s it.
No wonder they suffered from manna depression.

And so, three days from month’s end, irritable because I don’t yet
have tomorrow’s provisions and helpless to do much about it, [ have
two choices: Complain, or be thankful for the privilege of depending
on the provision of a God who is always faithful and gracious, who
humbles us and allows us to be helpless and needy, but only so we
can learn how good He really is.
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Sons Who | ive
[ ike Hirelings

But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and
entreated him, but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years 1
have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never
gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. But
when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with
prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him! And he said to him,

‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was
fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and
is alive; he was lost, and is found.””

Luke 15:28-32

Jesus is concerned for the lost. He wants His servants to be con-
cerned for the lost, too! I think He’d like for us to help Him look!
Instead, our all-too-common habit is to sit around griping, like the
older brother—not enjoying what we have, and resenting the fact that
some prodigal brother of ours is getting better than he deserves!

The older brother was a son, but lived like a hireling.

“And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that
is mine is yours.”

This is one of the principles of servant son-ship. Everything we
have is required of us, but in this relationship with the Father, “all that
is mine is yours,” so we have total access to all of God’s resources! I’'m
sure that I’'m not living in that realm, mentally. | need to be moving
in that direction; otherwise, I’m like the older brother, who lives as if
he’s broke, but resents his Father’s generosity toward others.

Also in this parable of the prodigal son is the theme that God
truly wants us to live as His children, rather than as a bunch of slaves/
servants, who have no rights and no joy in the relationship. We are
more than just servants, yet our goal needs to be to serve, and not just
lie around like a bunch of lazy, rich kids.
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A Lct’cer of Grace

So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would re-
ceive me. If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge
that to my account. Philemon :17-18

Onesimus, fugitive slave, carries in his trembling hands the let-
ter from Paul which he trusts will spare his life. The slave has been
sent back to his owner by Paul. Onesimus, once a runaway slave, had
become a believer in Christ. He was being sent back to make it right
with his master, Philemon. The only thing standing between Onesimus
and punishment, or possibly death, is a brief epistle penned by an old
man in prison. But it’s not just any old man; Philemon owes his very
life to Paul. Onesimus is not able to come before his master on his
own authority; Paul loans him his. This letter of grace is the difference
between slavery and freedom for Onesimus, life and death.

We are that runaway slave. Each of us who knows Jesus Christ
as Savior bears in our hands a letter of grace and pardon, from Him.
We only need present it to the Father, and on Jesus’ account, our sins
and debts are forgiven, and we are accepted into the family, not as
slaves, but as sons! Slaves are basically property, which can be sold
or traded. But Jesus has promoted us from bondservants to brothers!
Nevertheless, we still fulfill a servant’s role—even the Son did that!
Consequently, wherever we are placed, that’s where we serve. Whom-
ever God sends us to, that’s whom we serve, because we’re doing this
at His orders, not our own. That means that I’'m not to go looking for
where 1’d like to serve, and for whom it’s fun to be around; I go where
God sent me, and do what God wants me to do!

I am a bondservant of Christ, because He bought me with His
own blood. His will for me is that I would be an adopted brother of
His, and a co-heir in His kingdom. Although Christ has made me a
brother, I am still a servant, because Christ has called me to serve as
He did, and love as He did. It’s really pretty simple where I fit in!
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Jesus’ Real Familg

And his mother and his brothers came, and standing outside they
sent to him and called him. And a crowd was sitting around him, and
they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers are outside, seeking
you.” And he answered them, “Who are my mother and my brothers?”
And looking about at those who sat around him, he said, “Here are
my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God, he is my
brother and sister and mother.” Mark 3:31-35

When Jesus’ family members come to take charge of Him, they
can’t even get to Him, due to the size of the crowd. At this time, His
physical brothers don’t even believe in Him as the Son of God, so
they’re attempting to act in the capacity of responsible brothers, com-
ing to take their neurotic sibling home.

Jesus makes a statement which shows how it is that any of us can
grow in a true relationship with Him: “Whoever does the will of God,
he is my brother and sister and mother.” Blood ties are irrelevant in this
case, particularly when it comes to claiming any authority over Jesus;
what counts is obedience. Any of us is able to have a relationship with
Jesus Christ that is closer than that of a mother, sister or brother—all
we need to do is to follow the will of God, and that relationship is
ours! Jesus wants us to be in this sort of relationship with Him!
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Promises To Servants

Thc Tcmple of Goé

Do you not know that you are God s temple and that God s Spirit
dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him.
For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple.

Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he
is wise in this age, let him become a fool that he may become wise.
For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. For it is written, “He
catches the wise in their craftiness,” and again, “The Lord knows
the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile.” So let no one boast in
men. For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or
the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours,
and you are Christs, and Christ is God’s. 1 Corinthians 3:16-23

I’ve read and heard this scripture since childhood, usually as-
sociating it with our responsibility to care for our own body, since it
is “God’s temple.” While it is true that we should respect our body
as the temple of God (rather than building on some “fat rooms” to
it, etc!), I’'m seeing the promise aspect of the passage. We don’t just
have a temple, which we are to care for; we get to be a temple—a
holy place where God’s Spirit dwells.

This also places a different slant on some other aspects of our
humanity—worldly wisdom, for instance. It’s nothing, to God! We
could pile all of human intelligence together and not make it to the
first rung of God’s wisdom. Pretentiousness and pride in our own
knowledge only keeps us dumb. Humility of the mind before the
Creator of the universe opens up a holy place which He is willing to
fill with His wisdom.

Then there’s this aspect which eliminates the need for competition
or rivalry: “All things are yours,” he says, again and again. No need
to boast about our association with spiritual great’s—they belong to
everyone. We are not in competition with fellow servants because all
of us have all of Him—and along with Him, all things!

All things are ours: Paul is ours, Apollos, Cephas, are ours. The
world is ours. Life is ours. Death is ours. The present is ours. The
future is ours. It’s all ours, and we are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.
Worldly wisdom? It’s nothing compared to what God has for us.
Competition? No need to prove anything—it’s all ours, anyway. We
are God’s temple, with nothing to prove.
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Go and Te” Mg Brothcrs

But the angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know
that you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not here, for he has risen,
as he said. Come, see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell
his disciples that he has risen from the dead, and behold, he is going
before you to Galilee; there you will see him. See, I have told you.”
So they departed quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, and
ran to tell his disciples.

Matthew 28:5-8

It’s always amused me how many Christians treat Easter much
like Groundhog’s Day—Once a year Jesus comes out of the grave,
and “He is risen!”—the rest of the year He goes back in the tomb, |
guess! Anyway, some Christians make a big deal out of Easter, but
act as if Jesus were dead, the rest of the year! The Resurrection isn’t
Groundhog’s Day, it’s forever!

I love the accounts of God’s resurrection power! The angels, the
Risen Lord, the earthquake and the resurrection of the saints... [ love
it! What a God!

And behold, Jesus met them and said, “Greetings!” And they
came up and took hold of his feet and worshiped him. Then Jesus said
to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee,
and there they will see me.” (Matt 28:9-10)

Go and tell my whom? The angel calls them “his disciples;” Jesus
calls them “my brothers.” The men who ran off into the night, three
days ago?! That would be them. “My brothers.” God’s servants aren’t
a bunch of peons who have no say in anything. They aren’t worker
bees who are expendable nothing’s when it comes to His Kingdom.
Jesus’ disciples are, to Him, His brothers. Totally amazing!
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Tlﬁou M9 Great ]:at!ﬁcr,
] T!’]g True Son

I mean that the heir, as long as he is a child, is no different from a
slave, though he is the owner of everything, but he is under guardians
and managers until the date set by his father. In the same way we also,
when we were children, were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the
world. But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son,
born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under
the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you
are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying,
‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son,
then an heir through God.

Galatians 4:1-7

God didn’t want us to miss it, so here it is, again—the promise of
son-ship. And because of the nature of adoption, we are “all the way
in”’! We’re not foster-children, in the keeping of the Lord until we’re
grown up; we’re not orphans for which He is caring; we’re true sons,
like it says in the great, ancient hymn, “Be Thou My Vision”: “Thou
my great Father, [ Thy true son, Thou in me dwelling and [ with Thee
one.”

We are true heirs. Money is no longer a problem. Neither is lack
of anything else! Why? We are sons! This is not just the Creator of
the universe we’re addressing, this is “Abba”—Daddy!

To live like a son of God who is serving his Father—I think that’s
where all of this is going. Like Jesus, we are to be a son who serves,
because there is no one we would rather please than our loving Father.
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Bom into (God’s Fami]g

But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave
the right to become children of God who were born, not of blood nor
of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. John 1:12-13

I think it’s important to realize how we get into God’s family. We
don’t work our way in. We don’t just become smart enough that we
get in. It’s not a matter of trying hard enough, or persevering in our
efforts, and then we make it. No, this is how we get in to God’s family:
We’re born into God’s family! Luck of the draw? No, it’s whoever
receives Him, whoever believes in His name. That’s all it takes, and
you’re in, forever! What a deal!

Why is it, then, that we linger on the fringe of the family, some-
times resenting those who seem to be closer to the Father, envying the
gifts and talents of others? Why do we persist in acting like people with
something to prove? As if, in our pursuit of worthy service to God, we
would finally achieve enough significance through our contributions
to His Kingdom that we would at last deserve the recognition befit-
ting a true family member! We’re already in! We’ve been invited in,
we’ve been adopted. We’re not foster children, and we’re not board-
ers, working to earn our keep. We are family members, the same as
anyone else born into a family. We’ve been born of God—that makes
us God's children.

We might be lazy children, or we might be obedient, industrious
children, but our performance isn’t what determines our family status.
How did we become members of God’s family? We were born of
God. We’re as “in” as we’re ever going to be! We might as well live
like it. Rather than working to try to deserve this position (which we
already possess and which is impossible to earn, anyway), how about
if we work because it pleases our Father? Interestingly enough, our
greatest sense of purpose and fulfillment comes when we do the things
we know will please Him, for simply that reason: To please Him.
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[mitators of (God

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. Ephesians 5:1

It’s a little weird in our house. Our seven-year-old is singing the
Cocoa Wheats commercial by heart, although he has never seen the
commercial, nor a Cocoa Wheat. Where did he get it? Dad. That’s
the same place he got many of the other silly songs, stories and jokes
that he loves so much. Someone told us the other day that he has my
mannerisms. They’ve always told us that he looks like me. We receive
both as great compliments, since he’s adopted! It’s not uncommon at
all to hear him recite something verbatim that | might have just said in
passing. What’s the line? “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery”?
He even imitates the not-so-good stuff, which can be embarrassing,
since | know where he got that, too. But what a wonderful thing it is
to have a family, especially one where there are people who want to
be like you!

And so it is with God. We are beloved children, and I don’t know
if there is anything which pleases that Father’s heart more than when
His children imitate Him. The world really, really needs to see people
who are singing the songs they learned from the Father, quoting lines
they heard from Him, picking up His habits and His heart. When the
world sees us imitate God, how are they going to stay away from
the Father any longer? They aren’t. They will want what they see,
because it’s real, and it represents the most wonderful relationship
possible—an intimate relationship with our Heavenly Father.

We’re not just a bunch of servants, sitting around waiting for
orders. We are God’s children, who mimic Him just because we want
to be like Him.

What trait of God would He have me to imitate?
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Chil&ren of Liglﬁt

...Walk as children of light... Ephesians 5:8

I’'m glad that it says “children of light,” instead of “servants of
light.” It just sounds so much better, so much more exciting and attrac-
tive. It’s much more personal. That’s not how we said it was supposed
to be; that’s how God said it’s supposed to be! Children of light.

What is it to walk as “children of light”? Ephesians 5 gives a num-
ber of practical instructions regarding how to disassociate ourselves
from the darkness, and to identify with the light: We are not only to
abstain from sexual immorality, impurity and covetousness; we are
not to even talk about it! Our conversation is to focus on thanksgiv-
ing, and on giving praise to God through music, rather than on coarse
language or crude joking.

One of the best indicators of our heart’s condition will always be
in our speech. This is why the Bible says it is shameful even to speak
of the various works of darkness. When we focus on the darkness, it
is going to bring spiritual harm to us. We are to concentrate on the
light.

“For the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and
true.” (Eph 5:9) This is where our focus should be, on what is clearly
light, rather than what is questionable.

God wants us to be thinking of how we can please Him, and how
we can represent Him. He has given us His name, He has made us
His own—now He expects us to act like His children!

When a wise parent is nagged by their children regarding one
of those many issues where “everybody else is doing it,” the proper
response is usually, “You’re not ‘everybody else.” They’re not part of
our family, but you are, and this is how we act.” I think God is tell-
ing His children, “You’re not part of the darkness. You are my child,
which makes you a child of light. Act like it.”
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Bona fide Familg Members

For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For
you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you
have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba!
Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are
children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow
heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may
also be glorified with him.

For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth
comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the creation
waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.

For the creation was subjected to futility; not willingly, but be-
cause of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be
set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the freedom of the glory
of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation has been
groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. And not only the
creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan
inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of
our bodies.

Romans 8:14-23

As an adoptive parent, [ am no longer a stranger to the concepts and
feelings which accompany adoption. One of the startling realizations is
how an adopted child becomes your own, in every sense of the word.
They are not “/ike your own child;” they are your own child! They
are all the way in! This is one of many reasons why it’s so exciting
to become a part of God’s family—we get to actually, truly become a
part of it, rather than being a guest, or a servant on probation. We’re
all the way in!

Part of being a bonafide member in a family is that the sufferings
and blessings and work are all shared. Real family members are in-
cluded, when it comes to both pain and pleasure; meanwhile, guests are
politely excluded from the hardships, expectations and the inheritance
(particularly the inheritance). When we belong to a family, we get
it all! When we belong to God’s family, we are genuinely included.
What a privilege!

44 Serving God



February 8
]nescapab]e LOVC

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know
what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for
us with groanings too deep for words. And he who searches hearts
knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for
the saints according to the will of God. And we know that for those
who love God all things work together for good, for those who are
called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also
predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that
he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he
predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified,
and those whom he justified he also glorified.

What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can
be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for
us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?
Who shall bring any charge against God s elect? It is God who justi-

fies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than
that, who was raised——who is at the right hand of God, who indeed
is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?
Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness,
or danger, or sword? As it is written, ‘For your sake we are being
killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.’

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor
rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Romans 8:26-39

It’s hard to add anything to Romans 8 without feeling that I’'m
wrecking it! Here are reminders of everything we need: protection,
security, destiny, the reminder that there is nothing which can separate
us from God’s love; the reminder that everything works together for
good for those who love Him; the picture of Jesus, “firstborn among
many brothers” (another reminder of our standing with God), person-
ally interceding for us in heaven’s throne room. What else could we
want?! Then there is the reminder that if we did need anything beyond
what we already have, the God who gave His only Son for us would
certainly not withhold it. We have it all! Absolutely everything we
need is provided for us, through God’s grace!
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God’s Fe”ow Worker

What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you
believed, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollos watered, but
God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is
anything, but only God who gives the growth. He who plants and he
who waters are one, and each will receive his wages according to his
labor. For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's
building.

According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master
builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it.
Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can lay a
foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now
if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones,
wood, hay, straw—each one s work will become manifest, for the Day
will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will
test what sort of work each one has done. If the work that anyone has
built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If anyone's
work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved,
but only as through fire. 1 Corinthians 3:5-15

As a kid, one of my regularly assigned tasks on our farm was to
scoop into an open trailer a load of ear corn, to provide feed for our
cattle. I recall wasting a great deal of time examining my progress,
to see if I could consider the job done, yet. On several occasions, |
squandered even more time, spreading the corn around in the trailer
in an attempt to make it look like more than was actually there. It
neither fooled nor pleased my Dad, when he arrived! The last time
I tried that stunt, he came and found me at the house, marched me
out to the corn crib, and we proceeded together to fill that trailer to
overflowing! Thanks, Dad. That was the day I learned to work.

This passage in Corinthians makes me think of that story. My
Heavenly Father desires that [ would learn to work, just as my earthly
father did. I am God’s “fellow worker,” just as [ was my father’s fel-
low worker, side by side in the corn crib, scooping grain into a trailer.
Trying to fluff my accomplishments is a waste of time! One glance
from the Father reveals everything. Meanwhile, He’s teaching me to
work, much as my Dad did: “Match me. Do what I do.” Whatever I
do with the Father will last, and will need no embellishment to show
its true worth.
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Ambassadors
for Chris’c

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old
has passed away,; behold, the new has come. All this is from God,
who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry
of reconciliation, that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to
us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for
Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf
of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin
who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness
of God.

Working together with him, then, we appeal to you not to receive
the grace of God in vain. 2 Corinthians 5:17-6:1

>

“Working together with him "—doing what? Our mission is one
of reconciliation, imploring people to be reconciled to God, just as
we have been. As a new creation, reconciled to God through the sac-
rifice of Jesus for our sins, we are commissioned as “ambassadors
for Christ.”

What does an ambassador do? He represents the good will of the
one who sent him. He speaks not on his own, but with official author-
ity representing a sovereign nation or leader. He is not responsible
for formulating policies or taking positions; only communicating
them. An ambassador’s mission is to be the next best thing to having
the president or leader there in person. Whatever he says or does is a
reflection upon the one he represents.

So, too, with “ambassadors for Christ.” We are commissioned
as representatives of His favor toward those who have been dis-
tanced from Him. We are to love people as Christ loves them. We
are to attempt to reconcile people to God by letting them know and
see that God loves them, through our actions on His behalf. We are
responsible to communicate the Gospel, without altering it to fit our
personal whims. We are to so accurately reflect our Master that people
are drawn toward the One who sent us. Christ’s ambassadors should
always make people think better of Christ.
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QOur Heritagc
Clear]g Defined

So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that
we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no
longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God,
through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have
put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave
nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ
Jesus. And if you are Christs then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs
according to promise.

Galatians 3:24-29

Once again, our heritage is clearly defined. We are sons and daugh-
ters of God, through faith. We are “heirs according to promise.” We
are “one in Christ Jesus.” How did we get into this kind of standing
and relationship? By faith, when we trusted in Christ. When we were
baptized, we were “baptized into Christ.” We became a part of Him.
We became one with Him. “For as many of you as were baptized
into Christ have put on Christ.” In putting on Christ, we receive His
heritage as our own, and become heirs along with Him, and sons and
daughters of God along with Him.

Sons and daughters of God, heirs along with Jesus—this is so much
different than being mere servants, hanging around the Kingdom! Yes,
we are to be faithful servants, but we are servants who belong to the
family of God. We are genuine children of God, adopted all the way
into His family. No one has a better heritage than the person, Jew or
Gentile, male or female, slave or free, who has been baptized into
Christ. We have been grafted into the greatest family of all! In putting
on Christ Jesus, not only does His righteousness become ours; so does
His heritage.

Hard to accept? Yes. But that’s what it says! “For in Christ Jesus
you are all sons of God, through faith.” We might as well enjoy it!
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How Do | Get into this Familﬂ?

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once
walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of
the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of dis-
obedience—among whom we all once lived in the passions of our
flesh, carrying out the desires of the flesh and the mind, and were by
nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. But God, being
rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with
Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him
and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that
in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his
grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing, it is the gift
of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are
his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. Ephesians 2:1-10

How do I get into this family?

By grace. Period.

We don’t get into God’s family by our hard work, our dedication
to the cause, our intelligence, our ability, our perseverance, our at-
tractiveness; we get in by grace, just pure grace.

We’re offered a seat in glory not because we earned it, but because
God desired to give it to us! Our God is rich in mercy. He deigned
to show that mercy to us through Christ Jesus, in kindness beyond
measure. We are not “byproducts of conception,” with value assigned
to us according to the whims of society; we are God’s workmanship,
“created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared before-
hand, that we should walk in them.”

“If I work hard enough, maybe I’ll become valuable....” No. We
already possess a value God has placed upon us which has nothing to
do with our works, and which could never be attained through them,
anyway. Our God and Creator invites us to take a seat in the family,
where every member got in the same way we did—by grace. The
works? That’s not the entrance fee; that’s part of the reward! Good
works, individually prepared, perfectly suited to us, by a Father infi-
nitely rich in grace. Yes!
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illing to
Willing
Accept Keinstatement

And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long
way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced
him and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned
against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your
son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe,
and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet.
And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For
this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’
And they began to celebrate. Luke 15:20-24

How much of my trouble is caused by refusing to accept son-ship?
The prodigal son felt unworthy of being reinstated into the family,
and came back with the intention of just trying to establish a working
relationship with his father. The father insisted on reinstating him as
a son—no probation period, no groveling—get the robe and the ring,
prepare the feast!

What if the son had listened to his jeering older brother, and re-
jected his son-ship, refusing to live as a son of his father? He could
have spent his days in misery, remembering his pitiful past, longing
for the way it used to be, unable to enjoy any of the privileges of his
restored heritage because of the undying guilt of his sin. And what
good would it have done anyone?! That kind of attitude would have
pleased only the enemy of his soul, who lured him away from home
in the first place, and fed the judgmental carnality of his older brother,
a problem in its own right.

What does God wish us to do? First of all, like the prodigal son,
come to our senses and head home. But when we’ve come before our
Father, He wants us to accept the forgiveness and the restored relation-
ship He offers, and live as sons! Obviously, not perfect sons, but not
groveling or morose ones, either.

How much of my trouble is caused by refusing to accept son-ship?
How much envy, regret, worry and discouragement residing in my life
is absolutely needless? The answer is: “All of it.” [ am a son of God.
I can either accept that, or choose to live otherwise, but it’s a fact.
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Nothing Elsc (_ounts

If [ speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love,
1 am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic pow-
ers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if [ have all
faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If
1 give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but
have not love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient and kind, love does not envy or boast; it is not ar-
rogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or
resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth.
Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things.

Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass away, as for
tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. For we
know in part and we prophesy in part, but when the perfect comes,
the partial will pass away. When [ was a child, I spoke like a child, 1
thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man,
1 gave up childish ways. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then
face to face. Now I know in part, then I shall know fully, even as I have
been fully known.

So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three, but the greatest
of these is love. 1 Corinthians 13

It’s easy to forget that service without love is not really service.
Without love, our service doesn’t even count! Nor does great knowl-
edge, faith or sacrifice. The component of love is so crucial that its
absence negates all good deeds, and we gain nothing. The other stuff
is all going to vanish: prophecies, tongues, knowledge; love will last.

This chapter tells me that if love isn’t at the forefront, nothing
else counts—not my sacrifice, learning, hard work—if love isn’t the
motivating force, none of it counts for anything.

It’s also a reminder that love doesn’t stay as some sort of gushy
emotion, but will be evidenced in these different ways. Love will
prompt not only sacrifice and heroic deeds, but thoughtful everyday
service, too. Love keeps me in the relationship seeking patience rather
than escape. Love helps me desire to grow in patience, rather than
being comfortable in my habitual irritability. With love at the center,
good things grow. If love is missing, nothing else matters.
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A Son Who 56W65~J09{:u1131

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who
has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heav-
enly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the
world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he
predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, according to the
purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he
has blessed us in the Beloved. Ephesians 1:3-6

Son, servant or brother? It’s clear. You don’t adopt servants, you
adopt sons and daughters. The inheritance doesn’t go to servants, it
goes to sons and daughters. God calls us His children; Jesus calls us
His brothers (and sisters). We’re in! We are all the way in! By virtue
of the blood of Jesus, we belong to the family of God.

“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not
worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the
creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of
God.” (Ro 8:18-19)

And who would those sons be? I am one of them!

Who am [?

I’'m a SON OF THE FATHER.

I’'m a BROTHER OF JESUS.

Am I a SERVANT OF GOD? Yes, but I am serving, not to try
to gain a place in the Kingdom, but because I love my Father, and |
want to please Him. That is also why I serve others—He told me that
the best way I can demonstrate my love for Him is by serving other
people in His name. I’'m “helping Dad.” It’s not because He really
needs my help, or couldn’t do these things without me; it’s because
He wants me to grow up and be just like Him.

That’s why I am:
A SON WHO SERVES—JOYFULLY!
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The First Job of a Servant—
Fag Attention

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your
kindred and your father s house to the land that I will show you. And
1 will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your
name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who
bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed. Genesis 12:1-3

From this point on, whenever I talk about a “servant of God,”
what I’'m really talking about is a “son (or daughter) of God,” who
is serving Him. Since “servant” is such a good title, one preferred
by apostles and even Jesus’ brothers, we’ll continue to use it, in the
satisfying knowledge that we are much more than slaves or hired
help; we are bonafide members of God’s family, who serve Him out
of love.

Back to the principle question of this study: How do we best serve
God? We’ll spend the next several weeks focusing on three “jobs” of
a servant, which come through in scripture, often.

Abram’s call (which I believe was an extension of the call to
Abram’s father, Terah) mostly consisted of, “Are you willing to leave
behind your old life and follow me?” He did. The rest is history.
Whether it’s Noah, Abram, or whomever, God first of all just looks
for those who will listen to Him and who are willing to follow and
obey.

Maybe the first job of a servant is to be paying attention.

There are few things more frustrating than a servant who is not
paying attention, or one you have to go and find, before you can get
them to do anything. Ask my Dad.

Other frustrations include having to repeat things because the
servant wasn’t paying attention the first time you told them, or worse
yet, having them tell you they understand when they really still don’t
have a clue. And if they have their own agenda all planned out and pay
no heed to yours, they may have pretty good ideas, but they shouldn’t
refer to themselves as “servants”—"entreprencurs for God,” maybe?

I think I’m close to the mark when I say that the first job of a
servant is to pay attention.
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

]n Ordcr to HCIP,
You Must Be Available

“If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there
will my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father will honor
him.” John 12:26

I remember “helping Dad,” on the farm. Sometimes there wasn’t
that much a young kid could do, to help. But if [ wasn’t around, and
he had to go look for me in order to get me to do some small thing, 1
wasn’t helping him much! It was easier and faster for him to just do
it, himself, than it was to hunt down his “helper.” Being available was
actually the most valuable part of my service. [ wasn’t very proficient
at most things, yet, but if [ was there, I could at least be of some as-
sistance. In other words, [ was better than no help at all. Usually.

Jesus always used the same phrase when calling disciples. He
didn’t give them a grandiose strategy for magnificent deeds to be
done in His name—at least not at first. They didn’t even get a specific
assignment, to start out with. All they got was, “Follow me.” Not even
the destination was included in the admonition. “Follow you where? ”
He didn’t tell them. He’s still not telling. It’s just “Follow me.”

That’s always the first order, for a would-be disciple.

“If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there
will my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father will honor
him.”

It’s nice to know that it comes with a promise of honor and reward,
but it comes back to this: Serving the Father starts with just following
Him, hanging around, staying close, being available. The first job of a
servant is to pay attention. You can’t pay attention if you’re not there.
“Follow me.”
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

Abi&e in Me

“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by
itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide
in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me
and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can
do nothing. If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a
branch and withers, and the branches are gathered, thrown into the
fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask
whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. By this my Father is
glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.”
John 15:4-8

Regardless of how good the branch might look, apart from the
vine it produces nothing. In order to be productive, we must abide in
the Vine.

When I think of “abiding,” I think of my old bird-dog, Brownie,
who used to roam the fields with me in pursuit of game birds. The first
few times out, I didn’t get any pheasants, because I couldn’t get close
to any! Brownie, aspiring hunting dog that she was, could be seen off
on the horizon, barking madly and flushing out whatever birds were
in the country, then coming back to receive praise from her master for
doing her job.

I'had a hard time convincing Brownie that unless she would “abide”
with me—stay close to me without running off on her own—neither
one of us was going to get anything! No abide? No pheasants! When
she finally got the idea, our hunting success improved dramatically!
The key was “abiding.”

That’s the key when it comes to being a fruitful disciple, too. Jesus
makes it clear: No abide? No fruit! “Apart from me, you can do noth-
ing.” Meanwhile, if we do abide, we can’t help but be fruitful. The
only thing that results in spiritual fruit is abiding in Christ.

Like a disconnected branch, an unplugged electrical tool, or a
bird dog in the next county, so is the disciple who doesn’t abide in the
Master. There is no positive result unless there is a positive, continuing
connection. Jesus calls it “abiding.” Without it, we can forget about
fruit. Or pheasants.
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

You Never K now
What He Might Te“ You

For the Lord GOD does nothing without revealing his secret to
his servants the prophets. Amos 3:7

Amos, reluctant prophet, is also apparently the first of the writing
prophets. The message he is given to deliver is not only difficult, but
comes during a time of prosperity, which must have made it even less
palatable. Who wants to be a voice of doom during boom times?

But for Amos, like all true prophets, prophecy has little to do with
choice. It’s clear that he neither aspired to be a prophet in the first
place, nor made up his own agenda. This was only about faithfully
communicating God’s word to people, regardless of'its popularity. True
prophets say what God tells them, without distorting the message in
any way. That’s why they are called “servants”—they do what their
Master tells them to do, even when it’s hard, which it usually is.

God counts the prophets as His servants because they’re paying
attention to Him and He can count on them to deliver His message.
God has chosen His faithful prophets to be His “early warning system”
for Earth’s inhabitants. God doesn’t have to tell anyone anything, but
because of His mercy and love, He tells His secret to His servants the
prophets. It’s up to us to either receive their words as coming from
God, or reject them, but we can’t say we haven’t been told! And, like
Amos, when it’s our turn to give others instructions or an admonition
we received from God, we may be a reluctant prophet, but we need
to be a faithful one.
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

Speak) Lord,
for Your Servant Hears

And the LORD called Samuel again the third time. And he arose
and went to Eli and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli
perceived that the LORD was calling the young man. Therefore Eli
said to Samuel, “Go, lie down, and if he calls you, you shall say,

‘Speak, LORD, for your servant hears.”” So Samuel went and lay
down in his place.

And the LORD came and stood, calling as at other times, “Sam-
uel! Samuel!” And Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant hears.”
1 Samuel 3:8-10

Eli does at least know what to tell Samuel, when God calls him the
third time: “Go, lie down, and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak,
LORD, for your servant hears.”

Such an appropriate response for a servant.

Sure enough, for the fourth time that night, the young man hears
God calling his name. His response indicates he is paying attention.
The message Samuel receives, though, is an unnerving one, especially
for a first-timer! It’s all about Eli’s wicked sons and God’s judgment
on the house of Eli, “because his sons were blaspheming God, and
he did not restrain them.”

No wonder Samuel wanted to not tell Eli!

Though the first time was difficult, this is not the last time Samuel
hears from God, but the first of many. He will soon become the es-
tablished prophet of Israel, although in a junior capacity. Never again
when he hears the voice of God will Samuel mistake it for another.
He knows God’s voice.

It starts with paying attention, and hearing from God. When
you’ve heard from God, you’re qualified! Even if you’re just a kid.
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

SADD Saul

He waited seven days, the time appointed by Samuel. But Samuel
did not come to Gilgal, and the people were scattering from him. So
Saul said, “Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the peace offer-
ings.” And he offered the burnt offering.. As soon as he had finished
offering the burnt offering, behold, Samuel came. And Saul went out
to meet him and to greet him. Samuel said, “What have you done?”
And Saul said, “When [ saw that the people were scattering from me,
and that you did not come within the days appointed, and that the
Philistines had mustered at Michmash, I said, ‘Now the Philistines
will come down against me at Gilgal, and I have not sought the favor
of the LORD.” So I forced myself, and offered the burnt offering.”
And Samuel said to Saul, “You have done foolishly. You have not kept
the command of the LORD your God, with which he commanded you.
Forthen the LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel
forever. But now your kingdom shall not continue. The LORD has
sought out a man after his own heart, and the LORD has commanded
him to be prince over his people, because you have not kept what the
LORD commanded you.” 1 Samuel 13:8-14

King Saul was ADD. At least when it came to staying focused on
spiritual things or obeying God, Saul seemed to have a bad case of
Attention Deficit Disorder. When you attach “spiritual” to the front
of that acronym, you get SADD, which pretty well describes Israel’s
first king. What a waste! It isn’t like Saul didn’t have anything go-
ing for him! A head taller than everybody else, good-looking, off to
a good start—he’s the kind of king people would have chosen out of
a monarch catalog. And now this.

This is what you get when you try to do it the world’s way: A king
who won’t listen to anybody, who still can’t win the battles! Saul does
it all by the flesh. He even panics by the flesh! He’s going to make this
thing spiritual by offering the sacrifice, scoring God’s blessing, and
maybe that will help him, since most of his little army already left.
All it does is get him into more trouble with God than he already is!
God has already passed over Saul and gone on to someone “after his
own heart.” A servant who won’t listen to anyone, not even his own
master, is one worthless servant!
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

Ask (God, and | isten!

Now they told David, “Behold, the Philistines are fighting against
Keilah and are robbing the threshing floors.” Therefore David in-
quired of the LORD, “Shall I go and attack these Philistines?” And
the LORD said to David, “Go and attack the Philistines and save
Keilah.” But David'’s men said to him, “Behold, we are afraid here
in Judah,; how much more then if we go to Keilah against the armies
of the Philistines?”” Then David inquired of the LORD again. And the
LORD answered him, “Arise, go down to Keilah, for I will give the
Philistines into your hand.” And David and his men went to Keilah
and fought with the Philistines and brought away their livestock and
struck them with a great blow. So David saved the inhabitants of
Keilah.

...Then said David, “O LORD, the God of Israel, your servant has
surely heard that Saul seeks to come to Keilah, to destroy the city on
my account. Will the men of Keilah surrender me into his hand? Will
Saul come down, as your servant has heard? O LORD, the God of
Israel, please tell your servant.” And the LORD said, “He will come
down.” Then David said, “Will the men of Keilah surrender me and
my men into the hand of Saul?” And the LORD said, “They will sur-
render you.” Then David and his men, who were about six hundred,
arose and departed from Keilah, and they went wherever they could
go. When Saul was told that David had escaped from Keilah, he gave
up the expedition. 1 Samuel 23:1-5,10-13

Because David is listening to God and obeying, he goes against
an enemy army to rescue an Israelite city, defeats the Philistines, then
escapes before they can betray him into Saul’s hands. Every part of
that scenario was difficult, fraught with danger and didn’t make sense,
but it all worked out perfectly because he was listening to God, and
God was giving directions. Checking with God, heeding His direction
even over the advice given by friends or associates, is the difference
between being God’s servant and being some free-lance maverick
who is always getting himself into trouble!

Ask God, and listen! He is always willing to help and guide His
servants, if we will only ask.
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When That |snt (God's \Voice

Then Saul took three thousand chosen men out of all Israel and
went to seek David and his men in front of the Wildgoats’ Rocks. And
he came to the sheepfolds by the way, where there was a cave, and
Saul went in to relieve himself. Now David and his men were sitting
in the innermost parts of the cave. And the men of David said to him,
“Here is the day of which the LORD said to you, ‘Behold, I will give
your enemy into your hand, and you shall do to him as it shall seem
good to you.”” Then David arose and stealthily cut off a corner of
Saul’s robe. And afterward David'’s heart struck him, because he had
cut off a corner of Saul s robe. He said to his men, “The LORD forbid
that I should do this thing to my lord, the LORD’S anointed, to put
out my hand against him, seeing he is the LORD’S anointed.” So
David persuaded his men with these words and did not permit them
to attack Saul. And Saul rose up and left the cave and went on his
way. 1 Samuel 24:2-7

David’s men tell him, “This is it—this is the big chance God has
given you,” and even make it sound spiritual. The servant is close
enough to God that he doesn’t fall for it when others—even his
friends—put words in God’s mouth. David’s trust is in the Lord. By
refusing to try to fulfill God’s promise himself by ungodly means,
David stays in the center of God’s will and avoids the trap into which
so many others have fallen, that of presumptuous sin which says,
“This is God’s will and I’m just helping Him.” Good move, David!
Talk about courage!

How do we know the difference between God’s will and man’s
presumption? Stay close enough to God that even the message of a
friend or brother doesn’t get through the filter of what we know to be
God’s will. When we’ve heard from God, confirmation from others is
nice, but not crucial. We have to be willing to sort through the advice
of'those who are theologically creative, who work hard at making their
agenda God’s. It pays to be able to recognize the difference, and the
best way to recognize a falsehood or a distortion is to be extremely
familiar with the truth.

Sometimes discernment is a gift, and sometimes it’s simply a re-
sult of having spent so much time with God that we easily recognize
when something attributed to Him doesn’t fit with His character or

His Word.
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The First Job of a Servant—Pay Attention

[Tow to (Get More “Discernment”

He said to them, “But who do you say that [ am?” Simon Peter
replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus
answered him, “Blessed are you Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.
And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church,
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. I will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall
be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed
in heaven.” Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that
he was the Christ.

From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go
to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests
and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. And Peter
took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you,
Lord! This shall never happen to you.” But he turned and said to Peter,
“Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are not
setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.”
Matthew 16:15-23

Poor Peter. First you’re a divinely inspired “rock,” next you’re
Satan! All he was trying to do was help. Peter was unaware of Satan’s
tactic of utilizing the mouths of people like our best friends to gain an
audience for his message. It didn’t work with Jesus, who discerned
the genesis of that thought, even though Simon Peter thought it was
original with him, and that he might even be due a little praise for his
support. He must have been shocked to receive such a stern rebuke,
just for saying he didn’t want his Master to die!

Jesus was on the wavelength of the Father, rather than the world.
What others considered well-wishing Jesus counted a threat, because
the suggestion was to veer from His mission, and accept security at
the cost of obedience.

Is much of “discernment” really just paying attention? When we
walk close to God, we have a keener ability to recognize those sug-
gestions that don’t match God’s character, and label them for what
they are—Satan’s lies.
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(God’s Obedience
Training CamP in the Desert

At the command of the LORD the people of Israel set out, and at
the command of the LORD they camped. As long as the cloud rested
over the tabernacle, they remained in camp. Even when the cloud
continued over the tabernacle many days, the people of Israel kept
the charge of the LORD and did not set out. Sometimes the cloud was
a few days over the tabernacle, and according to the command of the
LORD they remained in camp, then according to the command of the
LORD they set out. And sometimes the cloud remained from evening
until morning. And when the cloud lifted in the morning, they set out,
or if it continued for a day and a night, when the cloud lifted they
set out. Whether it was two days, or a month, or a longer time, that
the cloud continued over the tabernacle, abiding there, the people of
Israel remained in camp and did not set out, but when it lifted they set
out. At the command of the LORD they camped, and at the command
of the LORD they set out. They kept the charge of the LORD, at the
command of the LORD by Moses. Numbers 9:18-23

What God did with the cloud was good practice for the Israclites.
They got used to not being able to plan anything other than following
God. “When are we leaving?” “We don’t know. All we know is that
we have to stay with God.”

The Israelites had to pay attention to God, in the desert. They
basically had no other choice. Consequently, an entire generation of
Israelites grew up thinking it was natural to follow a cloud representing
the invisible presence of God. This was an obedient generation, willing
to do seemingly absurd things like march around an enemy city for
seven days in silence, simply because these were God’s instructions.

When we get to the point where it’s natural for us to follow wher-
ever our invisible God leads us, when we get to the point where we
refuse to make plans without His direction, when we get to where we’ll
sit still for a year or two if need be, simply because God has not yet
given the signal to march, we will have gotten to the point of useful-
ness which seems always to precipitate God’s miraculous engagement
and blessing. God is raising up people of obedience. May I be one of
them. It starts with just paying attention to Him.
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T!ﬁe Secon& Job of a Servanb—
Bclicve the Master

After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vi-
sion: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very
great.” But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I
continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?”
And Abram said, “Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a
member of my household will be my heir.” And behold, the word of the
LORD came to him: “This man shall not be your heir, your very own
son shall be your heir.” And he brought him outside and said, “Look
toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.”
Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” And he believed
the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness. Genesis 15:1-6

God wasn’t asking Abram to do anything except believe the prom-
ise. He did, and that was good enough for God. “And he counted it to
him as righteousness.” Later on, at his wife’s urging, Abram would
try to fulfill the promise himself, resulting in the painful episode
surrounding Hagar and Ishmael, but even then, Abram believed the
promise God had given him; he was just trying to creatively help God
accomplish it. Abram was not only paying attention to God; when God
spoke, Abram believed Him.

I’ve had the personal experience of having God promise me a
son, and believing Him. [ still have the toy fire truck I bought for our
son, a year and a half before he was born. I remember going home
and telling my wife what the Lord had told me in the Prayer Room.
“You’re going to have a son. This year.” It had taken me by surprise,
but I believed it was true, because it came out of the blue, yet was from
God. It was true (Although, like Abram, I had to wait longer than I
thought)! Our son was a child of that promise. It was as perfect as an
adoption could be. When it happened, [ knew it was the fulfillment of
God’s promise to me.

What God wants of us is not our resources (as if He needs anything,
or that we can really “help” Him); it’s that we would believe Him and
trust Him.

Righteousness begins with believing what God says. It’s the second
job of being a servant, right after “paying attention.”
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Fleacling ]ncompetence is an ]nsu]t to (God

But Moses said to the LORD, “Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent,
either in the past or since you have spoken to your servant, but I am
slow of speech and of tongue.” Then the LORD said to him, “Who
has made man's mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or
blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now therefore go, and [ will be with your
mouth and teach you what you shall speak.” But he said, “Oh, my
Lord, please send someone else.” Then the anger of the LORD was
kindled against Moses and he said, “Is there not Aaron, your brother,
the Levite? I know that he can speak well. Behold, he is coming out
to meet you, and when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. You
shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth, and I will be with
your mouth and with his mouth and will teach you both what to do.
He shall speak for you to the people, and he shall be your mouth,
and you shall be as God to him. And take in your hand this staff, with
which you shall do the signs.” Exodus 4:10-17

The priesthood sort of started here, didn’t it? Moses will “be as
God” to Aaron; Aaron will take what Moses says, and tell it to the
people.

God was not at all pleased with Moses’ reluctance or his excuses!
I guess God doesn’t appreciate it when His creation tells Him they
think He messed up! That might be a good thing to remember! When
I tell God I “can’t” do what He asks, I’m really telling Him that He
made a mistake— that the God who can speak worlds into existence
would be unable to accomplish His purposes were He to utilize me
as His tool. The incompetence excuse reflects more on my faith in
God than it does in my self-confidence.

Moses’ classic argument, “But I’m not good at this!” is one I’ve
tried myself, with similar result. When God decides to use someone,
He’s persistent! And He is pleased with faith on the part of His ser-
vants, and displeased when they question either His judgment or His
ability. I need to remember this—especially the part about, “But I
can’t do this, because I’'m not good at it...”

Who made my mouth? Who made my mind? Who gave me this
memory? I’d better just go do what God said, instead of providing
Him with excuses for my disobedience!
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Five Stones—and (od

And David said to Saul, “Let no man s heart fail because of him.
Your servant will go and fight with this Philistine.” And Saul said
to David, ‘You are not able to go against this Philistine to fight with
him, for you are but a youth, and he has been a man of war from his
youth.” But David said to Saul, ““Your servant used to keep sheep for
his father. And when there came a lion, or a bear, and took a lamb
from the flock, I went after him and struck him and delivered it out
of his mouth. And if he arose against me, I caught him by his beard
and struck him, and killed him. Your servant has struck down both
lions and bears, and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one
of them, for he has defied the armies of the living God.” And David
said, “The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from
the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.”
And Saul said to David, “Go, and the LORD be with you!” 1 Samuel
17:32-37

David didn’t start out by volunteering to fight Goliath; he merely
declared his faith that somebody should fight him, since Goliath had
defied God. When Saul sent for him, David put his faith into practice
and offered to take on the giant.

Saul, typically, declares his lack of faith, but David is able to
change his mind with his “lion and bear” rationale. Saul’s big contri-
bution is his “permission” and his armor! David wisely foregoes the
armor and resorts to what’s familiar to him: A shepherd’s sling, five
smooth stones—and God.

And so it goes. Today the shepherd musician will become a war-
rior. He explains his theology to a giant who has not long to live:
... “For the battle is the LORD'’S, and he will give you into our hand.”
(1 Sa 17:47)

One day the shepherd musician become warrior will become king
will become ancestor of the Messiah. For all of David’s life, God
would keep expanding the horizons of a man who believed that al/
the battles were the LORD’S. Wouldn’t He do the same for me, if I
believed that all the battles were His?
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Hc Hears US

For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world.
And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. Who
is it that overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus
is the Son of God?...

Whoever does not believe God has made him a liar, because he
has not believed in the testimony that God has borne concerning his
Son. And this is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this
life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have
the Son of God does not have life.

1 write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son
of God that you may know that you have eternal life. And this is the
confidence that we have toward him, that if we ask anything according
to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever
we ask, we know that we have the requests that we have asked of him.
1 John 5:4-5,10-15

Not only is belief in Jesus as the Son of God the only way to
eternal life; if we refuse to believe in Jesus despite the testimony God
has given us concerning Him, we are making God out to be a liar!

Then there is the aspect of God hearing our prayers. Do we really
believe that God has heard us when we pray? Really? Wouldn’t our
prayers be considerably different, if we absolutely knew that every
word was being heard by the God who made the universe?

I know from experience that if I really, truly believed that I was
speaking to someone of great importance, I wouldn’t ramble! My
prayers would be more like the centurion’s, who sent someone to Jesus
to tell Him, “Lord, my servant needs healing. You don’t need to come,
though. Besides that, [ don’t deserve to have you come under my roof.
Please just say the word, and he’ll be healed.” He knew he would be
heard, and he got right to the point. Not only do we need to believe
that Jesus is the Son of God, we need to believe that our prayers are
truly heard by God—every word— rather than incautiously blathering
on as if no one was heeding us and our words didn’t count. A prayer |
need to pray more often is, “Lord, what do you want me to ask you?”
A prayer that has God’s will on both sides of it is a prayer sure to be
answered!
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rreverent Babblc

But avoid irreverent babble, for it will lead people into more and
more ungodliness, and their talk will spread like gangrene. Among
them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have swerved from the truth,
saying that the resurrection has already happened. They are upsetting
the faith of some. But God s firm foundation stands, bearing this seal:
“The Lord knows those who are his,” and, “Let everyone who names
the name of the Lord depart from iniquity.” 2 Timothy 2:16-19

The Lord knows those who are his. What a comforting scripture,
in light of the many and silly controversies which swirl around us
constantly! If we trace back to the root of some of these latest legends,
we’ll probably find something which could be described as “irrever-
ent babble.” Apparently, it’s not new.

Irreverent babble occurs when we take our mind out of gear and
let our mouth run free. We pretty much always wind up in a ditch,
especially when we’re pontificating on the things of God without
employing a proper respect for God. That’s where the “irreverence”
comes in. The babble part is when we basically don’t know what
we’re talking about, but we don’t let that stop us. Either way, the
end is that ungodliness and more irreverent babble both spread like
a bad disease, and God is far from honored. Advice? “Let everyone
who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity.” God’s advice,
not mine. It just makes sense to head away from iniquity instead of
toward it, once our Savior has freed us from its grip.

It doesn t make sense to waste a lot of time trying to determine
who is in and who is out of His kingdom, though. I love this little
promise, which reminds us that it is not our assignment to try to figure
out who is living in God’s grace and who is not: “The Lord knows
those who are his.” This is a foundational truth! That tells me that
God doesn’t need me to let Him know my opinion regarding who
should be allowed into heaven, and He doesn’t need me “squealing”
on a fellow servant, as if He were unaware of their sin—or mine.
He already knows! And His Word reminds me to stay away from the
conversations, attitudes, accusations and theories which would un-
nerve people whose faith might already be shaky. “The Lord knows
those who are his.” I’'m really glad it’s not my job to tell Him!
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Faitlﬁ |s Not OPtional

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of
things not seen. For by it the people of old received their commen-
dation. By faith we understand that the universe was created by the
word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are
visible.

By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than
Caan, through which he was commended as righteous, God com-
mending him by accepting his gifts. And through his faith, though he
died, he still speaks. By faith Enoch was taken up so that he should
not see death, and he was not found, because God had taken him. Now
before he was taken he was commended as having pleased God. And
without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw
near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who
seek him. Hebrews 11:1-6

The thing that seems to get God’s attention most quickly in one
of His servants is faith. He wants His servants to believe Him! In this
legendary chapter, God is just getting started in a roll call of faith
heroes. He desires to be able to add our names to the growing list.

Faith isn’t just commended; it is required, if we want to please
God. A faithless servant is basically a worthless servant! Faith starts
out as basic: I believe there is a God, and that He is good enough to
reward those who believe in Him and seek Him. Faith acts in obedi-
ence upon the promise of God, without having to wait for the fulfill-
ment before we make the first step.

If we desire to draw closer to God, here’s the formula: “Whoever
would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he re-
wards those who seek him.” The first part has never been a problem
for me; sometimes the second part has. It’s good to remember there’s a
reward in this! Faith is living with the sure knowledge that the reward
is there, when we haven’t actually seen it, yet. Faith is the way God
wants His children to live.
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Bclieving Enoug!ﬁ to Obeg

By faith Noah, being warned by God concerning events as yet
unseen, in reverent fear constructed an ark for the saving of his
household. By this he condemned the world and became an heir of
the righteousness that comes by faith. Hebrews 11:7

God’s servant Noah condemned the world by simply believing
God, and acting accordingly. To God, that is righteousness! It’s the
righteousness that comes by faith. (Is there another kind)?

There are some similarities between Noah’s mission and ours.
Noah'’s first job was to pay attention to God, when literally no one
else was; his second job was to believe the truth God was revealing
to him. This belief was not some sort of intellectual assent, but a
belief strong enough to motivate him to many years of action, based
on absolutely nothing other than God’s instruction to him.

We are called to pay attention to God, even though it seems few
others are listening, or making much effort to please Him. Noah is the
perfect example of the truism “If you were the only person on Earth,
God would have done this for you.” The extremes to which God will
2o to save those who look to Him are beyond comprehension!

We are called to believe God’s Word, with or without support of
natural evidence. Noah didn’t have any, and didn’t wait for it, prior to
applying himself to the task at hand. A flood which would cover the
earth, when mankind had never witnessed rain? Fortunately for Noah
(and his descendants), he took God at His word. The return of Jesus
Christ? Here again, just try to “prove” the validity of that promise, to
skeptics. If we wait for proof, it will be too late. So, like Noah, we toil,
year after year, in the sure hope that the God we serve does not lie,
and one day the reality of that promise will be self-evident to all the
world. When it comes-and it will-God will consider those righteous
who believed His Word, and acted accordingly.
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Qut of Nothing

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place
that he was to receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing
where he was going. By faith he went to live in the land of promise,
as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with
him of the same promise. For he was looking forward to the city that
has foundations, whose designer and builder is God. By faith Sarah
herself received power to conceive, even when she was past the age,
since she considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from
one man, and him as good as dead, were born descendants as many
as the stars of heaven and as many as the innumerable grains of sand
by the seashore. Hebrews 11:9-12

If one were to begin a new nation, wouldn’t it be prudent to at
least start with people able to bear children?! Not God. He creates a
universe using precisely nothing except His Word, and when it comes
to bringing into that world a special people who will belong to Him and
be His own, God begins by searching out an elderly, infertile couple,
then letting them wait even longer before giving them the promised
son. When Isaac arrives, everyone knows this is a miracle baby.

The Jewish nation was a nation created by faith. It was fitting
that this would be their foundation, since the rest of their story would
also be one of faith. When the Messiah would come in fulfillment of
the promises, how fitting that He would come through an absolutely
miraculous and impossible virgin birth. Miracle babies were already
part of their national heritage!

When it comes to God’s promises, He’s not looking for help in
fulfilling them; He’s looking for people who will take Him at His Word
and believe Him. God delights in His children when they simply trust
Him, especially when there is no way in the world that the promise
could come true—without Him.
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(itizen of [eaven, With
an Ear‘ch]g A&Aress

These all died in faith, not having received the things prom-
ised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having
acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth. For
people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland.
If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out,
they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a
better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed
to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city. Hebrews
11:13-16

Delayed gratification is not exactly our national motto, in America.
If we can’t have it now, then why couldn’t we have had it, yesterday!
This corporate cultural impatience definitely doesn’t fall off when
people go through church doors. Not only are we generally less than
patient, but few of us seem to even seek after or desire what Galatians
5:21-22 lists as a fruit of the Spirit: Patience (“the fruit of the Spirit
nobody wants”)!

Why do so many who term themselves Christians have so little
desire to be in heaven? I’ve heard it said that if we spent as much
energy in praying sinners out of hell as we do in praying Christians
out of heaven, we’d get somewhere! Our prayer times are often what
one has termed “organ recitals”—“bless Aunt Maude’s kidneys, and
Artie’s heart, and Fred’s lungs, and....”

Like the patriarchs, we need to let go of this world, and get used
to the idea that this is not to be our permanent address! This world is
not our home! God’s people continue in this present world, but our
primary interest is to be in the one to come. It makes me think of how
urgently Abraham told his servant, when looking for a wife for Isaac,
“Don’t take my son back there!” Abraham knew that if [saac ever went
back to the tribe, it would be that much harder for him to ever come
back to the Promised Land. We’re to live as “strangers and exiles on
the earth.” We shouldn’t get too comfortable with “how it is”! We’re
looking forward to “how it’s going to be”! Do we really want what
God has for us, or would we prefer to hang on to this fallen world?
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Trading Todag for ] omorrow

By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months
by his parents, because they saw that the child was beautiful, and
they were not afraid of the king's edict. By faith Moses, when he was
grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, choos-
ing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the
fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater
wealth than the treasures of Egypt, not being afraid of the anger of
the king, for he endured as seeing him who is invisible. By faith he
kept the Passover and sprinkled the blood, so that the Destroyer of
the firstborn might not touch them. Hebrews 11:23-28

Here’s a servant who is ready to trade this world’s stuff off for
what he can gain from following God. The Passover was by faith; all
they had to go on was God’s instruction. There was no evidence any
of this would take place, until after the fact. Once again, the servant
of faith is the one who simply believes God, and acts accordingly.

Moses and the others were faith heroes who understood that in
order to attain the promises of tomorrow, they would have to let go of
today. The trade was made. There was a release of “what is,” in order
to gain “what will be.” Meanwhile, they had no other proof of “what
will be,” other than God’s word to them. They still made the trade.
They exchanged safety and “reality” for a future based on promises,
filled with temporary suffering.

Jesus asks each of us to do the same. Are we willing to release
“what is,” in order to pursue “what will be”? Are we willing to endure
suffering for His name’s sake? Are we immature enough to demand
that in order to follow Christ, we must experience nothing but plea-
sure both now and in eternity, or will we follow in the footsteps of
the people of faith who were willing to forfeit today in order to gain
God’s tomorrow?
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Living on Fromiscs

And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of
Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the
prophets—who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced jus-
tice, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the
power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, were made strong out
of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight.
Women received back their dead by resurrection. Some were tor-
tured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a
better life. Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains
and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they
were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and
goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated—of whom the world was not
worthy—wandering about in deserts and mountains, and dens and
caves of the earth. And all these, though commended through their
faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had provided
something better for us, that apart from us they should not be made
perfect. Hebrews 11:32-40

God is looking for people who are willing to live on promises.
The heroes of Hebrews 11 were people who at best had a down
payment on what God had promised. All some of them had to go on
was God’s word to them. They lived on promises. This is in direct
contrast to the skeptic who has to have proof before step one is ever
taken; God’s servants follow His leading when they have absolutely
nothing except a word from Him.

I’ve been a commercial fisherman, working night and day with a
crew to catch and deliver hundreds of thousands of pounds of salmon
to a buyer. A month into the season, with only a down payment and
the verbal promise that we would eventually receive what was owed
us for our catch, we continued to deliver to the buyer. We lived on
promises. We were ultimately paid in full.

This is the way God wants His people to live—working for Him,
in the firm assurance that one day we’ll receive a reward. All we need
is His promise, because His promise is the same thing as “reality.”
The featured saints in Hebrews 11 knew this, and lived accordingly.
God is still looking for people willing to live on promises.

Serving God 73



March 8
The Second Job of a Servant—DBelieve the Master

Angcls Facking Lunches

Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had
killed all the prophets with the sword. Then Jezebel sent a messenger
to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me and more also, if I do
not make your life as the life of one of them by this time tomorrow.”
Then he was afraid, and he arose and ran for his life and came to
Beersheba, which belongs to Judah, and left his servant there.

But he himselfwent a day s journey into the wilderness and came
and sat down under a broom tree. And he asked that he might die,
saying, “It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for [ am no
better than my fathers.” And he lay down and slept under a broom
tree. And behold, an angel touched him and said to him, “Arise and
eat.” And he looked, and behold, there was at his head a cake baked
on hot stones and a jar of water. And he ate and drank and lay down
again. And the angel of the LORD came again a second time and
touched him and said, “Arise and eat, for the journey is too great for
you.” And he arose and ate and drank, and went in the strength of
that food forty days and nights to Horeb, the mount of God. 1 Kings
19:1-8

So, what kind of cake was that?! I guess it must have been angel
food cake. (Smile).

It’s good to know that even super-servants like Elijah are some-
times intimidated and they sometimes have very low days. It’s even
better to know that in times like this, rather than sending a rebuke,
God sends an angel, and occasionally, even angel food cake!

God wants us to have faith, but in the times when our faith is
running low, He sends whatever we need to continue. There are times
when what God wants of His servant is nothing more than to eat, drink
and sleep!
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Pecause [Je Believe& (God

And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his cloak and
went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. And behold, there
came a voice to him and said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”
He said, “I have been very jealous for the LORD, the God of hosts.
For the people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, thrown down
your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword, and I, even I
only, am left, and they seek my life, to take it away.” And the LORD
said to him, “Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus.
And when you arrive, you shall anoint Hazael to be king over Syria.
And Jehu the son of Nimshi you shall anoint to be king over Israel,
and Elisha the son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah you shall anoint to
be prophet in your place. And the one who escapes from the sword
of Hazael shall Jehu put to death, and the one who escapes from the
sword of Jehu shall Elisha put to death. Yet I will leave seven thousand
in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth
that has not kissed him. 1 Kings 19:13-18

In just a few moments’ time, Elijah receives not only comfort and
encouragement from God, but also the blueprint for the next several
decades of Israelite history! God reveals to Elijah the replacements
for two kings, the identity of Elijah’s own successor, and the assur-
ance that the remnant situation is about 7,000 times better than he
had thought.

Just as Elijah was able to continue for 40 days in the strength of
the food God had provided, so he was able to continue for the rest of
his earthly days in the encouragement and strength of a few sentences
whispered to him by God on a mountaintop. This seems to have been
the end of Elijah’s fear and self-pity and discouragement! Why?
Because he believed God. Had he not believed what God told him,
Elijah would have received no comfort at all from the experience,
since none of the things God told him could be proven at the time. It
was his faith that what God was saying to him was true which ener-
gized him for the rest of his life. What comfort and encouragement
is available to every one of us through nothing more than believing
God’s Word to us?
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W!ﬁen the Bad chort lmP]ics a Bad (od

But Caleb quieted the people before Moses and said, “Let us go
up at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.” Then
the men who had gone up with him said, “We are not able to go up
against the people, for they are stronger than we are.” So they brought
to the people of Israel a bad report of the land that they had spied
out, saying, “The land, through which we have gone to spy it out, is
a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people that we saw
in it are of great height. And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of
Anak, who come from the Nephilim), and we seemed to ourselves like
grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.”

Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept
that night. And all the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and
Aaron. The whole congregation said to them, “Would that we had died
in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness!
Why is the LORD bringing us into this land to fall by the sword? Our
wives and our little ones will become a prey. Would it not be better for
us to go back to Egypt? And they said to one another, “Let us choose
a leader and go back to Egypt.” Numbers 13:30-33, 14:1-4

I can’t help but sigh every time I read this sad passage. I identify
with Caleb, who sees the promise but can’t get the others to believe
it, and I also identify with the ten spies who think they are just be-
ing “realistic,” when in fact what they are doing is making the God
of miracles appear to be a liar. That’s what happens every time we
trust our own perceptions (or statistics) more than we trust in His
promises or His goodness. With the bad report, the 10 spies were in
effect saying, “God lied to us. We can’t do this, this was a bad plan
from the beginning, we should find a leader we can trust and go back
to Egypt.” Slavery in Egypt was preferable to trying to follow this
dismal plan of God’s! In a round-about way, what they were saying
was that God is bad, He can’t be trusted.

God was not pleased. The ten “realistic” spies were all soon dead,
and their dire predictions came true—on their loved ones who should
have spent their lives in the Promised Land instead of wandering in
the desert. Had they only trusted God enough to believe His promises,
an entire generation could have enjoyed their fulfillment. Their loss
should be our lesson.

76 Serving God



March 11
The Second Job of a Servant—Believe the Master

Faith that \/\/1” Face the Wind

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously
to all without reproach, and it will be given him. But let him ask in
faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the
sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that person must not
suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord, he is a double-
minded man, unstable in all his ways. James 1:5-8

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously
to all without reproach, and it will be given him. (James 1:5)

I'have very often used James 1:5 as a promise, and been rewarded
with exactly the direction I needed. There have been times, however,
when I neglected the subsequent verses. The result was confusion. It’s
what happens when, instead of seeking God’s wisdom and direction,
we seek His “advice.” If we are not committed to following whatever
path He shows us in answer to our prayers, we shouldn’t expect clear
direction, and shouldn’t ask in the first place. God doesn’t do “second
opinions.”

The point is, if we’re going to believe God, we need to believe
Him! It doesn’t work to ask Him for information which we’re only
planning to throw in the hopper with everything else, so we can
then arrive at our own “wise” decision. He has promised to give us
wisdom if we ask for it, but we have to believe Him when He gives
it to us. Seeking wisdom from God means that we accept whatever
it is that He gives us, in faith that it’s the right way to go. No second
guessing! The comparison to wind and waves is the perfect picture
of the double-minded individual whose path is directed by whoever
last spoke to him.

God offers His children stability—the utter confidence that He
is directing our path, just as He promised. We can afford to believe
Him. If we have carefully prayed through a decision, asking for His
wisdom and believing we have received it, we can apply it without
hesitation and without doubt. That’s a faith which will withstand the
wind, and a servant who can be guided.
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(hideon, (God, and 200 Water~LaPPers

And the LORD said to Gideon, “The people are still too many.
Take them down to the water, and I will test them for you there, and
anyone of whom I say to you, ‘This one shall go with you,’ shall go
with you, and anyone of whom [ say to you, ‘This one shall not go
with you,’shall not go.” So he brought the people down to the water.
And the LORD said to Gideon, “Every one who laps the water with
his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall set by himself. Likewise, every
one who kneels down to drink.” And the number of those who lapped,
putting their hands to their mouths, was 300 men, but all the rest of
the people knelt down to drink water. And the LORD said to Gideon,
“With the 300 men who lapped I will save you and give the Midianites
into your hand, and let all the others go every man to his home.” So
the people took provisions in their hands, and their trumpets. And he
sent all the rest of Israel every man to his tent, but retained the 300
men. And the camp of Midian was below him in the valley.

Judges 7: 4-8

I can only hear the military advisors and well-meaning supporters
of Gideon, as a respectable army of 32,000 Israelites is pared down
to 300 water-lappers: “God wouldn’t want us to do something that
doesn’t even make sense!” “What would it hurt to at least keep them
around, just in case?” “This can’t be God—this is stupid!” “Why can’t
God’s army be more like a business?”

Then there are the discarded volunteers, themselves: “Why did you
send me home?” “You drink like a human.”

None of this makes sense at all from the mortal perspective, and
the courage Gideon demonstrates from start to finish is breathtaking.
He is operating solely on the basis of God’s instructions. Gideon so
firmly believes it is God’s messenger who has spoken to him that he
is willing to disconnect from all rational plans to exclusively follow
God’s directions. There is no hedging of his bets, even though every-
thing is at stake. This is a plan which is pure faith from start to finish.
God makes sure it works perfectly.

Gideon’s courage sprang from his intense belief that he was only
following God’s orders. God only needed one person with that com-
bination of faith and obedience to change an entire nation.
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Onc Man’s Nightmare
is Anot!ﬁer Mar’s [Taith

That same night the LORD said to him, “Arise, go down against
the camp, for I have given it into your hand. But if you are afraid to
go down, go down to the camp with Purah your servant. And you shall
hear what they say, and afterward your hands shall be strengthened
to go down against the camp.” Then he went down with Purah his
servant to the outposts of the armed men who were in the camp... When
Gideon came, behold, a man was telling a dream to his comrade. And
he said, “Behold, I dreamed a dream, and behold, a cake of barley
bread tumbled into the camp of Midian and came to the tent and
struck it so that it fell and turned it upside down, so that the tent lay
flat.” And his comrade answered, “This is no other than the sword
of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of Israel; God has given into his
hand Midian and all the camp.”

As soon as Gideon heard the telling of the dream and its interpre-
tation, he worshiped. And he returned to the camp of Israel and said,
“Arise, for the LORD has given the host of Midian into your hand.”

Judges 7:9-11,13-15

The famous fleece test which Gideon originated and God answered
had given Gideon sufficient faith to follow God’s instructions precisely;
God now graciously offers Gideon even more assurance that His plan
will work. It’s interesting that in this case, God doesn’t just command
Gideon to “be not afraid,” but instead invites him to go down into
the camp “if you are afraid,” knowing that what Gideon hears will
encourage him. What a compassionate God.

I like the way God speaks in the past tense about future events:
“Arise, go down against the camp, for I have given it into your hand.”
I like the way Gideon echoes Him, in faith, when addressing his men:
“Arise, for the LORD has given the host of Midian into your hand.”

When we’ve heard from the Lord, when we recall the bowl of
water wrung from the fleece, when God’s enemies are telling each
other nightmares of their impending doom, it’s not as hard as we might
think to round up our 300 water-lappers, pass out torches and empty
pitchers, and go engage an immense army in the dark. This is already
a done deal. God said.
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From [Tearto ]:aith

Then the three companies blew the trumpets and broke the jars.
They held in their left hands the torches, and in their right hands the
trumpets to blow. And they cried out, “A sword for the LORD and for
Gideon!” Every man stood in his place around the camp, and all the
army ran. They cried out and fled. When they blew the 300 trumpets,
the LORD set every man's sword against his comrade and against all
the army. And the army fled... Judges 7:20-22

God knows how to start a human stampede! What must it be like
to be fast asleep, only to have 300 trumpets blasted at you simultane-
ously in surround-sound! How about waking in a camp surrounded
by blazing torches while 300 men scream “a sword for the LORD and
for Gideon” as your disoriented neighbors come at you in the dark,
swinging their swords! No wonder they didn’t stop running until they
got back to Midian!

When it’s all over, the Israelites come to Gideon and ask him to
rule over them. He graciously declines: “/ will not rule over you and
my son will not rule over you, the LORD will rule over you.” (Judges
8:23) Gideon’s faith and obedience are used of God to usher in four
decades of rest for Israel.

This all began with an obscure, fearful man, hiding from his en-
emies, of no account in his own estimation when God sent His angel
to commission him. Gideon’s statements changed from his original
response to the angel, “Please, Lord, how can [ save Israel?..” (Judges
6:15) to the confident address given to his troops “Arise, for the
LORD has given the host of Midian into your hand” (Judges 7:15),
and the only thing that transpired between those two pronouncements
is that Gideon has repeatedly been reassured by God (fleeces, signs,
dreams) and he has come to believe God. The enemy intimidating the
Israelites in Judges 7:15 is precisely the same one sprawled across the
valley in Judges 6:15. What has changed in the course of one chapter
is that God’s servant has been transformed from fear to faith. It’s a
transformation God is always willing to perform, and always ready
to reward!
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Be]ievc in [im Whom [He Has Scnt

Then they said to him, “What must we do, to be doing the works
of God?” Jesus answered them, “This is the work of God, that you
believe in him whom he has sent.” John 6:28-29

So often, our question is, “What do you want me to do, God, in
order to please you?” “What is your will for me?” “What must we
do, to be doing the works of God?” Jesus’ stunning answer is easily
missed: “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he
has sent.”

Yes, there are specific missions on which God sends us. There
is a Great Commission which applies to every disciple. There is a
Great Commandment that focuses our attention on love, first for God,
then for one another. But preceding all of it is the most basic thing in
Christianity— "that you believe in him whom he has sent.” It either
all starts with believing in Jesus, or it doesn’t start! Nothing we can
do will please the Father if we refuse to believe in the Son. Doing “the
work of God” begins with believing His testimony concerning Jesus.
It doesn’t stop there, but without a sincere belief in Christ, there is no
beginning. Faith in Christ can’t be skipped, nor can it be replaced by
lots of good deeds. God is able to do anything He wants, so it’s not
like He needs human flesh in order to get something done. Our “help”
is never critical to God’s being able to accomplish a task; though He
often grants us the favor of getting to participate in meaningful ways,
it’s to our benefit rather than His necessity.

What does He want us to do?/ He wants us to believe. That’s the
work which pleases Him most—that we would exercise our faith,
and simply believe that what He is saying is true, trust in the One He
has sent, and live accordingly. Plenty of tasks will accompany that
belief, but until we realize that the first thing God requires of His
followers is that they believe in Him whom He has sent, we’re miss-
ing everything else. The first job of a servant is to just pay attention,
to be listening for the Master’s voice. The second job of a servant is
to believe that voice when we hear it, and to totally trust in the One
sent from above.
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The T hird Job of a Servant—
Obeg, Regardless

“What do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first
and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ And he answered,
‘Iwill not,”but afterward he changed his mind and went. And he went
to the other son and said the same. And he answered, ‘I go, sir,” but
did not go. Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said,
“The first.”

Matthew 21:28-31

Jesus’ parable was aimed at the religious hierarchy who had first
refused to believe John the Baptist and now were refusing to believe
Him, but the story also applies to each of us. It’s the action that counts,
rather than the intention or the promise of action.

Our first child was compliant in disposition, but it didn’t stop her
from being disobedient at times. The times were rare when she would
openly defy us, but a pattern emerged of “agreeable disobedience,”
as requests she found not to her liking would simply be ignored or
purposely forgotten. As parents, we had to learn that disobedience
without an argument was nevertheless still disobedience, and needed
to be corrected, just as defiant disobedience did.

I’ve not been one to shake my fist at God. I'm trying to think of
a time when I told God “No!” and openly defied Him. (There have
probably been times, but I’ve managed to forget them). On the other
hand, there have been many, many times when I have known God’s
will and not gotten around to doing it, when I’ve purposely forgotten
about what it was He had commissioned me to do. I’ve stretched my
imagination to come up with excuses to justify my disobedience. I’ve
allowed any and every distraction to take me “off task.” Worse yet,
many of these transgressions have been on the heels of a promise of
obedience from me! “Yes, Lord!” I’ve said, then stayed put, hoping
He would forget He’d called me (He never does).

Obedience keys on our actions, not our promises or intentions.
The first job of a servant is to pay attention, so we know what the
Master is saying to us. The second job is to believe the Master. The
third job of a servant is to obey, regardless—regardless of the cost,
regardless of the excuses, regardless...! If the end result of the Mas-
ter’s instructions to us is not obedience, we need another name for
ourselves, because “servant” doesn’t fit. A servant obeys.
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(Hod [as the Blueprints

Now the day before Saul came, the LORD had revealed to Samuel.:
“Tomorrow about this time I will send to you a man from the land of
Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be prince over my people Israel....

When Samuel saw Saul, the LORD told him, “Here is the man of
whom [ spoke to you! He it is who shall restrain my people.” Then Saul
approached Samuel in the gate and said, “Tell me where is the house
of the seer?” Samuel answered Saul, “I am the seer. Go up before me
to the high place, for today you shall eat with me, and in the morning
1 will let you go and will tell you all that is on your mind. As for the
donkeys that were lost three days ago, do not set your mind on them, for
they have been found. And for whom is all that is desirable in Israel?
Is it not for you and for all your father s house?” Saul answered, “Am
1 not a Benjamite, from the least of the tribes of Israel? And is not my
clan the humblest of all the clans of the tribe of Benjamin? Why then
have you spoken to me in this way?”

Then Samuel took Saul and his young man and brought them into the
hall and gave them a place at the head of those who had been invited,
who were about thirty persons. And Samuel said to the cook, “Bring the
portion I gave you, of which I said to you, ‘Put it aside.’” So the cook
took up the leg and what was on it and set them before Saul. And Samuel
said, “See what was kept is set before you. Eat, because it was kept for
you until the hour appointed, that you might eat with the guests.”

1 Samuel 9:15-16a,17-24

There are still a chapter’s worth of signs to follow, all confirming
what God’s servants understand: God knows everything! With His fore-
knowledge, God at times gives His servants intimate details of future
events completely beyond their control, in order that people might have
faith in Him. Acting on these instructions from God is not presump-
tion—it is nothing more than obedience, if we know God has spoken
to us and revealed His plan to us. It isn’t difficult at all for God to show
one of His servants what will happen, to the extent they are able to re-
late details of things which have not yet happened and over which they
have no control—at God's direction. It is very important that prophecy
be initiated by God, not the prophet. If we know it is God who spoke
to us, we can go ahead and plan the banquet for the new king God will
send us, tomorrow.
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Lis’cening) Bc]icving, Obcdience

“Has the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,
as in obeying the voice of the LORD?

Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat
of rams.

For rebellion is as the sin of divination, and presumption is as
iniquity and idolatry.

Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he has also
rejected you from being king.” 1 Samuel 15:22-23

Poor Samuel. First he has to “king” Saul; now his job is to “un-
king” him! It’s not always fun to be a prophet.

Disobedience is what brought down Israel’s first king and made
him unuseable. Saul’s great potential is totally wasted as he stubbornly
persists in doing things his own way without regard for God’s com-
mands. He lives by excuses and rationalizations; the monuments he
builds are to himself, never to the God who made him king. When
confronted by Samuel regarding his disobedience, Saul’s response is
once again to justify himself and pass blame. God’s orders had been
very specific; Saul had obeyed where convenient, and disobeyed
where it fit his purposes, or where obedience required backbone. He
now attempts to twist disobedience into a form of worship! What was
to have been destroyed will supposedly be presented to the LORD as
sacrifice. The response he gets from God’s servant is timely for every
generation: “Has the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and
sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD?

Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat
of rams.”

Listening comes first for a servant, believing comes next, and
there’s no substitute for obedience—none. Either we are an obedient
servant who can be trusted with God’s instructions, or we are disobe-
dient. Partial disobedience does not become obedience by re-labeling
it sacrifice. God always looks at the heart first—and if the heart is not
totally committed to Him and to obeying Him, offerings don’t change
a thing. Human frailties and failure aren’t what disqualify servants;
rebellion is—the stubborn refusal to obey, acknowledge guilt, accept
correction. There is no substitute for genuine obedience.
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Tl‘ne (_ornerstone of Obedience

“Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,” and not do what I tell you?
Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them, I will
show you what he is like: he is like a man building a house, who dug
deep and laid the foundation on the rock. And when a flood arose, the
stream broke against that house and could not shake it, because it had
been well built. But the one who hears and does not do them is like a
man who built a house on the ground without a foundation. When the
stream broke against it, immediately it fell, and the ruin of that house
was great.” Luke 6:46-49

“Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,” and not do what I tell you?”
Hmmm. Good question. Very good question. Maybe we ought to drop
the “Lord” thing until we’re ready to obey!

“Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them” ...
This verse pretty much prescribes the formula we’ve been working on
for the past few weeks:

(1) Everyone who comes to me (First job of a servant—Pay atten-
tion)

(2) and hears my words (Second job of a servant—Believe the
Master)

(3) and does them (Third job of a servant—Obey, regardless)

We live in a world in which foundations matter, because the storms
are inevitable. Jesus illustrates that the only house which will withstand
the flood is a house built on a secure foundation. “Everyone who comes
to me and hears my words and does them ” represents a spiritual founda-
tion, with obedience being the necessary cornerstone.

It comes back to the “Lord, Lord” question. If we are not willing
to pay attention, believe the Master, then obey what we hear from Him,
there is no reason to call Jesus “Lord.” On the other hand, if we have
built on a foundation of belief and obedience, we have something so
solid that no storm will be able to shake us. We can’t stop at just hear-
ing God’s Word, or even with saying we believe it. Acting on what we
have heard—obedience, is the difference between an unshakeable life
based on Christ, and just another sad disaster story, filled with waste
and regret. Without the foundation of obedience, it doesn’t really mat-
ter what we build on top—eventually, it will topple. We must build on
Christ. They don’t call Him the “Cornerstone” for nothing.

Serving God 85



March 20
The Third Job of a Servant—Obey, Regardless

[aith without Training Wheels

After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them on
ahead of him, two by two, into every town and place where he himself
was about to go. And he said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the
laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest
to send out laborers into his harvest. Go your way, behold, I am send-
ing you out as lambs in the midst of wolves. Carry no moneybag, no
knapsack, no sandals, and greet no one on the road. Whatever house
you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house!” And if a son of peace
is there, your peace will rest upon him. But if not, it will return to
you. And remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they
provide, for the laborer deserves his wages. Do not go from house to
house. Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is
set before you. Heal the sick in it and say to them, ‘The kingdom of
God has come near to you.’ Luke 10:1-9

These people were not just sent out with a vague commission—it
was very specific. They didn’t have to figure out a plan; Jesus gave
them one. He expected them to follow His instructions. This was not
freelance discipleship, it was obedience.

Jesus purposely disarms His disciples of all the things on which
they tend to rely—money, friends, back-up plans, etc.—in order
to send them out on a faith field trip which will prove the Father’s
faithfulness to them in a way they’ve never before experienced.

It’s one thing to sit on a hillside listening to Jesus talk about
God providing in the Sermon on the Mount; it’s quite another thing
to arrive in a village as a complete stranger, with no money or food
or spare clothes, no connections, no place to stay, and your job is to
heal the sick there!

The result is anything but disappointment, though! For dozens
of disciples, this was the time when their existing faith grew by leaps
and bounds, and their theoretical faith became real faith. They no
longer just “wanted to believe” God would come through for them;
now they knew He could and would. They now understood that when
God is teaching us to live by faith, we don’t need training wheels.
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Smiling Jesus

The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons
are subject to us in your name!” And he said to them, “I saw Satan
fall like lightning from heaven. Behold, I have given you authority to
tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy,
and nothing shall hurt you. Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that
the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are written
in heaven.”

In that same hour he rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, “I thank
you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these
things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little
children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have
been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows who the Son
is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and anyone
to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” Then turning to the
disciples he said privately, “Blessed are the eyes that see what you
see! For I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what
you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not
hear it.” Luke 10:17-24

There aren’t a lot of times in scripture when we know Jesus is
smiling, but here’s one. Why is this such a special occasion? Because
His followers are getting it! They’ve just come back from a faith field
trip, so fired up they can’t wait to go, again. The fulfillment of prophe-
cies hundreds of years old are taking place, and His mission is being
successfully accomplished. The plan is coming together. The enemy
is being driven back, by raw tax collectors and fishermen! This is one
of the times when Jesus feels that it’s worth it.

If we want to make the Master smile, all we have to do is live by
faith. If we pay attention, trust Him at His word, and are willing to
obey, regardless, if we’re willing to charge into enemy territory armed
only with our faith in Him, with no back-up plan, we’re on our way
to a joyous experience and a Savior who rejoices with us.
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Dccp~\/\/ater Disciples

And when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out
into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” Luke 5:4

Jesus’ instruction to Simon reminds me of something I’ve learned
about myself: I swim better in deep water.

Here’s what I mean by that: Being a true conservative, my
tendency is to not go out any deeper than I absolutely have to. And
since I’m in the shallows, why not just stand up and quit swimming
whenever I get a little tired?

I swim better in deep water.

Once I know I can’t touch bottom, I quit thinking about it and
focus on swimming, since there are no other options. I’ll probably
never be a very good swimmer, but I swim better in deep water, be-
cause in shallow, safe water, I hardly swim at all; I just stand around
in the pool.

Here’s the spiritual application: When I’'m in deep water, I pay
attention to God; when it’s shallow, or I’m close to shore, it’s harder
to focus on Him, because all I have to do is stand up, or head for
“safety.”

What is “deep water”? For one thing, it’s when we don’t get to
know what the plan is. We plead with God to show us what’s ahead,
and He replies, “What would you do, if I told you what was next?
You would immediately begin to make your own plans, and you’d
not be focusing on me at all—you’d be focusing on your plan. So,
for the time being, you don’t get a plan—all you get is Me. [ AM the
‘plan.’

“If you keep your focus on Me, and pay attention, and obey, you’ll
get to wherever you need to be, in plenty of time. But if you insist on
making your own plans and going your own way, it doesn’t matter
what the plan might be, you won’t be following Me, because you’re
not watching Me.

“It’s not “watch me so you can get “the plan;” watching me is the
plan!

“Do you want my plan? Here it is. Watch me!”
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... “Follow me.” Luke 5:27

How many times has “Follow me” been the only plan offered
by God to would-be disciples? God has often been skimpy on the
details, when it comes to what’s next for His servants. It often just
comes down to “Watch me! Follow me!” A great example is when
over a million Israelites traversed the wilderness, guided only by the
cloud God provided. I'm sure most of them would have preferred a
plan, a schedule or almost anything to a cloud, but God was training
a nation to pay attention to Him. When they paid attention, they also
obeyed. He didn’t need a million entrepreneurs, making up their own
plans and rules as they went along. He didn’t need a million shallow-
water, play-it-safe disciples, who would never venture beyond their
comfort zone.

What God was looking for was a nation of people who would
pay attention to Him, listen to Him and obey, regardless. God needed
people willing to take their little kids out into the middle of a river,
while He held the water back. He needed people who had the faith and
the self-discipline to march around a city for a week without saying
a word—not because this made sense but because “God said”—then
shout and watch the walls fall down on the seventh day. God was
looking for deep-water disciples, people willing to launch out into
the deep, having neither their own plan nor a back-up plan, people
who fully expected God to come through.

God has always been looking for deep-water disciples, those will-
ing to get out of the shallows in obedience to His command. There
are plenty of wading pool Christians, ready to serve Jesus so long as
they can touch bottom, so long as it’s not too scary, too hot, too cold,
too poor, too far from home... Then there are the deep-water variety.
They remind me of a quote I love: “A ship is safe in a harbor, but that
is not what ships are for.”” Neither are disciples made for the shallows.
We are called by Christ to follow Him into the deep, knowing He can
and will guide us, provide for us, and protect us. We need not fear,
but we must follow.
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And the Lord said, “Who then is the faithful and wise manager,
whom his master will set over his household, to give them their portion
of food at the proper time? Blessed is that servant whom his master will

find so doing when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will set him over
all his possessions. But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is
delayed in coming,’ and begins to beat the male and female servants,
and to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that servant will
come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he does
not know, and will cut him in pieces and put him with the unfaithful.
And that servant who knew his master s will but did not get ready or
act according to his will, will receive a severe beating. But the one
who did not know, and did what deserved a beating, will receive a
light beating. Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will
be required, and from him to whom they entrusted much, they will
demand the more.” Luke 12:42-48

Do we think that somehow God is not going to remember what it is
that He entrusted to us? Is He not going to notice if we did absolutely
nothing with it?! This parable is a sobering reminder of how deadly
serious the Master is about the responsibilities He has entrusted to
us. For one thing, the responsibility is real—it’s for real people with
genuine needs. This is not some game without serious consequences;
when a manager is unfaithful, some of God’s children do go hungry
or suffer abuse. This, in turn, activates the wrath of the Master! Since
God is taking all of this seriously, and the results are real, perhaps we
had better take it seriously as well, and keep to the tasks at hand.

It pleases me to see the word “manager” in a good light: “Who
then is the faithful and wise manager,...” In recent years, few have
aspired to be a “manager,” when the focus is on the importance and
the glories of “leadership,” but here the Master is not asking for
someone to come up with a big vision of their own, but instead to
conscientiously and faithfully fulfill His own. There’s something very
beautiful about a servant who can be entrusted with the well-being
of many people, whose Master may return to find him on task, his
charges well cared-for. No wonder there’s a reward for faithful and
Wwise managers.
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This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to
you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all. If we say we
have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do
not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son
cleanses us from all sin...

My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may
not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father,
Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the propitiation for our sins, and not
for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. And by this we
know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments.
Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is
a liar, and the truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his word, in him
truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may be sure that we are
in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way
in which he walked. 1 John 1:5-7,2:1-6

While obedience has and always will be God’s standard for His
children, there is forgiveness and grace available for each of us when
we fail to meet that standard. We are able to access His “propitia-
tion”— the atoning sacrifice Jesus made for us which regains for us
God’s favor—by merely “walking in the light.”

What does it mean to “walk in the light”? It is complete honesty
and transparency before God. No hiding. No pretending. Instead of
lingering in the shadows, hoping our sins will go unnoticed, we walk
out into His light, allowing all our failures to be exposed, forgiven
and healed. It is at this point of openness that we find what it is to
be in fellowship with Him. Every spiritual issue in our lives is dealt
with in the light of His love, and we are clean. There is nothing left
to hide. We can relax in God’s presence! In the process, we also can
relax with one another. Walking in the light gives us fellowship with
both God and man. Could spiritual peace be this simple?

No longer do we think of obedience to God’s commands as the
way to gain God’s favor. Instead, obedience is simply the natural
result of walking each day in fellowship with Him. Sin? Mistake? If
we’re walking in the light with our Lord, everything that might harm
our relationship with the Lord is dealt with as we go along, and we
remain in perfect fellowship with Him.
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For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take
away sins. Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he
said, “Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, but a body have
you prepared for me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have
taken no pleasure. Then [ said, ‘Behold, I have come to do your will,
O God, as it is written of me in the scroll of the book.”” Hebrews
10:4-7

The theme Jesus recites from Psalm 40 is the theme of His earthly
ministry. ““‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, as it is written
of me in the scroll of the book.””

Jesus repeatedly made it clear that His purpose for being on earth
was to do the will of His Father, and nothing else. The fulfillment of
the scriptures—all the prophecies and promises regarding the Mes-
siah—was an established part of His mission before ever He was
born, and He knew it. Much of Jesus’ life was scripted, recorded by
various prophets hundreds of years prior to His arrival. He not only
followed the script meticulously, careful to fulfill every prophecy;
He rejoiced in following the path already established for Him. He
exulted in performing the will of His Father. There was no rebellion,
no competing agenda. His only ambition was to accomplish the task
set before Him by the Father.

What would happen in my life if my sole ambition was to do the
will of God, and every other desire fell away? Many times [ have said
that was the case, but the reality finds all kinds of competing desires
and ambitions. I need to remind myself on a regular basis that the
reason I have been given this body and this life is to do the will of
my Father in heaven. That is my purpose in life. The more I focus on
that purpose, the more I become like Jesus. What brings pleasure to
God is a heart devoted to Him, fixated on Him, living in obedience
to His direction and seeking only His approval. “I have come to do
your will, O God.” There is a freedom in that kind of surrender.
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By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a
place that he was to receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not
knowing where he was going. Hebrews 11:8

One of the things God appreciated about Abraham was his will-
ingness to exercise blind faith. It’s one thing to obey when we have
the details, understand the situation and can readily see the outcome;
it’s another to simply obey, when there are no reference points and
we are completely unaware of the master plan. Some servants get to
know where they’re going; others are called upon to pack and leave,
without so much as a forwarding address.

A servant especially useful to God is one who doesn’t require an
explanation for everything. A simple order is all it takes to get him
moving. | want to be that kind of servant.

When Abraham left Haran, he didn’t even know his destination,
much less the blessings which would accompany obedience. The first
step in becoming a legendary “man of faith” was just to obey God,
in blind faith and trust. God would use this first bold act of obedi-
ence to begin to build within Abraham a faith that would astound
the world—and set the stage for an even greater faith and obedience
which would save it.
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By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and
he who had received the promises was in the act of offering up his
only son, of whom it was said, ‘Through Isaac shall your offspring
be named.’ He considered that God was able even to raise him from
the dead, from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.
Hebrews 11:17-19

The echoes of Abraham’s obedience still reverberate throughout
history. This is the kind of faith and unwavering obedience that get
God’s attention. Not only is it faith; it’s faith that doesn’t make any
sense! Why would God want Abraham to be willing to sacrifice the
promised child? Because God was going to allow that same thing to
happen to His own Son, in order to save the world—but Abraham didn’t
know that. All Abraham knew was God’s voice, and blind obedience.

Abraham’s incredible faith is rewarded incredibly. God had been
looking for someone to whom He could make the promises which
would ultimately result in the salvation of the world. In Abraham, He
found His man. Here was someone who loved Him and trusted Him
enough to obey, regardless. This was the sort of man out of whom
God could raise up a holy people.

And the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time
from heaven and said, “By myself I have sworn, declares the LORD,
because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only
son, I will surely bless you , and 1 will surely multiply your offspring as
the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your
offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies, and in your offspring
shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed
my voice.” (Gen 22:15-18)

God always honors those who obey Him, and great obedience
always brings great honor. If I desire great honor from God, it’s simple
how that may be obtained: Obedience to His voice, regardless.
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The LORD said to Joshua, “Get up! Why have you fallen on
your face? Israel has sinned; they have transgressed my covenant
that I commanded them; they have taken some of the devoted things,
they have stolen and lied and put them among their own belongings.
Therefore the people of Israel cannot stand before their enemies.
They turn their backs before their enemies, because they have be-
come devoted for destruction. I will be with you no more, unless you
destroy the devoted things from among you. Get up! Consecrate the
people and say, ‘Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow; for thus says
the LORD, God of Israel, “There are devoted things in your midst,
O Israel. You cannot stand before your enemies until you take away
the devoted things from among you. Joshua 7:10-13

The sin of one man (Achan) has resulted in a humiliating defeat
for the Israelites, and terror has settled down on the camp. Joshua,
confused, resorts to whining at God. God reprimands Joshua, and
gives specific instructions which must be carried out, in order that
the situation may be rectified. Joshua’s role is not to come up with
a solution for Israel’s dilemma; all he has to do is obey. The whole
nation’s fate is wrapped up in the question of whether or not their
leader will fully obey God. Joshua’s complete compliance with God’s
commands results in a miraculous turn-around, and Israel is once
again victorious, once sin has been dealt with.

The problem for the servant is that sometimes God’s commands
are the furthest thing from our own desires. A true servant is willing
to do the dirty work and keep focused on the mission, even when
he dislikes the mission. Obedience is not just for when it coincides
with our wishes! A servant doesn’t just do the things he feels like
doing, or the things he completely understands. A servant obeys God,
regardless. That’s the only solution, when it comes to turning terror
to triumph. Sin begets fear; obedience begets the calm assurance of
victory.
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And behold, a man of God came out of Judah by the word of the
LORD to Bethel. Jeroboam was standing by the altar to make offer-
ings. And the man cried against the altar by the word of the LORD
and said, “O altar, altar, thus says the LORD: ‘Behold, a son shall
be born to the house of David, Josiah by name, and he shall sacrifice
on you the priests of the high places who make offerings on you, and
human bones shall be burned on you.’ 1 Kings 13:1-2

1 Kings 13 relates the unusual story of a prophet sent by God to
King Jeroboam, in order to pronounce judgment against an idolatrous
altar the king had made purely for his own political protection. God’s
message is so specific that He names the person who will unknow-
ingly fulfill it, hundreds of years later (2 Kings 23:15-20 gives the
exact fulfillment)!

Along with this one-sentence message to deliver, the prophet has
also received a strict command from God not to eat bread or drink
water in Israel, nor to return back the way he had come.

After he delivers the prophecy, escapes with his life through a
miraculous sign, and successfully declines the king’s invitation to
eat and drink, the man of God is on his way home, still true to his
mission. This is where it gets really weird.

An old prophet tracks him down, lies to him about having an
angel of God tell him something different and convinces him to come
home and eat with him, then gets a real message from God about the
prophet getting killed because he disobeyed! Sure enough. A lion gets
him on the way home. The prophet who lied him to death in the first
place is the one who goes and buries him in his own tomb, and wants
to be buried next to him!

It’s an uneven playing field. Servants of God are held to God’s
standards, regardless of what anybody else is doing or saying. We
can get tricked into disobeying and still get punished?! Yes. Ask Eve.
The point is obedience, regardless. If there is anything the enemy of
our souls knows will convince us to disobey God’s direct orders, he
will be sure to provide it. Satan has never played fair, nor have those
under his control. It’s up to us to get our signals from God, believe
what He says and not secondguess Him, and obey, regardless.
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And he said to him, “I also am a prophet as you are, and an angel
spoke to me by the word of the LORD, saying, ‘Bring him back with
you into your house that he may eat bread and drink water.’” But he
lied to him. So he went back with him and ate bread in his house and
drank water. 1 Kings 13:18-19

What’s so bad about getting a drink of water, especially when
a nice guy is saying, “God said it was O.K.”? Because it directly
contradicted what the prophet knew God had already said, and what
the prophet had already testified to the king that God had said. Just a
little disobedience cost the prophet in 1 Kings 13 his life.

In the Garden of Eden, Eve was quite familiar with God’s com-
mand, until the serpent’s theology lesson convinced her that disobedi-
ence couldn’t possibly be that big of a deal. It was.

Moses didn’t think a technicality in how he would perform a
miracle would cost him the Promised Land, but it did. Little acts of
disobedience turn out to be disproportionately expensive.

Lessons?

Remember that God doesn’t change His mind, so don’t believe
everything that someone says was told them by an angel! If it con-
tradicts God’s Word, His nature, or makes Him out to be fickle, it’s a
lie.

Although the message was strange, and dangerous to deliver,
the man of God had all the power and protection he needed, until he
was tricked into disobeying God’s direct commandment. Stay in His
will! There is always a lion (Satan) waiting for those who walk in
disobedience to God, even if they were tricked into it!

The power belongs to the Master, not the servant. The veracity
of the message is due to God’s faithfulness, not the messenger’s. The
prophecy ultimately came true because God said, not because the
prophet behaved flawlessly. There is no power given to God’s servants
apart from the power and protection that accompany obedience. Even
a little disobedience leaves us wide open to the lions. Even if we were
tricked. It’s an uneven playing field, but complete obedience puts us
on the side where we can’t lose!
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Ask, Flease!

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the
works that I do,; and greater works than these will he do, because 1
am going to the Father. Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do,
that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in
my name, I will do it.”” John 14:12-14

“If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you
wish, and it will be done for you. By this my Father is glorified, that
you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.” John 15:7-8

“You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that
you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that
whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you.”
John 15:16

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whatever you ask of the Father in my
name, he will give it to you. Until now you have asked nothing in
my name. Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full.” John
16:23b-24

Jesus wants His disciples to ask/ Six times in the same night He
promises answers for those who ask in His name. The only qualifier I
notice in these passages? “Abiding” in Him, like a branch connected
to a vine. (Jn 15) Asking and abiding are tied together, a point which
seems to have escaped many of us, resulting in a lot of disappointment:

“I thought we were supposed to get whatever we asked for in
Jesus’ name. I used it and came up empty-handed. What’s the deal?”

The “deal” is, “Can I ask for this in His name? Does it fit with His
purposes? Does it contribute to the harvest? Or is it basically a selfish
grab for power or pleasure?”” Bottom line: Since I’m using His name,
this ought to be something Jesus would be asking for, or I probably
shouldn’t be asking, or using His name.

But He wants us to ask! On the night before the crucifixion, He
is almost pleading with His disciples to, “Ask!” If we are abiding in
Him, connected, working for the same purpose, and asking for what
He Himself would request, He is eager to answer, and pleased when
we ask.
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“So you shall speak all these words to them, but they will not listen to
you. You shall call to them, but they will not answer you.” Jeremiah 7:27

In America, pragmatism has become a religion, and in much of the
Church, it’s become a religion within a religion. “If it doesn’t work, why
do it?” “God wants His Church to be successful, doesn’t He? Ifit’s not
working, it can’t be God’s will.” “God loves us. He would never want
us to suffer, and failure is suffering, so this can’t be God’s will!”

It’s not hard to accept success as God’s plan for our lives; failure
is a different story. How could God ask us to do something He knows
will fail?!

First of all, because He’s God, and it’s not up to us to decide whether
He continues in that position (Thank God)!

Second, because in some cases, the important thing is not the re-
sponse of the people. The fact that they were told. Jeremiah’s entire
ministry was: “They won’t listen to you, but they must be told, anyway.”

Third, it is the job of the servant to obey, regardless. Obedience
does not bring with it a guarantee of “success,” either in this world or
the world to come. Obedience to God always brings blessing, the bless-
ing of knowing we have faithfully obeyed our orders, regardless of the
outcome.

One of my favorite stories is of a young Coast Guard recruit, discuss-
ing with his commanding officer the bleak outlook as they prepared to
launch a helicopter into a ferocious storm, in order to attempt a rescue
at sea. The recruit yelled above the wind, “Sir, if we go out in this, we
may never come back!” The officer gravely answered, “Son, we don’t
have to come back. But we have to go out.”

The attitude of the Coast Guard needs to be the attitude of the Chris-
tian. Success is not mandatory, but faithful obedience is. The servant
of Christ may look ahead and see failure or disaster, we may even be
assured of it by God Himself, but our business is to obey, regardless.
This is what it means to be a servant of God. This is some of what Jesus
was talking about when He said, “Whoever does not bear his own cross
and come after me cannot be my disciple.” (Lk 14:27) Crucifixion was
always a one-way trip. No one ever came back down the hill, dragging
their cross. We are called to go out in His name, even when we know
we’re not coming back.
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Now the rabble that was among them had a strong craving. And
the people of Israel also wept again and said, “Oh that we had meat
toeat!l...”

Moses heard the people weeping throughout their clans, everyone
at the door of his tent. And the anger of the LORD blazed hotly, and
Moses was displeased. Moses said to the LORD,... “Where am I to
get meat to give to all this people? For they weep before me and say,
‘Give us meat, that we may eat.’[ am not able to carry all this people
alone; the burden is too heavy for me. If you will treat me like this,
kill me at once, if I find favor in your sight, that [ may not see my
wretchedness.” Numbers 11:4,10-11,13-15

The ministry of whining is a ministry that is not. It’s contagious,
it bugs God, it discourages leaders to the point of begging God to kill
them rather than continue being responsible for this crowd!...

Moses’ complaint is met with God’s mercy. First, there is a plan
to lighten the load: Appoint 70 elders. Difficult as it is for leaders to
relinquish control, Moses was sufficiently burned out that it must have
come as a relief. He did it.

Part two of God’s response is to promise the whining Israelites
that on the following day, they will be provided all the meat they can
eat for a month! Moses, faced with getting to deliver this promise
without benefit of a single detail, helps God do the math on this one.
God’s response: “Is the LORD’S hand shortened?” (Nu 11:23)

The decision Moses faces is one of obedience. Will he or will
he not follow through on God’s instructions? His job is to tell the
people, not to figure out how it might happen. [’'m trying to imagine
telling all of these people that they will have meat, tomorrow, when
I don’t know where I would get any meat. Faith. “Can You at least
give me a hint of how you’re going to do this? Do I have to just tell
them, when I don’t even know? Can I see the meat, first? How about
if I just tell them there will be a ‘surprise,” tomorrow—or ‘soon,’ and
leave it vague so we’re not locked in?”’

The promise is made, without one shred of evidence to back it up.
Once again, it’s pure obedience. When the first of the quail started to
blow in from the sea, everyone understood again that God keeps His
promises.
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“And if you faithfully obey the voice of the LORD your God, being
careful to do all his commandments that [ command you, today, the
LORD your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth.
And all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, if you
obey the voice of the LORD your God.... But if you will not obey the
voice of the LORD your God or be careful to do all his commandments
and his statutes that I command you today, then all these curses shall
come upon you and overtake you....” Deuteronomy 28:1-2,15

Obedience has never ceased to be God’s expectation of His people.
In the Garden of Eden, the first humans received clear instructions as
to the necessity of obedience, and the inevitable consequences of dis-
obedience. In Deuteronomy 28, an entire chapter outlines the promises
of God toward the Israelites regarding the subject. Fourteen verses
of promised blessing are followed by 54 verses of horrible curses, all
hinging on obedience. The Israelites will choose the consequences for
their entire nation, based upon their actions. Obedience will see the
fulfillment of promised blessing; disobedience to God’s commands
will ultimately bring God’s promised curses.

Does this have anything to do with 21* century Christians, bought
by the blood of the Lamb? Obedience and disobedience both still bring
consequences, for individuals and for nations. The grace that saves
us does not come with a license to sin. While it is not our obedience
that grants us access to eternal life—rather, it is the free gift of God’s
grace—obedience is still part of the picture. It’s not how we get in to
God’s Kingdom, but it is expected of all God’s children, in much the
same way as we do not enter a human family by way of obedience,
yet it is expected of each maturing child.

The principles still apply, both for nations and for individuals.
Obedience to God triggers blessing; disobedience triggers heartache.
The fact that these effects are not often instantaneous does not negate
the promises, bad or good. We choose our consequences by our choice
of action, and grace never releases us from the responsibility to obey
God. Grace covers our failures, but God still expects His children to
obey Him.
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And when they had brought them, they set them before the council.
And the high priest questioned them, saying, “We strictly charged
you not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with
your teaching, and you intend to bring this man'’s blood upon us.”
But Peter and the apostles answered, ‘“‘We must obey God rather than
men.”” Acts 5:27-29

This was not the apostles’ first trip before the Sanhedrin, nor the
last time they would face persecution for their faith, but their response
capsulizes the attitude of discipleship: “We must obey God rather than
men.”’

This critical decision is one that must be made by every disciple
of Jesus Christ, on a regular basis. “Are we going to obey God, or
men?” The consequences can include persecution, misunderstanding,
alienation, even death. Obeying God sometimes gains us favor with
people; at other times, it can be the death knell for a career. It is not
ours to decide on the prudence of obeying God, based on the projected
consequences; it is ours to obey, regardless.

As the concepts of obedience and submission seem to become
increasingly foreign to our society, God continues to look for servants
who can be counted on to follow His instructions without wavering.
These are the people He will use to transform nations.

The great saints of the past have always been people willing to
obey God. Some, like Jonah, were reluctant and moody in their even-
tual obedience, and lost out on the majority of their blessings. Some,
like King Saul, persisted in compromising God’s plans with their own
ambitions and disqualified themselves for service. The heroes and
heroines of the faith have always been those willing to follow God’s
leading, believe His promise and, when everything was on the line,
obey, regardless.

“Should we obey God, or men?” For disciples God uses in mighty
ways, the answer has always been obvious.
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“Hear another parable. There was a master of a house who
planted a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a winepress in
it and built a tower and leased it to tenants, and went into another
country. When the season for fruit drew near, he sent his servants to
the tenants to get his fruit. And the tenants took his servants and beat
one, killed another, and stoned another. Again he sent other servants,
more than the first. And they did the same to them. Finally he sent his
son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ But when the tenants
saw the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill
him and have his inheritance.’ And they took him and threw him out of
the vineyard and killed him. When therefore the owner of the vineyard
comes, what will he do to those tenants?” They said to him, “He will
put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to
other tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons.” Matthew
21:33-41

Whose vineyard was it? Whose tower? Whose winepress? Whose
fruit? The tenants knew the answer to all of those questions was,
“The master’s,” yet they had somehow transformed themselves in
their minds from tenant to owner. It had become their vineyard. The
rightful owner was rejected at every turn, as the tenants desperately
clung to possessions not theirs.

One of the key points for me in this parable is that it all belongs
to the Master. It’s not just a tithe of my income which belongs to Him,
and the rest of it is mine; the whole planet belongs to Him! It’s His
vineyard. I’'m just taking care of what belongs to Someone else. [ am
a tenant.

When God directs what is to be done with the resources or the fruit
under my control, He’s not being unreasonable or domineering. He’s
not taking my stuff; it’s already His! Somehow, I have to keep that in
mind! In a society where many people are owned by their possessions,
it’s hard to keep in mind my “tenant” status. On a daily basis, I need
to be going before the Father and reminding myself of His complete
ownership. The only way I will be a good and faithful tenant is if |
don’t imagine myself to be the owner. As a faithful bank teller must
keep in mind that the millions of dollars going through her fingers
are other people’s money, not hers, so I must keep in mind that none
of this belongs to me; it’s all His. My job is to be a faithful tenant of
the Father’s possessions, ready to do whatever He asks.
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April 7

Reasonable | erms

And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt
before him and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit
eternal life?” And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No
one is good except God alone. You know the commandments: ‘Do not
murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false wit-
ness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.”” And he said
to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” And Jesus,
looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go,
sell all that you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure
in heaven; and come, follow me.” Disheartened by the saying, he went
away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. Mark 10:17-22

The rich young man wants to be a disciple, but on “reasonable
terms.” Jesus requires that he cash out. It’s unreasonable—unless
it all belongs to the Master. Then, it’s like a shareholder telling his
stockbroker, “Please sell all of my stock and do such and such with
it.” The stockbroker can’t say “No” to the request, because it’s not
his money. It belongs to the investor, not the manager.

It’s one thing to agree to the theory that God owns absolutely all
of our possessions; it’s quite another to act like it.

In the film “Ghost,” Whoopi Goldberg’s character, suddenly in
possession of a check for four million dollars, is told to give it to the
nuns running a homeless shelter. Though the money is not really hers,
anyway, and having the check is jeopardizing her life, when it comes
time to actually hand it over, she can’t seem to do it. It’s comical to
watch her try to let go of something that doesn’t even belong to her.

The reason it’s funny is because it’s fiction, not reality, and it’s
someone else, not me. Truth be told, it’s hard to part with things in
our possession, even if we have known all along that they didn’t
really belong to us, and the more we have, the harder it is to let go.
The Master is not being unreasonable, though, even if He requires us
to turn every penny over to whomever He might designate. It’s His
money, all of it. Living in that mindset just may save us from being
strangled by our own possessions. Instead, we could be trustworthy,
relaxed, joyful stewards of God. Impossible? In our own strength, yes.
But Jesus’ response to His astonished disciples is His response to me,
too: “With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are
possible with God.” (Mark 10:27)
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April 8
The Hungrg 90%

And a scribe came up and said to him, “Teacher, I will follow
you wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, “Foxes have holes,
and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to
lay his head.” Matthew 8:19-20

I heard about a new simplified tax code the Internal Revenue
Service is working on, composed of only two lines. The first line asks,
“How much money did you make?” The second line says, “Send it
n.”

That joke is much like Jesus’ actual requirement of His disciples.
On more than one occasion, He warns that discipleship costs every-
thing.

What was Jesus’ address, during His ministry years? He didn’t
have one. No house to maintain. No lawn to mow. No cattle to feed.
He was here on a mission, and didn’t own so much as a donkey.

Is Christ against home ownership? No. But He is against our
possessions owning us.

I know my tendency to hang onto things, to try to expand what |
have, to want more. If I convince myself that a 10% tithe takes care
of God and the other 90% is totally mine, [ am easily consumed with
the care and maintenance of what the 90% buys. Even a little pile of
material possessions gobbles up the lion’s share of my emotional,
physical and financial energy.

Jesus knew that if the rich young ruler had retained even a little
bit of his property, it would have occupied enough of his energy to
keep him from ever being effective as a disciple.

The lesson for me is not to spend my life in the accumulation of
things, unless I want my life to be basically wasted. I’'m supposed
to be God’s servant. If I keep anything back as “my own,” it will
prevent me from being as effective a disciple as I could be. Either
the possessions I hold in my hands are God’s, and I am a steward, or
they are mine, keeping me from the life that could be.

Lord, please help me to take my hands off, relinquish my grip
on stuff, and live as a useful steward of yours, managing things not
my own, wisely and cheerfully, and ready at an instant’s notice to do
whatever you would tell me to do with them. Help me not to spend
the rest of my life trying to hang on to things I can’t keep, anyway.
Help me not to waste the precious time allotted to me, in the pursuit
of possessions, when I could be living as a servant of yours!
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April 9
Can| Afford
to Let Go?

Peter began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and fol-
lowed you.” Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left
house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands,

for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now

in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children
and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life. But
many who are first will be last, and the last first.” Mark 10:28-31

Immediately following the episode of the rich young man, and
Jesus’ subsequent comments about the difficulty of a rich man entering
the kingdom of God, Peter becomes concerned that his own sacrifices
may have been for nought. Jesus reassures Peter that the Father is
indeed keeping track, and everything given up for the sake of the
gospel will be replaced many times over.

Once again, God’s kindness shines through. He is appreciative of
the sacrifices made by each of His servants, even though the Master has
the right to everything in our possession, anyway. Jesus understands
how difficult it is to let go, even of things which never really belonged
to us. He gives us His word that each sacrifice we make for His sake
is noted and will be rewarded.

Is that enough? On occasion, I have had to give up something im-
portant to me, in order to obey Christ. I’ve found God’s promise to be
true, in every instance I can recall! The rewards have far outweighed
the sacrifices, already, and [ have yet to even glimpse what is to come
in the next life!

The question in mind is, “Can I afford to let go of the things and
ties of this world, in order to pursue Jesus Christ?”” The answer is a
resounding “Yes!” In fact, I can’t afford not to let go, when I consider
what’s in store for me as a committed follower of the Lord Jesus.
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April 10
When Wirming is Losing

Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to
divide the inheritance with me.”” But he said to him, “Man, who made
me a judge or arbitrator over you?” And he said to them, “lake care,
and be on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life does
not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” And he told them a
parable, saying, “The land of a rich man produced plentifully, and
he thought to himself, ‘What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store
my crops?’And he said, ‘I will do this; [ will tear down my barns and
build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.
And I'will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many
years, relax, eat, drink, be merry.” But God said to him, ‘Fool! This
night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared,
whose will they be?’ So is the one who lays up treasure for himself
and is not rich toward God.” Luke 12:13-21

We’re not here to accumulate stuff. We’re just not.

That’s a hard philosophy to embrace when we feel we’ve just
been shortchanged, cheated, or neglected. It’s difficult not to seek
our “rights,” particularly when it comes to finances, and especially
when dealing with people who believe that taking advantage is just
part of the game. “Teacher; tell my brother to divide the inheritance
with me.” What’s greedy about that? The poor guy has a jerk for a
brother, and all he wants is what’s coming to him. Doesn’t the Lord
care about everyone getting their fair share?

Apparently, “Yes and no.” The Lord definitely cares for us (track-
ing our hair count is a pretty good indicator that His concern extends
to the smallest detail of our lives! [Lk 12:7]), but His primary interest
will always be in our soul, our spiritual character. Our soul is easily
damaged by a love of possessions, and that includes whether we have
them or just want them.

If our heart becomes set on material things, it doesn’t even mat-
ter whether we attain them or not, we still lose out on the joy which
comes when our hearts are set on God. Getting into a slugfest with
someone over money is a battle from which our soul will not emerge
unscathed, not to mention the inevitable resulting break in human
relationships. There are times when winning is actually losing, when
to even participate in the fight is to cripple our own character, when
“getting ahead” only means there is more to leave behind.
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April 11
["aith or [Tamine

And the LORD said to Aaron, “You shall have no inheritance in
their land, neither shall you have any portion among them. [ am your

portion and your inheritance among the people of Israel.” Numbers
18:20

While the other eleven tribes were assured of their inheritance in
the Promised Land, God’s promise to the tribe of Levi was that He
would be their inheritance. The tribe of the priests would be a tribe
supported by the worshipers of the one true God, not supported by
their own skill in farming or other forms of business. For those of us
who have been bombarded for years with “Why can’t the church be
more like a business?” the short answer is, “Because it’s not a busi-
ness.” The Church is designed to run on faith, not a spreadsheet. In
the forerunner of the Church, the nation of Israel, the people are com-
manded to support their priests and the tribe of priests by their tithes,
as an act of obedience and worship, and the tribe God has set aside
(the Levites) is commanded to live off the faithfulness and generosity
of the worshipers rather than their own independent industry.

This is a tenuous system! If the Israelites give up worshiping
God, there is no income for an entire tribe of people, who have no
land inheritance of their own. If the people are faithless or stingy, the
Levites will go hungry. Their whole identity is that they are to be at
the mercy of the spiritual climate of their nation! This is not their plan,
itis Gods.

The Levites were to be a living example that faith works, that it
is a legitimate lifestyle as long as it is directed by God and not simply
used as a cover-up for laziness. I think God wants us to live with the
same attitude as the Levites were supposed to—our inheritance is
the Lord, not the things we have, here. The faith mindset seems to be
more important than the actual dependency on God, but when push
comes to shove, we just can’t beat the real thing—either God comes
through, or we don’t eat! When there is no back-up plan and we are
still able to survive and even prosper, faith is not only a great way to
live; it’s an excellent advertisement for the God who has promised
to be our inheritance and called us to be His own, entirely dependent
upon Him.
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April 12

]t’s Not about Me

“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the
truth...” John 16:13

Prayer Journal: Lord, tell me about me.

It’s not about you. You’re too introspective. All of life gets trans-
lated into how it affects you—even ministry—whether or not you are
“successful” or “fulfilled.” If your focus was more on Me and less
on you, you would be both more successful and more fulfilled, and
considerably less frustrated! The same thing for others: If you focused
more on others, and less on yourself, you would find more fulfillment
and success, and less frustration.

Even your life’s goals need to be adjusted a little: Instead of “to
be a good husband, .... a good Dad.,.... good pastor,.... servant of God,”
try being more of a servant to all, in the sense of removing the issue
of pride from it. For example, “good husband” carries some ego with
it that makes it harder to change or admit your faults because that
would be admitting that right now, you’re not the best husband. “Serv-
ing your wife” gets it off of your performance and puts the emphasis
on meeting her needs, which results in you being a better husband
without you knowing it or gloating in it! Same thing for fathering or
pastoring. If it’s not about how “good” you are, it frees you to serve
them, and it minimizes the pride which makes it hard to serve others,
because pride is always self-serving.

One last thing: If you will focus more on Me and less on you, it
will greatly help you in serving Me. There’s nothing like a “servant”
who insists on being the center of attention and “serving” in his own
way, and with his own agenda!

Have you really learned, yet, that my agenda is better than yours?
(You’ll even like it better)! I’m also more successful.

Ah, Lord, what a treat the past few minutes have been! You have
this way of opening my heart and shoving truth in! And, with you, it
doesn’t even hurt! It’s more like this “Aha!” experience of suddenly
seeing something you want me to understand, and being glad to see
it. In a few minutes, you illuminated something major, which is, I’1l
bet, the root cause of frustrations in my life. Thank you!! Now, please
help me out. I am from the “Me” generation, you know. Show me
how to serve you, and others, without it being about me, and without
it being my own agenda. Please?
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April 13
Servant of A”

And they came to Capernaum. And when he was in the house he
asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?” But they kept
silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who
was the greatest. And he sat down and called the twelve. And he said
to them, “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant
of all.” And he took a child and put him in the midst of them, and
taking him in his arms, he said to them, “‘Whoever receives one such
child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not
me but him who sent me.” Mark 9:33-37

“If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of
all.” You’d think that a couple thousand years would take the bite
out of that statement, and that somewhere along the line it would have
begun to sound reasonable and normal. You’d think that it would have
become more the credo of the Christian faith, something you’d see
printed on coffee cups for sale in Christian bookstores. Jesus’ state-
ment is still waiting for its popularity to kick in—any day, now! “If
anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” It
isn’t something He only mentioned a time or two in passing, either;
He made it a point to make this point, again and again! Plus, He not
only taught it; He lived it.

Why is it so hard for us to live it? Why do I go to Christian
conferences and get the distinct impression that on the way there,
half the attendees had been arguing about who was the greatest?
Why do I see “Christian” books that focus so much on the greatness
of the author, and so little on the greatness of God? Why the media
ministries where evangelists and “Christian performers” preen and
parade like rock star wannabee’s?

Wouldn’t Jesus want us to be aggressive? “You snooze, you lose.”
“If you want something, you have to go after it.” The philosophy of
our age is not hard to find within church walls—it just gets spiritual-
ized. “God wants me to be happy.” Is that in the Bible somewhere?*
(*Answer: No) If all else fails, go to that famous, well-loved verse:
“God helps those who help themselves.” What a proverb to live by!
It’s the foundation of the Protestant work ethic. People struggle with
the reference, they just know it’s in the Bible somewhere. Would you
believe Poor Richards Almanac ? Ben Franklin.

The line to greatness forms at the rear. Servant of all. Don’t
expect to see it on many coffee cups. But at least it is in the Bible.
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April 14
Servant of All

Thinking Ahead

And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up to him and
said to him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of
you.” And he said to them, “What do you want me to do for you?”
And they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and
one at your left, in your glory.” Jesus said to them, ““You do not know
what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to
be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” And they
said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that [
drink you will drink, and with the baptism with which I am baptized,
you will be baptized, but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not
mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.” And
when the ten heard it, they began to be indignant at James and John.
And Jesus called them to him and said to them, ““You know that those
who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their
great ones exercise authority over them. But it shall not be so among
you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant,
and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For even
the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his
life as a ransom for many.”

Mark 10:35-45

James and John were thinking ahead. They got to counting seats,
realized that the “inner circle” of disciples was composed of one too
many for a two seat arrangement in glory, and decided they would
get there first. They probably even convinced themselves they were
being humble—after all, they weren’t asking for the throne itself, just
the spots on the right and left!

“Thinking ahead” is so often just trying to plot out things to our
own advantage. “Thinking ahead” seems mostly to consist in thinking
of ourselves—how to get the best seats, how to be first in line. What a
beautiful thing it is when “thinking ahead” becomes thinking of others,
and how to best serve them. How am | ever going to get there? How
do I disengage from the world’s system of status and status-seeking,
and plug into Jesus’ simple plan: Doulos (servant/slave) of all? 1
guess all I need to do is follow the Leader, who didn’t come to grab
the glory, but who left all the glory to be a servant of all.
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April 15
Servant of All

Vicarious Glorg~5€e§<ing

Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her
sons, and kneeling before him she asked him for something. And he
said to her, “What do you want?” She said to him, “Say that these
two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right hand and one at your
left, in your kingdom.”...

But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise author-
ity over them. It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be
great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first
among you must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not to
be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
Matthew 20:20-21, 25-28

There are lots of ways to be selfish. It is clear that the rush for
best seats in the kingdom was not exclusive to James and John, but
appears to have been spearheaded by their mother turned lobbyist.
As a relative of Jesus, and mother of two of the three disciples who
formed Jesus’ inner circle (Simon Peter being the third), the favor
asked must not have seemed to her nearly as audacious as it came
across to others.

It is possible to be self-seeking even under the guise of serving
others. The petition wasn’t for honor for herself; it was for honor for
her sons. Or was it? Isn’t the search for glory for our family often just
a search for vicarious glory for ourselves? The scholar-who-never-was
finally is realized as brilliant through his son, the frustrated athlete at
last can enjoy glory through his offspring.

The Son of Man did not come to be recognized and honored and
served, but to serve. As followers of Christ, our mission is likewise
to seek service, not glory. That includes when we are tempted to seek
glory for our own family, that we might share in a little of it. Serving
is not about grabbing places of privilege, even if it’s for people we
love. Once again, the line to greatness forms at the rear.
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April 16
Servant of All

An Argument to Losc

A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to
be regarded as the greatest. And he said to them, “The kings of the
Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them
are called benefactors. But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest
among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves.
Forwho is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves?
Is it not the one who reclines at table? But [ am among you as the
one who serves.

You are those who have stayed with me in my trials, and I assign
to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat
and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the
twelve tribes of Israel.” Luke 22:24-30

Here, once again, is the enduring argument among the disciples:
“Which of us is the greatest?” The fact that this has been a running
dispute for a long time, and that it resumes on the heels of Jesus’
solemn prediction that one of them will betray Him, only makes it the
more odious. This is taking place during the Last Supper! By tomor-
row night, their Lord will have been taken from them and crucified,
just as He said. Given the context, the discussion seems particularly
revolting.

This is an argument that should be laid to rest! Time and again,
Jesus has told them, He has shown them, that Kingdom greatness is
all about service to others, not about vaunted authority. In one more
demonstration of that selfless kind of love, Jesus refrains from chew-
ing out His disciples and instead blesses them with the promise of
authority beyond their wildest imagination, then proceeds to literally
lay down His life for them—and us.

The well-worn discussion as to which of us is the greatest is still
a smelly one, reeking of the old life and all the old attitudes which
preceded our encounter with Christ. I’ve spent far too many hours
jockeying for position in the Kingdom, in an endless game of com-
parison, where mere participation in the discussion guarantees defeat
for all involved.

A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be
regarded as the greatest.

It’s time to lose the argument. For good.
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April 17
Servant of All

(Hod’s |nsistent Blessing

Then Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you
and me, and between your herdsmen and my herdsmen, for we are
kinsmen. Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from
me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you take
the right hand, then I will go to the left.” And Lot lifted up his eyes
and saw that the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere like the
garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar.
(This was before the LORD destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot
chose for himself all the Jordan Valley, and Lot journeyed east. Thus
they separated from each other. Abram settled in the land of Canaan,
while Lot settled among the cities of the valley and moved his tent as
far as Sodom....

The LORD said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, “Lift
up your eyes and look from the place where you are, northward and
southward and eastward and westward, for all the land that you see [
will give to you and to your offspring forever.... Arise, walk through the
length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you.” Genesis
13:8-12,14-15,17

Abram shows generosity when he lets Lot choose which way to
go. Whose trip is this?! And who is older? And who is following God’s
promises? On all accounts, the answer is “Abram.”

Lot, rather than deferring to his uncle, immediately chooses the
good stuff. As soon as he’s out of sight, God tells Abram, “Guess what?
It’s all yours, in every direction. Go check it out and walk through it.
It belongs to you.”

What happens to a servant who isn’t possessive? He gets more
possessions! What happens to a servant who honors others above
himself, and is taken advantage of for his efforts? God Himself makes
sure His servant receives honor and blessing! This is not a bad deal,
to serve the Most High God! As a matter of fact, we can’t lose!
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April 18
Servant of All

The Fragcrs of a [riend

Then the LORD said, “Because the outcry against Sodom and
Gomorrah is great and their sin is very grave, I will go down to see
whether they have done altogether according to the outcry that has
come to me. And if not, I will know.”

So the men turned from there and went toward Sodom, but Abra-
ham still stood before the LORD. Then Abraham drew near and said,
“Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? Suppose
there are fifty righteous within the city. Will you then sweep away the
place and not spare it for the fifty righteous who are in it?...

So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the valley, God
remembered Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow
when he overthrew the cities in which Lot had lived. Genesis 18:20-
24;19:29

If God had really wanted to destroy Lot, He wouldn’t have told
Abraham about His plans; He just would have gone ahead and done
it. What He wanted was for Abraham to intercede for his nephew. The
reason He told the person of faith what He was going to do was so the
person of faith would pray. Abraham did exactly that. He respectfully
bargains with God on behalf of his nephew—and God likes it!

Judgment is coming upon this world, as a consequence of sin,
but God’s response to sin is to provide a Savior, and to tell the
people of faith about what’s coming, so they can pray. When faced
with Sodom-like issues, our role as believers is not to condemn nor
to compromise, but to pray. The reason we know about impending
judgment and disaster is not to discourage us, but to cause us to pray
for our relatives and friends so they can be saved. God is not willing
that any of His children should perish.

Everyone knows someone living in Sodom. The question is,
“What are we going to do about it?”” God wants to save people, not
condemn them. Some refuse to be saved, and are lost, but others
find that they’ve been saved through nothing but God’s grace—and
the prayers of a friend. Our prayers may make the eternal difference
for someone—if we care. That’s what we can do, and that’s why we
know. God has told us so we can pray.
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April 19
Servant of All

The Pasin and Towcl [Habit

Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the dis-
ciples’feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped around
him....

When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments
and resumed his place, he said to them, “Do you understand what 1
have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right,
for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet,
you also ought to wash one another s feet. For [ have given you an
example, that you also should do just as I have done to you. Truly,
truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is
a messenger greater than the one who sent him. If you know these
things, blessed are you if you do them....

A new commandment [ give to you, that you love one another,
just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all
people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another.” John 13:5,12-17,34-35

The footwashing was the example which Jesus wanted to have
linger in the minds of His disciples. This serving business is not about
pecking order, nor is it about reciprocity. Both times in this passage,
Jesus misses the chance to say, “Since I’ve done this for you, do this
for me.” The sign of discipleship is not going to be in how much we
love Jesus, but in how much we love one another! In the light of
some of the classic church conflicts of all time, this information is
not particularly comforting!

The message is clear—again. We are here to serve one another,
to wash one another’s feet, to love one another. That is our mission.
We can talk all we want about how much we love Jesus, but it’s the
person with the basin and towel, serving in the jobs nobody else
wanted, who is a convincing witness to the watching world.

Albert Gray has said, “The successful person has formed the habit
of doing things that failures don’t like to do.” He notes that successful
people don’t like to do these things, either, but they do them, anyway.
It seems to me that this observation especially applies to Christians,
who are called to love one another as the very starting point of our
identity, and to serve one another as a lifestyle, specializing in the least
desirable tasks. The basin and towel habit points straight to Jesus.
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A C]osc~uP Mission [Tield

Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the hus-
band is the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church,
his body, and is himself its Savior. Now as the church submits to
Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.

Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her
by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the
church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such
thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. In the same way
husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves
his wife loves himself. For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nour-
ishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church, because we are
members of his body. “Therefore a man shall leave his father and
mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.”
This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and
the church. However, let each one of you love his wife as himself, and
let the wife see that she respects her husband. Ephesians 5:22-33

Sometimes our mission field is as close as the other side of the
bed. Scripture reminds us that marriage very much resembles our
relationship with the Lord. Just as He has loved us and cared for us,
and it is our duty to submit to Him, one of the best ways a wife can
serve Christ is by respecting her husband. One of the best ways a
husband can serve Christ is by loving his wife, with the same kind
of tenderness Christ shows for the Church.

Jesus has commissioned us to be missionaries of mercy wherever
we go, but it starts at home. If we are not willing to submit to those
Christ has placed in authority over us, we are not truly willing to
submit to Christ, either. We are ignoring His chain of command, as
surely as if we were in the army, and would only take orders from a
general, but never a sergeant.  If we claim to love Christ, but treat
our wives harshly, we are not only dishonoring Jesus, but according
to scripture, we are hurting ourselves, as surely as if we were beating
on our own body!

..Let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see
that she respects her husband.

Talk about a close-up mission field! But this is where it starts.
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Won Without a Word

Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if
some do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the
conduct of their wives—when they see your respectful and pure con-
duct. Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair, the
wearing of gold, or the putting on of clothing—but let your adorning
be the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a
gentle and quiet spirit, which in God s sight is very precious. For this
is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves,
by submitting to their husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling
him lord. And you are her children, if you do good and do not fear
anything that is frightening.

Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding
way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, since they
are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not
be hindered. 1 Peter 3:1-7

In an age when this entire passage sounds so antiquated, and
feminists would be quick to pounce on it as an example of the “of-
fensive,” “patriarchal” nature of the Bible, if we would really listen
to what God is saying to us, we just might find the answer we so
desperately seek, particularly regarding ongoing tensions between
husbands and wives.

The all-too-common situation endured by church-going wives is
having an apathetic husband. Well-intended nagging about spiritual
things (“Why won’t you be the spiritual leader of our home?” “Please
come to church with me!”’) seems to have little effect. This problem
is not new, and the Bible gives the answer: The wife’s respectful and
pure conduct. Respect will win him over without a word; nagging
only drives him away. A “gentle and quiet spirit” is not only very
precious in God’s sight, but in the sight of a husband who longs to
receive respect, even if it might be undeserved. Once again, “serving
the Lord” starts with serving our spouse.

As for the Christian husband, serving God begins with living with
our wife in an understanding way, showing honor to her as an equal.
Unresolved issues in that area will definitely hinder our prayers! It’s
because our first God-given mission is to love our wife as Christ loved
the Church, and gave Himself for it. This “service” thing definitely
begins at home.
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A T ender [Jeart, and a FHumble Mind

Finally, all of you, have unity of mind, sympathy, brotherly love,
a tender heart, and a humble mind.

Do not repay evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the
contrary, bless, for to this you were called, that you may obtain a
blessing. For

“Whoever desires to love life and see good days,

let him keep his tongue from evil

and his lips from speaking deceit;

let him turn away from evil and do good;

let him seek peace and pursue it.

For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteou

and his ears are open to their prayer.

But the face of the Lord is against those who do evil. ” 1 Peter 3:8-12

This wonderful little passage of practical advice could, all by
itself, dramatically change a person’s life. Want to “love life and see
good days”? It’s simple: Keep your tongue from evil and your lips
from deceitful speech. Seek peace and pursue it. When evil comes
against you, return blessing, because this is your calling.

I particularly like the admonition to have a tender heart, and a
humble mind. Neither is easy to come by. It’s hard to keep a tender
heart when going through painful circumstances, or when being over-
looked, criticized or abused in some way. Likewise, it’s a challenge
to have a “humble mind,” particularly in the wake of an advanced
education, plus the wisdom gained by experience and study. Humility
of mind seems to decrease as the degrees and accolades begin to pile
up, at least in the natural realm.

But we’re talking a supernatural realm here, one where a person
can still have a tender heart, and a humble mind, even after years of
adversity and years of schooling. It is that tenderness of heart and
humility of mind which will enable a person to be led into areas of
wisdom and even greatness that would be denied those who became
bitter or hardened along the way, or whose accumulated learning
caused them to stop learning, because they stopped seeking to learn.

Lord, I don’t know all the answers, and never will, here on earth.
Help me to have a tender heart, and humble mind, no matter what.
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Captain of the Mis-["its

David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam.
And when his brothers and all his fathers house heard it, they went
down there to him. And everyone who was in distress, and everyone
who was in debt, and everyone who was bitter in soul, gathered to
him. And he became captain over them. And there were with him
about four hundred men. 1 Samuel 22:1-2

As Chuck Swindoll has said, “The cave of Adullam was no Holi-
day Inn.” David must have wondered, “Can’t I even hide by myself?!”
Four hundred mis-fits who are in debt or bitter come and find him,
and this is what he has to work with. I can only imagine the kind of
folks he has with him! He gets to be captain of them. So this is what
an anointing gets you?!

Lord, I’'m reminded that we often don’t get to pick our own team,
in your service. You send us ornery, bitter people with nothing but
needs, then require that we help them! It’s because we are in your
service, and you have sufficient resources for every need, both ours
and theirs, that You entrust these people to our care. You allowed
that motley bunch to end up under David’s leadership, not because
he needed them, but because they needed him, rather than Saul. You
apparently gave him all the resources required, and he survived.
Before David was ready to be king of Israel, he needed to learn how
to be captain of the mis-fits.

You are good, and Your plans are good! That’s a concept onto
which David had to cling, even for years, and most of us who have
attempted to follow You have found ourselves dangling by that same
hope. “This is not what I had in mind, and these are not the people
I was hoping would be on my team, but I’'m committed to serving
You, which means serving them.”

When the anointing finally kicked in, and David eventually found
himself king over all Israel, there emerged a special bodyguard, “The
Thirty,” David’s most trusted men. I wonder how many of “The
Thirty” had once been with David in the cave of Adullam.

Lord, help me not to be picky about whom it is I will serve, or
whom I am willing to serve alongside. “Servant of a//” is the phrase.
Help me to love whomever You put in my cave.
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(alled to a Different Standard

“But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those
who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.
10 one who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also, and from one
who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either. Give to
everyone who begs from you, and from one who takes away your goods
do not demand them back. And as you wish that others would do to you,
do so to them.

If you love those who love you, what benefit is that to you? For even
sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do
good to you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners do the same.
And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is
that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount.
But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in
return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most
High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as
your Father is merciful.

“Judge not, and you will not be judged, condemn not, and you will
not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven, give, and it will
be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running
over, will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be
measured back to you.” Luke 6:27-38

We get to choose our standard. We may either live by the standard
of this world or the standard of our Lord. The world’s standard does not
demand much which is unexpected; the Father’s standard requires us to
be kind to even the ungrateful and evil. It is precisely in this way that
we show ourselves to be His children, because when we are merciful,
generous and loving, we are revealing ourselves to be people after His
own character.

The same scenario applies to judging and condemning others: We
get to choose the measuring stick which will be held up against our
own lives—it’s the exact same standard we applied to others.

In giving, forgiving, judging, lending, showing mercy and respond-
ing to insult, we have the opportunity to choose whose standard we will
live by—the Father’s or the world’s. In those day-to-day choices, we
bear witness to our true Master. If I were a child of the world, I wouldn’t
have to bother with it. But I want to live as a son of the Most High.
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The Scr\/anthood Seminar

An argument arose among them as to which of them was the
greatest. But Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, took a
child and put him by his side and said to them, “Whoever receives
this child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me receives
him who sent me. For he who is least among you all is the one who
is great.”

John answered, “Master, we saw someone casting out demons
in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he does not follow
with us.” But Jesus said to him, “Do not stop him, for the one who
is not against you is for you.” Luke 9:46-50

Not only is there a tendency among us to constantly compare
our status; there is also a tendency to mistrust anyone who does not
march to the same drumbeat to which we’re accustomed. What is it
that makes us want to climb over people to reach the top, or shut the
door on those who are different or who color outside the lines?

There is usually a line forming when it comes to leadership—
particularly if there’s any significant amount of power or prestige
attached to the position; I don’t notice the same phenomenon taking
place when it comes to serving. There are leadership seminars, lead-
ership books galore—today I even saw a “leadership” Bible—but
when I read the Bible, I see passage after passage about aspiring to
be a servant, and few if any about trying to be a leader. I think we’re
missing something!

For years [ have gotten slick mail advertisements touting the lat-
est seminar or conference guaranteed to turn me into a world-class
leader; I’'m trying to recall if I’ve ever been invited to a conference
about being a servant. I don’t think I ever have. If we pay our money
and take the time, we ought to have a reasonable expectation of this
thing helping us to get further up the ladder, not down, right?

And here’s Jesus, one more time, emphasizing that the great per-
son is not the well-accredited “leader,” with amazing charisma and a
forceful yet winsome personality. Rather, “he who is least among you
all is the one who is great.” That message probably won’t fill many
auditoriums, especially at $300 a pop. But at least that message is in
the Bible. Lots.
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But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, “And who is my
neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem
to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him
and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was go-
ing down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the other
side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him,
passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came
to where he was, and when he saw him, he had compassion. He went
to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he
set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took care
of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the
innkeeper, saying, ‘Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, [
will repay you when I come back.” Which of these three, do you think,
proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” He
said, “The one who showed him mercy.” And Jesus said to him, “You
go, and do likewise.” Luke 10:29-37

What strikes me the most today about this story is the unplanned
nature of the Samaritan’s response. He didn’t set out looking for
someone to help; he wasn’t doing this as part of a program to help
poor, wounded Jews everywhere—he was responding to the need he
saw in front of him, to the best of his ability, then going on about his
business. There is such a lesson in here for people like me, who tend
to think in terms of comprehensive, incremental solutions, and who
then give up before starting because the problem is too vast and my
resources too small.

It seems that I need help, in order to get it right. I need the Holy
Spirit to tip me off that there is a test coming, and that [ need to respond
in love to the situation before me. Otherwise, my tendency is to notice
the problem and go home to work on some sort of big plan for dealing
with it, soon to get discouraged or distracted, and eventually to forget
the whole thing. I like to plan out my mercy. Unfortunately, that’s the
stage in which it often remains—the planning, good intention stage.
I usually don’t do very well with unplanned opportunities. So how
do I pass the unplanned mercy test, especially when I don’t know it’s
coming?

Unplanned mercy happens when mercy is a/ways the plan.
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f:ighting for the Cheap Seats

Now he told a parable to those who were invited, when he noticed
how they chose the places of honor, saying to them, “When you are
invited by someone to a wedding feast, do not sit down in a place of
honor, lest someone more distinguished than you be invited by him, and
he who invited you both will come and say to you, ‘Give your place
to this person,’ and then you will begin with shame to take the lowest
place. But when you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that
when your host comes he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher.’
Then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at table with
you. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who
humbles himself will be exalted.” Luke 14:7-11

Aggression is so much a part of our culture that those who don’t
exhibit it, rather than being praised, will more likely be criticized for
it, even by members of their own family. It’s painful for parents to
watch their non-aggressive children play soccer, when they politely let
their opponents get to the ball before they do. “Be aggressive! Get in
there and fight for the ball!” Back in the van after the game, they are
then yelled at because they’re hogging the treats. Aggression: “Turn
it on!” “Now turn it off!” “You snooze, you lose.” “Nice guys finish
last.” “Nice guys are lucky if they even finish!”

There’s never much of a fight for the cheap seats. We are geared
to grab the best, and feel it’s our birthright. (Remember James and
John?) And along comes Jesus, once again, to tell us to seek out the
cheap seats, to not just settle for the lowest places but to pursue them,
to remind us that “... everyone who exalts himself will be humbled,
and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

Learning from Jesus Christ instead of learning from the world is
a daily mind-washing experience! There’s a lot to get rid of, a lot that
needs to be cleared away in our way of thinking. To follow Christ is
humbling, but I guess that’s the idea. Humility isn’t learned at the head
of'the line, nor the places of honor. You get humility in the cheap seats.
Then comes honor.
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A Charme] of Giod’s Kindness

When she rose to glean, Boaz instructed his young men, saying,
“Let her glean even among the sheaves, and do not reproach her.
And also pull out some from the bundles for her and leave it for her
to glean, and do not rebuke her.”

So she gleaned in the field until evening. Then she beat out what
she had gleaned, and it was about an ephah (3/5 bushel) of barley.
And she took it up and went into the city. Her mother-in-law saw what
she had gleaned. She also brought out and gave her what food she
had left over after being satisfied. And her mother-in-law said to her,
“Where did you glean today? And where have you worked? Blessed
be the man who took notice of you.” So she told her mother-in-law
with whom she had worked and said, “The man s name with whom
1 worked today is Boaz.” And Naomi said to her daughter-in-law,
“May he be blessed by the LORD, whose kindness has not forsaken
the living or the dead!” Ruth 2:15-20

Ruth is a book about kindness: God’s, Boaz’s, Ruth’s. It is a sweet
and wonderful story, one that began badly and turned out so well.
Kind of like the story of mankind! There is a Redeemer for all of us!

Boaz is kind to Ruth, but he seems to be kind to everybody! One
of the best ways we can serve God is by serving others, noticing
them, appreciating their kindnesses and faithfulness. Boaz does all
of that and more for Ruth. He’s thinking about Ruth’s dignity, about
her needs, about her devotion, about her emotions in leaving her own
country, about her safety....he commends her for her character... Here
is a man who really is concerned for the needs of others. Help me to
be that kind of man, Lord, especially around the wife and the children
you have given me, but also around others. Help me to be a reflection
of your love.

Boaz is a channel of God’s kindness. That kindness begins to
turn around the bitterness Naomi has felt for so long. Her reaction to
Ruth’s return shows she’s getting it: “Where have you been?! Who
took notice of you?!” And Naomi said to her daughter-in-law, “May
he be blessed by the LORD, whose kindness has not forsaken the liv-
ing or the dead!”

Not only does God’s kindness lead us toward repentance—it’s
God’s kindness that rekindles hope.
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Scwish Salvation

We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings
of the weak, and not to please ourselves. Let each of us please his
neighbor for his good, to build him up.

For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, “The re-
proaches of those who reproached you fell on me.”” For whatever was
written in former days was written for our instruction, that through
endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might
have hope. May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you
to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus,
that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome one another as Christ has
welcomed you, for the glory of God. Romans 15:1-7

I’m uncomfortable with the individual nature of Christianity in
America, the philosophy that says, “As long as I have my own per-
sonal relationship with the Lord, everything’s O.K.” Again and again,
the Bible reminds us of a great deal of responsibility for one another,
from the first chapters of Genesis (“Am I my brother’s keeper?”) to
Revelation, where we are referred to as a kingdom of priests. Priests
have a responsibility for others, as well as themselves. We are saved,
not so we can smugly look down on other people, but so we can help
them into the lifeboat, too.

It doesn’t stop with getting them into the lifeboat. If we really are
as strong as we think we are, we are called upon to use that strength
to help people besides ourselves to continue in the Christian walk.
As Christ bears with our failings and shortcomings, we are to bear
with one another. We are to look for ways to build up, rather than
criticize.

The Christian life is not a solo pursuit. We can’t just say “I’'m
serving God,” and have nothing to do with fellow servants. Part of our
service to God is treating our fellow servants with love and respect.
God’s glory is not found in a bunch of individuals each doing their
own thing, independently, but when they encourage one another and
live in harmony. If we serve each other like Christ serves us and we
learn to join together in praising God, if we discard the attitude that
lets us be selfish with our salvation, the world will see us glorifying
God with one voice, and many will praise Him, too.
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Tlﬁe Name to Froclaim

For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,
with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’sake. 2 Corinthians 4:5

Really? Really? Is what we proclaim not ourselves, but Jesus
Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake?

I think I may be on to part of our problem.

Just last night, I saw a television show advertised featuring the
latest, greatest superstar pastor. [ don’t want to criticize someone I’ve
never even met—obviously God has granted him a huge degree of
success—but time after time in these scenarios, with precious few
exceptions, what I’m seeing is the “name” being proclaimed—and
the name is not Jesus; it’s the name of the rising superstar. An empire
sprouts seemingly overnight, the name and face are everywhere, and
all too often, what happens next is that someone sees that face in a
place it’s not supposed to be, doing something no Christian should
be doing, the empire implodes, and when it’s all a big mess, suddenly
then the name of Jesus appears, to be stuck to this embarrassment.

If we started with proclaiming the name of Jesus, we’d do a lot
better! If we refused to get on the Christian celebrity bandwagon, and
focused on serving a non-Christian world instead of trying to razzle-
dazzle them, we’d be more on track. Sadly, we have a hard time re-
sisting the temptation to proclaim ourselves, even though “ourselves”
are absolutely nothing without the grace of God. “Ourselves” are not
supposed to be jostling each other up the ladder of fame, in order to
lead the biggest churches in America, or have our face plastered on
the sides of busses. “Ourselves” are not what we’re supposed to be
proclaiming; Jesus Christ is what we are supposed to be proclaiming.

Once again, serving is the answer. The unsaved world simply
doesn’t need more people offering to “lead” them, but they desperately
need more people who are willing to serve them in the name of Jesus.
We have a name to proclaim, and a job to do. Let’s get started.
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Promises to Servants

An Assignc& Kingc{om

A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be
regarded as the greatest. And he said to them, “The kings of the Gen-
tiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them are
called benefactors. But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among
you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves. For
who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is
it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one
who serves.

“You are those who have stayed with me in my trials, and I assign
to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and
drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the twelve
tribes of Israel.” Luke 22:24-30

The frequent theme of Jesus’ teaching cuts through the frequent
argument of the disciples: They kept wondering who was the great-
est; Jesus kept telling them that leadership is all about serving. He
once again corrects their perspective, but doesn’t stop there. He goes
beyond mild correction and adds an unfathomable promise: An as-
signed kingdom and authority beyond their wildest dreams.

Why so much? It is the purpose of the Lord to give us responsibil-
ity that excites us, and relationship that satisfies. He doesn’t want us
to play the world’s frustrating game of “’King of the Mountain” where
every individual is either trying to gain the top spot or hold on to it
and keep from losing it to another. God’s “game” is fulfilling, builds
a beautiful, winsome, peaceful character within people, and results in
eternal reward and eternal relationship with God, Himself.

We get to choose our approach. We can either fight to be “King
of the Mountain,” worldly style, or we can serve, Jesus-style, and
be assigned a kingdom by the Lord, Himself. We can claw our way
toward the top, friendless and alone, seeking only power and fleeting
authority, or we could endure trials at the feet of Jesus, not give up,
and be granted not just unbelievable authority but eternal access to
the heart of God, in unbroken fellowship and friendship with Him,
forever. Is this supposed to be a hard choice?! Once we get the first
taste of what it is to sit at God’s table, only an idiot would ever leave
to return to the dog-eat-dog games of the world.
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None of (s is Alone

Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are
spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on
yourself, lest you too be tempted. Bear one another s burdens, and so
fulfill the law of Christ. For if anyone thinks he is something, when
he is nothing, he deceives himself. But let each one test his own work,
and then his reason to boast will be in himself alone and not in his
neighbor. For each will have to bear his own load. One who is taught
the word must share all good things with the one who teaches. Do
not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will
he also reap. For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the
flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from
the Spirit reap eternal life. And let us not grow weary of doing good,
for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up. So then, as we
have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those
who are of the household of faith. Galatians 6:1-10

The Christian life is not a matter of walking alone with Christ.
He has tied us together in such a way that everywhere we look, there
is responsibility to our fellow man, particularly to those who also
are followers of Christ. We are responsible for the gentle restoration
of transgressors. We are responsible to bear one another’s burdens;
it’s not just “everyone for themselves.” We are responsible to keep a
handle on pride, and not make ourselves worthless by supercharging
our own egos. We are responsible to be generous with what we’ve
been given, particularly in sharing with our teachers. We are respon-
sible to sow to the Spirit, not the flesh, knowing that whatever we
plant is what will return to us, many fold. We are responsible to keep
doing good, even when we get tired and our efforts seem in vain. We
are responsible to do good to everyone, but particularly those who
are fellow Christians.

We’re talking a lot of responsibility! We’re also talking a lot of
reward! Every single thing done in Jesus’ name will return to us—
there’s a harvest and a reward. Saved by works? No, that’s not how
we get into the Kingdom. But there’s work to do for everyone in
God’s Kingdom, and we are not to walk alone, or satisfy ourselves in
merely looking out for our own needs. The wonderful responsibility
we’ve been granted means none of us is on our own.
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SCrvant of Whom? Scr\/ant of A”

And he sat down and called the twelve. And he said to them, “If

anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.”
Mark 9:35

“But whoever would be great among you must be your servant,
and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For even
the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life
as a ransom for many.” Mark 10:43-45

To serve Jesus Christ is to receive the commission to be a “servant
of all.” This is not “selective service,” where we get to choose the
objects of our service, the people on our team or the types of jobs we
will do; this is Christlike service, where the leader is the servant, and
the most mature disciple is the one who habitually heads for the least
desirable place. The line to greatness forms at the rear.

The story of the Good Samaritan reminds me that unplanned mercy
happens when mercy is always the plan. The story of Ruth and Boaz
paints a picture of how one person can be a channel of God’s kindness,
especially when blessing others is made a life habit, and it’s practiced
indiscriminately.

Serving is the answer, and in our world, “leadership” is overrated.
What is often called “leadership” is in reality only pride elbowing its
way to the top. Jesus directs His followers away from the best seats,
the prestige and authority, and toward the tasks no one else dared or
cared to do. The unsaved world simply doesn’t need more people of-
fering to “lead” them, but they desperately need more people who are
willing to serve them in the name of Jesus. That’s where we come in:
“Servant of all”—it’s in there again and again. We can try to ignore
it, or relegate the philosophy to ancient times, but every time the real
Jesus shows up, real service shows up along with Him. We might as
well accept the fact that when we sign up to serve Christ, we are sign-
ing up to be “servant of all.” That’s a good thing.
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Signs of Servanthood

Qur | imes Belong to [1im

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Exodus 20:8

1 gave them my statutes and made known to them my rules, by
which, if a person does them, he shall live. Moreover, I gave them my
Sabbaths, as a sign between me and them, that they might know that
1 am the LORD who sanctifies them. Ezekiel 20:11-12

If a service truck pulls up in our driveway, it’s not too difficult to tell
whose truck it is—there’s almost always a company logo emblazoned
all over the truck, or at least on the doors. The man who comes to the
door will be wearing a uniform representing his company. Even the
receipt he leaves with us bears the organization’s identifying marks.
The desire of the company is that everyone would know whose truck
this is, whose employee this is, and who should get the credit for what
was hopefully a job well done.

The servant of Christ Jesus likewise bears identifying marks. The
world shouldn’t have to guess at whose servant we are! They should
be able to tell almost right away that we are servants of the Lord. He’s
the One who should be getting the credit for the good we do in His
name.

There are signs of servanthood. The main sign is that we are car-
rying out our Father’s commands—we are obeying His instructions.
It’s obvious that we aren’t writing our own script, but are approaching
life from the perspective of one who serves another.

A sign so key that it was given in the context of the Ten Com-
mandments is the sign of the Sabbath. The observance of the seventh
day set the Israelites apart from all other nations. When they kept
the Sabbath, their entire culture was giving witness as to whose Law
they were keeping. Many Christians these days have come to totally
disregard the fourth commandment (sometimes along with the other
nine!). While the Pharisees of Jesus’ time had wrongly turned Sabbath-
keeping into a ridiculous burden, it seems that American Christians
have made it into a meaningless option, to be taken or left according
to our whims, when God intended the Sabbath to be one of the signs
of His Lordship over our lives. Somehow, people need to see that we
belong to Him. Observing the Sabbath is still a good way to show His
Lordship.
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Signs of Servanthood

A Sign that | Belong to [Jim

I am the LORD your God; walk in my statutes, and be careful to
obey my rules, and keep my Sabbaths holy that they may be a sign
between me and you, that you may know that I am the LORD your
God. But the children rebelled against me. They did not walk in my
statutes and were not careful to obey my rules, by which, if a person
does them, he shall live; they profaned my Sabbaths.

Then I said I would pour out my wrath upon them and spend my
anger against them in the wilderness. Ezekiel 20:19-21

The Sabbaths were a sign of God’s ownership over the Israelites.
It was a silent national witness. Although it was silent, it was power-
ful! It was the kind of witness America used to have, too. When the
nation used to pretty much shut down on Sunday, for religious reasons,
rather than just people wanting a day off, there was a witness even as
a nation.

How far away from that are we, now? Even within the Church, do
we have a witness of God’s ownership over us? How many things in a
given week do we do just because “God says,” with no other reason?

I realize that the Pharisees turned Sabbath-keeping into a religion
all by itself, and made the “witness” of pretty much no effect, but
Christians have come to so neglect even the concept of a Sabbath that
we also have very little witness in the matter.

When we ignore this historic symbol of God’s ownership, one so
important that it’s one of the Ten Commandments, we are at the very
least missing an opportunity to witness to God’s importance in our
lives. And at worst, we are rebelling against Him. We are using our
“freedom” from rules and regulations as license to abandon one of
the most effective ways of showing our allegiance to God.

Maybe the Sabbath is a little like a wedding ring. It’s not a legal
requirement—one doesn’t have to wear a ring in order to be married.
But the wearing of a wedding ring is a sign to the world that I am
married, and I gladly wear that symbol so everyone will know that |
belong to someone.

God made all the days—the days all belong to Him. But when 1
regularly take the Sabbath day to worship Him, honor Him, and rest
in Him, it becomes obvious to others that / belong to Him, too—will-
ingly. It’s a sign.
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Signs of Servanthood

The Witness of Farked | ractors

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of
them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done,
and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done.
So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God
rested from all his work that he had done in creation. Genesis 2:1-3

The Sabbath is the thythm of God. I don’t think God was the least
bit tired, after creating the heavens and the earth, but He chose to rest.
Many a Sunday, growing up, | moaned to my napping parents, “But
I’m not tired!” They didn’t require me to sleep, but they did require
me to attend church, and to refrain from unnecessary labor. (The last
part didn’t require much persuasion). We took care of the livestock,
as always, but even during planting or harvest, the farming equipment
lay idle on Sunday, even as we could hear the roar of a neighbor’s
tractor in the distance.

It wasn’t hard for other farmers to know we were Christians. All
they had to do was drive by on Sunday, and they knew. It was the
witness of the parked tractors, and the absent car. We were at church,
worshiping the One who had determined the rhythm of our lives.
Staying on His rhythm was more important to us than the very harvest
that would provide an income for our family. The harvest belonged
to Him, too. The land, the money, the days—all His. We are His. It
pleases Him when we watch for His signals, wait for His instructions,
attempt to imitate Him, like I used to try to imitate my Dad, walking
behind him, trying to match his gait, stride for stride. My Heavenly
Father is pleased when I try to imitate His rthythm, when I start and
stop at His direction, when, rather than rebelling against His authority
over my life, I relish it, to the point of being willing to do or not do
things for no other reason than that “God said.”

When the rain is coming and the crops aren’t in yet, it’s not too
hard to tell that it’s a God-loving farmer whose tractors are parked
neatly in a row on a sunny Sabbath, while he’s in the house taking an
after-church nap. It isn’t just the neighbors who notice, either. The
Creator of heaven and earth sees, too, and smiles.
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Signs of Servanthood

thn Fush Comes to Shove

And when they had brought them, they set them before the council.
And the high priest questioned them, saying, “We strictly charged you
not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your
teaching, and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us.” But Peter
and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than men.”...

And when they had called in the apostles, they beat them and
charged them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go. Then
they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted
worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. And every day, in the temple
and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and preaching
Jesus as the Christ. Acts 5:27-29,40-42

Whom are we serving, God or men? Sometimes, especially in a
nation with a strong Christian heritage, we get to please both. We do
something great for God, and the culture thinks it’s great, too. An ex-
ample is the relief trip [ was on to help victims of Hurricane Katrina.
When 103 people from 18 different denominations or churches in a
town 3,000 miles away get together to fly to Mississippi and help
perfect strangers, even the world thinks that’s pretty cool. A lot of the
time, we get to serve God by serving men, in the name of Jesus.

Then there are the other times. There are the times when push
has come to shove, and we look at the situation, knowing this isn’t a
hypothetical deal—we have to choose between serving God or serving
men—and either way, it’s going to be expensive. Either we whimp
out on God, and cave in to the demands of the world, or we stand for
God, and bear the consequences. We show whom we’re really serv-
ing in those times when we have to make a difficult choice and we
consistently choose God.

The disciples didn’t want to offend people any more than we do,
today. The sign of their servanthood comes when they quickly choose
to obey God, even when they understand that this is going to be very
costly for them. Not only do they take their beating, but they rejoice
in it afterward! How do you defeat people like this?! You don’t. If we
are going to get anywhere in America, we’d better toughen up, and
expect some suffering, if we’re going to obey God rather than men.
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Signs of Servanthood

Tlﬁe Jog of Obedience

And the word of the Lord was spreading throughout the whole
region. But the Jews incited the devout women of high standing and
the leading men of the city, stirred up persecution against Paul and
Barnabas, and drove them out of their district. But they shook off the
dust from their feet against them and went to Iconium. And the disciples
were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit. Acts 13:49-52

Paul and Barnabas have had mixed success in Pisidian Antioch.
Some believe, some get mad. The missionaries do what they can, and
move on.

So, how can a person be filled with joy and the Holy Spirit, when
the results don’t seem to be cause for joy? How can you be joyful when
people actually hate you?! How can there be joy without success?

It’s the joy of obedience. The joy of God’s servant does not depend
on the “success” enjoyed by that servant. It is apart from success. The
joy has to do with obedience. There is a joy which comes when we
have done what the Holy Spirit instructed us to do, even if our actions
resulted in rejection or seeming failure.

It’s the joy of asking forgiveness from someone you didn’t even
wrong, when your apology only brings a grunt in return, and walking
away free, because you did what God told you to do.

It’s the joy that comes when you preach or teach the Word of God,
even when there was only stiff-necked opposition to the message, and
no visible positive response. It wasn’t about the results; it was about
faithfully delivering the message from God.

There is a joy which accompanies obedience to God which is not
connected with the outward results of that obedience. In fact, joy is the
result! The consequence of obeying God is inward joy, irregardless of
outward consequences. That’s the kind of thing that gets us through
days when we’ve been offered the left foot of fellowship, just because
we said or did as God instructed us.

And the disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit. That
can be me! Any time.
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Signs of Servanthood

[t SHOWS in the Flarming

And they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having
been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia. And when
they had come up to Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the
Spirit of Jesus did not allow them. So, passing by Mysia, they went
down to Troas. And a vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of
Macedonia was standing there, urging him and saying, “Come over
to Macedonia and help us.” And when Paul had seen the vision, im-
mediately we sought to go on into Macedonia, concluding that God
had called us to preach the gospel to them. Acts 16:6-10

What kind of strategic planning is this?! Obviously not man’s
planning. What seems to be confusion and indecision is in reality the
perfect guidance of the Holy Spirit.

They skip Asia because the Holy Spirit “forbid them,” and the
same thing for Bithynia. They end up crossing the sea to arrive in
Macedonia. They had a plan, but it was subject to God’s guidance,
and when the Holy Spirit indicated otherwise, they did otherwise!
They’re not really under a system, here, of man’s making; they are
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Knowing that really helps, when
encountering difficulties!

Once in Macedonia, they cast out a demon, get beaten with rods
and are thrown in jail. They are fastened in the stocks, and spend
their time praying and singing hymns to God, with the other prison-
ers listening. After the earthquake God sends, the jailer is converted,
due to Paul and Silas’ kindness. The girl with the demon was right:
“These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you
the way of salvation.” (Ac 16:17)

A distinguishing characteristics of these early missionaries was
that their mission was orchestrated by God. It’s one more of those
signs of servanthood: It shows up in the planning. They don’t even
make plans without praying through, and seeking God’s direction.
They’re willing to change course at a moment’s notice, if they know
it’s the Holy Spirit. They’re willing to face what seems to be disaster,
and praise God through it, knowing it’s His will for them to be there.

When we let God make the plans for our lives, it becomes quite
obvious to everyone who our real Leader is. I want to be a “servant
of the Most High God.”
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Signs of Servanthood

[nstructions from the Right \Voice

And many of the Corinthians hearing Paul believed and were
baptized. And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, “Do not
be afraid, but go on speaking and do not be silent, for I am with you,
and no one will attack you to harm you, for I have many in this city
who are my people.” And he stayed a year and six months, teaching
the word of God among them. Acts 18:8-11

After about so many times getting beaten up, persecuted, jailed,
etc., one would start to get a little gun-shy! Paul has been through
it all—he is desperately in need of a place where he can minister in
peace—and God gives him one. There is probably not any way to
overestimate the significance to a weary apostle of this vision from
God. At last, he knows what is in store for him, at least for a time. He
knows what he is supposed to do, he has a promise of personal safety
from God—it’s all he needs!

Sometimes what a servant needs is just the voice of his Master,
reminding him that he is near. That single sentence of encouragement
was enough to fuel Paul for 18 months! What a great Master we have!

Another blessing for Paul was that God provided not only an en-
couraging promise of protection, but He also provided a plan: Keep
speaking, stay here a while.

How many of my efforts have been wasted through the years
because I spent all kinds of time concocting grandiose plans for God
to bless, when all He wanted of me at the time was to be attentive so
that He could give me His plan! He wasn’t asking strategy of me at
the time, just obedience! There have been times when I didn’t even
ask God for the general direction He wanted me to go, much less the
specifics. Let’s see: My plan, my idea, my goals, my strategy... and I’1l
call this “serving God.” Something’s wrong with this picture! If He’s
really the Master, I’ll bet that means He makes the plans and gives
the commands, and the only authority anyone else has is whatever
authority He may have delegated.

Paul understood who should be making the plans. I don’t think
his entire missionary team could have persuaded Paul to remain in
Corinth for a year and a half, with a world to still be won for Christ,
but God did it with one sentence, in a vision! If we listen to the right
voice, we’ll never go wrong.
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Signs of Servanthood

Looking for Whose APProval?

For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am
1 trying to please man? If [ were still trying to please man, I would
not be a servant (bondservant) of Christ. Galatians 1:10

This is important. I need to let this sink in.

If I were still trying to please man, I would not be a servant
(bondservant) of Christ.

If I’'m trying to please man, I’m not really a bondservant of
Christ. Really? Really. The master of my life will be shown clearly
by whom I am trying to please consistently, by whose approval |
seek first. If I’'m seeking the approval of God, it will show in my life,
and [ may call myself a servant of Christ. On the other hand, if what
most concerns me most is the approval of man, I need to realize that
my allegiance is going to determine my usefulness to God—the only
times when He can expect a response of obedience from me is if His
orders happen to coincide with the wishes of mortals I am trying to
impress. In effect, if my priority is man over God, I am deceiving
myself to say that God is my Master.

Jesus Himself said it: “No one can serve two masters.” (Mt 6:24)
Either I strive to please Christ and serve Him, or I go ahead and try
to please man; I can’t do both.

I choose Christ. I will consistently obey His commands and His
guidance, regardless of consequences. That doesn’t mean that 1’11
always make man unhappy with me (fortunately), but if my motive is
in trying to gain the favor of people, I’m not truly a servant of Christ;
I’m a servant of man, hoping that Christ will be pleased. I choose
to be a servant of Jesus Christ, glad for the times when man is also
pleased, but willing to obey Christ, my Master, with or without the
approval of man.
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Signs of Servanthood

You Are SCrving the | ord Christ

Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Hus-
bands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them. Children,
obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers,
do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. Slaves,
obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of
eye-service, as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing
the Lord. Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for
men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as
your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. For the wrongdoer will
be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality.

Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that you
also have a Master in heaven. Colossians 3:18-4:1

Nowhere does servanthood for Jesus Christ show up more plainly
than in the home, or the day-to-day, routine things of life. This passage
could be titled “How to Serve God on the Home Front.” It’s in the
practical things that it becomes most obvious whom we are serving.

It’s the wife who submits to her husband’s authority, even though
his idea seems foolish to her; she’s not going along with it because
she thinks it’s a good idea—she’s going along with it because she
is a servant of Christ, and she believes that when she supports her
husband, she is in actuality supporting the Lord—and she’s right.

It’s the husband who loves his wife and treats her with honor and
tenderness when he feels like yelling at her, and is convinced that
he has good cause to do just that. He shows that he is serving Christ
because he is showing love to his wife.

It’s the child who learns early to please God by obeying his
parents.

It’s the father who shows respect for his Heavenly Father by being
consistently tender with his earthly children; the slave or employee
who continues to work hard because he’s really serving Jesus; the
boss who acts like he has a master in heaven—because he does.

You are serving the Lord Christ. What a good, daily reminder.
When it shows up in every relationship, and it motivates everything
we do, the people who know us best see whom it is we serve—and
are glad!
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Signs of Servanthood

Froué SCrvant

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that
they were righteous, and treated others with contempt: “Two men went
up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax col-
lector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank
you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or
even like this tax collector. [ fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that
1 get.” But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his
eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me,
a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather
than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but
the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” Luke 18:9-14

“Proud servant”? It seems to be an oxymoron, yet there have been
times when I’ve been one! God’s servant, and proud of it! He should
be honored to have me around, considering how valuable I am to Him!

Pride is a stumbling-block, which, of course, leads to a fall. Pride
is a slippery sin, hard to pin down; it’s a moving target. [ conquer my
pride in sinfulness, only to have it re-emerge as pride in righteousness!
It’s like trying to hold basketballs underwater. Pride fights its way to
the top, one way or another.

Pride and true servanthood don’t go together. But how do I rid
myself of it? The only thing I’ve found that helps is when the focus
is no longer on me. When I go down the road marked humility, and
humble myself before God, at some point, it stops being about “me”
at all; now it’s about Him. If I don’t do that, then I’m stuck with pride
either way—either pride in my accomplishments or pride in my humil-
ity!

I never seem to get rid of pride until the focus is off of me and on
to God. As long as I’'m thinking about myself, pride is unavoidable,
because self'is in the middle of the picture, and I can’t help but notice
how well I’'m doing. Pride in my achievements, or pride in my great
humility! Either way, it’s “me,” and it’s pride.

Humility is when I’m not even thinking about “me”—just Jesus,
and I’m no longer even looking at the “pride meter.” I stop being a
“proud servant” when I no longer even know what my score is, and |
no longer look.
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Signs of Servanthood

Screening for (5od

Now they were bringing even infants to him that he might touch them.
And when the disciples saw it, they rebuked them. But Jesus called them
to him, saying, “Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them,

for to such belongs the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever
does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.”
Luke 18:15-17

The disciples thought they were doing Jesus a favor. They were only
screening for Him, running interference for Him so He would have time
for the truly important things and important people. They didn’t get it,
and I’m not sure I do, either. I guess maybe it goes back to the pride
questions: Who’s the greatest?” “Who’s really important, and who is less
important?” “What is too insignificant for God to be bothered with?”

I already know the answer to the first question. The greatest in the
kingdom is the least, the servant. As to the second question, the pecking
order question, when it comes to God’s love for people, like a good par-
ent, He refuses to prioritize us; He loves each of us with a love which
defies description, and which is undiminished by His love for others.

Love makes a mess out of mathematics! In mathematics, if you
have ten apples and you give one away, you only have nine apples left.
In the world of love, if you could measure love quantitatively and you
had ten measures of love, you could give away one measure and still
have ten left. More likely, you could start out with ten, give away one
and end up with 100!

Maybe that’s why love can’t be measured, especially God’s love. His
love is not reserved for the strong, the deserving, the important, those
who can pay Him back. His love is unreserved, unrestrained, limitless
and measureless! Not only does our God have time for babies who can’t
even talk back; He has time to keep track of the hairs on our head—and
wants to! (“But even the hairs of your head are all numbered.” Mt.
10:30)

What is too insignificant for our God to care about? The answer
is “Nothing.” There’s no sense in holding anything back, from a God
like that. There’s no sense in trying to hold anyone else back, who’s
trying to get to Him! We needn’t screen for God; He has time for each
of'us, and all of us. He lavishes love and attention on us in measureless
fashion—there’s never less love to go around; there’s more. Let ‘em in.
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Signs of Servanthood

A Cut of Goc!’s Glorg

Then he returned to the man of God, he and all his company,
and he came and stood before him. And he said, “Behold, I know
that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel; so accept now a
present from your servant.” But he said, “As the LORD lives, before
whom [ stand, I will receive none.” And he urged him to take it, but
he refused....

But when Naaman had gone from him a short distance, Gehazi,
the servant of Elisha the man of God, said, “See, my master has
spared this Naaman the Syrian, in not accepting from his hand what
he brought. As the LORD lives, I will run after him and get something
from him.”

He went in and stood before his master, and Elisha said to him,
“Where have you been, Gehazi?”” And he said, “Your servant went
nowhere.” But he said to him, “Did not my heart go when the man
turned from his chariot to meet you? Was it a time to accept money
and garments, olive orchards and vineyards, sheep and oxen, male
servants and female servants? Therefore the leprosy of Naaman shall
cling to you and to your descendants forever.” So he went out from
his presence a leper, like snow. 2 Kings 5:15-16,19-20,25-27

This is a wonderful story, with a sad epilogue. All the glory is
going to God, until Gehazi grabs some for himself. The miracle
started with the testimony of a servant girl, and continued with the
careful obedience of Elisha. Elisha is about to let $70,000 worth of
gifts go back to Syria, and God will get all the credit for His miracle,
but Gehazi can’t stand it anymore. He runs after Naaman and lies to
him in order to get something, lies to Elisha upon his return, and in
the process is making God out to be a liar. Gehazi thought this would
be a win-win situation for everybody. In fact, it’s just sin, which is
always lose-lose for everybody. The servant who should have suc-
ceeded Elisha instead ends his days in leprosy, after marring the focus
of a miracle of God, and changing it into a human transaction. Why
is this passage making me feel uncomfortable?!

God’s servants are worthy of honor and support, but that doesn’t
entitle us to a cut of God’s glory, nor buy us the right to take advantage
of people. When we’re privileged to be part of a miracle, we dare
not embezzle credit due Him. Better leave the tip jar at home.
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Signs of Servanthood

Down the Carccr Laddcr

John answered, “A person canot receive even one thing unless
it is given him from heaven. You yourselves bear me witness, that [
said, ‘I am not the Christ, but I have been sent before him.’ The one
who has the bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom,
who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom s voice.
Therefore this joy of mine is now complete. He must increase, but [
must decrease.” John 3:27-30

John the Baptist has such a great attitude, when the crowds switch
over from him to Jesus: “He must increase, but I must decrease.”
That’s the reply of a true servant. It’s one thing to allow God to lead
you up the career ladder; it’s quite another when He leads you down.
“Decreasing for Jesus”—there’s a concept that won’t sell too many
books! Why is it that we “followers” of Christ find it so difficult to
follow Christ, if He’s not leading to greener pastures, more recogni-
tion or better benefits? There’s a kind of “ratchet” mentality among
us: We’ll follow Jesus up, but not down.

John the Baptist is willing to head down the career ladder, in order
that Jesus might go up. He hits the nail on the head, when it comes
to serving Jesus. He realizes that this is not about him; it’s entirely
about Jesus. Consequently, his “ministry” is not allowed to have any
significance in John’s mind. He won’t go to any lengths to protect it,
or to keep himself in the limelight. John allows his own disciples to
drift over to Jesus, he watches his own “star” sink, never to return,
he continues to speak boldly against sin and winds up in prison and
even losing his head over it. He does have a time of doubt, during
which he sends disciples to Jesus to double-check that Jesus is the
Messiah, but John simply is a sterling example of what God would
call a servant—and what an impact the life of one servant can be.

Lord, help me to be willing to decrease, if that’s part of your plan!
Decrease in salary, decrease in attendance, decrease in popularity,....
I’m not asking for trouble, but help me to be willing to accept decrease
as readily as increase, for myself, so long as you increase! Whether
I go up or down the career ladder, or even if you want me to get off
the ladder entirely, I want you to increase. May people see how great
You are.
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Serving is Far’c of the Reward

They have washed their robes
and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.
“Therefore they are before the throne of God,
and serve him day and night in his temple;
and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence.’
Revelation 7:14-15

Though the passage is specifically referring to saints coming out
of the great tribulation, the implication is clear for all of us: Not only
is serving God our earthly mission; it’s our eternal one. We’ll go from
serving Him day and night on earth to serving Him continually in
heaven.

If serving God were the same thing as serving an earthly master,
this would not be thrilling news! In many earthly situations, the reward
for good service is more work and the resentment of fellow employ-
ees. Serving some earthly masters forever is an idea closer to “hell”
than “heaven.” But we’re not talking about serving an earthly master,
here; we’re talking about serving Almighty God. Serving Him is so
good that getting to do it forever is actually part of our reward! Serv-
ing God is not like “eternal slavery”—demeaning, thankless, endless
tasks with no hope of escape. Serving God is more like getting to help
Someone who is infinitely creative, who allows us to do more than
hand Him things, who allows us to actively participate in astounding
things He is doing. Serving God is getting to help Someone who can
do anything and who never fails! If we are helping God, we cannot
help but grow. We cannot help but succeed. We never have to stop!

What we are experiencing now on earth is something like the first
year of school. That wasn’t the end—that was preparation for learning
for all the rest of life. Our lives here of serving God are like that first
year of school, like learning to read. For all of eternity we will be
putting to use the skills and faith we are learning right now! We’re not
being trained to walk by faith and obey God so we can spend forever
glad that we learned something we barely ever put to use. Instead,
this whole adventure is preparation for joyful and meaningful service
beyond belief. Serving God is part of the reward!

’
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Most of A”, [t Shows UP n O})c&ience

Moreover, he said to me, “Son of man, all my words that I shall
speak to you receive in your heart, and hear with your ears. And
go to the exiles, to your people, and speak to them and say to them,
‘Thus says the LORD GOD,  whether they hear or refuse to hear.”
Ezekiel 3:10-11

For a while now, Ezekiel has been my least favorite book in the
Bible. Ezekiel’s task is so difficult, so thankless; his wife dies! He has
to prophesy further destruction for his people, knowing in advance
that they won’t listen to him, regardless; he is required to do exceed-
ingly difficult things as God’s sign to people, knowing they won’t be
persuaded, anyway.

I guess the reason [’ve sometimes avoided the book is the same
reason employees often make themselves scarce whenever undesir-
able jobs are needing “volunteers”—’Maybe the boss will forget
I’m around, and pick somebody else!” Translated into Bible-reading
philosophy: “Maybe if I don’t read this book, God won’t ask me to do
hard things like He did Ezekiel. How about some Psalms, instead?”

I’ve found that neither bosses nor God forget about me if I lay
low. They find me, anyway. In both situations, I do better if I just
show up in the first place, accept whatever task I’m assigned, and
trust them to do what is best. This especially works well with a God
who can be totally trusted.

Prayer Journal:

Are you really willing to serve Me, no matter what? Or is your
service limited to what you want to do, or what is convenient? Are
you like a child who wants to “help,” but only when it’s fun or when
it’s easy, and you’re not interested in things which are difficult or
tedious or boring? The kind of servant I can truly use is the kind who
will follow orders, no matter what. Do you want to be that kind of
servant?

Yes.

Good.
If a servant is not living in obedience to the Master, he’s not re-
ally a servant, no matter what he says he is.
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Wicked, Lazg Servants

He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying,
‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow,
and gathering where you scattered no seed, so I was afraid, and [
went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’
But his master answered him, ‘You wicked and slothful servant! You
knew that I reap where I have not sowed and gather where I scat-
tered no seed? Then you ought to have invested my money with the
bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own
with interest. So take the talent from him and give it to him who has
the ten talents. For to everyone who has will more be given, and he
will have an abundance. But from the one who has not, even what he
has will be taken away. And cast the worthless servant into the outer
darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’
Matthew 25:24-30

I don’t even want my Dad calling me lazy, much less the Lord!
This parable Jesus told of three servants shoots holes in all of the
excuses I have heard (and made) for slothfulness.

God seems to be quite serious regarding the resources He has
entrusted to us, be they time, abilities, opportunities or money. He is
expecting us to do something with it! Excuses don’t cut it. Failure is
acceptable, but indolence is not.

“But I didn’t know what to do” doesn’t get a servant off the hook,
especially when there on the coffee table is an entire Book of instruc-
tions! A good servant will first of all refer to the commands already
given in the Bible, then check with the Master for further directions.
If I don’t know what to do, it’s my responsibility to ask. When the
Master returns, pleading ignorance is not going to work. Ignorance is
no excuse for disobedience.

If a good servant runs out of work, or doesn’t know what to do
next, he’ll still find a way to make himself useful while awaiting in-
structions. He uses his creativity in finding ways to please his Master
and spends his energies in serving, rather than in creating excuses.

It is the true servant who is rewarded. His master said to him,
‘Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a
little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master. (Mt.
25:23)

146 Serving God



May 20
Signs of Servanthood

Whom We Wi” [onor

Thus, the sin of the young men was very great in the sight of the
LORD, for the men treated the offering of the LORD with contempt.

And there came a man of God to Eli and said to him, “Thus the
LORD has said... ' Why then do you scorn my sacrifices and my offer-
ings that I commanded, and honor your sons above me by fattening
yourselves on the choicest parts of every offering of my people Israel?
Therefore the LORD the God of Israel declares: ‘I promised that your
house and the house of your father should go in and out before me
forever,” but now the LORD declares: ‘Far be it from me, for those
who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly
esteemed....”

“...And I declare to him that I am about to punish his house forever,
for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God,
and he did not restrain them....” 1 Samuel 2:17,27,29-30; 3:13

Eli the priest is in very hot water with God because he refuses to
do anything about his reprobate sons, other than occasionally whine
at them. Meanwhile, they have persistently defiled the office of the
priesthood and the sacrifice of the people, with no sign of repentance.
When God has had enough, messages of warning and judgment are
sent to Eli, first through a prophet, then through the boy Samuel.

When it comes to serving God, we are responsible for our own
actions, but we also share in the responsibility for the actions of those
under our authority. Nowhere is this more evident than in the parent/
child relationship. A parent who refuses to restrain a child is con-
tributing to the child’s delinquency and to their own disgrace. Those
who coddle and cover the sinful behavior of their offspring will find
themselves bearing a degree of the punishment, too. Much as we might
love a family member, our first responsibility is always going to be to
God. We’re not doing anyone any favors to juggle that order.

Since Eli neglected to take charge of his sons when he could do
s0, he and his family lost the privilege of representing God. ‘And I will
raise up for myself a faithful priest, who shall do according to what
is in my heart and in my mind...” (1 Sa 2:35) That’s what a servant
does: What’s according to his master s heart and mind, not his own.
Our true master? The one we honor.
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Sent [Home to Pe a Missionarg

And they came to Jesus and saw the demon-possessed man, the
one who had had the legion, sitting there, clothed and in his right
mind, and they were afraid. And those who had seen it described to
them what had happened to the demon-possessed man and to the pigs.
And they began to beg Jesus to depart from their region. As he was
getting into the boat, the man who had been possessed with demons
begged him that he might be with him. And he did not permit him but
said to him, “Go home to your friends and tell them how much the
Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.” And he
went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus
had done for him, and everyone marveled.

Mark 5:15-20

The formerly demon-possessed man called “Legion” was so
grateful to Jesus for delivering him from the demons that he begged
to go with Him. Jesus had a better idea. Legion was to be a mission-
ary to his own people. Jesus sent him home.

A sign of servanthood is that we are stationed according to the
desires of our Master, rather than according to our own wishes. Serv-
ing is doing what the Lord wants, even if it’s different from what we
want.

Legion’s idea of service was to go with Jesus; Jesus’ idea of
service for Legion was to go home. The fact that Legion obeyed
indicated he was truly interested in service.

Are we willing to do what we’d rather not do, just because the
Lord told us to? Am I willing to toss my great plans in the trash, in
order to do something as inglorious as testifying to my relatives, when
I’d rather be a high-profile disciple, sharing a little of the limelight
with Jesus? My answer to that question is a key indicator of my real
allegiance. If I'm a bonafide servant of Jesus Christ, 'm willing to
step out of the spotlight and the comfort zone, and do whatever He
asks wherever He sends me—even if it’s home.

Legion went from being totally controlled by demons to being
totally controlled by Jesus. Total control. Being under the total control
of Jesus is another sign of servanthood.
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Vacation from (God

In the spring of the year, the time when kings go out to battle,
David sent Joab, and his servants with him, and all Israel. And they
ravaged the Ammonites and beseiged Rabbah. But David remained
at Jerusalem.

1t happened, late one afternoon, when David arose from his couch
and was walking on the roof of the kings's house, that he saw from
the roof a woman bathing; and the woman was very beautiful. And
David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is not this
Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?” 2
Samuel 11:1-3

No one can afford a vacation from God, not even the “man after
God’s own heart.” This one short chapter in David’s life would haunt
him for the rest of his days.

While in work relationships, a vacation is a welcome and desir-
able thing, bringing refreshment, in love relationships a vacation from
wedding vows is simply termed “adultery.” In relationships based
on mutual commitment, even a brief break in that commitment only
brings pain.

Such is our relationship with God. We’re not in the situation where
we can put in a certain number of hours or days in a week in service
to Him, and then we’re “off.” Our allegiance is to be constant, or it’s
not really allegiance—more like “part-time marriage.” There are not
times when obedience to Jesus becomes optional, because we’re “on
vacation.” We’re either committed to Christ, or not. Jesus has never
yet called part-time disciples.

Christianity is not a matter of hours of service, church attendance
or jobs completed; this is a matter of a love relationship between our-
selves and God. Any break in that relationship will bring us painful
consequences. Taking a vacation from God is not a good thing! In fact,
it could turn out to be the worst choice we ever made. Faithfulness is
what is rewarded. God never takes a vacation from His faithfulness.
We don’t need a vacation from Him.
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Serving (God }33 SCrving Others

“...And the King will answer them, ‘Truly I say to you, as you
did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me. ...

... Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you
hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did
not minister to you?’ Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say
to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not
do it to me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the
righteous into eternal life.”

Matthew 25:40,44-46

I can’t think of a more distinct representation of how serious Jesus
is about what is sometimes termed the “social gospel” than Matthew
25. The allegory of the sheep and the goats is a haunting pronounce-
ment of judgment against any who think they can love Jesus without
demonstrating compassion to others, and an affirmation to those who
realize that serving others is precisely how they best show their love
for Christ.

As God’s servants, we are here to minister to others as unto
Him, in His name. If we don’t, we’re missing a major purpose for
even being here. Every time we see a need around us, we have the
opportunity to show we are representatives of Christ.

The fact that this allegory immediately follows the parable of
the talents may be significant. I’ve always considered the parable of
the talents to be about using the resources given to us for the benefit
of the Master; maybe it’s even more about using our resources to
benefit others in His name. Maybe that’s the investment we are to
make to which He was referring, or at least part of it. In fact, the
lazy servant who hides his Master’s money instead of investing it,
and the servant who ignores the needs all around him may basically
represent the same servant! Their punishment is the same, anyway!

This is a passage and a concept we dare not skip. The fact that the
“goats” will receive punishment, regardless of “bleating” ignorance,
is a reminder to me that the “social gospel” is part of the real gospel,
and that excuses won’t get me a sheep’s reward, if [’ve spent my life
acting like a goat.
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False Creclentia]s

Thus says the LORD of hosts: “Do not listen to the words of
the prophets who prophesy to you, filling you with vain hopes. They
speak visions of their own minds, not from the mouth of the LORD.
They say continually to those who despise the word of the LORD,
‘It shall be well with you’; and to everyone who stubbornly follows
his own heart, they say, ‘No disaster shall come upon you.’”..

“I did not send the prophets, yet they ran, I did not speak to them,
yet they prophesied. But if they had stood in my council, then they
would have proclaimed my words to my people, and they would have
turned them from their evil way, and from the evil of their deeds. ”...

“Let the prophet who has a dream tell the dream, but let him who
has my word speak my word faithfully. ” Jeremiah 23:16-17,21-22,28

The prophets had been appointed by God to be gatekeepers for
the whole nation. Instead of waiting upon God for words to say, they
had gotten into the pattern of making it up as they went along, or
stealing each other’s words, then proclaiming it as the word of the
LORD. God was not pleased! Through Jeremiah, He lets the prophets
know of His displeasure.

It will always be tempting to proclaim to people the message,
“It shall be well with you,” or “No disaster shall come upon you,”
even if it didn’t come from God. Those prophecies always play well
to an audience.

The point is, prophecy is not about those receiving the message;
it’s about the One sending the message. True prophecy is God-cen-
tered, not audience-centered. This is why it’s so odious for a prophet
to make up his own stuff, then attach God’s name to it—even if it
sounds good!

“Let him who has my word speak my word faithfully.” And let
him who thinks he is a prophet not speak until he has heard from
God, and then speak only what goes along with the faithful delivery
of that message. A faithful prophet concentrates on relating the word
he received from the LORD, rather than on pleasing his hearers.
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Frager in the Flural

Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished,
one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John
taught his disciples.” And he said to them,

“When you pray, say:
“Father, hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come.
Give us each day our daily bread,
and forgive us our sins,
for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us.
And lead us not into temptation.” Luke 11:1-4

Within the Lord’s Prayer is a glaring absence of “L.” It’s not
there! Also missing is “me,” “my,” or any of its first-person singular
friends. It’s all plural—it’s supposed to be.

So how did so much of modern-day prayer become so personal-
ized? So selfish? I’ve heard an awful lot of “me” and “my” and “I”
prayers, many of them coming from me!

Jesus was showing that prayer is not supposed to be self-centered;
it’s to be God-centered, and when we come before Him, we don’t
come alone, even when we are. As has been pointed out by some, there
is not a single mention of the word “me” or “I”” in the Lord’s Prayer.
It’s either plural—"we” or “us,” or it’s focused on God: “your,” “you.”
The life of the servant is supposed to be like that. There just isn’t an
emphasis on “me” in the life of a servant. It’s not about the servant;
it’s about the Master.

Hallowed be your name,

Your kingdom come.

Give us what we need: Daily bread, forgiveness, deliverance
from temptation.

Lord, help me to live this day focused not on myself or even on
my ministry, but focused on you and on others besides myself. Amen.
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Thanklcss Chores and E‘cema] Rcwar&s

“So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded,
say, ‘We are unworthy servants, we have only done what was our
duty.”” Luke 17:10

On the farm on which I grew up, each family member old enough
to do anything had chores—everything from gathering eggs to feed-
ing cattle. My allowance as a kid was never tied to completion of my
chores; completed chores were an expectation, not an option or a way
to earn money. Expressions of gratitude toward me for doing my chores
were rare, just like expressions of gratitude toward my mother for
preparing meals or toward my father for changing the oil in a vehicle.

Had someone not a member of our family done duties for us at
our family’s request, they would have received gracious thanks, and
money as well. The difference in the level of expressed appreciation
had to do with who was performing the service. We did it because we
were family and it was expected of us. A non-family member received
praise and remuneration afforded a guest because he was a guest. The
occasional hired help would take their pay and go home and we were
square. The farmer’s children would do chores before and after school
without acknowledgement, then later receive a college education
funded by savings the parents had been setting aside for them since
birth. The hired guest gets $20; the son goes to college!

I want to know where we ever got the idea that we were supposed
to receive special rewards for doing the things God told us. After all,
we’re members of His family! We have chores to do, and we do them
not because of the pay or the praise, but because we are part of God’s
family. Work is not how we got info this family, nor is it how we stay
in this family; work is part of being in God’s family.

Where did we come up with the idea that attending church or put-
ting some money in the offering plate was something for which we
deserved praise? If we weren’t members of God’s family, our little
deeds of service or sacrifice might be noted and promptly repaid; since
we are family members, we are only doing what is rightfully expected
of us. The reward is not what we are paid, now, or what comes to us,
now. The reward is belonging to the family, and receiving what only
family members receive.
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The On]g APProval
That Counts

Not that e dare to classify or compare ourselves with some of those
who are commending themselves. But when they measure themselves
by one another and compare themselves with one another, they are
without understanding. ...

“Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” For it is not the one
who commends himself who is approved, but the one whom the Lord
commends. 2 Corinthians 10:12,17-18

Paul feels the need to write a chapter defending his ministry. In the
process, he points out that the comparison game is a game for those
without understanding. It doesn’t really matter how well we compare
with one another; it matters if we’re pleasing to God. It’s not man’s
approval that counts; only God’s.

A sign of servanthood is where our boasting is focused. If our
boasting is in ourselves, our own credentials and accomplishments,
or in how well we compare with others, we’re demonstrating a lack
of understanding. When we boast in the Lord, we’re honoring the
One worthy of praise, and it’s obvious to others whom we are serv-
ing. When we boast of ourselves, it’s clear that we are basically
self-serving. When we engage in comparisons, it shows that we are
more interested in the approval and esteem of our peers than our God.
Ouch. The comparison game is for those without understanding. I’d
like to get out of this game and stay out! I don’t need man’s approval,
in order to function, but I really need God’s. And all I have to do to
get it is to seek it. If [ accept what God says about me, and obey what
He tells me, [ will be commended by Him! For a servant of the Most
High God, it’s the only approval that counts.
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Disciples Who Rcscmblc Christ

“A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone when he is
fully trained will be like his teacher.” Luke 6:40

One of the signs of servanthood is whom we are starting to
resemble. It pains me to see people who have for years termed them-
selves “Christians,” yet who seem to be becoming /ess Christlike
instead of more, as the years go by. It’s an embarrassment to me to
examine my own life and attitudes and discover some of the same
trends.

The longer a disciple serves his master, the more he ought to
resemble him, right? Then how can it be possible for a Christian to
be less godly now than he was twenty years ago?

I think the key is in the word “disciple.” “Disciple” implies dis-
cipline. It assumes a Master/servant relationship. Disciples are not
equal to their teachers. Subservience is required of a disciple.

All of these things are lacking, in what passes for Christianity,
in America. The title “Christian” is claimed by anyone who wants
it, with all kinds of definitions assigned to the term. Most churches
require very little of their members, in terms of Christlikeness, either
in outward lifestyle or in evidence of inward grace. Discipline is often
minimized, and sometimes non-existent. The new believer is often
not at all convinced that he now has a Master—Jesus; based on what
he is being taught, he may well come away with the perception that
obedience to God is optional, and that “grace” has freed him from
the obligation to ever grow up in his faith—or even try. I could go
on about this, but I think I’d rather not, because it’s depressing!

What is needed in this nation are disciples of Jesus Christ, men
and women, boys and girls who are determined to become more
like their Master, people who would do anything for Jesus, people
who are willing to accept His discipline of their lives, people who
are willing to submit to His will, learn from Him and serve Him, for
all eternity. These are the disciples in whom the world will see the
resemblance to Christ. When they are fully trained, they will look
like their Teacher. I’ve seen disciples like this, and they are beautiful
to behold. I want to be one! Am I willing to be “fully trained”? Yes.
Then I have God’s promise that “everyone when he is fully trained
will be like his teacher.” 1 choose to be a disciple of Jesus.
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The Grcates’c Comman&ment

You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your might. Deuteronomy 6:5

This is what Jesus called the greatest commandment of all—the
commandment to love God. Many religions require submission to a
god, usually coupled with dread; some religions maintain a god as
some sort of personal consciousness or a vague, nondescript presence;
which other religion commands that we /ove our God? Not only are
we to serve and obey Him; we are to /ove Him—with all our heart,
soul and might!

For the Israelites fresh out of Egypt, this must have been an amaz-
ing concept. After generations of slavery to cruel taskmasters, many
of them must have assumed that their relationship with the powerful
God who had delivered them out of Egypt would also be based on
a slave/master model; they had escaped slavery to Pharaoh in order
to serve as slaves of an unseen and even bigger Master. It appears
that many of them never made the stretch from resentfully obeying a
master they feared and hated to loving a God who had rescued them
and called them to be His own. They often seemed to merely transfer
the stubborn resistance they had used to survive in Egypt to their new
Master. Most never got as far as love.

When Jesus reiterated the significance of this commandment,
centuries later, He was repeating it to those who knew the words by
heart, but who had themselves never taken it to heart. The Pharisees
were caught up in a legalistic observance of the Law which was, for
them, devoid of the love which should have driven their obedience.
Like their ancient ancestors under Pharaoh, they obeyed grudgingly,
quick to let their resentment spill out upon others who didn’t follow the
rules according to their standards. There was a great deal of “service,”
if religious observances and works counted as service, but very little
love. So great was their resentment that one of the prime reasons for
killing Jesus was that He claimed to be what He told them they had a
right to be: Sons of God.

It is our God’s intention that His children treat Him like a Father,
love Him like a Father, and serve Him not out of resentment or fear,
but out of love. If we will do just that one thing, everything else will
fall into place.
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Careacul With the Yoke

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership
has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with
darkness? What accord has Christ with Belial? Or what portion does
a believer share with an unbeliever? What agreement has the temple
of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God
said,

“I'will make my dwelling among them and walk among them, and
I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Therefore go out from
their midst, and be separate from them, says the Lord, and touch no
unclean thing; then I will welcome you, and I will be a father to you,
and you shall be sons and daughters to me, says the Lord Almighty.”

Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves
from every defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to comple-
tion in the fear of God. 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1

This is not saying that we are not to associate with unbelievers;
it’s being “yoked” with them which compromises our faith. It’s the
“yoke” which prevents us from truly being able to follow Christ, be-
cause we can’t drag our yokefellow with us, unless they choose to go
that direction, too. We can’t be a bondservant of Christ in the areas
of life where we’re tied with someone who doesn’t love Christ. We
need to be quite careful about “yokes.”

As servants and sons of God, we must be willing to be separate.
We must be willing to go against the flow, if that’s what it takes to
honor God. At the same time, the command to love one another and
to evangelize the world for Christ demands that we engage our culture
and not retreat into a monastery, permanently. It’s hard to know what
we are to do at a particular time! I guess it goes back to being “among
them,” without being one of them. That’s what Jesus did. He was
among the tax collectors and sinners, but He was definitely not one
of them. His holiness set Him apart, even in the crowd, but He didn’t
withdraw into the wilderness and spend His whole life there in order
to live in purity and isolation. With them, but not one of them.

We need to be careful of the “yoke,” because compromising
connections with ungodly individuals taint the name of Christ. At the
same time, Christ’s command to love our neighbor will cause us to
love and be with unbelievers, without being yoked with them.

Serving God 157



May 31
Signs of Servanthood

Not [Here to | ive for Me

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, yet we
know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith
in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to
be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by
works of the law no one will be justified.

But if, in our endeavor to be justified in Christ, we too were found
to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly not! For if
1 rebuild what I tore down, I prove myself to be a transgressor. For
through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have
been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son
of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the
grace of God, for if justification (or righteousness) were through the
law, then Christ died for no purpose. Galatians 2:15-21

Passages like this hammer away at the old self-identity, which
says that I’'m here on this earth to live for myself, to make some kind
of career, to raise a family, to write a book..... I’'m here to serve God.
The old “me” died when I came to Christ. That included all the ambi-
tions and the career path, as well as the sins. A new person came into
being, one devoted to serving Christ, not as an “important” thing, but
as the only thing.

A slave has no “time off” to call his own. He doesn’t “clock out”
at the end of a day to go do whatever he likes; he’s a slave all the time,
and there’s no vacation from it, just as married people don’t have times
of the week or day when they’re not married.

As a son of God who is serving God, there are no “down times”
when my relationship with God and the accompanying responsibilities
go away.

1t is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life
1 now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me
and gave himself for me.

I am not here to live for me! I am here to live for Christ, who lives
in me. It’s not even me in this body, anymore; it’s my Savior living in
a reclaimed life.

158 Serving God



June 1
Promises to Servants

LiP Frotection, Hair Frotection) | ife

Then he said to them, “Nation will rise against nation, and
kingdom against kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, and in
various places famines and pestilences. And there will be terrors and
great signs from heaven. But before all this they will lay their hands
on you and persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and
prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors for my
name's sake. This will be your opportunity to bear witness. Settle it
therefore in your minds not to meditate beforehand how to answer, for
1 will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries
will be able to withstand or contradict. You will be delivered up even
by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you
they will put to death. You will be hated by all for my name's sake.
But not a hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you will
gain your lives.” Luke 21:13-19

At first glance this entire chapter is frightening: Earthquakes,
famines, pestilences, wars, terrors...etc., etc.! Add to this the prediction
that Christ-followers will be dragged before kings and governors, and
will incur persecution, imprisonment and death, betrayal from their
own families, and general hatred from all sides for no other reason
than bearing the name of Jesus, and we begin to wonder why the Lord
would even tell us in advance!

Looking below the surface, though, He is once again doing us
a kindness, by giving advance warning of trials to come, and the
promises to accompany each test. In the same paragraph where Jesus
says that some will be killed, He says, “But not a hair of your head
will perish”! How do “be killed” and “not a hair of your head will
perish” end up in the same paragraph? He must be referring to a
protection which transcends death—where even in physical death
we are preserved in absolute safety into His presence. I don’t know
how it works, but I trust the One who made the promise!

How about the other promises in here? There’s one about perse-
cution being nothing more than a chance to “bear witness” in front
of powerful people. There’s the promise that when that time comes,
the Spirit will protect our mouth and fill it with His irrefutable wis-
dom. There’s the promise that our endurance will end in life which
is indestructible. Endure.
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June 2
Signs of Servanthood

A Servant of Christ?

Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived
that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And
they recognized that they had been with Jesus. Acts 4:13

Even the skeptics could tell the apostles were servants of Jesus.
What are some of the signs which tip off people to the fact that we
are followers of Christ?

—Boldness is one. When we readily identify with our Savior,
and are willing to stand for Him, regardless of the consequences, it’s
pretty clear whom our Lord is.

—Submission is another. It’s clear that we are following God’s
orders rather than trying to get God to follow ours.

—Generosity. When everything in our possession is considered
to be something which really belongs to the Lord, we maintain a very
light hold on things. Unselfish generosity is the result.

—Direction. The servant of Christ is driven not by personal ambi-
tion, but by divine direction. Instead of a career path, it’s God’s path.

—OQur approach to the Sabbath. Is our attitude reverent or noncha-
lant? Observing the Sabbath is a powerful witness of God’s ownership
over our lives.

—Day-to-day dealings with people. Kindness and honesty are a
couple of character traits which point toward Christ’s growing influ-
ence in our lives.

—Attitude. Humility and cheerfulness, particularly in the face of
conflict or adversity, are indicators of Christ’s power and our com-
mitment to Him.

—Service to others, as a way of serving God. It’s easy to see that
for some, serving God is not just the “main thing;” it’s the only thing.

—Most of all, the sign of a servant is simply obedience. God’s
servants do what He says. They obey.

As I contemplate this partial list of the signs of servanthood, I

have to ask myself if people recognize at least some of these signs in
me. If they don’t, why should they think me a servant of Christ?
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June 3

Tlﬁrec Jobs of a Scr\/ant

...Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation. Noah
walked with God....

And God said to Noah, “I have determined to make an end of
all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence through them. Behold,
1 will destroy them with the earth. Make yourself an ark of gopher
wood...”

...Noah did this; he did all that God commanded him.

Then the LORD said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your
household, for I have seen that you are righteous before me in this
generation....” Genesis 6:9,13-14,22; 7:1

It’s good to review what the jobs of a servant are: Pay attention;
believe the Master; obey, regardless. Noah was an example of a ser-
vant who did these three jobs successfully. He was paying attention
to God’s voice, in a day and age when no one else was! He had faith
that what God was telling him was true, even though it’s hard to
imagine how far-fetched it must have seemed, in a world which had
up to that point never experienced rain, much less a global flood. His
faith led to his obedience. Years of hard work were required in order
to obey—work which would have been completely unrewarded until
the day God shut the door of the ark and sealed Noah, his family and
the animals inside, where they alone would ride out the devastation
coming upon the earth. It all happened just as God had said, but Noah
was the only one who had been paying attention to God, the only one
who had believed Him, and the only one who had obeyed. Noah’s
obedience saved mankind from extinction.

Many have been the examples since, of faithful servants, de-
scended from Noah, who have simply paid attention, believed the
Master, and obeyed, regardless. These are requirements of those who
will walk with God and serve Him.
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June 4

Tlﬁrec Jobs of a Scr\/ant

So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, will you
at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” He said to them, “It is
not for you to know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by his
own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” Acts 1:6-8

Like most of us, the disciples wanted to know what was going
to happen next. Jesus’ answer to their question was, “You don’t need
to know.” What Jesus did choose to tell them, moments before His
ascension into heaven, was their mission. First they were to receive
the Holy Spirit’s power, then they were to be witnesses throughout
the whole world, and all of it was to be by God’s timing, not theirs.

That is still true. Like the disciples, we still want to ask the ques-
tions about what will happen, and when, and we usually get the same
reply they did: “That’s not for you to know.” What we get instead is
the reminder that our mission is identical to theirs: Receive the power
of the Holy Spirit, and be witnesses to the end of the earth.

The Early Christians in the Upper Room didn’t even get to deter-
mine when the Holy Spirit would come upon them. They were told to
wait in the city until they were clothed with God’s power (Lk 24:49),
and Jesus didn’t tell them how long it would be. Everything was by
God’s timing.

The disciples didn’t need to know God’s timing in advance; they
only needed to know their assignment. Even more importantly, they
didn’t need to hunt around and try to figure out where to get the power.
God was going to supply all the power they would ever need, in His
time and in His way.

Have I learned these two lessons, yet—that it’s not my job to figure
out the times and seasons under the Father’s authority, that it’s not my
responsibility to come up with the power for the mission? It’s not the
servant’s job to supply the timing or the power. The servant’s job is to
wait for God’s signal, then obey what he has been commanded to do,
in the full knowledge that through the Holy Spirit there will always
be sufficient power for the mission at hand.
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June 5
T wo Jobs We Can Do Without

This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stew-
ards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of stewards that
they be found trustworthy. But with me it is a very small thing that
1 should be judged by you or by any human court. In fact, I do not
even judge myself. I am not aware of anything against myself, but
1 am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me. Therefore
do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes,
who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will
disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive his
commendation from God.

1 have applied all these things to myself and Apollos for your
benefit, brothers, that you may learn by us not to go beyond what is
written, that none of you may be puffed up in favor of one against
another. For who sees anything different in you? What do you have
that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as
if you did not receive it? 1 Corinthians 4:1-7

It is not the servant’s job to judge. I know this concept is con-
stantly thrown in our faces, these days, particularly by those who
know it’s in the Bible and who want to be able to continue in their
various “alternative lifestyles” of sin without hearing from those
who know sin when they see it. But it’s still true that it isn’t our job
to judge other people. It’s our job to love.

An even harder principle to grasp is that it’s not even our job to
judge ourselves! Satan is always anxious to help us in that regard.
He quickly reminds us of what miserable examples of Christianity
we are, and suggests that since we aren’t very good at being Chris-
tians, anyway, we might as well at least enjoy the benefits of living
“reasonably” (i.e., for ourselves), rather than trying to attain some
impossible standard of perfection.

It’s very clear in the Bible that “not judging” in no way implies
that “everything anybody does is O.K.;” it only means that it’s not
our job to figure out the spiritual status of others, seeing as we have
incomplete information, anyway. And the business of exalting certain
people (or ourselves) over others is also pointless and harmful, since
everything anyone has was issued from heaven in the first place.

The Christian life can be complicated, but not nearly as compli-
cated as we tend to make it. Judging and comparison are not our jobs.
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June 6

When God’s Not Foo]ing,
but [Je’s [Taithful

...Those who honor me, I will honor,... 1 Samuel 2:30

I still remember staring down that long aisle, knowing what [
had to do. The question God had posed to me through the speaker of
the evening was simple: “Are you willing to follow Jesus alone?” |
instinctively knew this was not a hypothetical question. The girl in
the pew beside me knew it, too. Though it felt like going to my own
funeral, I made my way down the aisle to an altar of prayer, alone, to
say “Yes.” There was no sense of release, relief, of anything,... except
obedience. It was June 6.

That night I volunteered to plant a church in the remote Alaskan
town of Cordova. The next four years as a single church planter were
proof that God had been serious about the commitment to follow Jesus
alone. By the time I got to Cordova, I’d said goodbye to everyone |
knew in the world, including the girl in the pew, who married a work
partner of mine.

Four years later, in the same church, at the same altar, [ announced
my engagement to a young lady whom God had miraculously brought
into my life. We’ve been married 22 years, now. June 6 is still a special
day, to me. It’s the day I made a commitment to serve Jesus alone.
Rather than keep it that way, He sent me the best earthly friend I’ve
ever had.

Those who honor me, I will honor:

It’s true.
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June 7
Accepting (God'’s Frovision

Now Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, “As
the LORD the God of Israel lives, before whom [ stand, there shall be
neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word.”” And the word
of the LORD came to him, “Depart from here and turn eastward and
hide yourself by the brook Cherith, which is east of the Jordan. You
shall drink from the brook, and I have commanded the ravens to feed
you there.” So he went and did according to the word of the LORD.
He went and lived by the brook Cherith that is east of the Jordan.
And the ravens brought him bread and meat in the evening, and he
drank from the brook. And after a while the brook dried up, because
there was no rain in the land. 1 Kings 17:1-7

“You shall drink from the brook, and I have commanded the
ravens to feed you there.”

No wonder most of the prophets were single!

“What does your husband do?”

“Oh, he’s a prophet.”

“Does that pay well?”

“Actually, it doesn’t pay anything.”

“How do you live, then? Do you even have a house? Where do
you get money for food?”

“We live by the brook, and the ravens bring us food.”

“I’d been wondering why you’d never invited me over.”

So, you sign up to be a prophet, you have so much authority that
you can cause a three-year drought through nothing more than prayer,
and the provision you get for your personal needs are... ravens?!

I can see Elijah trying to qualify for a loan at the bank, and show-
ing up with two ravens for co-signers!

Here’s the beauty of this whole deal. Elijah accepted God’s
provision! God didn’t have to coddle this guy. He was willing to
accept whatever God provided, however God provided. And on this
day when I myself have no guaranteed source of income except for
God’s promise of provision, this is a good example to follow.
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June 8
God~5€nt Widows

So he went and did according to the word of the LORD. He went
and lived by the brook Cherith that is east of the Jordan. And the
ravens brought him bread and meat in the evening, and he drank
from the brook. And after a while the brook dried up, because there
was no rain in the land.

Then the word of the LORD came to him, ”Arise, go to Zarephath,
which belongs to Sidon, and dwell there. Behold, I have commanded
a widow there to feed you.” 1 Kings 17:8-9

Great! We’ve gone from ravens to widows! It would be like telling
us that we are supposed to go to some foreign country, and when we
get there, “I’ve commanded this homeless guy to take care of you™!

Instead of laughing, Elijah immediately obeys and goes. God’s
men are like that.

He gets there. This is great—not only is she a widow; she’s a
starving widow!! She’s gathering sticks to make a fire, so she can
make something with all she has—a handful of flour and a tiny amount
of oil—and then she and her son can die! Is there something wrong
with this picture?!

Nope. This is God, in action. What He is doing is showing His
servant, Elijah, step by step, that it’s not about what resources we
have; it’s about Him. He is our resource!

When God wants to make a world, He starts with nothing!

When God wants to start a nation, He looks for an infertile couple.

When God’s Son is born into the world, He is born of a virgin.

I used to think that my Dad did everything the hard way!—God
not only does it the hard way; He does it when there’s no way!

God is wonder-ful, in every sense of the word. He does wonders.
To us, it’s impossible. To Him, that’s just the way He does things.
With God, nothing is impossible.

Elijah is learning, step by step. You don’t need to know where
the food is coming from, or even the water. You only need to know
God. You don’t need a good “source” before you’ll have what you
need. God can do it through ravens, or starving widows in foreign
countries; if you’re going to call fire down from heaven to burn up
the sacrifice, you might as well add water!

When we have God, we don’t need “resources;” God is our
resource!
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June 9
Two~5@ ntence Fragcrs

And at the time of the offering of the oblation, Elijah the prophet
came near and said, “O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel,
let it be known this day that you are God in Israel, and that I am your
servant, and that I have done all these things at your word. Answer
me, O LORD, answer me, that this people may know that you, O
LORD, are God, and that you have turned their hearts back.” Then
the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the burnt offering and the
wood and the stones and the dust, and licked up the water that was
in the trench. And when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces
and said, “The LORD ,he is God; the LORD; he is God.”

1 Kings 18:36-39

This is not a “faith healer” who is telling God what to do, and
putting on a performance. This is a prophet of God who is merely
taking orders from the Almighty. Two sentences, and there is a major
cultural shift in the whole nation! It’s God who makes all the differ-
ence. This is not Elijah’s master plan; it’s God’s, and Elijah gets to
play a major part.

In the first part of Elijah’s short prayer, he gives the theology of
divine miracles: “Let it be known this day that you are God in Israel,
and that I am your servant, and that I have done all these things at
your word.” The miracles are not for the prophet’s glory, but for
God’s; this miracle is not a matter of personal ambition but of pure
obedience. Elijah is nothing more than a servant carrying out orders.

Where are the people willing to be used of God in this way, in
these days? At least in this country, they seem few and far between.
There is interest in miracles, particularly those of healing, but so
many who purport to have some kind of gift in this area seem intent
on magnifying themselves more than glorifying God. It always makes
me wince when I hear someone giving God orders as if God were the
servant and the one “praying” was the master!

I think we’ll start to see a lot more actual miracles in America
when there are more people who can honestly say, “This wasn’t my
idea or my plan; I’m only doing what God told me to do. And if
anything good happens, it’s God who deserves the credit, not me!”
With that kind of humble obedience, like the Israelites, we might also
witness national revival sparked by two-sentence prayers.
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June 10

God~f>owered

After many days the word of the LORD came to Elijah, in the
third year, saying, “Go, show yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain
upon the earth.” 1 Kings 18:1

It wasn’t up to Elijah to decide to proclaim the drought in the
first place, nor was it left to him to determine when it should be over.
Elijah is God’s prophet—His messenger, not His advisor.

What is Elijah’s job is to show himself to King Ahab, who has
been relentlessly searching for him for years, seeking to take his life!
Not only that, but Elijah gets to tell this same king that it’s going to
rain, when it hasn’t for three years, and there’s not a cloud in the sky.

Oh, and prior to this, Elijah gets to take on hundreds of Baal’s
prophets singlehandedly in a contest of calling down fire from heaven!
Yahweh’s victory on Mount Carmel, as Elijah calls on His name,
results in the destruction of the prophets of Baal, and the declaration
of bitter vengeance against Elijah by Ahab’s wife, Jezebel.

Immediately following the showdown on Mt. Carmel is the rain
episode, in which Elijah’s servant spots a cloud the size of a man’s
hand, Elijah sends word to Ahab to get going before the rain stops
him, and Elijah outruns the chariot to Jezreel (Something like 20
miles)! Is this man amazing or what?!

Yes, Elijah is pretty incredible, but it’s obviously God who is the
amazing one. It’s God who withholds the rain or sends it, accord-
ing to His own wishes. God sends the fire on Mount Carmel. When
Elijah races a horse-drawn chariot and wins, it’s because he’s God-
powered. When Elijah goes for 40 days and nights on the strength
of food brought to him by an angel, once again, he’s God-powered.

It’s all God. The timing, ideas, the strength—all God. Elijah is
nothing more than a willing vessel through whom God’s power flows.
Is that the way it’s supposed to be with me? Yes, I’'m pretty sure it is.
It’s not my job to determine what great things God will do, or when.
It’s my job to obey Him, immediately and completely, courageously,
to make sure the glory goes to Him when it’s all over. There is no
limit to what God can do. He uses willing servants to accomplish
the impossible. These servants understand that this power is not their
own; they are merely a conduit through which it flows.

If God wants to use me for a channel of His power and love, may
I be available and useful for all of His purposes.
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June 11
Tl‘ne “I-e” (eneration

“The whole commandment that I command you today you shall
be careful to do, that you may live and multiply, and go in and possess
the land that the LORD swore to give to your fathers. And you shall
remember the whole way that the LORD your God has led you these
forty years in the wilderness, that he might humble you, testing you
to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep his com-
mandments or not. And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed
you with manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers know,
that he might make you know that man does not live by bread alone,
but man lives by every word (Hebrew ‘by all’) that comes from the
mouth of the LORD. Your clothing did not wear out on you and your
foot did not swell these forty years. Know then in your heart that, as a
man disciplines his son, the LORD your God disciplines you. So you
shall keep the commandments of the LORD your God by walking in
his ways and by fearing him...” Deuteronomy 8:1-6

It’s the word of God which keeps us alive, which sustains us. His
provision for His children is miraculous when it needs to be, practical
and routine when He wants it to be. Either way, He is the Source, not
us. Later on in this chapter is a warning to not let ourselves think that
somehow we attained this wealth by our own strength. It all comes
from God’s hand—even the ability to produce wealth.

I wonder if we really believe that. As I look around at a nation
awash in riches, I’m not seeing much acknowledgment of God’s pro-
vision, even among Christians. Most Americans have seldom been in
a situation where dependence on God was the only option, when it
came to food or basic necessities. There is a generation which survived
the Great Depression, who have memories of what it was like to do
without, and who knew the meaning of gratitude for simple things,
but they’ve transferred the reins of leadership to generations who have
known little of that kind of want, and who have come to view a pretty
high standard of living as an entitlement, and extraordinary riches as
a symbol of superior intelligence and diligence. Like I said, not much
of the credit for any of it is floating up toward God.

Do I really believe it is God’s Word which sustains me? I like to
think I do, but the dependence on myself runs deep. The “me” genera-
tion has a hard time living as the “He” generation. God knows how to
fix that.
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June 12
Highwag of B]cssing

“The Levitical priests, all the tribe of Levi, shall have no por-
tion or inheritance with Israel. They shall eat the LORD s food of-
ferings as their inheritance. They shall have no inheritance among
their brothers, the LORD is their inheritance, as he promised them.
Deuteronomy 18:1-2

Going back to the concept of Deuteronomy 8—"man does not
live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the
mouth of the LORD ”—God wanted some of His people to be living
proof of that, on a continuing and daily basis. He picked the Levites.

God is firm in His instruction to the Israelites that the Levites are
to have no other portion or inheritance in Israel except Him. Every
other tribe gets a major tract of land as an inheritance; the Levites
only get cities in which to live. They are not to become dependent
upon farming for their livelihood. They are to depend on God, as they
are supported through the gifts of the people.

The Levites are to be God’s special servants, and the ownership
of farms or lands or another good way to make a living, would only
have been a major distraction to them. God removes this distrac-
tion, promises to provide for them, and commissions them to spend
their lives, generation after generation, in serving Him. The edict
given by God through Moses sets apart an entire tribe to perpetually
live by faith. They are to be the continuing example which reminds
people that life on earth is not about accumulating lands and worldly
wealth—Ilife on earth is about serving God—and here are people who
not only survive but thrive, doing nothing else.

We’re all called to live by faith, but I think God still calls some
people to live it in a more literal sense. Not everyone, mind you—until
we’re in our heavenly digs, somebody has to tend the farms and do
the other necessary work for human survival. But I believe that there
will always be some to whom God says, “Trust me. I can provide for
you. | have a special mission for you, and it requires you to let go of
everything but Me, in order to see it accomplished. Are you willing
to let go of your back-up system, in order to follow Me into a place
where I am your only provision?”

To those with courage to trust God, when the distractions of lands
and businesses tare in the rear-view mirror, who have been called to
this by God Himself, what may appear to others to be a road to ruin
will in fact turn out to be a highway of blessing.
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June 13
Holg ]gnorance

“When you come into the land that the LORD your God is giving
you, you shall not learn to follow the abominable practices of those
nations. There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his
son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices divination
or tells fortunes or interprets omens, or a sorcerer or a charmer or a
medium or a wizard or a necromancer, for whoever does these things is
an abomination to the LORD. And because of these abominations the
LORD your God is driving them out before you. You shall be blameless
before the LORD your God, for these nations, which you are about
to dispossess, listen to fortunetellers and to diviners. But as for you,
the LORD your God has not allowed you to do this.” Deuteronomy
18:9-14

Why is God so down on fortune-tellers? Do they pose a threat to
Him? Aren’t these harmless pursuits?

If there were absolutely nothing to these practices, I don’t think
God would have made a big deal of it; instead, He lists this as one of
the key reasons why He is overthrowing the Canaanite nations! What
does this say about our American practices of horoscopes, astrology,
fortune-telling, and so forth? Will America face the same judgment
as Canaan did, for some of the exact same reasons?

I’'m afraid we qualify: Sacrificing our children to the god of
“choice” through abortion; idolatry so rampant that it defies descrip-
tion; sexual immorality which is being enshrined as morality; not to
mention the things which are in comparison hardly noticeable, such
as sorcery and witchcraft! God, help us and forgive us!

For many in our society there is little distinction made regarding
the source of spirituality. It’s a “One size fits all” attitude, which lumps
the Creator in with palm readers as being just different manifesta-
tions of the same spiritual “source.” This attitude is so reprehensible
to God that He is willing to dispossess entire countries over it! What
some would call “cute” or “harmless fun,” God calls an abomination.
This is one place where naivety is good, much like in the Garden of
Eden before Adam and Eve discovered the knowledge of good and
evil. There’s a lot about the spirit world that I’m blessed not to know
about. All these pseudo-spiritual practices only take away from my
dependence upon Him, and place it instead on wizardry or divination
or fortune-telling—all pitiful substitutes for the real thing.

It’s simple, God wants His people to depend on Him.
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(God-(Confidence

Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the LORD of
hosts. Zechariah 4:6

This is not by the servant’s own power or resources. What a relief!
We don’t have to try to come up with the power, ourselves. God has
promised that He will take full responsibility to provide through the
Holy Spirit everything that is needed. We supply the obedience. It’s
not our job to come up with the power.

The Early Church in the Upper Room didn’t finally get their act
together, then launch out on an offensive; they were filled with God’s
Holy Spirit, and the plan and the power were directly from God.

Paul asks the Corinthians what they have that they didn’t receive
from God. The answer, of course, is “nothing.” Every good gift comes
from above.

Elijah gets multiple lessons in God’s provision. With each test,
his faith grows.

The Israelites in the wilderness learn that even their bread and
water come from God, and without Him, they can’t so much as sur-
vive.

The Levites are to depend upon God, and God is to be their
inheritance, rather than having their own land.

God is our resource!

When God looks for servants, He doesn’t look for rich people or
smart people who can share their resources with Him; He looks for
people who are poor in spirit, who are willing to be totally dependent
upon Him. Then He gives them everything they need to get the job
done. It’s not the strong or smart person who has the most power; the
one with the most power is the person who is depending upon God
for everything. That person’s resources are unlimited!

There’s an old Ethiopian proverb which states: “The man who
has only God to look to can do all things and never fail.”

The apostle Paul put it this way: / can do all things through him
who strengthens me. (Philippians 4:13) There’s a world of difference
between self-confidence and God-confidence. One gets you whatever
man’s strength and wisdom can get you, then it’s done. The other
connects you to unlimited power and resources. Self-confidence gets
a person farther than self-doubt; God-confidence is reliance upon
Someone who cannot fail.
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Wct Fcet for God

The LORD said to Joshua, “Today I will begin to exalt you in the
sight of all Israel, that they may know that, as [ was with Moses, so [
will be with you. And as for you, command the priests who bear the
ark of the covenant, ‘When you come to the brink of the waters of the
Jordan, you shall stand still in the Jordan.” ** And Joshua said to the
people of Israel, “Come here and listen to the words of the LORD
your God.” Joshua 3:7-9

It must have been such a relief to Joshua that it wasn’t his re-
sponsibility to come up with the plan, when it came to invading the
Promised Land. All he has to do is follow orders! God is personally
coaching him through the whole process, while giving continual en-
couragement at the same time. In the way God does things, even the
appointed leaders don’t have to make all their own plans. They just
execute God’s orders and pass them down to others.

It does take a great deal of faith to follow His orders, though!
Some of them seem so dangerous! Take for instance the command to
circumcise the men, once they’re on the dangerous side of the Jordan.
What are they supposed to do if they’re attacked, now?! If God had
told them to be circumcised a few months before they crossed the
Jordan, that would have made a little more sense, or if they’d been
circumcised in shifts.... Instead, the whole army renders themselves
helpless, right after they’ve gone into enemy territory! And God
blesses their obedience. “Today I have rolled away the reproach of
Egypt from you.” (Josh 5:9)

They celebrate the Passover, and begin to eat the fruit of the land
of Canaan. The next day, the manna ceases. The miracle food is no
longer needed.

When we follow God’s direction, we sometimes do some pretty
unconventional things, but His provision is there for His children, as
long as we need it. When it is no longer needed, it is often no longer
there.

And it is not our planning and strategizing ability which makes
us effective in God’s army; it is our willingness to pay attention, to
take Him at His word, to carefully obey His orders in faith, which
make us useful to His purposes. If God wants us to plan the attack,
He’ll let us know. Usually, what He’s looking for are not would-be
generals, but servants willing to risk getting their feet wet for Him.
And the plan? Obedience. Just obedience.
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When Go& Scnds a General

When Joshua was by Jericho, he lifted up his eyes and looked,
and behold, a man was standing before him with his drawn sword in
his hand. And Joshua went to him and said to him, “Are you for us,
or for our adversaries?” And he said, “No, but I am the commander
of the army of the LORD. Now I have come.” And Joshua fell on his
face to the earth and worshiped and said to him, “What does my lord
say to his servant?” And the commander of the LORD s army said to
Joshua, “Take off your sandals from your feet, for the place where
you are standing is holy.” And Joshua did so. Joshua 5:13-15

I like the way one pastor put it. When Joshua asked the angel,
“Whose side are you on, ours or theirs?” the angel answered, “I didn’t
come to take sides; I came to take over!”

It’s not every day that God sends you a general to take over your
army for you! But then, it’s not every day that you receive orders like,
“March around this city for six days in silence, then on the seventh
day shout like crazy and the walls will fall down.” And it works!

Joshua is so glad to receive divine help and direction that his
response to finding out the “general” was sent from God is to fall on
his face and worship God in gratitude. Interestingly, the first order
Joshua hears from the commander of the LORD’s army is not one
having to do with battle tactics, but one having to do with worship:
Take off your sandals from your feet, for the place where you are
standing is holy.” And Joshua did so.

If we want help from God, doesn’t it always start there? Even
when God sends a general, it doesn’t begin with “Do this, and you’ll
win the battle;” it starts with worship—recognizing God’s holiness.
I think we’re wasting our time if all we want from God is the latest
tip on what will happen next, so we can proceed with our own plans,
helped by inside information from above. God rarely responds to
our selfish curiosity or our desire to better our station in life at His
expense. I’ve found that He always responds when I come before
Him in recognition of His holiness and in submission to Him, ready
to obey wherever He might direct. It’s not our job to come up with
the plan! It’s our responsibility to worship God, seek His direction
with the full intention of obeying whatever He tells us, then do exactly
that. His Holy Spirit gives all the direction we need. In these days of
the Spirit’s leadership in the Church, God always sends a “General.”
He doesn’t come to take sides, He comes to take over. Hallelujah!
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]:ait}*ncu]ncss ]5 Success

“For twenty-three years, from the thirteenth year of Josiah the
son of Amon, king of Judah, to this day, the word of the LORD has
come to me, and I have spoken persistently to you, but you have not
listened. You have neither listened nor inclined your ears to hear,
although the LORD persistently sent to you all his servants the
prophets, saying, ‘Turn now, every one of you, from his evil way and
evil deeds, and dwell upon the land that the LORD has given to you
and your fathers from of old and forever. Do not go after other gods
to serve and worship them or provoke me to anger with the work of
your hands. Then I will do you no harm.’ Yet you have not listened
to me, declares the LORD, that you might provoke me to anger with
the work of your hands to your own harm.” Jeremiah 25:3-7

Twenty-three years! From a good king on down through a suc-
cession of terrible ones, Jeremiah said what God told him to say, but
had gotten no response. Success is not always what it’s about! Had
Jeremiah adapted his message to the times, he could have joined the
tribe of prophets who were doing well, prophesying lies people wanted
to hear! Instead, he was God’s lonely man. Good job, Jeremiah.

I think it’s interesting that Jeremiah is told at least twice by the
Lord, “Don’t pray for this people.” (Jer 11:14 ; 14:11) In fact, in
Jeremiah 15:1, God simply tells Jeremiah “Let them go!” He is to
continue speaking the message of impending judgment, but Jeremiah
is informed in advance that the nation will not listen to him. In this
case, the servant’s responsibility is to proclaim a message to which
no one will respond! Not only that, but the message of doom earns
Jeremiah the hatred of the people who don’t want to hear it.

God’s commission to His servant: “They won’t listen to you, but
you still have to tell them.”

Can I be content with a mindset that values faithfulness alone,
regardless of “success”? In God’s eyes, faithfulness is success.

It’s not the job of the servant to be successful, in terms of accep-
tance from people. It’s not the job of the servant to make the message
palatable, if doing that would distort the message. It’s not the job of
the servant to come up with a message people will like. He dare not
change what God has spoken, even though the servant knows it may
fall on deaf ears, or offend people. The prophet’s responsibility is to
speak faithfully and accurately the word of the Lord, regardless of
the reaction it produces.
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HOPC through Obcdiencc

The word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD in the tenth
yvear of Zedekiah king of Judah, which was the eighteenth year of
Nebuchadnezzar. At that time the army of the king of Babylon was
besieging Jerusalem, and Jeremiah the prophet was shut up in the
court of the guard that was in the palace of the king of Judabh....

Jeremiah said, “The word of the LORD came to me: Behold,
Hanamel the son of Shallum your uncle will come to you and say,
‘Buy my field that is at Anathoth, for the right of redemption by pur-
chase is yours.” Then Hanamel my cousin came to me in the court
of the guard, in accordance with the word of the LORD, and said to
me, ‘Buy my field that is at Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, for the
right of possession and redemption is yours,
buy it for yourself.’ Then I knew that this was the word of the LORD.

And I bought the field at Anathoth from Hanamel my cousin, and
weighed out the money to him, seventeen shekels of silver. Jeremiah
32:1-2,6-9

Not all of God’s orders make sense to us. Jeremiah is told to buy
a field while he is imprisoned in the palace courts, and the city of
Jerusalem is under siege. (Realtors were having a tough time)!

Jeremiah’s cousin must have been pretty surprised to have Jer-
emiah actually accept his offer! Jeremiah is the one who had predicted
the demise of Judah in the first place, and now when it’s about to take
place, he’s speculating on land?!

Probably no one was more surprised than Jeremiah. His question
and answer session with God over this deal occupies the rest of the
chapter. But God is using His servant to infuse hope into the Israelites,
reminding them that although calamity is at hand, there will come
a time when, once again, lands and houses will be bought and sold.
There is a future for His people.

Jeremiah is the kind of servant willing to obey his God even when
obedience doesn’t make sense (although, in God’s perspective, this
does make sense). Jeremiah’s example is a reminder that in serving
God, the idea is not “what makes sense;” the idea is always “obedi-
ence.” Jeremiah came through.

How often among Christians does obedience trump logic? Not
often enough, I'm sure! It’s not the servant’s task to make sense of
God’s orders, or to prove they are workable. It’s the servant’s job to
obey. And God uses our obedience to bring hope to others.
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T rust Wl‘nat [t 5895 On the Fridge

“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for
wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. ”Jeremiah
29:11

This verse is on a lot of refrigerator magnets, but not many hearts.
It’s a great promise (my daughter’s favorite); it’s also a reminder that
God is the One with the plans, and it doesn’t need to be us.

That’s a hard one. Who among us doesn’t have a few ambitions
we want to see fulfilled, sooner or later? And even when we are
confident that the goal for which we’re aiming is indeed God’s goal
for us, we’d just as soon make our own plans on how to arrive there.
It’s a mixture of relief and disappointment to realize it’s not our job
to come up with a plan—relief, in that the risk of coming up with a
bad plan and wrecking everything is no longer in the picture—disap-
pointment, in that our creativity must take a back seat to obedience.

Once in a while, someone gets the nod to come up with their own
strategy—Nehemiah, for example. The burden on his heart for Jerusa-
lem is strong, God-given and God-blessed. He prays and asks favor,
from both God and the king, in order to see the walls of Jerusalem
rebuilt. Although he is praying each step of the way, God seems to
leave it to Nehemiah to arrive at the actual plan for how to get this
thing done. Being a very skillful administrator and leader, Nehemiah
does a wonderful job of it, all of the time giving honor to God.

Nehemiah is the exception, though. Most of the time, all we’re
supposed to do is seek God, then follow orders. It’s not the servant’s
job to come up with a plan. It wasn’t Joshua’s job; it wasn’t Jeremiah’s
job; it wasn’t Moses’ job; it wasn’t Elijah’s job; in each of these in-
stances and many more, the job of the servant was simply to obey the
orders that God supplied through whatever means.

Most of the time, God doesn’t seem to ask His servants to supply
plans for Him to bless; He asks His servants to very carefully follow
His specific plans (building the tabernacle and the temple, various
battle plans, all of the sacrifices and rituals, the dietary laws, ...on and
on...). It’s just not the servant’s job to make the plans. What is the
servant’s role is to seek God’s plans, trust that if they’re really from
God, then they really must be good— and follow His plans carefully
and courageously. If we do, the promise is ours: wholeness, a future,
hope. Trust what it says on the fridge.
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Kead9 For Honorab]c USC

Now in a great house there are not only vessels of gold and silver
but also of wood and clay, some for honorable use, some for dishonor-
able. Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from what is dishonorable,
he will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the
master of the house, ready for every good work. 2 Timothy 2:20-21

Cleanliness. Availability. Exclusivity.

If it’s clean, it can be used for anything. If it’s not clean, the only
uses for which the object qualifies are those where cleanliness is op-
tional.

Availability is important. If the object is already committed to
another use, it’s too much trouble to disengage it in order to use it
elsewhere. The object which will be used is the available one.

Exclusivity. This is the “reserved” sign which says the object is
clean and available, not just for any purpose, but for a special purpose,
and that purpose alone.

This is the idea of holiness: Clean, and available for God’s exclu-
sive use. [ think it’s interesting that in this passage, the responsibility is
more on the servant than on the Lord: “Therefore, if anyone cleanses
himself from what is dishonorable,...” Heart cleansing is a job only
the Holy Spirit can handle; this is more like “hand cleansing.” This
passage is about being willing to disengage from what we know to be
dishonorable, in order to be qualified to pursue holiness. Only God
can perform the inner cleansing, but it looks like we’re responsible
for staying out of the sewer, at least if we want to be working with
food and not plumbing.

Years ago, I hosted an early morning weekly teen Bible study,
after which the teens would cook their own breakfast, prior to leav-
ing for school. One morning, I came into the kitchen to discover one
of the teens had grabbed my dog’s water dish, and had been mixing
scrambled eggs in it. [ just turned around and walked out! It wasn’t
going to help anything at this venture to let her know that vessel wasn’t
ready for “honorable” use!

Am I ready for honorable use? Unless I’m “set apart as holy,” I'm
not. If I wonder why I don’t seem to get picked for the “important,”
“honorable” jobs, this may be the reason. Until I’'m willing to cleanse
myself from what is dishonorable, and allow myself to be reserved
for God’s special purposes, clean and available for His exclusive use,
I’'m not ready for “honorable.”
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Scrubbing In

Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from what is dishonorable,
he will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the
master of the house, ready for every good work.

So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love,
and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.
2 Timothy 2:21-22

If I ever have surgery, I hope everyone scrubs in. They might
be well-meaning, and just there to help, but if they’re not clean, I’d
prefer they “help” somewhere else. It’s just really important to me
that if my body is lying there exposed to anything and everything, we
have as few homeless bacteria as possible floating around looking for
a landing pad.

In a surgical procedure, the presence of just one person who is not
scrubbed in contaminates the whole room. A surgeon is not “ready
for every good work” unless he or she is scrubbed in.

Neither is a Christian. We must allow the Holy Spirit to scrub us
clean before we are prepared for the kinds of works which require a
pure heart. Nor does it count that we “did that once,” back in 1973,
regardless of how great the experience was at the time; surgeons need
to scrub in before every surgery, not just the first one. And Christians
who want God to use them need to submit to the cleansing power of
the Holy Spirit every day, not just one great day.

Continual cleansing. The same reason we keep washing those
dishes, again and again, and washing the same clothes, over and over.
They keep getting dirty, and if we’re going to use them, they need to
be cleaned regularly, and kept clean until they are used, then cleaned
again afterward, in preparation for the next use.

I’m talking about allowing the Holy Spirit to cleanse my life, so
that I’'m ready for anything God wants me to do, and allowing Him
to maintain my life in a state of “readiness.” Only God can cleanse
my soul, but it’s up to me to choose to stay out of the things which
contaminate my life—those things which always leave me feeling
dirty and dull—things like pornography, gossip or slander. If God has
an “honorable” duty He wants to give me, I want to be scrubbed in
and ready. The only way [’'m ready is if | habitually choose to cleanse
myself from what is dishonorable.
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Holiness |s A’ctainablc

Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from what is dishonorable,
he will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the
master of the house, ready for every good work.

So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love,
and peace, along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.
2 Timothy 2:21-22

Yeah, I now—this is the third day on the same passage! But this
is important. I really think God wants us to get this.

If I’m to be a useful, trusted servant of Christ, I need to be clean,
available, and devoted to Him? That’s right. Otherwise, | am disquali-
fied from all the good works God might have in mind for me which
require a holy vessel. For honorable use, holiness is a requirement.

The sad thing is that so many Christians think holiness is unat-
tainable, so they don’t even bother to pursue it: “If I can’t be perfectly
clean, why try? Might as well dive into sin, and ask forgiveness, later!”
This foolhardy attitude contaminates so many believers, who might
otherwise be productive, but instead are relegated to the equivalent of
spiritual “welfare”—constant consumers of God’s grace, but refusing
to participate in the life it has freed them to pursue, like prisoners
who squat on the floor of their prison, facing an open door but never
walking out into freedom.

Holiness is attainable! When we choose to pursue the world, we
never catch the fulfillment we seek. It’s always elusive, always just
out of reach, like the mechanical rabbit used in greyhound races. The
pursuit of money, fame, power or beauty is a pursuit which inevitably
ends in disappointment. Even if we attain our goal, there’s always
someone ahead of us with more; if we ever do get to the top, we find
ourselves quickly displaced.

But holiness is attainable! When we pursue righteousness, faith,
love, and peace, God makes sure we get it! Not only do we get it, but
we get to keep it! Once we choose to cleanse ourselves from what
is “dishonorable” (and if we have to ask, that’s probably what it is),
we are candidates for holiness, and thus, holy uses. Holiness is a
continuing way of life, not a momentary achievement. It’s not nearly
as much about “perfection” as it is about being available for God’s
exclusive use, and a willingness to be clean and live clean, whether
that cleansing comes from God or whether it’s our own responsibility
to get out and stay out of the mud.
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June 23

The Concluct of a Servant

Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be
obedient, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to
avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all
people. For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray,
slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in mal-
ice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. But when the
goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved
us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according
to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the
Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ
our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs
according to the hope of eternal life. The saying is trustworthy, and I
want you to insist on these things, so that those who have believed in
God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things
are excellent and profitable for people. Titus 3:1-8

The conduct of a servant is to reflect well on the Master. One
of the ways in which we do this is by our attitude to those placed in
authority over us, whether they are believers or not. Of even more
importance is the way in which we respond to other Christians.
Quarreling, harshness, gossip and generally rude behavior toward
one another is an indicator that Christianity hasn’t really made much
of a change in our lives. When Christians act like the world, we lose
whatever positive witness we might otherwise have had.

Jesus cares about how we act! We need to care, too—everything
we do reflects on Him.

This passage reminds us of the contrast which should exist be-
tween the conduct of believers and non-believers, the fact that we
are saved through nothing but grace, and the importance of focusing
on what helps to build people up, rather than tear them down. The
idea of “good works” sometimes gets a bad rap in Christian circles,
lost in the flood of “salvation by grace.” Here is a firm reminder that
those who believe in God are to “devote themselves to good works.”
The true and accurate concept of salvation by grace doesn’t grant us
a license for laziness! God has things for us to do—it’s why we’re so
often called “servants.” One of the things expected of us is that we
will conduct ourselves in such a way that those who don’t know our
Savior will see Him in us, and that it will be a good reflection. Good
works, and refusing to speak evil of others, is a great place to start.
Serving God 181



June 24
Wl‘nat to Do Witln Stinkers

Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be
obedient, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to
avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward
all people. ...

But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and
quarrels about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless. As
for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then
twice, have nothing more to do with him, knowing that such a person
is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned. Titus 3:1-2,9-11

What do we do with stinkers—those people who make sure the
quarrel never dies down, whose hobby is stirring up division?

First of all, don’t be one! We need to make sure it’s not us stir-
ring the pot, refusing to let go of our pet peeve or our treasured bit of
controversial theology or worship style preference. It’s our sincerity
which makes people listen to us; it’s our persistence which makes
it hard to coexist in peaceful disagreement. It’s about time to let it
drop—for good (as in, everybody s).

Second, don’t let the stinkers set the agenda. God has called us
to live in peace, not quarreling. The one who insists on arguing as the
centerpiece of activities is not helping himself or anyone else. This
is the place where a kind, but firm, private rebuke is called for. Rinse
and repeat the process, if necessary, and call for back-up. If nothing
works, get the thing back on track, spiritually, without the divisive
individual, rather than allowing him to sulk his way back into control
of the situation by manipulative tactics. If his desire is not for unity,
seek it without him. Do it without guilt.

Third, avoid the controversies in the first place. Some questions
don’t need to be answered! Bringing them up in the first place is haz-
ardous and a waste of time. “Unprofitable and worthless "—that’s an
accurate description of many discussions. If the fire never gets started,
we don’t have to put it out.

The part about speaking evil of no one gets to me! This is right
after a passage telling us to rebuke and encourage! When I set my mind
to it, I do O.K. at encouraging; I stink at rebuking, and I sometimes
find myself speaking evil of someone, to a person who can do noth-
ing about it. [ need to reverse those last two. I need to be willing to
rebuke, when necessary, and forget how to gossip and slander. I need
to not be a stinker, and not let stinkers control my life.
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June 25

Youth{:u] Authoritg

Now the word of the LORD came to me, saying, “Before I formed
you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated
you, I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”

Then [ said, “Ah, Lord God! Behold, I do not know how to speatk,
for I am only a youth.” But the LORD said to me, “Do not say, ‘I
am only a youth’; for to all to whom [ send you, you shall go, and
whatever [ command you, you shall speak. Do not be afraid of them,
for [ am with you to deliver you, declares the LORD.”

Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth. And the
LORD said to me, “Behold, I have put my words in your mouth. See,
1 have set you this day over nations and kingdoms, to pluck up and
to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.”
Jeremiah 1:4-10

The concept that God would ordain a servant even before birth
is well reinforced in scripture. It’s not the idea that God would do
this which hits us as strange—it’s the idea that it would be us/ The
kind of person God chooses to use nearly always feels the same way
about their commission: Incompetent and scared. God’s reaction to
their response is also nearly always the same: Reassurance, clarifi-
cation, detailed instructions—and best of all—authority! Here’s a
servant who sees himself as “only a youth”—an incompetent one at
that—and look at the authority God has just given him! “Behold, 1
have put my words in your mouth. See, I have set you this day over
nations and kingdoms, to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and
to overthrow, to build and to plant.”

Authority over nations? Good grief! Jeremiah has a pre-ordained
role, a commission, all the provision and authority he could pos-
sibly need, and God’s reassuring touch. The wonderful news is that
it’s not just Jeremiah whom God would treat like this! Every one
of His servants gets all of the equipment we need, in order to fulfill
His commission on our lives. Nor is it just a big job and some gear
handed over to us—it all comes with the personal touch of the God
who ordained us for this role before we were even born.
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I ruit of the f:lesh, I ruit of the Spirit

But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires
of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the
desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to
each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. But if
you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. Now the works of
the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry,
sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions,
divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. [ warn you,
as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit
the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control;
against such things there is no law. And those who belong to Christ
Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.

If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. Let us not
become conceited, provoking one another, envying one another. Ga-
latians 5:16-26

Our character is shaped by what we allow to grow. As followers of
the Lord Jesus, the Holy Spirit’s presence in us will be evidenced by
the “fruit of the Spirit,” if we allow Him to cultivate those attributes in
our lives, and we welcome the fruit (and the accompanying change).

Meanwhile, the “fruit of the flesh” remains available to us, too, in
the form of temptations, bad habits, etc., much like the best of gardens
still sports an occasional weed. Like weeds, the “flesh” needs to be
dealt with decisively, or it will soon take over and cause ruin. The
long list of fleshly “fruits” is a reminder that these things are not to
be considered inevitable or normal for a Christ-follower; rather, they
are to be “crucified”!

Instead of tolerating in ourselves the fleshly habits of jealousy, fits
of anger and the like, we are to do whatever it takes to remove them,
and be led by the Spirit instead of by the old nature of the flesh. Yank
out the weeds, nurture the fruit. It’s not as easy as it sounds, but this
direction of our life is so very important. We are accepted by God “as
is,” but it is never His intent to leave us like He found us. He imme-
diately begins to transform us into the image of His Son. The longer
we serve Him, the more we should resemble Christ, and the more the
fruit of our lives should be obviously fruit of the Spirit and not fruit
of the flesh.

What will grow? Whatever we water.
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Not Ashamed

Not Ashame& to Worship

So David and the elders of Israel and the commanders of thousands
went to bring up the ark of the covenant of the LORD from the house
of Obed-edom with rejoicing....

And as the ark of the covenant of the LORD came to the city of
David, Michal the daughter of Saul looked out of the window and saw
King David dancing and rejoicing, and she despised him in her heart.
1 Chronicles 15:25,29

God’s servant David celebrates with all his might, not caring what
anyone else thinks of him, as the ark is triumphantly brought into Jeru-
salem. His wife cares, and she “despised him in her heart.” 1 think it’s
not because he embarrassed himself—which he didn’t—but because he
embarrassed /er, for a couple of reasons. One was that the noble king
was her husband, and everything he did reflected on her. His indignity
really galled her, and she felt it made her look bad.

Another reason, much more important, is that Michal didn’t love
God. I don’t personally think she ever did. She didn’t even understand
what worship was about, and episodes like this only highlighted the
enormous difference, spiritually, between her husband and herself. 1
think it’s why it bothered her so very much, and why it still bothers
people who aren’t in love with God, to see what they consider excesses
in worship, when deep down they realize that they themselves have no
true love at all for God. Consequently, the love others show only makes
them look and feel bad.

Michal’s heart seems to be like her Dad’s. Both seemed to be pretty
well self-centered, and never fully committed to what God wanted. A
“servant” like Saul—or his daughter, Michal, is never going to be much
of a blessing to the Master. Sad.

A servant who is so in love with the Master that he doesn’t care
what anyone else thinks, who is in constant, adoring communication
with Him, cannot /elp but be a blessing to the Master.

A servant is not embarrassed by acts of service or worship, because
it’s not about the servant; it’s about the Master.
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Not Ashamed

5&100] Pus Re]igion

And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer
many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and
the scribes and be killed, and after three days rise again. And he said
this plainly. And Peter took him aside, and began to rebuke him. But
turning and seeing his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get
behind me, Satan! For you are not setting your mind on the things of
God, but on the things of man.”

And he called to him the crowd with his disciples and said to them,
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his
cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but
whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For
what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?
Forwhat can a man give in return for his life? For whoever is ashamed
of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him
will the Son of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of
his Father with the holy angels.” Mark 8:31-38

It is ironic that in a world crammed full of hideous sin, we should
find ourselves bashful about being aligned with Jesus Christ, and we
would shy away from identifying with His words. After all the Lord
has done for us, not only dying that we might live, but also enduring
the humiliation and shame surrounding that death, to think we would
be ashamed of Him!

I have been, on numerous occasions. I recall tucking the book of
Acts inside Newsweek magazine for the bus ride to high school. I knew
I needed to study for Bible quizzing, but I didn’t care to take the heat
that reading the Bible on the school bus would be sure to generate.
I slyly thought I was getting the best of both worlds, as I studied the
Bible in an open magazine, undisturbed. [ wanted to be a Christian, but
was ashamed to be labeled one. Why? It wasn’t like [ had any “cool”
to protect! Looking back, if I was going to be a geek, anyway, [ wish
I would have gone ahead and been a geek for Jesus! I could have had
a ministry on the school bus. Instead, all [ had was a headache.

If we’re ashamed of Jesus in a sinful world, He would be ashamed
of'us in a spotless heaven. If the world is so great, we ought to go ahead
and just forget Jesus. But it’s the other way around. Jesus is great. We
ought to just forget the world.
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Not Ashamed

Secret Haints

And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny
himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would
save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will
save it. For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and
loses or forfeits himself? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my
words, of him will the Son of Man be ashamed when he comes in his
glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels. But I tell you
truly, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they
see the kingdom of God.” Luke 9:23-27

“And he said to all” (not just the Twelve). The standard is set. If
I’'m not willing to lose my life for Christ, I’m not a follower of Christ.
This requirement is not just for those “called into full-time Christian
service,” but for every follower of Christ Jesus. In that respect, we’re
all “called into full-time Christian service.”

Nor is there a “middle ground,” where we can choose to be neutral,
neither fully supporting nor opposing Jesus. His own words, from
Luke 11:23 close the door on that one: “Whoever is not with me is
against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters.”

Then there is the “secret disciple” route which has been chosen
by many—myself included, far too many times—which reasons that
being an undercover disciple is better than being no disciple at all. That
plan bears very unpleasant rewards: “And [ tell you, everyone who
acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge
before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will
be denied before the angels of God.” (Lk 12:8-9)

“Secret saints,” seeking to keep the favor of the world while
simultaneously trying to be an incognito Christian, instead of garner-
ing the best of both worlds, find themselves faced with the worst—a
Savior who grants them their wish of not being identified with Him,
and the disdain of a world that never cared about them in the first
place. Far better to “lose” our lives—including reputation, friends and
whatever—and gain Christ, than to try to hang onto it all, and end up
eternally empty-handed.
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Not Ashamed

The Wonderful Flace of Disgrace

We have an altar from which those who serve the tent have no
right to eat. For the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought
into the holy places by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burned
outside the camp. So Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to
sanctify the people through his own blood. Therefore let us go to him
outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured. For here we have
no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come. Hebrews 13:10-14

This passage is referring to the sacrifice Christ made, “outside
the gate,” and how he suffered there. We are to go to Him, bearing
the reproach He bore.... because Jesus is our Sacrifice, not the food
offered on the temple altars, where only the priests can go. Just as the
common person doesn’t have the right to eat that sacrifice (only the
priests), we have a sacrifice in Christ which is only for those willing
to go outside the camp.

Being a servant is not something which commands respect from
the rest of the world. Jesus was despised by many; His followers will
be, too. He was willing to endure disgrace, in order to purchase our
redemption. His followers need to be ready to suffer disgrace, as well.

Therefore let us go to him outside the camp and bear the reproach
he endured. (Hebrews 13:13)

Why?

For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to
come. (Hebrews 13:14)

We’re like workers, stationed in a foreign land. We’re in their
culture, but we’re not like them. We’re there on a temporary assign-
ment, and then we’re going home. We Christians are here on this earth
on temporary assignment, and then we’re going home! So what if,
for now, not all the privileges of earth are accessible to us? We have
access to a table from which others have no right to eat. It’s O.K. that
the table is outside the camp, in the place associated with disgrace.
That’s where our Savior is. Wherever He is, it’s home.
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July 1
Promises for Servants

Bu”e’&FromC Disciplcs

“...no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed, and you
shall confute every tongue that rises against you in judgment. This is
the heritage of the servants of the LORD and their vindication from
me, declares the LORD. ” Isaiah 54:17

This verse ends a chapter on God’s protection; the next verse
begins a chapter on God’s compassion and provision. The bases are
covered for God’s servants.

The Lord wants His children to know that we are under His
protection. This does not eliminate the fact that we will from time to
time endure suffering of one form or another, but it is a reminder that
a loving Father watches over our every move, and is never caught
off-guard by the enemy.

Notice the nuances in this verse. It doesn’t promise us a conflict-
free existence where weapons are never formed against us; He says
“no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed.” We aren’t
promised freedom from attack, but servants of the Lord are propped
up by the promises of a God who says our enemy won’t win over us
as long as we’re serving and trusting in Him. Hey, that’s pretty good!

We even get the promise that we will be victorious against the
verbal attacks waged by judgmental tongues lashing out at us: “and
you shall confute every tongue that rises against you in judgment.”
I don’t think that means we win all arguments, especially ones we
started; I think it means God makes sure we are vindicated when we
are reproached for His name’s sake while we are trying to honor Him
with our lives.

Why does the Lord make His servants bullet-proof? “This is the
heritage of the servants of the LORD and their vindication from me,
declares the LORD.” With service to God comes God’s promised
protection. It’s part of the heritage He offers. He promises vindication
as well, so we don’t have to worry about retaliating against those who
try out their weapons on us, or use their tongue as one. He is a really
big God, and He has promised all the protection His servants need. He
hasn’t told us we’ll never encounter hostility aimed in our direction,
but He has given us the assurance that if we will stand with God, He
will make sure that when the onslaught is over, we’re still standing.
No weapon, no word. Nothing prevails against God’s servant.
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Not Ashamed

[Fearless Sugering

For God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-
control.

Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord, nor
of me his prisoner, but share in suffering for the gospel by the power of
God, who saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our
works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in
Christ Jesus before the ages began, and which now has been manifested
through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death
and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel, for which I
was appointed a preacher and apostle and teacher, which is why [ suffer
as I do. But I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, and I am
convinced that he is able to guard until that Day what has been entrusted
to me. 2 Timothy 1:7-12

When our lives are plagued by fear, we can rest assured it didn’t
come from God! The spirit God gives is one of power and love and self-
control, not one of fear. There is a peace which is our birthright, even in
the midst of our worst trials and scariest circumstances.

Another part of our birthright is suffering, despite what some modern-
day health-and-wealth-gospel proponents fervently promise. On more
than one occasion, we are given the heads-up that when suffering arrives,
it should not come as a big surprise to us.

Paul knew suffering was just part of the bargain of being a disciple
of Jesus. He also was very aware that what he had been given was a trust
from the Lord.

A faithful servant is willing to suffer. He also learns to see everything
as a trust from God, including trials and suffering. Because he understands
this process and the nature of the Spirit within him, the servant does not
give way to fear, but instead allows the Spirit to build in his life a power,
love and self-control which points like a compass back to God. It’s like a
trademark. The Spirit of God is not one of fear. The powerful, loving life
of self-discipline is the life which bears the mark of the Spirit’s control.
That’s the life every believer gets to have, if we simply live surrendered
to His Spirit.
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Not Afraid

The K69 to (God's Fait}ﬂcu]ncss

Remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, the offspring of Da-
vid, as preached in my gospel, for which I am suffering, bound with
chains as a criminal. But the word of God is not bound! Therefore 1
endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain
the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory. The saying is
trustworthy, for:

If we have died with him, we will also live with him;

if we endure, we will also reign with him;

if we deny him, he also will deny us;

if we are faithless, he remains faithful—

for he cannot deny himself.

Remind them of these things, and charge them before God not to
quarrel about words, which does no good, but only ruins the hearers.
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker
who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.
2 Timothy 2:8-15

Mis-handling God’s truth is a serious thing. Evidently, so is
“quarreling about words.” It seems to ruin both participants and
spectators. I’ve been in some theology classes where that seemed to
be the theme—and outcome.

On the other hand, there are “trustworthy sayings” we are to hold
on to, and pass along to other believers, for their benefit. This four-line
proverb packed with promises is apparently one of them. There’s a
lot of theology crowded into four simple couplets which would fit on
a coffee cup.

The first two couplets are beautiful, solid promises: “If we have
died with him, we will also live with him, if we endure, we will also
reign with him”’; the third couplet is a warning: “If we deny him, he
also will deny us ”’; and then there’s the fourth one, the one I love the
most: “If we are faithless, he remains faithful "—-

Wait. Shouldn’t that be like the others? Shouldn’t it say, “If we
are faithless, he will break faith with us, too”?

No! Because this is our glorious Heavenly Father, who is faithful,
always, regardless of what we do! We’re not the key to His faithful-
ness. No one is. Our God is al/ways faithful, and there’s no “key” to
it. Pass it on!
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Not Afraid

B]oo&~5taincd Handprints

And now, behold, I know that none of you among whom I have
gone about proclaiming the kingdom will see my face again. Therefore
1 testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all of you,
for 1 did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God.
Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God,
which he obtained with his own blood. I know that after my departure
fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from
among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to
draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, remembering
that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone
with tears. And now I commend you to God and to the word of his
grace, which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance
among all those who are sanctified. I coveted no one s silver or gold
or apparel. You yourselves know that these hands ministered to
my necessities and to those who were with me. In all things I have
shown you that by working hard in this way we must help the weak
and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It
is more blessed to give than to receive.’ *

“And when he had said these things, he knelt down and prayed
with them all. And there was much weeping on the part of all; they
embraced Paul and kissed him, being sorrowful most of all because
of the word he had spoken, that they would not see his face again.
And they accompanied him to the ship. Acts 20:25-38

It’s been twenty centuries, but the pathos of that moment still
lingers. The dedication, the determination shown by those early be-
lievers! Those were our spiritual parents—people who were willing
to lay down everything, in order to follow Christ.

The Ephesian elders were informed they would never see Paul
again—now it was up to them. Would they watch over the flock, fol-
low the example, work hard, finish the course? The torch was passed.

And what of us? Are we willing to accept what has been passed
down to us? Our spiritual ancestors are gone. Now, it’s up to us. Will
we mirror their determination, and go forward with Christ? As we
look at the blood-stained handprints on that torch, we know there’s
really no choice. We must go on.
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Not Ashamed

Signs and Sins

“And I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the
Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, but the
one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of
God.” Luke 12:8-9

This is not just a minor point in serving God. If we are not willing
to be fully identified with Christ, we cannot be true disciples of His. If
we are not willing to suffer or to pick up our cross in order to follow
Him, we cannot be His servants. He’s not looking for “sympathiz-
ers;” He’s looking for disciples. In these days of rampant, belligerent
and public sin, it’s very important that we not be ashamed to align
ourselves with Jesus Christ, or His Word, and it is very important
that we are willing to take the heat that comes with that alignment.
The days for being an incognito disciple in America are about over.

A servant is not ashamed of his Master. He’s not ashamed of his
Master’s words; to suffer for the sake of the Master, or even to die
for Him; he’s not ashamed to be identified with the Master; he’s not
embarrassed or ashamed to worship the Master with utter abandon.

Does this mean we’re to be obnoxious in our faith? I’'m think-
ing of people who have gained media attention by tormenting those
with unpopular sins, carrying their signs about hell’s judgment and
seeming to exult in the prospect, as long as it’s somebody else and
not them. The way I read it, Jesus said that without Him, we’re all
lost, not just the ones whose sins look the worst on a cardboard sign.
I could fill a sign or two with my own sins, but they’re under the
blood. And that’s the point, for me. My Savior is Jesus—no one else!
My self-righteousness isn’t going to get me very far! My only hope
of avoiding the penalty of my sins is the forgiveness offered me by
the Son of God, who paid the price in full, for me. But if I think I’'m
going to just live my life however I please, refuse to be identified
with the Christ who died for me, then be welcomed into heaven by a
Savior whom I treated as an embarrassment to my dying breath, I'm
as mistaken as [ can be!

Salvation is serious business. We can’t have it both ways: We
belong to Jesus, or we do not. I want the world to know I belong to
Jesus, and they can, too. Everyone who wants to can avoid hell, no
matter what our sign used to say.
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Not Afraid

A Hague {:ochsus

“For we have found this man a plague, one who stirs up riots
among all the Jews throughout the world and is a ringleader of the
sect of the Nazarenes. He even tried to profane the temple, but we
seized him.”” Acts 24:5-6

Serving God doesn’t mean that everyone likes you!

When you have done everything Paul did, and endured the kind
of hardships and persecutions he endured, what must it feel like to
have your service presented before the governor like this?!

Paul’s enemies told numerous lies against him, but to little effect.
The governor, Felix, had enough sense to realize who was telling the
truth and who was not, even though the Jewish leaders did their best
to butter him up. In fact, Paul’s message so penetrated Felix’s heart
that he summoned Paul often to converse with him, though he never
made the step of becoming a believer, himself.

Back to the name-calling. “For we have found this man a
plague,...” What does it feel like to have repeatedly risked your life
for no other reason than to try to save strangers from eternal ruin, only
to be publicly labeled a “plague”? “Plague”—a disease, something
to get rid of, something inhuman, worse than no value.

Am I willing to so associate myself with Christ that I would let
people lie about me before governors and kings, for His sake, then
calmly make my defense, all the while honoring the name of Jesus?
Am I willing to be a “plague” for Jesus?

And which one is it, anyway—"plague” or “missionary”? It
all depends on whose side we’re on. To one, it’s the sweet smell of
eternal life; to others, it’s an obnoxious plague which won’t go away
to leave them in their sin.

May my life be so marked by His Spirit that wherever I am, the
Gospel spreads like a plague!
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Not Afraid

Dumpcd bg the Worl&

“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated
you. If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own,
but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world,
therefore the world hates you. Remember the words that I said to you:
‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they
will also persecute you. If they kept my word, they will also keep yours.
But all these things they will do to you on account of my name, because
they do not know him who sent me. If I had not come and spoken to
them, they would not have been guilty of sin, but now they have no
excuse for their sin. Whoever hates me hates my Father also. If [ had
not done among them the works that no one else did, they would not be
guilty of sin, but now they have seen and hated both me and my Father.
But the word that is written in their Law must be fulfilled: ‘They hated
me without a cause.’

But when the Helper comes, whom [ will send to you from the Father,
the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness
about me. And you also will bear witness, because you have been with
me from the beginning.” John 15:18-27

The mark of Jesus upon our lives separates us from a world which
chose to hate and persecute Him. When we join up with Jesus, we are
no longer part of the “world,” and the popularity we may formerly have
enjoyed as one of its residents will often be jerked away.

What’s the difference? It’s the scandal of the cross. An unresponsive
world rejected the Savior who came to earth to save them. Ignorance
turned to rebellion, as the sacrifice was delivered up before their very
eyes. Ever since, it only takes the slightest reminder—the symbol of
the cross, a fish sign, a head bowed in prayer—and the rebellion is
reactivated.

We remind people of Jesus! If that reminder exposes sin rather than
salvation, we catch the consequences of a wrath directed toward God,
but which lands on whomever bears His name. It’s all part of being
a witness. And it’s all part of having to choose a side. When we pick
Jesus, we may as well get used to the idea that the world won’t love us
like it used to. So what?
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Not Afraid

f:ree from Fear

“And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by
the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto
death.” Revelation 12:11

The weapons which are effective against Satan are clear: The
blood of the Lamb, the word of our testimony, a willingness to die
serving the One who died for us.

The blood of Jesus, the Lamb of God, is most important of all—
without His shed blood there is no salvation, and the accuser of the
brethren prevails against us. When our sins are covered by the blood
of our Savior, the accusations of the enemy must fall silent; the devil
has no choice. It is the blood of Jesus which saves us, and we are His.

The word of our testimony completes the circle of power repre-
sented by His blood. Salvation is available to all who will receive it,
but those who ignore or reject it are yet liable to the accusations of
the enemy. When we receive the gift of salvation, and we testify to
what Christ has done for us and in us, the circle is completed, and
Satan is shut out. Any claim he may have had to us is canceled. We
move from death to life.

Then there’s the last piece: “for they loved not their lives even unto
death.” Satan’s tactics have always centered on lies and intimidation.
When we proclaim the truth of Jesus’ lordship and we trust in His
promises, the power of the lies is broken. But there is still intimida-
tion. Satan can threaten to harm us or kill us, if we don’t succumb to
his plans.

This is where the last hold is severed. If we have determined in
our soul that we are willing to give anything in order to follow Jesus,
including our very life, we are set free from the intimidation Satan
attempts to use on us linked to our instincts of self-preservation. He’s
out of bullets! If he can no longer lie us into submission, because
we believe only God’s truth, and it no longer works to scare us with
threats of death or injury, because we’re no longer afraid of death,
what does he have left?! There’s no more foothold on our life. We
overcome him by the blood of the Lamb, by our testimony about that
Savior, by the fact that we’re no longer afraid to die, since it only puts
us even closer into His presence. When we love Jesus more than we
love life, the enemy loses his grip, and we get to live free from fear.
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Not Afraid

The Anointing |s Wor’ch [t

Saul was afraid of David because the LORD was with him but
had departed from Saul. So Saul removed him from his presence and
made him a commander of a thousand. And he went out and came
in before the people. And David had success in all his undertakings,
for the LORD was with him. And when Saul saw that he had great
success, he stood in fearful awe of him. But all Israel and Judah loved
David, for he went out and came in before them. 1 Samuel 18:12-16

Just because you’re God’s servant doesn’t mean that everyone
will like you! On the contrary, sometimes that’s precisely the reason
they don’t! In this situation, the praise of the people only made the
king increase in his jealousy of David, the champion who had saved
the day for the Israelites. It didn’t help that everyone seemed to rec-
ognize God’s Spirit on David’s life, and though they probably didn’t
mention it, publicly, His absence in Saul’s.

At one time, the anointing had obviously been upon Saul’s life.
He had repeatedly been given opportunities to trust God and gain
favor through obedience. He had repeatedly failed those tests. Now
the anointing was gone, and he knew it. The presence of this youth
who defeated giants and handily succeeded in every task, with God’s
help, was such a threat to the errant king that he chose to devote the
rest of his life to eliminating him. The focus in Saul’s life, from here
on, is going to be getting rid of David, rather than challenging Israel’s
enemies, the Philistines. Yet another waste, in a life characterized by
waste.

Why did Saul hate David? Saul saw that God’s Spirit was upon
David, and had left Saul, and Saul was threatened by what he saw
in David. Hence, he was David’s enemy for the rest of his life. Had
David not been under the anointing of God, Saul wouldn’t have even
known who he was, much less hated him. But the anointing is worth
it! Having God’s favor is worth everything—even if it seems that the
whole rest of the world is mad at you!
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Not Afraid

The (aift of a Rebuke

And the LORD sent Nathan to David. 2 Samuel 12:1

On the tails of David’s scandalous actions regarding Bathsheba,
the wife of Uriah the Hittite, including Uriah’s planned demise at
David’s orders, God sends a prophet to the king of Israel. This was
not a mission without peril! In fact, had Nathan gone, without God’s
direction, he would have never returned, and he knew it.

Bringing bad news or correction to the sovereign of a nation is
never going to be a welcome task, under any circumstances; it didn’t
help that in David’s case, in times past, he had been known to kill
the messenger, if he deemed it appropriate! David had already killed
several men in this cover-up; what was one more?

Not all jobs that a servant gets are easy ones. This had to rank
as one of the hardest ever! God’s servant, Nathan, seems unafraid.

I’m pretty sure that the “lamb” story Nathan tells David was di-
vinely inspired. The result of the story is that David is unknowingly
trapped into condemning himself, so Nathan isn’t the one doing it.
Nathan tells the story, David reacts by angrily stating, “The man who
has done this deserves to die,” (2 Sa 12:5) and all Nathan has to do
is close the trap with four words: “You are the man!” (2 Sa 12:7)
David had already pronounced judgment on himself, by that time;
all Nathan was doing was pointing that out.

One of the best things Nathan ever did was to bravely and
graciously deliver a difficult message from God, not knowing if he
would survive the day. When finished with his mission, he wisely
made a quick retreat! He’ll live to be used of God another day.

Interesting to me is David’s reaction, when rebuked. Instead of
defending himself, or killing the messenger, he immediately owns
up to it: “I have sinned against the LORD.” (2 Sa 12:13) Rather
than another murder, or yet another attempted cover-up, David re-
sponds by writing Psalm 51. The man is overcome with repentance.
Forgiveness and grace restore to him a clean heart. His relationship
with God is renewed.

As difficult as it was for all concerned, one of the best things
God ever did for David was to send His messenger to David’s door
with the gift of a rebuke.
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July 11
Not Afraid

Cowards to \/oluntccrs

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a
throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple.
Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he cov-
ered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.
And one called to another and said:

“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts;the whole earth is full of
his glory!”

And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him
who called, and the house was filled with smoke. And I said: “Woe is
me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the
midst of a people of unclean lips, for my eyes have seen the King, the
LORD of hosts!”

Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burn-
ing coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. And he touched
my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt
is taken away, and your sin atoned for.

And I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send,
and who will go for us?” Then I said, “Here am 1! Send me.” Isaiah
6:1-8

When Isaiah sees the Lord, and the seraphim touches his lips, he
suddenly wants to be a volunteer. Does he understand for what he’s
volunteering? The cost? The consequences? Probably not, but Isaiah
had already stopped caring about anything else. Close encounters with
the Almighty do that to people.

When God manifests Himself, there’s always a reason. He never
does it just to show off; if we want to see God’s power and handiwork,
all we need to do is look around at the constant witness of nature. But
those rare and intimate times, when God chooses to display a glimpse
of His glory to an individual always seem to precipitate something:
A miracle, a promise, a commission. The initial human response is
always pretty much the same: Fear, humility, feelings of inadequacy.
Then comes the promise, the rebuke or the mission.

The second response of the human who encounters God is also
nearly always the same: “I can’t do this, but I also can’t ever forget this
moment, and I have to obey you. O.K., I’ll go!” God turns cowards
to volunteers.
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Not Afraid

Fcar‘Fu] King) f:earless Frophet

In the days of Ahaz the son of Jotham, son of Uzziah, king of Ju-
dah, Rezin the king of Syria and Pekah the son of Remaliah the king
of Israel came up to Jerusalem to wage war against it, but could not
yet mount an attack against it. When the house of David was told,
“Syria is in league with Ephraim,” the heart of Ahaz and the heart of
his people shook as the trees of the forest shake before the wind.

And the LORD said to Isaiah, “Go out to meet Ahaz, you and
Shear-jashub your son, at the end of the conduit of the upper pool on
the highway to the Washer's Field. And say to him, ‘Be careful, be
quiet, do not fear, and do not let your heart be faint because of these
two smoldering stumps of firebrands, at the fierce anger of Rezin and
Syria and the son of Remaliah... 1saiah 7:1-4

It doesn’t take long before the servant who volunteered, “Here
am [! Send me!” is indeed sent. And to whom? To one of the most
immoral, idolatrous kings ever to rule over Judah, a man who had led
his nation into apostasy and now was bearing the consequences, in
facing an allied army of invaders.

The fear must have been palpable in Jerusalem, in those days,
particularly in the heart of Ahaz, Judah’s godless king. His father
and grandfather had been good and righteous leaders, but Ahaz had
purposefully strayed from his religious moorings, and plunged his
country into new depths of depravity.

What will God’s message be to the quivering king? In contrast to
the judgment Ahaz deserves and probably expects to hear, the message
Isaiah relates from God is one of grace and comfort—"calm down, do
not fear, what they threaten is not going to happen.” Tucked into the
conclusion of this word of hope is a timeless truth God wants Ahaz
to hear and heed: “If you are not firm in faith, you will not be firm at
all.” (Isa 7:9)

Unfortunately, the king ignores the gentle reminder that the faith
of his fathers is his only hope for stability in life, and Ahaz continues
to flail about in unrighteousness for the rest of his days, but at least
he was told. In the time of his greatest fear, God sent him a fearless
prophet. It’s too bad Ahaz didn’t make the connection between faith
and courage.
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July 13
Not Afraid

Rcvolutionaxy Fear

For the LORD spoke thus to me with his strong hand upon me,
and warned me not to walk in the way of this people, saying: “Do not
call conspiracy all that this people calls conspiracy, and do not fear
what they fear, nor be in dread. But the LORD of hosts, him you shall
regard as holy. Let him be your fear, and let him be your dread....”
Isaiah 8:11-13

At a time when few are hearing from God, Isaiah is. And one of
the things Isaiah is hearing from the Lord is the warning not to follow
the crowd, not to adopt the assumptions or habits of those around him,
and not to fear what they fear, but instead to fear Him.

God’s servant is listening to God, not the crowd. God’s servant
is going God’s way, not the crowd’s way. God’s servant isn’t even
afraid of the same things; he’s only afraid of God, or of displeasing
Him. If we’re going to be God’s servant, it means that much of the
time, we’ll not be on the same page as everyone else! We may as well
get used to it.

“But the LORD of hosts, him you shall regard as holy. Let him
be your fear, and let him be your dread.”

I’m thinking of the level of holy fear I’ve observed among Ameri-
can Christians, lately. It’s pitifully low. Fear of offending the Lord
of the Universe seems to scarcely cross most people’s minds. More
apparent is the fear I’ve seen (and experienced) when it comes to the
possibility of ticking off a cranky church member than the fear of
sinning against the Creator Himself. I think of the times when I have
feared man’s anger more than God’s, and I wince. The attitude I've
seen —and occasionally practiced—which says, “God will forgive
me, but so-and-so never will,” has been used as an excuse for a lot
of spiritual compromise and some outright sin. The casualness with
which God is approached—when He is approached—is an indicator
of the disturbing lack of respect many have for His power or wrath.
God’s forgiveness is taken for granted far too much of the time, as if
the free gift of salvation was also free to God. It wasn’t.

The message [saiah was getting is one I still need, today: “Don’t
be afraid of anything, except offending God.” That’s the healthy
fear which frees and revolutionizes my life. What could it do for our
country?
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July 14
Not Afraid

Anxiet3~]:ree Witnessing

“And when they bring you before the synagogues and the rulers
and the authorities, do not be anxious about how you should defend
yourself or what you should say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you
in that very hour what you ought to say.” Luke 12:11-12

I’'m noticing that He said, “when they bring you..., not “if.” Hmm.
Although it’s obvious that, at least in America, not everyone claiming
the name of Christ has been dragged before the rulers to account for
our faith, things could change in a hurry. If (or should it be “when”?)
they change, will we be ready? Jesus gives the calm assurance that
we don’t even need to be anxious about the whole episode—all we
have to do is read off the teleprompter the Holy Spirit will provide
for our turn in the hot seat. Something like that.

No need to be anxious? Really? Most people can’t even get
through an episode of friendly fire, such as high school speech
class—no, that was a bad example—or let’s say, a preacher speak-
ing to his own congregation (Hmm, another bad example; forget the
examples) without sick-bag-level nerves. And we’re supposed to be
able to face off with nasty bureaucrats and not lose any sleep over
it?! I guess so!

How’s it going to happen?

This is how it happened to those who heard Jesus say it, in per-
son. When the time came for them to face public persecution, as so
many of them did, what the public witnessed was not a trembling,
cringing religious coward. What observers saw, again and again,
was Jesus. The witness was crystal clear. They were not hearing the
words of an uneducated fisherman or tax collector; it was as though
Jesus had hopped inside that body and was now speaking once again,
with unheard of authority. It wasn’t them, it was Jesus. It’s why the
disciples didn’t stay up late, huddled with their attorneys, crafting
their defense in preparation for the trial of their life. In fact, when
God answered the prayers of the Early Church and delivered Peter
from prison, the angel had to smack him just to get him awake! Had
it been me, I would have been making notes on a 3x5 card for what
I was going to say. There’s a time to prepare and a time to just turn
your tongue over to God, and see what He has to say through you.
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July 15
Not Intimidated or Distracted

Bu”dog Leaéership

Now when Sanballat and Tobiah and Geshem the Arab and the
rest of our enemies heard that I had built the wall and that there was
no breach left in it (although up to that time I had not set up the doors
in the gates), Sanballat and Geshem sent to me, saying, “Come and
let us meet together at Hakkephirim in the plain of Ono.” But they
intended to do me harm. And I sent messengers to them, saying, “I
am doing a great work and I cannot come down. Why should the
work stop while I leave it and come down to you?” And they sent to
me four times in this way, and I answered them in the same manner.
Nehemiah 6:1-4

I’m a fan of Nehemiah. He has those leadership qualities I have
often envied, one of them being “focus.” Faced on all sides with in-
tense and crafty opposition, Nehemiah refuses to be distracted from
his God-given task of rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls. His enemies pull
out all the stops, but no amount of threatening or trickery can induce
God’s man to give up his mission. He won’t be intimidated, he won’t
be swayed, he refuses to compromise. And he succeeds! The wall is
completed in 52 days, despite incredible odds.

The entire book of Nehemiah is like a workshop on leadership.
It abounds in lessons on that subject. One of them is that a good
servant (or leader) will not be distracted or intimidated into abandon-
ing his duties. He knows his mission, and won’t be dissuaded. Like
a bulldog, once he grabs on, he won’t let go, except at the orders of
his master. He won’t bite on the temptations that are designed to get
him to release his hold on the goal. His enemies can’t get him to quit
by threatening him, or by damaging his reputation through rumors,
or by negotiating him to death (he won’t even stop to negotiate!). A
good servant will not let go of his assigned mission.

We all need a focus from God that gives us the courage to endure
distractions, threats and temptations. When we know our goal is God-
given and so is our role, like Nehemiah, we can become successfully
stubborn in refusing to let go until we complete the task before us.
And when, like Nehemiah, we refuse to be intimidated or distracted,
we bring inspiration to our friends, fear to our enemies and glory to
our God.
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July 16

W!ﬁo Asked You to
Juc{ge Your Brother?

Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you
despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat
of God, for it is written,

‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every
tongue shall confess to God.’

So then each of us will give an account of himself to God.

Therefore let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but
rather decide never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way
of a brother. Romans 14:10-13

“Why do you pass judgment on your brother?”

Good question. I’m trying to think of who it was that asked me to
do that. I know it wasn’t God. It seems that maybe it was this snake-
looking kind of thing that suggested it, I don’t remember. Anyway,
passing judgment on my brother has been an interesting hobby, and one
that helps me to feel better about my own relationship with the Father.
Noticing the faults of others, which does have a way of helping me to
despise them (the brothers, not the faults), keeps me from having to
focus too much on my own faults. Plus, I have brothers who help to
remind me of my faults, so I’'m just returning the favor. And it’s not
that I usually tell my brother his fault, anyway. I just make note ofit,
and let him sink a little further into the “despised” column.

I’m forgetting something, when I engage in the sport of brother-
judging. I’'m forgetting that some day I will be standing before the
judgment seat of God, and the account I’ll be giving won’t be of what
my brother did, but of what I did. If I’ve spent my life judging people
it was not my business to judge, and despising them for not follow-
ing the rules according to me, I’'m going to be in a lot of trouble if
God starts judging me, using my standard. I’d better knock it off, and
confess my own sins, and let God worry about my brother.
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July 17
Not Mg Job

As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to
quarrel over opinions. One person believes he may eat anything,
while the weak person eats only vegetables. Let not the one who eats
despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass
Judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are
you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own
master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for the Lord is
able to make him stand.

One person esteems one day as better than another, while another
esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own
mind. The one who observes the day, observes it in honor of the Lord.
The one who eats, eats in honor of the Lord, since he gives thanks to
God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor of the Lord and
gives thanks to God. For none of us lives to himself, and none of us
dies to himself. If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die
to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the
Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be
Lord both of the dead and of the living. Romans 14:1-9

It’s not my job to critique God’s other servants, or to straighten
out their theology, or to decide whether or not they’re true servants
of God. It’s just not. The irritation it causes God when I choose to
do those things must be similar to what parents feel when their kids
are continually squabbling and lobbing things at one another, then
coming to tattle on the evil behavior of their siblings and to suggest
possible punishments, which they would gladly help administer. It’s
not my job to pass judgment on a fellow servant! That’s God’s servant,
not mine. He’ll deal with it. My job is to be the best servant of God
I can be, which includes not picking on the other servants.
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July 18
Wlﬁen I aith Can
Hur’c Someboclg

Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. Everything
is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone to make another stumble by
what he eats. It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything
that causes your brother to stumble. The faith that you have, keep
between yourself and God. Blessed is the one who has no reason to
pass judgment on himself for what he approves. But whoever has
doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith.
For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin. Romans 14:20-23

Here’s one of the few times in scripture when we’re asked to
“keep our faith to ourselves.” The “faith” to which it refers is the
one that says, “I’m a strong enough Christian that I can watch this
movie and it doesn’t affect me; if you were a strong Christian, it
wouldn’t bother you, either.” Their deal was eating food which had
sat under a false god’s nose for a few hours in a pagan temple, and
which was now sold at discount in the marketplace. Explaining how
there had been no chemical or spiritual change in perfectly good
meat in its short tenure as idol food was not a particular blessing to
the new Christian who used to serve in that temple. There was just
way too much baggage. If his “mature” Christian friend convinces
him to go ahead, because “it’s just food,” that nagging feeling in the
pit of his stomach is going to turn into something more spiritually
damaging. Every bite is going to feel like another step backward,
into the painful past. There are connotations and temptations here of
which the “free” Christian is completely unaware. It’s Satan’s trap.
Why on earth should a Christian push his “faith” on someone, when
it results in thrusting a brother back into the danger zone?

Our problem is not food offered to idols. Our problem is practi-
cally everything else. Entertainments, habits, ethical decisions...
Don’t let your baby follow you out into the street. What’s relatively
safe for you may be disastrous for him.

Serve God by helping your brother on his journey. Don’t allow
your “strength” to dare him into danger.
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July 19
Not On the Same Sgstcm

Now the Jews’ Feast of Booths was at hand. So his brothers said
to him, “Leave here and go to Judea, that your disciples also may see
the works you are doing. For no one works in secret if he seeks to be
known openly. If you do these things, show yourself to the world.”
For not even his brothers believed in him. Jesus said to them, “My
time has not yet come, but your time is always here. The world can-
not hate you, but it hates me because I testify about it that its works
are evil. You go up to the feast. I am not going up to this feast, for
my time has not yet fully come.” After saying this, he remained in
Galilee. John 7:2-9

I suppose Jesus’ brothers were just trying to be helpful. It didn’t
make sense to them that He would do what He was doing, in a place
off the beaten path. “If you’re trying to become a public figure, why
waste yourself on Galilee? If you’re going to become well-known,
it’ll have to be in Judea. Go there, so you can accomplish what you
want.”

They didn’t understand. The world never does understand. It’s
because those who serve God and those who operate under the world’s
standard are getting their direction from two completely different
sources. For the one who operates by the methods of the world,
pragmatism is the only thing that makes sense. “If it works, it must
be right.”

For the one who takes his cues from God, the leading that su-
percedes everything else is what comes from the Father. That even
includes the timing. Ifthe Father isn’t leading us this way, we don’t
do it, no matter how logical it might seem to those around us. Let the
rest of the world keep charging ahead, operating according to their
own wisdom; we wait for God’s signals and God’s timing, because
that’s who it is we’re serving.

For the servant of God, life is not about reaching our worldly
goals through worldly ways; life is about serving God. If unbelieving
friends and family don’t understand, so be it. We’re not on the same
system.
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July 20

Respectfiul Faithfulness

But Daniel resolved that he would not defile himself with the
king's food, or with the wine that he drank. Therefore he asked the
chief of the eunuchs to allow him not to defile himself. And God gave
Daniel favor and compassion in the sight of the chief of the eunuchs,
and the chief of the eunuchs said to Daniel, “I fear my lord the king,
who assigned your food and your drink; for why should he see that
you were in worse condition than the youths who are of your own
age? So you would endanger my head with the king.” Then Daniel
said to the steward whom the chief of the eunuchs had assigned over
Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, “Test your servants for ten
days; let us be given vegetables to eat and water to drink. Then let
our appearance and the appearance of the youths who eat the king s
food be observed by you, and deal with your servants according to
what you see.” So he listened to them in this matter, and tested them
for ten days. At the end of ten days it was seen that they were better in
appearance and fatter in flesh than all the youths who ate the king s
food. So the steward took away their food and the wine they were to
drink, and gave them vegetables. Daniel 1:8-16

As a young captive in Babylon, confronted with compromise in
the situation regarding the food offered him, instead of pushing his
way through, Daniel asks permission of those in authority over him,
and gains their favor, and as a result, is able to serve God faithfully
without getting himself martyred. His approach garners respect for
his God, and also elevates Daniel in the kingdom of Babylon.

Daniel is one of the least obnoxious people in the Bible. At a ten-
der age, he already has found that it’s possible to serve God and show
respect and concern for others at the same time. This winsomeness of
service would characterize Daniel’s lengthy career. He simply proved
himself so invaluable, time and again, that he could maintain favor
with nearly any king. Some magnificent inroads were gained by a
persistent, faithful use of God-given gifts, combined with a respectful
attitude. Daniel’s life is a reminder that just because we’re serving
God doesn’t mean we have to be a pain in the neck to everyone else!
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July 21

Sugcring as a (_hristian

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon
you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.
But rejoice insofar as you share Christ s sufferings, that you may also
rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted
for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory
and of God rests upon you. But let none of you suffer as a murderer
or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. Yet if anyone suffers as a
Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that
name. For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God;
and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do
not obey the gospel of God? And

“If the righteous is scarcely saved, what will become of the un-
godly and the sinner?”

Therefore let those who suffer according to God's will entrust
their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good. 1 Peter 4:12-19

There’s no glory in suffering because we were meddling. Ditto
for stealing, murder and other acts of evil frowned upon by societ-
ies everywhere. Suffering is part of the bargain for a Christian, but
it should be suffering for being a Christian, not suffering for being a
criminal or a jerk!

Insults will come to us because we bear the name of Jesus. They
will actually bring us blessing! The insults which don’t bear bless-
ing are those which are pretty much deserved due to our wretched
behavior.

We’re reminded to not be surprised at trials, suffering or persecu-
tion—it’s part of being identified with Christ. We are also reminded
to not bring upon ourselves needless suffering, caused only by our
bad conduct. The bottom line is: Check to be sure we’re not earn-
ing insults and persecution through obnoxious actions which only
dishonor God, anyway. If we know we’re suffering for the cause of
Jesus Christ, and not our own foolishness, we are encouraged to just
entrust our souls to God and keep on doing good.
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July 22
Grace ]nstead of a Lawsuit

As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli observed her
mouth. Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved,
and her voice was not heard. Therefore Eli took her to be a drunken
woman. And Eli said to her, “How long will you go on being drunk?
Put away your wine from you.” But Hannah answered, “No, my
lord, I am a woman troubled in spirit. I have drunk neither wine nor
strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the LORD.
Do not regard your servant as a worthless woman, for all along [
have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation.” Then Eli
answered, “Go in peace, and the God of Israel grant your petition
that you have made to him.” And she said, “Let your servant find
favor in your eyes.” Then the woman went her way and ate, and her
face was no longer sad. 1 Samuel 1:12-18

The next time Hannah met up with Eli the priest, it was to present
him with the son God had granted her in response to her prayer, and
his blessing. Had a woman been falsely accused and reprimanded by
her spiritual leader for drunkenness in America, these days, we might
have expected their next encounter to have been in a courtroom, ac-
companied by their lawyers!

Hannah’s firm but very polite correction and her subservient at-
titude toward Eli gives her well-meaning priest a chance to reverse
course, gracefully, and turns a curse into a blessing: “Go in peace,
and the God of Israel grant your petition that you have made to him.”
There'’s a time for humility: [ think it’s most of the time!

Hannah could have let this episode be the straw that broke the
camel’s back: “Not only am I barren, and ridiculed by my rival, but
when I come to you, God, your priest chews me out for being drunken!
I'm through with this!” It could have become a very deep-seated
bitterness, and it also could have been used of Satan to damage or
end Eli’s ministry. Instead, partly due to her gentle spirit, she gets a
blessing; Eli gets to keep his job even though he made a pretty bad
mistake,; and Hannah goes away happy, not bitter! Not bad, for what
could have been a disastrous encounter! Not only that, but God s just
getting started blessing Hannah. The barren woman becomes the
mother of one of Israel’s greatest leaders—Samuel, plus five more
children!

She could have sued! She went away happy, instead. God is good.
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July 23
TI’]C Flace of Go&’s Mercg

But David's heart struck him after he had numbered the people.
And David said to the LORD, “I have sinned greatly in what I have
done. But now, O LORD, please take away the iniquity of your servant,
for I have done very foolishly.” 2 Samuel 24:10

The account of the census taken by David strikes me as strange.
In 2 Samuel 24 it says God incited him to do it because He was angry
with Israel; in 1 Chronicles 21 it says Satan was the one who incited
David to number the people. When even Joab, David’s opportunistic,
pragmatic and unholy general, begs him not to do this, it must have
been a much greater sin than appears to modern eyes. The horrible
punishment it brought upon Israel was proof that, for once, Joab was
right about righteousness.

So what could possibly be wrong with taking a national census?
The main thing I come up with is “pride.” God wanted His people to
take pride in Him, not in themselves. “National pride” is not always
a good thing, particularly if it minimizes reverence for God.

Had “No Census” been a rule God made up on the spot, David’s
conscience would have left him alone, but David knew it was wrong,
and didn’t express the least bit of surprise when his seer, Gad, came
to deliver an ominous message from the Lord. Three punishment
alternatives are given to David, who wisely refers the choice back
to God. One of David’s strengths is that he is always more willing
to depend on God than he is to depend on man. “Let us fall into the
hand of the LORD, for his mercy is great,; but let me not fall into the
hand of man.” (2 Sa 24:14)

David did well to lean on God’s mercy. God’s choice is the
shortest of the punishments. It was further shortened when the an-
gel working destruction reaches Jerusalem. God commanded, “/t is
enough, now stay your hand.” And the angel of the LORD was by the
threshing floor of Araunuh the Jebusite. (2 Sa 24:16) An altar is built
at God’s command on the threshing floor of Araunuh the Jebusite.

When it comes time to erect a temple in Jerusalem, where will
it be built? The place of God’s mercy. We worship a God of mercy!
Even when we have offended Him, we’re better off to throw ourselves
upon His mercy rather than man’s wisdom. “Let us fall into the hand
of the LORD, for his mercy is great; but let me not fall into the hand
of man.” His mercy is great, and regardless of what we’ve done, there
is a place for us, there.
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July 24
Not a Quitter

Stubbomncss in the
Riglﬁt Direction

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of wit-
nesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so
closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,
looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the
joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.

Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against
himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.

Hebrews 12:1-3

The servant of God is not a quitter.

The roll call of saints listed in Hebrews 11 doesn’t include any
quitters. It includes people like Noah, who heard from God and be-
lieved God, but who then had the unbelievable task of constructing an
ark 450 feet long just to prove he believed God! I’m just finishing up
a yard project for which I bought materials ten years ago; I’'m trying
to think how long it would take me to do an ark—with power tools!
How did he do it? Simple. He never quit.

After he heard from God and believed God, there was a very long
period of time in which he had to keep on working, in order to prepare
for what God had promised. I guess that’s all of us, in some ways.

Our Savior, Jesus, on the way to the cross, set His face toward
Jerusalem and refused to turn back. He was marching to His death,
and knew it, but nothing could stop Him. He was doing it for us.

We disciples of Jesus need a pretty good amount of stubbornness,
when it comes to following Christ. There are going to be times when
the mountaintop experience that got us started on this journey seems
like a distant illusion. There will be times when we’re not hearing
anything from God, when we’re weary and all of our friends are telling
us to quit. We need to stubbornly refuse to give up. We need to keep
following Jesus. Stubbornness is a good thing, if it’s what keeps us
from quitting on God.
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July 25
Not a Quitter

A Bac! T ime to Qyit

“I have said all these things to you to keep you from falling away.
They will put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, the hour is coming
when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God. And
they will do these things because they have not known the Father, nor
me. But I have said these things to you, that when their hour comes
you may remember that I told them to you.” John 16:1-4

If we’re going to get smacked, it helps to know it’s coming,
and why. Jesus told His followers about the coming persecutions
so they wouldn’t be caught off guard. As His present-day followers,
some of us may have experienced very little persecution, but if and
when it comes, we really shouldn’t be surprised. More importantly,
we shouldn’t quit! It’s only the fulfillment of scripture taking place
within our very lives.

Why do people do things like this? “Because they have not known
the Father, nor me.” It’s really pretty simple. If they don’t know the
Father, and don’t accept the Son, they’re going to be able to convince
themselves they’re doing the right thing in tormenting Christians for
living out their faith. Atrocities will be rationalized by people serving
a god created in their own image. We’d better get ready to stand firm.
We’ve been warned. We also need to remind ourselves that we’re not
alone. Jesus has not deserted His Church; on the contrary, He has
sent the Holy Spirit to empower us, comfort us, and convict a world
of sin, righteousness and judgment. Our job? To love. God will take
care of the matters of judgment. Vengeance is up to Him, too. Our
task is to stand firm in His power, in the knowledge that we saw the
enemy’s onslaught coming. Our Lord told us, in advance. It may be
their hour, now, but ours is coming! Now would be a really bad time
to quit.
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Not a Quitter

Enduring Faith

Also it was allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them.
And authority was given it over every tribe and people and language and
nation, and all who dwell on earth will worship it, everyone whose name
has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life
of the Lamb that was slain. If anyone has an ear, let him hear:

If anyone is to be taken captive,
to captivity he goes;

if anyone is to be slain with the sword,
with the sword must he be slain.

Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints.
Revelation 13:7-10

For those trying to follow Christ in the midst of the scenario when
the beast is in power, it looks like the emphasis is going to need to be on
endurance and faith, rather than self-preservation. It appears that when
captivity or death has already been decreed for individuals, efforts to alter
that fate will prove fruitless.

So what is the answer? Endurance and faith, on the part of the saints!

How do we develop endurance and faith? By practice.

Rather than spending a lot of energy plotting how to spare ourselves
and our loved ones from persecution, or whimpering in a corner as we
worry over the bad things which might beset us, we are called to increase
in our endurance and faith, by utilizing it on a daily basis, even when
times are relatively easy. Endurance and faith grow through practice,
through use. It shouldn’t take a beast on the throne to get me to exercise
my faith; the more I exercise it and depend on my God, the more stamina
I develop and the more determined I become to not give in or give up.

When the time comes, the saints will need all the endurance and faith
which can be summoned! Actually, we need it now. We might as well be
working on it.
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July 27
Not a Quitter

Saints with a Long ShelLLth

Forwhen the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his horsemen
went into the sea, the LORD brought back the waters of the sea upon
them, but the people of Israel walked on dry ground in the midst of the
sea. Then Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a tambourine
in her hand, and all the women went out after her with tambourines
and dancing. And Miriam sang to them:

“Sing to the LORD, for he has
triumphed gloriously;,
the horse and his rider he has
thrown into the sea.” Exodus 15:19-21

I’m glad they stopped to praise God on the other side of the Red
Sea. (Too bad they didn’t continue praising Him, instead of getting
into the nasty habit of whining)! But at least for a short period of time,
the Israelites were filled with wonder and gratitude. They were singing
songs of praise to the LORD, exalting the One who had safely led them
through the middle of the sea and vanquished their enemies before their
eyes.

Leading the contingent of praising women is Miriam, who grabbed
a tambourine and began to sing the refrain of God’s glorious victory.
Somehow, the idea of a lithe teen-ager, dancing and singing to God,
comes to mind. Then I do the math. This is Miriam, sister of Moses
and Aaron, right? No other sisters are mentioned in the Bible as far as
I know, so assuming Miriam is their only sister, this would be the one
who watched over baby Moses as he floated in a basket on the Nile
River, awaiting his fate. This was the one with the wherewithal to ar-
range with Pharaoh’s daughter to pay the mother to raise the son she
was supposed to have killed! Smart girl.

The baby had grown up. Life in the palace had taken a sudden
turn when good intentions backfired, and Moses became a fugitive.
God’s burning bush call brought his return to Egypt, in order to help
free his people. How old was Moses, when they crossed the Red Sea?
Eighty. That’s no teen-ager out there praising God with a tambourine
in her hand, singing God’s praises at the head of the dancers. She has
to be close to ninety. Maybe praise is a kind of fountain of youth. It’s
certainly a fountain of blessing.
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July 28
Not a Quitter

Fre&ic’cable Failure

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he
might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may
not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers.”
Peter said to him, “Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and
to death.” Jesus said, “I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not crow this
day, until you deny three times that you know me.” Luke 22:31-34

It’s one thing to fail miserably; it’s another thing to have someone
warn us of the precise temptation, and still we fail miserably! Simon
Peter’s situation gives us a slight glimpse into the spiritual battles rag-
ing around us. On the same night Jesus will be arrested, Peter glibly
promises to share a prison cell with his Master if need be, or even to
die with Him. Meanwhile, Peter is oblivious to the campaign of total
destruction Satan has plotted against him, or the fact that only Jesus’
intercessory prayers prevent the devil from grinding the apostle into
dust, permanently.

Peter will rise again as a disciple, but it won’t be on his own
strength; it will be on the grace, mercy and forgiveness of his Lord,
gently granted him on the beach in Galilee, post-resurrection.

Peter was a strong man, and like most strong men, tended to rely
on his own strength. His own strength was sufficient for commercial
fishing and making bold promises, but when it came to battling Sa-
tan, Peter didn’t have a prayer. The only thing that got him through
this ordeal at all was Jesus. The Lord had enough strength and faith
for both of them. The lessons Simon learned about whose strength
was reliable were lessons he would never forget. When the restored
disciple turned to help his fellow fallen, he had switched over to a
greater power than he’d ever before known. With it came more hu-
mility, more grace, more empathy than anyone had dreamed could
come out of the rough fisherman.

God really does work everything for the good, in the lives of
those who continue to follow Him and love Him. God can even take
predictable failure and turn it into powerful ministry! And look what
He does with obedience!
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July 29
Not a Quitter

s \Worth the Heat

Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusa-
lem lies in ruins with its gates burned. Come, let us build the wall of
Jerusalem, that we may no longer suffer derision.” And I told them
of the hand of my God that had been upon me for good, and also of
the words that the king had spoken to me. And they said, “Let us rise
up and build.” So they strengthened their hands for the good work.
But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant
and Geshem the Arab heard of it, they jeered at us and despised us
and said, “What is this thing that you are doing? Are you rebelling
against the king?” Then I replied to them, “The God of heaven will
make us prosper, and we his servants will arise and build, but you
have no portion or right or claim in Jerusalem.” Nehemiah 2:17-20

It will get much worse before it gets better. From the first day,
Nehemiah encounters opposition from some fierce, dastardly en-
emies. Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem begin an immediate campaign
of slander and derision, directed at the new Jewish leader who has
come to rebuild Jerusalem’s shattered walls. They try everything they
can think of: Threats, tricks, ambushes, starting rumors, negotiation,
intimidation. None of it pulls Nehemiah off task. He is determined
to accomplish his purpose in Jerusalem. With God’s help and the
cooperation of some everyday heroes who simply have a mind to
work, the wall is up in fifty-two days. It’s to the glory of God!

Had Nehemiah chosen to remain in his comfortable position as
cupbearer to the king of Babylon, he would never have known the
kind of attacks and challenges he would face in Jerusalem. He also
would never have experienced the joys of seeing the miraculous take
place, in answer to prayer and determined work. God’s way is very
often a way of conflict, of opposition. We draw heat unlike anything
we’ve ever known, simply because we’re engaged in Spirit-led activi-
ties which tear up Satan’s kingdom. It’s worth it! It’s worth the heat.
There’s nothing on this earth quite like the experience of knowing
we’ve been used of God to accomplish something to His glory. Sure,
it draws fire. It’s worth it.
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July 30
Not a Quitter

KCCP Swimming

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy
places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened
for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, and since we have
a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart
in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil
conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast
the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is
faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and
good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some,
but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day
drawing near. Hebrews 10:19-25

Satan’s tactics are many. Some of his most effective lies are the
ones which convince us that we are unwanted by God, unqualified to
even talk to Him, unworthy to be in His presence. In other words, we
are on our own. That’s not an encouraging thought. It’s also not an
accurate one.

The very blood of our Savior, Jesus, punched a way through to the
places where only the holy may enter, and with Jesus as our priest, we
are invited to come boldly into the presence of the Almighty. We have
been cleansed. We who were not worthy have been made worthy, by
the blood of the Lamb. There is not one thing Satan can do about it!

So, he bluffs. If he can con us into dropping our confidence,
foregoing our faith, he can minimize the sense of freedom which is
our birthright in Christ, and thus limit our effectiveness as redeemed
followers of Jesus. This trick works by far the best in isolation, where
there is no other believer nearby to knock some sense into us in a kind
sort of way. That’s why Part Two of Satan’s plan is almost always to
drive some kind of wedge between believers and give them plenty of
excuses to stay apart. That way they’re sure not to exchange notes and
figure out the scam he’s pulling on them. If they develop the habit of
encouraging one another and praying for one another, it’s basically
all over for him, so he does his best to keep us apart, forgetful of the
privileges awarded us at Calvary, ignorant of the blessings which
would be ours if we just stayed with the body of believers. And the
closer we get to the final bell, the more important it is that we aren’t
falling for a pack of lies, or avoiding the God who loves us.
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July 31
Not a Quitter

TI’]C ]ncrecm)]e Non~5}1rin§<ing Fait!ﬁ

But recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you
endured a hard struggle with sufferings, sometimes being publicly
exposed to reproach and affliction, and sometimes being partners with
those so treated. For you had compassion on those in prison, and you
Jjoyfully accepted the plundering of your property, since you knew that
you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding one. Therefore
do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. For
you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of

God you may receive what is promised. For,

“Yet a little while,

and the coming one will come and will not delay,
but my righteous one shall live by faith,
and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.’

>

But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but
of those who have faith and preserve their souls. Hebrews 10:32-39

Non-shrinking faith is a good thing to have. Apparently, it doesn’t
come easily. I’'m trying to imagine “joyfully accepting the plundering
of (my) property,” maybe going around as thugs ransack my house,
handing them things they might have missed, because “I’ve got more
stuff than this in heaven—here, take it.”

I can’t quite get there in my mind. Maybe I never will. Property
has always meant more to me than it probably should, and putting
“losing things of importance to me” and “joyfully” in the same sen-
tence is something I don’t think I could do, yet. Maybe never.

Endurance, though, I think I understand a little more. “Joyfully”
needs some work, for me, but the idea of persevering for the sake
of Christ and not quitting, not shrinking back from the challenge—I
guess that one feels more natural, because that one has been tested
repeatedly, while the other one has not. It’s nice to know we can still
get the prize, just because we didn’t quit, even if we never quite made
it to “joyfully.” We still made it. And our God is pleased.
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August 1
Promises to Servants

(ireat Things Formcr]g [idden

Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and
hidden things that you have not known. Jeremiah 33:3

At least there is some relief in this book! Even as the prophet
Jeremiah receives this encouraging promise from God, he is shut up in
the court of the guard. The prophecies given him to speak over Judah
to this point have not been well-received! People are not going to like
you when you tell them their daughters will starve to death, or that
their future contains four choices: Pestilence, the sword, famine or
captivity! (Jer 15 & 16) Needless to say, Jeremiah was not a popular
guy. He suffered much for nothing more than faithfully delivering
God’s message to his people.

In the midst of persecution, Jeremiah receives direction and a
promise from God:

Therefore thus says the LORD: “If you return, I will restore you,
and you shall stand before me. If you utter what is precious, and not
what is worthless, you shall be as my mouth. They shall turn to you,
but you shall not turn to them. And I will make you to this people
a fortified wall of bronze, they will fight against you, but they shall
not prevail over you, for I am with you to save you and deliver you,
declares the LORD. I will deliver you out of the hand of the wicked,
and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.” (Jer 15:19-21)

I get this picture of a lonely servant, hated by everyone, pleading
with God to get him out of this job. Here comes God’s promise: You
shall be as my mouth. I will make you as tough as a bronze wall. I
will rescue you from the grasp of the ruthless.

I would imagine that Jeremiah would still just as soon have
skipped the whole deal, but since he didn’t have a choice, God’s
promise must have been very comforting. Then here comes more:
Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden
things that you have not known. (Jer 33:3)

Fortunately, not all of us have painful prophecies to deliver to
ungrateful leaders. But all of us have the opportunity to call upon
a loving God who will answer us, and will tell us great and hidden
things we have not known. When it comes to a listening, inquiring,
trustworthy servant, that’s all it takes for our great God to share with
us great things formerly hidden.
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Not a Quitter

Mud or Frospcritg

...Jeremiah was saying to all the people, “Thus says the LORD:
He who stays in this city shall die by the sword, by famine, and by
pestilence, but he who goes out to the Chaldeans shall live. He shall
have his life as a prize of war, and live. Thus says the LORD: This city
shall surely be given into the hand of the army of the king of Babylon
and be taken.” Then the officials said to the king, “Let this man be
put to death, for he is weakening the hands of the soldiers who are left
in this city, and the hands of all the people, by speaking such words
to them. For this man is not seeking the welfare of this people, but
their harm.” ... So they took Jeremiah and cast him into the cistern of
Malchiah, the king's son, which was in the court of the guard, letting
Jeremiah down by ropes. And there was no water in the cistern, but
only mud, and Jeremiah sank in the mud. Jeremiah 38:1-4,6

It wouldn’t have taken much imagination on Jeremiah’s part to
foresee the reaction to the message God had given him to preach. He
knew this one wouldn’t be popular! Famine, pestilence and death are
never going to be favored sermon topics, when the catastrophes are
being prophesied against the listeners! Jeremiah knew there would be
an extreme response to this word of death; he just didn’t know precisely
what course it might take. Being lowered into a cistern to slowly starve
in the mud probably didn’t even crop up in his nightmares. Those who
cringe at the truth God sends do have their ways of quieting the mes-
senger! They couldn’t get Jeremiah to quit obeying God, though. It
was actually his stubborn obedience to God which landed this prophet
in the mud.

There’s a “health and wealth” gospel which says, “If you serve
God, you’ll always be happy and healthy and have everything you
want.” This philosophy sounds nice, but doesn’t square with reality,
especially when we’re stuck in the mud because we obeyed God.
Sometimes serving God means everyone turns against you, and they
throw you down a cistern! Serving the Lord can result in job-loss,
health loss, and every other kind of temporal loss imaginable. Dis-
cipleship may confine us to a prosperity-free existence for the rest of
our days—our earthly ones. It’s still better to serve God than it is to
do anything else.
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Not a Quitter

Qpitting is Not an OPtion

Now when Elisha had fallen sick with the illness of which he was to
die, Joash king of Israel went down to him and wept before him, crying,
“My father, my father! The chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” And
Elisha said to him, “Take a bow and arrows.” So he took a bow and
arrows. Then he said to the king of Israel, “Draw the bow,” and he drew
it. And Elisha laid his hands on the king's hands. And he said, “Open
the window eastward,” and he opened it. Then Elisha said, “Shoot,”
and he shot. And he said, “The LORD’S arrow of victory, the arrow of
victory over Syria! For you shall fight the Syrians in Aphek until you
have made an end of them.” 2 Kings 13:14-17

Elisha never quit. Even on his deathbed, he is making prophecies.
“The chariots of Israel and its horsemen,” the king said of Elisha.
That’s what they had said about Elijah, too. God’s Spirit did rest upon
Elisha in double portion.

In times when I’ve found myself discouraged for no particular
reason, I’'m amused to think of Elisha grumping to God, telling Him
some of the same things modern-day “servants” say:

“God, this is not fun, anymore. I don’t think these people appreciate
me!”

“I’m not feeling called to this place, anymore.”
As if it was ever “fun”!

As if the people ever appreciated God’s prophet!
Asifyou can leave, just because things aren’t going well, anymore.
When you’re God’s servant, quitting is not an option.
We didn’t start this journey in order to please ourselves, or even
other people, so when we’re discouraged or when others are disap-
pointed in us, it’s still no reason to quit, since self-fulfillment or the
approval of others was not the reason we accepted this assignment,
anyway.

Quitting is not an option, for God’s servant. So, like Elisha, we
persevere, going all the way to the finish line with God, not because we
feel well or because of the accolades we’re receiving or the fulfillment
we’re sensing, but because quitting never was an option. This is the
kind of persevering, fierce obedience which leaves a wake of blessing
in our path all the way to the grave, and beyond.
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Not A” the Same

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors
and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building
up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of
the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure
of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be
children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every
wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.
Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into
him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined
and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each
part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself
up in love. Ephesians 4:11-16

In the past few years, I’ve heard a lot of “one-size-fits-all” leader-
ship talk. A whole lot of us have been told, in many not-so-subtle ways,
that we are not leadership material since we don’t fit the “prototype”
of'a “leader” in temperament, ability or whatever. I’'m really glad God
doesn’t see it that way. As I look through the Bible, I see all kinds of
people being used of God. Although everyone is called to follow God,
not everyone is called to be a “leader.” In the Bible, leaders arise from
all kinds of personality types, and they’re not all the same!

Moses was a rescuer. He himself was rescued, when he was sup-
posed to have been drowned in the Nile. He rescued a fellow Hebrew,
killing an Egyptian in the process. The subsequent rescue of another
Hebrew ended with Moses running for his life. He ended up in Midian,
where he rescued Reuel’s daughters from the other shepherds. Finally,
God sent him to rescue the Israelites from Pharaoh. Rescuer. Moses
even rescued the Israelites from God, when God was ready to judge
them right out of existence!

Do we all have a God-given “identity” which belongs to us?

Some of God’s servants are counselors (Solomon); some are ad-
ministrators (Nehemiah); some are pioneers (Paul); some are poet/kings
(David); some are fiery prophets (Elijah and John the Baptist); some
are rescuers (Moses). The list goes on and on! Some of those people
wouldn’t have done very well, had they traded places with another of
God’s servants!

Lord, you have made me for a specific purpose. Please help me
fulfill that purpose, and not covet another servant’s position or abilities.
Help me today to be the servant you have made me to be!

Serving God 223



August 5
Not All the Same

Jesus Loves Martha—ancl Maxy

Now as they were on their way, Jesus entered a village. And a
woman named Martha welcomed him into her house. And she had a
sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord s feet and listened to his teach-
ing. But Martha was distracted with much serving. And she went up
to him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to
serve alone? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered her,
“Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things,
but one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which
will not be taken away from her.” Luke 10:38-42

I love this story. It deals with life on the daily level—the “doing
dishes” level which seems to demand a verdict: “Who’s right, here?”
The response for which Martha was fishing was one which would
justify her ire against her “lazy, good-for-nothing sister” who had
abandoned her to throw a world-class spread on the table, single-
handed, while she sat at Jesus’ feet doing nothing. Martha assumed
Jesus would put her sister in her place, especially when she played
the “Don’t you care?” card.

I like the way this conflict is so gently resolved, without anyone
getting chewed out or publicly embarrassed, without any square pegs
being crammed into round holes for the rest of their lives. Jesus acts
as a firewall to protect the heart of a worshiper (Mary), while not
demanding that Martha become like Mary, either. It’s beautiful.

I understand Martha’s allegiance to responsibility, and her frustra-
tion with what seems to be mutiny to that principle. In the farm family
in which I was raised, responsibility trumped feelings pretty much
every time. It developed people who excelled at work and struggled
at play. Everything had to have a purpose to justify its own existence.
What was the purpose of play, when there was work to be done? For
some people, worship fits that same category of frivolity, particularly
compared to practical endeavors. Then again, what is our purpose on
this earth? “To love God and enjoy Him forever,” says the creed. So
worship has a purpose? The highest one of all. That’s why Jesus wasn’t
about to jerk it out from under Mary, who braved Martha’s disgust
in order to concentrate on Him a few moments in what would prove
to be the chance of a lifetime. Martha loved through service, Mary
through listening. Jesus loved both.
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Not All the Same

Begon& the Welcome Mat

For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to
all, that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in
order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the
law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win those
under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside the
law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ)
that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak,
that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that
by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel,
that I may share with them in its blessings.

1 Corinthians 9:19-23

Not all servants are alike; neither are all potential servants. That’s
why, if we really care about them, we must be willing to adapt in
order to reach them with the gospel. It’s not just a matter of “I’ve
gotta be me;” it’s also a matter of “I’ll do whatever it takes to reach
you!” The depth of our compassion is illustrated by our willingness
to forego our own personal preferences in order to match the needs
and preferences of others, purely for their benefit.

I get the impression that Christ wants us to follow the pattern of
His Incarnation, to a degree: He wants us to identify with lost people,
in such a way that they can grasp His love. Sitting in our sanctuaries
guarding the truth and expecting our “Welcome” sign out front to
draw unsaved sinners in like a magnet to seek answers at our feet
is not a plan which is working very well. I don’t really think that’s
what Jesus had in mind, either. The impact of Christianity is felt when
it comes through a disciple who has gone out of his or her way to
identify with someone where they are, not where they should have
been.

The idea of the Incarnation was that Emanuel (“God with us”)
would come to us, would become one of us, in order to save us.
Salvation has been wrought by our Savior, Jesus—Emanuel. But in
these days, we are the delivery system of that salvation. We have been
entrusted with the Gospel, the truth about salvation. The truth will
always be more effective if it’s kindly delivered by people who care,
as opposed to a “Come and get it” attitude. Not enough are crossing
the river to get it; we need to swim over.
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August 7
Not All the Same

(hifts as Weapons

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there
are varieties of service, but the same Lord, and there are varieties of
activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone.
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.
To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to
another the utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to
another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by the one
Spirit, to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to
another the ability to distinguish between spirits, to another various
kinds of tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these
are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each
one individually as he wills. 1 Corinthians 12:4-11

Why so much variety? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just give
everyone equal and similar gifts? Wouldn’t it have decreased the
bickering and jealousy? Naw. We’d still have it. We got variety for
“the common good.”” Apparently God thought it better that we should
have a little of many things which can then complement each other,
rather than a surplus of one gift and an absence of everything else.
Hence, variety: Varieties of gifts, varieties of service, varieties of
activities. Same God and same Spirit.

I’m not sure why this is so difficult for us to accept, because the
division which comes from gift warfare is some of the most non-
productive energy the Church has ever spent. Then again, who is
our foremost enemy? What is his primary method of minimizing our
effectiveness? Division. If the serpent can get us to flail each other
over tongues, prophecies and knowledge, we won’t have anything
left to throw at him, and he wins.

The variety was intended to be a blessing, not a thorn. The Spirit-
given manifestations are exactly that—Spirit-given. They’re not
ordered in according to our whims, like celestial take-out. It’s God
who does the choosing, God who determines the type and quantity.
If we try to engineer the outcome, it ceases to be a gift and becomes
something closer to blackmail. If we badger people because their
manifestation doesn’t match ours, we’re taking perfectly good gifts
and turning them into good weapons—for the devil. Like t-ball, one
thing we need to learn is, “Don’t fight with your own team.”
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August 8
Not All the Same

Souvenirs from the O]d | ife

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.
Forin one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks,
slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit. 1 Corinthians
12:12-13

Part of what keeps us from effectiveness is a desire to retain at least
a part of our original identity, souvenirs from the old life. What’s the
problem with this? It leads to a kind of hyphenated service: “Gentile-
Christian,” “Jewish-Christian,” “slave-Christian,” “free-Christian.”

If it doesn’t matter, once we’re part of the Body, why do we insist
on retaining the distinctiveness which preceded our baptism into the
Body? Doesn’t reminding others of our distinctive’s simply encourage
them to drag out theirs, as well? Of course.

Am I willing to go the route where it doesn’t matter? When
something becomes part of a body, it loses its distinctive qualities,
and becomes part of something bigger than itself. Food doesn’t keep
its identity once it enters a body; it begins undergoing a process of
transformation which is vital to the body’s health but which soon
makes it indistinguishable. Its former identity is literally absorbed,
and it becomes the body.

Here’s where it applies to me, as a Christian. Am [ willing to
let go of my distinctive identity, in order to become part of a larger
whole where [ will no longer even be identifiable, apart from Christ?
This is not a theoretical question! Am I willing to be absorbed into
the Kingdom, becoming part of a Body, where when people see me,
they no longer see the individual “me,” but just Christ?

There’s not a lot I can do as an autonomous, “free, Gentile-Chris-
tian” body part, insistent upon carrying the badges and souvenirs of
my previous life; there’s a lot I can do as part of the Body. I just have
to be willing to be absorbed. Will people not see my heritage and my
individuality? Probably not. Instead, maybe they’ll see the Body of
our Lord Jesus.
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August 9
Not All the Same

Accepting Our Ear~5hip

For the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the
foot should say, ‘Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the
body, that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the
ear should say, ‘Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,’
that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body
were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body
were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God
arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If
all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there
are many parts, yet one body. 1 Corinthians 12:14-20

The implication of this scripture is that our problems are more a
result of envy than of ostracism. Occasionally, people are put down
because their role is considered inferior; more often, they put them-
selves down because their gifting doesn’t find them on the platform,
catching accolades.

The individual jostling for position is sometimes extended to
entire denominations, who pride themselves on their “eye” or “ear”
abilities and emphasis, to the exclusion of nearly everything else. It’s
as though the only thing which mattered in the church was the “eye”
gift. “Ear” gifts are regarded as silly and unnecessary. And who would
want a “nose” gift?

If we’re an eye, it makes sense to focus on being the best eye we
can be. We needn’t go around trying to coax and guilt ears into seeing,
either. The same applies to churches, denominations, etc.: We would
do far better to develop an appreciation for other parts of the Body
than to waste our time in preening: “Everyone knows that without
the eyes, the body is blind.” Interpreted, “We’re the most important
part of the body and we know it.” Pride is not an important body part.
We’d be better off without it.

When we decide to accept our “ear-ship,” our “nose-ship” or
whatever, we are agreeing that our God really is good, really does
happen to know what He’s doing, and can be trusted to grant gifts and
assignments without our persuasive help. The less energy we waste in
battling other Body parts or in pitying ourselves for our uniqueness,
the better off are we, and the entire Church.
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August 10
Not All the Same

A” the Wag to “Bodg”

The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you, 'nor again
the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of you.’ On the contrary, the parts
of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and on those
parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater
honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty,
which our more presentable parts do not require. But God has so
composed the body, giving greater honor to the part that lacked it,
that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may
have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer
together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. 1 Corinthians
12:21-26

If one member is honored, all rejoice together. No, they don’t.
If one member is honored in the church, what often happens is that
most of the other members go home and feel badly about it for the
next few years! We’re better at the “if one member suffers, all suffer
together” part.

So what’s the problem? The problem is we don’t see ourselves
as being part of a “body;” at best, we see ourselves being part of a
“family,” and when someone is honored in a family, to the exclusion
of the others, it doesn’t generate goodwill and brotherhood; it results
in envy. By the same token, in a family, suffering is generally shared
pretty well; it’s honor that shakes things up.

We need to get past “family” mentality and get to “body” men-
tality. In an actual body, Thanksgiving comes along, and it’s not just
the taste buds which rejoice, it’s the whole calorie-laden body! The
fat cells are doing hand-stands. In an actual family, Thanksgiving can
produce the opposite of thankfulness; it can be just one more difficult
holiday which highlight the lack of true caring and unity presenty.
Instead of increasing gratitude, it can actually lessen it.

When we get all the way to “body,” everyone’s benefits become
ours, though. Every triumph is our triumph. The blessings don’t have
to be parceled out, because there’s just one body—bless the body in
any one place, and the whole thing rejoices, because they’re all con-
nected, they’re all on the same team. “I’m so glad I’m a part of the
family of God”—but we really need to get to “Body.” It’s more fun,
all the way around.
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August 11
Not All the Same

Stuck On Giifts

Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.
And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets,
third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, helping, admin-
istrating, and various kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all
prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess
gifts of healing? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret? But
earnestly desire the higher gifts.

And I will show you a still more excellent way.

1 Corinthians 12:27-31

“Do all...?” Paul’s rhetorical question has way too often slipped
past the church. His anticipated answer in each case to “Do all work
miracles?”, etc., is “No. Some do, but not everyone.” Paul took an
entire chapter to remind us that we’re not all serving in the exact
same manner, and we’re not serving alone. God has gifted people
in different ways for different kinds of service. The next chapter, 1
Corinthians 13, explains that more important than service is our love.

How have so many gotten stuck on “gifts”? Take, for example,
the question, “Do all speak with tongues?” Depends. Is the church a
“have-to,” a “get-to” or a “better-not-do” church, when it comes to
that issue? Whole denominations and movements have sprung up or
declined around this question, but a churchman is expected to be on
the right side of it and be appropriately adorned with or lacking the
gift, in accordance with the thoughts of the rest of his group. Why?

How did we find ourselves pleading with God to gift us so we’d
be like our friends and family, rather than as He sees fit? How did a
gift of God move from the “gift” column to the litmus test column,
and who moved it there? The original purpose of this particular gift
was in uniting people who otherwise had difficulty understanding one
another. Who managed to get it to be something which had the exact
opposite effect on people—dividing them from those with whom they
had formerly been united?! Does that sound like something engineered
by the Holy Spirit, or by the enemy of our soul? How about if we
left this one up to the Lord, and quit trying to referee Him over what
He’s going to do or not do with His own gifts? It takes two to tango,
and I, for one, refuse to let this be an issue which separates me from
a brother. Gifts are gifts, not “issues,” and they’re up to God, not me.
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August 12
A Servant Checks with the Master

Stuck With the Gibcom’tes

So the men took some of their provisions, but did not ask counsel
from the LORD. Joshua 9:14

Had the Gibeonites been living under the same code of ethics as the
Israelites, they wouldn’t have been able to get away with this decep-
tion, but it’s an uneven playing field. The one chance Joshua and the
Israelites had was to check with the LORD—and they didn’t bother,
this time. As a consequence, the Israelites ended up getting stuck with
the Gibeonites for the rest of their lives.

The Gibeonites had come to the conquering Israelites, with a
clever ruse about coming from a far country. They told enough lies to
convince Joshua and the leaders to swear a peace covenant to them in
the name of the LORD; only later did the Israelites realize they’d been
duped. Back to the different standards: The Gibeonites can lie all they
want, and get away with it; the Israelites are bound by the covenants
they have made in God’s name, even if they’ve been deceived into
making them! Our only hope is in asking counsel from God!

God’s help more than balances out the advantage those without
morals may have in gaining the upper hand over us. When Joshua
took things to the Lord, he was never disappointed or defeated; when
he considers it too simple to bother taking to God, he consigns his
people to be mired in a perpetual, irritating compromise. Five minutes
of listening for God’s direction would have saved the Israelites years
of grief! Check with God! Please!

Joshua seems to have learned his lesson, though. By the next
chapter, he is back to listening to God, and back to getting miraculous
results. Yes, it’s an uneven playing field—but greatly to our advantage!

Our God never loses. When we seek counsel from Him, listen
carefully and obey fully, we can’t lose, either.
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August 13
A Servant Checks with the Master

A \/erg) \/crg (o00d Wag to ] ive

Then said Abishai to David, “God has given your enemy into
your hand this day. Now please let me pin him to the earth with one
stroke of the spear, and I will not strike him twice.” But David said to
Abishai, “Do not destroy him, for who can put out his hand against
the LORD’s anointed and be guiltless?” And David said, “As the
LORD lives, the LORD will strike him, or his day will come to die,
or he will go down into battle and perish. The LORD forbid that 1
should put out my hand against the LORD s anointed. But take now
the spear that is at his head and the jar of water, and let us go.” So
David took the spear and the jar of water from Saul s head, and they
went away. No man saw it or knew it, nor did any awake, for they
were all asleep, because a deep sleep from the LORD had fallen upon
them. 1 Samuel 26:8-12

For the second time, all David has to do is say the word, and one
of his lieutenants will dispose of the man who spends his time in
nothing more than pursuing David to kill him. Not only that, but in
all likelihood, David will then be crowned king of Israel, and God’s
promise to David will be fulfilled. Isn’t this the end God has in mind?
Ultimately, yes, but it’s not the means to the end, and David knows
it. David is sufficiently tuned in to God’s leading and God’s character
to live in the realization that it isn’t David’s job to try to fulfill God’s
promises for him, particularly when it comes to resorting to tactics
such as assassination! Sneaking around in the middle of Saul’s camp
in the darkness, they grab Saul’s spear and water jar and depart, under
cover of God’s grace.

Saul’s awakening produces another pledge of remorse, which
David knows to be hollow. No matter. David is gliding along in the
will of God, confident that the Almighty will take care of His own
promises and figure out a way to remove any obstacles to them,
without David’s assistance. It’s a very, very good way to live.

Abishai had meant well, and was only trying to advance the cause
of his leader. But just because someone is our friend doesn’t always
mean they are right. I'm glad David chose to go with God’s direc-
tion, rather than the urging of a friend. When push comes to shove, a
servant of God chooses God, even over his friends. It’s a very, very
good way to live.
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August 14
A Servant Checks with the Master

What's Rea”g Riskg

Then David said in his heart, “Now I shall perish one day by the
hand of Saul. There is nothing better for me than that I should escape
to the land of the Philistines. Then Saul will despair of seeking me
any longer within the borders of Israel, and I shall escape out of his
hand.” So David arose and went over, he and the six hundred men
who were with him, to Achish the son of Maoch, king of Gath.

1 Samuel 27:1-2

There’s a weariness which accompanies living by faith. When we
look all around, following another “close call,” and listen to the advice
of well-meaning friends, both our common sense and our relatives
will come to a point of telling us, “One of these days, your luck will
run out.” Fatigue leads to panic—not always, but sometimes. That’s
how this entire chapter hits me.

David goes from dependence on God to relying upon his own
wits. For sixteen months, he lives among the Philistines, who seem
to have amnesia regarding David’s former attitude toward them. The
dim-witted Achish is so convinced David is his best new friend that
he wants to sign him on as bodyguard! David spends each day wiping
out villages of Philistines, careful to never leave a single survivor,
then reporting back to Achish that the pillaged places were in Israel.

How is this new campaign based on daily deceit, the murder of
innocents and the silence of 600 malcontents less risky than simply
depending on God?! It feels less risky to David, because it s under his
control. He’s depending on his own considerable strengths. Fueled by
the rationalization, ““You do what you have to do,” David continues
a lifestyle of lies. He steels himself to the inevitable consequences
of what happens when a man relies on his own strength. He had
told himself that his luck would eventually run out, so he’d better
do something, when he wasn’t living on luck at all, but on God’s
unerring grace. Now, he’s chosen to live on luck! Sure enough, it
will soon expire. David’s legendary relationship with God? Psalm
18, written after God rescued him from Saul, is David’s testimony to
his confidence in God’s delivering power; I can’t find a single psalm
he wrote while pretending to be Achish’s buddy.

Yes, living by faith can see us grow weary, but if we want to try
something really risky, all we have to do is depend on ourselves.
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August 15
A Servant Checks with the Master

Fear Bom of Disobcdience

When Saul saw the army of the Phlistines, he was afraid, and
his heart trembled greatly. And when Saul inquired of the LORD,
the LORD did not answer him, either by dreams, or by Urim, or by
prophets. Then Saul said to his servants, “Seek out for me a woman
who is a medium, that I may go to her and inquire of her.” And his
servants said to him, “Behold, there is a medium at En-dor.”’

So Saul disguised himself and put on other garments and went,
he and two men with him. And they came to the woman by night. And
he said, “Divine for me by a spirit and bring up for me whomever I
shall name to you.” ... Then the woman said, “Whom shall I bring
up for you?” He said, “Bring up Samuel for me.” When the woman
saw Samuel, she cried out with a loud voice. And the woman said to
Saul, “Why have you deceived me? You are Saul.”

1 Samuel 28:5-8,11-12

The woeful ending of Saul’s life mirrors the rest of his kingship.
While David’s reliance on his own wits rather than God’s wisdom was
temporary, Saul’s was chronic. Now Saul is in a desperate situation,
with the Philistines at the door. His sole spiritual advisor, Samuel,
the man who anointed him king, is dead. Saul’s attempts at getting
answers from God are being met with stony silence. In his heart, Saul
knows why: Disobedience. Time and again, he had directly disobeyed
the LORD’s orders, always altering the plan according to his own
fashion. Samuel had told him straight out that God had rejected him
as king.

Now Saul’s desperation to know his future drives him to yet
another sin. In disguise, he seeks out a medium to try to contact the
dead prophet Samuel. This whole scenario is so typical of Saul and his
methods—"If God won’t do it your way, find another way.” Deceit,
disguise, whining—that’s Saul. All he gets for his extreme efforts is
a short-term (and accurate) prophecy that he’ll be dead, too, within
24 hours. It’s an ignoble and sad ending to a tragic life. It all could
have been so very different, had Saul ever come to a point where he
was willing to follow God’s orders, rather than always barging ahead
on his own.

Listen to God, and obey Him!
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August 16
A Servant Checks with the Master

A Petter Flan than This

Now the Philistines had gathered all their forces at Aphek. And
the Israelites were encamped by the spring that is in Jezreel. As the
lords of the Philistines were passing on by hundreds and by thousands,
and David and his men were passing on in the rear with Achish, the
commanders of the Philistines said, “What are these Hebrews doing
here?” And Achish said to the commanders of the Philistines, “Is this
not David, the servant of Saul, king of Israel, who has been with me
now for days and years, and since he deserted to me I have found no
fault in him to this day.” But the commanders of the Philistines were
angry with him. And the commanders of the Philistines said to him,
“Send the man back, that he may return to the place to which you have
assigned him. He shall not go down with us to battle, lest in the battle
he become an adversary to us. For how could this fellow reconcile
himself'to his lord? Would it not be with the heads of the men here?
Is not this David, of whom they sing to one another in dances,
‘Saul has struck down his thousands,
and David his ten thousands’?” 1 Samuel 29:1-5

There had to have been a better plan than this! What David is doing
makes me nervous when I read it, and I even know how it’s going to
turn out! To me, it’s only God’s great grace that rescues David from
this thing. It looks to me like this could have been the biggest blunder,
yet, for God’s anointed—going to war against his own people as a
Philistine bodyguard! Knowing David, he probably would have done
exactly what the Philistine lords suspected, had they not relieved him
of the option and sent him away, but I still can’t believe that this plan
of David’s originated with God in the first place. It seems to me that
had David consulted the Lord on this whole deal, God would have
come up with a better plan!

The reason they ever made up songs about David in the first place
was because he trusted in God, instead of himself. During this episode
of his life, David’s reliance on God seems to be pretty slim, compared
to his dependence upon his own cleverness and acting ability. I liked
it much better when it was obvious that God was leading the way!
Yes, David will survive all of this and wear the crown God promised,
but it’s not because he was so smart; it’s because of God’s grace.
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August 17
A Servant Checks with the Master

Unstoppable

Now when David and his men came to Ziklag on the third day, the
Amalekites had made a raid against the Negeb and against Ziklag.
They had overcome Ziklag and burned it with fire and taken captive
the women and all who were in it, both small and great. They killed
no one, but carried them off and went their way. And when David and
his men came to the city, they found it burned with fire, and their wives
and sons and daughters taken captive. Then David and the people
who were with him raised their voices and wept until they had no
more strength to weep. David's two wives also had been taken cap-
tive, Ahinoam of Jezreel and Abigail the widow of Nabal of Carmel.
And David was greatly distressed, for the people spoke of stoning
him, because all the people were bitter in soul, each for his sons and
daughters. But David strengthened himself in the LORD his God.

1 Samuel 30:1-6

Now it definitely seems God must have had a better plan! David
and his men come back to find that the Amalekites (who are only
still around due to Saul’s disobedience) had burned their village and
kidnaped their families.

David has no one to turn to but God: His family is gone, his own
men are talking of stoning him. He “strengthened himself in the LORD
his God.” Afterward, he knows what to do.

Once again, David is checking with God.

And David inquired of the LORD, “Shall I pursue after this band?
Shall I overtake them?” He answered him, “Pursue, for you shall
surely overtake and shall surely rescue.” (1 Sam 30:8)

Every time David ever checks with God, he gets a good answer.
I don’t think David had checked with God about this whole Philistine
adventure. I think in that case he just got tired and scared, and decided
that his luck was going to eventually run out, so he went to Philistia.

A change is coming. David is at the end of his resources, with
nowhere to turn but God. Once again, he’s ready to rely totally on
God, willing to obey any and all orders. He really did “strengthen
himself in the LORD his God”! This is a major turning point in Da-
vid’s life, because it’s the day he switches back over to God’s power
and wisdom. When he’s running on God’s strength, God’s man is
unstoppable—then, and now.
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August 18
A Servant Checks with the Master

Twelvc for Twelvc

After this David inquired of the LORD, “Shall I go up into any
of the cities of Judah?” And the LORD said to him, “Go up.” David
said, “To which shall I go up?” And he said, “To Hebron.” So David
went up there... And the men of Judah came, and there they anointed
David king over the house of Judah. 2 Samuel 2:1-2,4

The presents sent from David to his friends in Judah probably
had not even arrived, yet, when Israel was left without a king. David
has only been back in Ziklag three days when a messenger arrives to
tell him about the deaths of Saul and Jonathan.

It seems a foregone conclusion what David should do, now, but
he checks with God, anyway. I like the way David seeks guidance
step by step, without trying to manipulate the outcome. First of all,
he asks if he should go up to any of the cities of Judah. Then, when
the answer is “Yes,” he simply asks which one. I love it that David
doesn’t make assumptions, but allows himself to be guided by God.
I think God loved it, too!

I come up with 12 recorded times over the course of his life that
David specifically checks with God and asks for direction. Unfor-
tunately, he doesn’t do it as regularly after he becomes king (seven
times prior, five times after). Nevertheless, every single time David
asks God what to do, he gets it right. Every time.

Meanwhile, David must continue to be patient, because his king-
ship extends only over Judah, and Saul’s son Ish-bosheth has the rest
of Israel. It stays that way for seven years! David manages to maintain
the same posture of dependence on God throughout the period, despite
the murderous actions of his supposed friends. David stays above the
fray by refusing to “help” God along with His promise! That attitude
must have added to his sense of satisfaction when, in God’s time, the
promise comes true, and the king anointed long ago is at last on the
throne of all Israel. David was wise enough to do things God’s way,
and to ask God before acting. And he was smart enough to notice
that when he checked with the LORD, God was twelve for twelve.

Serving God 237



August 19
A Servant Checks with the Master

Note to Sch: Check With (od

When the Philistines heard that David had been anointed king
over all Israel, all the Philistines went up to search for David. But
David heard of it and went out against them. Now the Philistines had
come and made a raid in the Valley of Rephaim. And David inquired
of God, “Shall I go up against the Philistines? Will you give them
into my hand?” And the LORD said to him, “Go up, and I will give
them into your hand.” And he went up to Baal-perazim, and David
struck them down there....

And the Philistines yet again made a raid in the valley. And when
David again inquired of God, God said to him, “You shall not go up
after them,; go around and come against them opposite the balsam
trees. And when you hear the sound of marching in the tops of the
balsam trees, then go out to battle, for God has gone out before you
to strike down the army of the Philistines.” And David did as God
commanded him, and they struck down the Philistine army from
Gibeon to Gezer. And the fame of David went out into all lands, and
the LORD brought the fear of him upon all nations. 1 Chronicles
14:8-11,13-17

This was not a fluke event in David’s life, but a familiar pattern
with an amazing outcome: Every time David is recorded as having
checked with God about something, God gave Him unerring guidance,
and David was successful. God caused David’s fame, and a fear of
him, to spread throughout all the lands.

Why would a newly minted king bother to ask God about some-
thing as elementary as, “Shall I go up against the Philistines?” They
were already in the country. Isn’t this just self-defense? Why wouldn t
David take his army and respond to the challenge? Because this man
wants to be God’s man, and God’s man does what God wants, not
what he wants. God always honors that!

God’s man also doesn’t rely on assumptions, like the one that
says, “If it worked last time, why not do it again?” For the second
encounter with the Philistines, David’s inquiry brings a detailed battle
plan from God, who inserts a heavenly host to make sure His guy
wins(!)—which is what always happens whenever God’s servants
inquire of Him, rather than heading off on their own. I need to re-
member this, and never forget it: Check with God!
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August 20
A Servant Checks with the Master

Serious |nstructions

And they carried the ark of God on a new cart and brought it
out of the house of Abinadab, which was on the hill. And Uzzah and
Ahio, the sons of Abinadab, were driving the new cart, with the ark
of God, and Ahio went before the ark....

And when they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah
put out his hand to the ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen
stumbled. And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah,
and God struck him down there beside the ark of God. And David was
angry because the LORD had burst forth against Uzzah... 2 Samuel
6:3-4,6-8

David was upset at God because David didn’t understand what
he’d done to offend God. He had made a presumption that everything
was OK, and hadn’t checked the scriptures for what was right; oth-
erwise he would have realized that the way they were doing things
was offensive to God. Had they bothered to look it up, there was no
mystery involved in how God wanted the holy things representing
His presence to be treated. Numbers 4 contains specific directives as
to how and by whom the ark was to be transported, along with the
warning that to even touch the holy things was to invite death.

So what did the Israelites do to offend the LORD? They took
the ark of the covenant, symbol of God’s presence and holiness, and
treated it as an unholy thing. As casually as if they were transporting
furniture across town, they put it on an oxcart (It was to be covered
with a special veil, and carried by certain priests on foot, using the
special poles designed to transport it without humans ever touching
it). Uzzah may have thought he was being heroic when he incau-
tiously reached out his hand to steady the ark of God’s presence,
after the oxen which should have never been used in the first place
stumbled; instead, it represented the last straw. God chose it as the
time to reinforce how serious He was about humans respecting His
holiness.

David’s first response is anger; his second is to have a theological
autopsy conducted, to figure out what had gone wrong. The answers
were there all along, had someone bothered to look them up. The next
time, they get it right. God has already told us how to avoid tragedy.
All we have to do is look.
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August 21
A Servant Checks with the Master

Blowing Fast the Signs

It happened, late one afternoon, when David arose from his couch
and was walking on the roof of the king's house, that he saw from
the roof a woman bathing; and the woman was very beautiful. And
David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is this not
Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite? " 2
Samuel 11:2-3

I really don’t like this chapter, yet I’'m so very glad it’s in the
Bible! The sad story of how God’s man falls into temptation, and
then in the process of the cover-up, becomes a murderer, a liar, and
all the rest.... it’s such a disappointment! “But the thing that David
had done displeased the LORD.” (2 Sam 11:27) ’'m not the only one
disappointed in this story.

0.K., where did God’s man go wrong?

Was he supposed to have been at the battle? The implication is
there: “The time when kings go out to battle...” (2 Sam 11:1) This
king didn’t go out. Somehow I don’t think he checked with God about
whether or not he should, this time. He also obviously didn’t check
with God about what to do before or after he sinned with Bathsheba.
He blows past three huge warning signs all in one sentence, any one
of which should have stopped him cold in his tracks: “Is this not
Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?”

The daughter of Eliam. In 2 Samuel 23, the list is given of “The
Thirty,” David’s most elite bodyguard. These are his very best guys.
Eliam is a name on that list. Warning number one. The wife
of- As in, “not your wife, David—somebody else’s wife.” Warning
number two.  The wife of Uriah the Hittite. The final name in the
list of The Thirty is Uriah’s name. These are the men who not only
would give their life for you; they’ve demonstrated it on more than
one occasion. You’re contemplating adultery with the wife of one of
your most trusted, loyal soldiers, and the daughter of another one.
What are you thinking, David?! In a short span of time, David loses
the trust of his family and his subjects, and disappoints His God.
It takes a messenger from God before David begins to get back on
track. Not only did David purposely neglect to check with God; he
ignored all the warnings along the way. We can still see the scars.
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August 22
A Servant Checks with the Master

Save Me, O King

And Joab sent to Tekoa and brought from there a wise woman
and said to her, “Pretend to be a mourner and put on mourning
garments. Do not anoint yourself with oil, but behave like a woman
who has been mourning many days for the dead. Go to the king and
speak thus to him.” So Joab put the words in her mouth.

When the woman of Tekoa came to the king, she fell on her face
to the ground and paid homage and said, “Save me, O king.” And
the king said to her, “What is your trouble?” 2 Samuel 14:2-4

Her “trouble” was made up, designed by Joab to deceive the king.
David’s trouble was that he was king, making him more susceptible
to thinking he was also savior. There’s nothing like a loyal subject on
her face saying, “Save me, O king,” telling you that you have wisdom
“like the wisdom of the angel of God to know all things that are on
the earth” (2 Sam 14:20), to disarm you of any residual wisdom you
might possess and turn you into a quite ordinary person who just
wants to make their appreciative subject happy.

Kings (and leaders) get to make lots of decisions. The more you
make, the easier it gets to just make them, and the harder it is to in-
terrupt someone’s flattery to let them know you need to check with
God, first, and get back to them! Just use your wonderful wisdom,
man! Hmmm. Once again, it turned out to be not-that-wonderful. We
remember why it was that we started checking with God in the first
place.

Reading 2 Samuel, I miss the good old days when it was impos-
sible to fool David, because he took all his decisions before God. Now
that he’s been king for a long time, it’s become more of a rarity. This
little decision looks easy; the reason it’s easy is because it’s a trap.
David fell for it, Joab got his way, God was left out of the equation,
altogether. It doesn’t have to be that way, but with kings—and other
would-be saviors, it too often is.

When we check with God, we’re as invincible as we will ever be;
when we play savior, relying on our own wisdom, all it takes to fool
us is a little flattery. It’s less humiliating to admit whatever wisdom
we have comes from God and we ask Him about everything, than it
is to face the consequences of trying to be a savior when we’re not.

“Save me, O king.” That should be my line, because He will.
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August 23
A Servant Checks with the Master

ModcrmDag Fara”c]s

After this Absalom got himself a chariot and horses, and fifty
men to run before him. And Absalom used to rise early and stand
beside the way of the gate. And when any man had a dispute to come
before the king for judgment, Absalom would call to him and say,
“From what city are you?” And when he said, *“Your servant is of
such and such a tribe in Israel,” Absalom would say to him, “See,
your claims are good and right, but there is no man designated by the
king to hear you.” Then Absalom would say, “Oh, that [ were judge
in the land! Then every man with a dispute or cause might come to
me, and I would give him justice.” And whenever a man came near
to pay homage to him, he would put out his hand and take hold of
him and kiss him. Thus Absalom did to all of Israel who came to the
king for judgment. So Absalom stole the hearts of the men of Israel.

And at the end of four years Absalom said to the king, “Please
let me go and pay my vow, which I have vowed to the LORD, in
Hebron. For your servant vowed a vow while I lived at Geshur in
Aram, saying, “Ifthe LORD will indeed bring me back to Jerusalem,
then I will serve the LORD.’” The king said to him, “Go in peace.”
2 Samuel 15:2-9

Modern-day politics isn’t so modern. Neither is modern-day
parenting. The king’s spoiled son is siphoning off David’s kingdom,
one man at a time, with promises and kisses, coupled with negative
campaigning, and of course, it’s working. David thinks his son is at
last getting straightened out with God, which pleases him, when in
fact Absalom is headed for Hebron to declare a coup!

Where did the son pick up such “talents” of lying and deception?
Sorrowfully, he seems to have gotten some of it from his father, a man
he had seen practice deception on more than one occasion. Mean-
while, David seems to be completely disengaged when it comes to
his own family—another modern-day characteristic far too common.
Absalom had experienced his father’s anger and love, but it seems
he rarely, if ever, had experienced his father’s involved discipline.
Here’s a kid who seems to have never been corrected. Now he’s tak-
ing over, even if he has to kill his father in order to do it. [ wonder if
David ever checked with God along the way, when it came to how
to raise a family. Another modern-day parallel, I’'m afraid.
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August 24
A Servant Checks with the Master

Joumeg from Jerusalem

And all the land wept aloud as all the people passed by, and the
king crossed the brook Kidron, and all the people passed on toward
the wilderness.

...80 Zadok and Abiathar carried the ark of God back to Jerusalem,
and they remained there.

But David went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives, weeping as
he went, barefoot and with his head covered. And all the people who
were with him covered their heads, and they went up, weeping as they
went. And it was told David, “Ahithophel is among the conspirators
with Absalom.” And David said, “O LORD, please turn the counsel
of Ahithophel into foolishness.” 2 Samuel 15:23,29-31

It’s all there. Crossing the book Kidron, ascending the Mount of
Olives in mass grief, a confidant turned conspirator in an act of brazen
betrayal. The address is the second book of Samuel, but the picture
fits the Lord Jesus as well as it fit His ancestor. What is so shockingly
different is the reason for the journey. In one case, a despairing father
is only reaping the consequences of his own sins from years back; in
the other case, the Sinless One makes the same journey that He might
break the curse of sin, forever.

There are two sons of David in this enlarged story which repeats
itself centuries later, on the same turf. David’s bitter son, Absalom,
sought to grasp a kingdom for himself; Jesus, Son of David, sought
to give a Kingdom to others. One son is attempting to disgrace and
destroy his father; the other is attempting to honor and obey His Father
by bringing salvation to the world.

And what of the earthly, broken father, King David, fleeing from
his son and the others who have betrayed him and rebelled against
him? David turns where he always turns, in times of trouble: Toward
God. Finally, David is praying, again! It’s been too long. This is the
first recorded instance of David praying in a while. But now that David
is once again looking to God for help, rather than relying on his own
wisdom or his advisors, it will be O.K. It always is, when we seek
God. That’s why we need to just seek Him, first. It spares us so much
trouble!
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August 25
A Servant Checks with the Master

(heck with (God!

Therefore David inquired of the LORD, “Shall I go and attack
these Philistines?” And the LORD said to David, “Go and attack the
Philistines and save Keilah.” 1 Samuel 23:2

That was the first recorded time of David checking with God, but
there were more. David checked with God—mnot once, but twelve re-
corded times throughout his lifetime. I suspect there were many more
times which were not recorded. I suspect the results were identical to
these twelve times:

1 & 2. Shall I attack the Philistines at Keilah? (1 Sa 23:1-5) Yes. Are
you sure? Yes. Result: Success.

3. Will Saul come down to Keilah? (1 Sa23:6-11) Yes. Result: Success.
4. Will Keilah surrender me to Saul? (1 Sa 23:12-14) Yes. Result:
Success.

5. Shall I pursue the Amalekites who raided Ziklag? (1 Sa 30) Yes.
Result: Success.

6 & 7. (After Saul’s death) Shall I go up to any of the cities of Judah?
(2 Sa 2:1-4) Yes. Which one? Hebron. Result: Success.

8. Shall I go up against the Philistines? Will you give them into my
hand? (2 Sa 5:17-21) Yes and yes. Result: Success.

9. (Philistines, again) What do I do? (2 Sa 5:22-25) Here’s the plan.
Result: Success.

10. (Absalom’s attempted coup) “O LORD, please turn the counsel of
Ahithophel into foolishness.” (2 Sa 15:31) Result: Success.

11. Why do we have this famine? (2 Sa 21:1-14) Here’s why. Result:
Success.

12. (Post-census) (2 Sa 24:10) “O LORD, please take away the iniq-
uity of your servant, for I have done very foolishly.” Result: Mercy
and Success.

What can I say? The theme that pounds at me from the life of
David is, “Check with God!” Every single time he does it, David
gets it right. Every time! When he neglects to check with God, David
becomes more of an ordinary man, with the flaws to prove it. When
he checks with God, David is unbeatable. Check with God!
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August 26
Trustworthy With His Glory

[t's A” Worship T ime

And three of the thirty chief men went down and came about
harvest time to David at the cave of Adullam, when a band of Philis-
tines was encamped in the Valley of Rephaim. David was then in the
stronghold, and the garrison of the Philistines was then at Bethlehem.
And David said longingly, “Oh, that someone would give me water to
drink from the well of Bethlehem that is by the gate!” Then the three
mighty men broke through the camp of the Philistines and drew water
out of the well of Bethlehem that was by the gate and carried and
brought it to David. But he would not drink of it. He poured it out to
the LORD and said, “Far be it from me, O LORD, that I should do
this. Shall I drink the blood of the men who went at the risk of their
lives?” Therefore he would not drink it. These things the three mighty
men did. 2 Samuel 23:13-17

The intensity of the devotion to David displayed by his “three
mighty men” is only overshadowed by the devotion David displays
toward his God. What must it be like to have people risk their lives
for you, breaking into an enemy stronghold, just to get you a drink
of water from your favorite well?! When shown that sort of alle-
giance, it is only a very small step to despotism for most men. David
refuses to take the step. Rather, he seems embarrassed that he made
a passing comment which triggered such an act of reckless devotion
among followers willing to do absolutely anything for him, when the
expected reaction of a leader in these circumstances would have been
to congratulate his men on their bravery and himself on his popularity,
while his ego expanded by several sizes.

David’s reaction, instead, is so typical of him. Instead of grinning
and reveling in the glory of adulation, David denies himself, pouring
the water out as a sacrifice to God, without so much as a sip for him-
self. His astonished men, rather than being offended, stand in awe of
the dedication David has for the LORD, which is even greater than
their dedication to David.

This is an opportunity for David to experience a little glory for
himself (along with the resulting pride); he turns it into worship. Is
this “worship” time?! Isn’t it time to exult in the fruit of well-deserved
loyalties? The temptation toward pride is turned instead into an act
of worship. How? When David is at his best, it’s a/l worship time.
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August 27
Trustworthy With His Glory

Menta]itg of Mercg

Then David came to the two hundred men who had been too
exhausted to follow David, and who had been left at the brook Besor.
And they went out to meet David and to meet the people who were
with him. And when David came near to the people he greeted them.
Then all the wicked and worthless fellows among the men who had
gone with David said, “Because they did not go with us, we will
not give them any of the spoil that we have recovered, except that
each man may lead away his wife and children, and depart.” But
David said, “You shall not do so, my brothers, with what the LORD
has given us. He has preserved us and given into our hand the band
that came against us. Who would listen to you in this matter? For
as his share is who goes down into the battle, so shall his share be
who stays by the baggage. They shall share alike.” And he made it
a statute and a rule for Israel from that day forward to this day.

When David came to Ziklag, he sent part of the spoil to his
friends, the elders of Judah, saying, “Here is a present for you from
the spoil of the enemies of the LORD.” 1 Samuel 30:21-26

David’s God-guided exploit of taking 600 men and chasing
the Amalekites who had raided their city, Ziklag, saw a pursuit so
strenuous that 200 of his men had to be left behind, too exhausted
to continue. When the victorious band returns, having recovered
everything taken in the raid plus much more, David encounters the
graceless spirit of some of his warriors, who insist on penalizing
those left behind, so they can have the rest for themselves. David
will have none of it. David gives the credit to God, then applies
God’s mercy. Good servant!

Not only does David keep the allegiance of the weaker portion
of his army; he capitalizes on this unexpected windfall by sharing it
with the elders of Judah and sending out a bunch of presents. This
is not going to hurt him, when, in a matter of days, the political
landscape of Israel changes drastically.

Throughout David’s career, he tries to be fair and merciful to
people under his authority. There is a parallel between being a good
steward of God’s glory and a good steward of human power. If a
person does well with one, he’s probably ready for the other. And
if not, probably not.
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August 28
Trustworthy With His Glory

A Scrvant Can Be Truste&
with (God’s Glorg

Therefore Daniel went in to Arioch, whom the king had appointed
to destroy the wise men of Babylon. He went and said thus to him, “Do
not destroy the wise men of Babylon, bring me in before the king, and
1 will show the king the interpretation.”

Then Arioch brought in Daniel before the king in haste and said
thus to him: “I have found among the exiles from Judah a man who will
make known to the king the interpretation.” The king said to Daniel,
whose name was Belteshazzar, “Are you able to make known to me the
dream that I have seen and its interpretation?” Daniel answered the
king and said, “No wise men, enchanters, magicians, or astrologers
can show to the king the mystery that the king has asked, but there is a
God in heaven who reveals mysteries, and he has made known to King
Nebuchadnezzar what will be in the latter days. Your dream and the
visions of your head as you lay in bed are these. ...” Daniel 2:24-28

A death sentence turned into an amazing promotion, thanks to God’s
intervention and Daniel’s obedience. Nebuchadnezzar had determined
to execute the entire cadre of wise men and astrologers in Babylon if
they didn’t tell him what his dream had been, as well as the interpreta-
tion. I1l-equipped for anything on this level, the magicians whined and
made out their wills, and it was left to God’s man, Daniel, the Hebrew
captive, to rise to the occasion and get the answer through prayer.

God came through, and so did Daniel. The dream, the interpreta-
tion, everything was there when it was needed. Suddenly Daniel finds
himself catapulted to a position of political power and honor, a place
he would retain throughout much of his long life. Daniel, from begin-
ning to end, is careful to give glory to God, and to thank Him. He tells
the king that it is not because of superior wisdom that he knows; it’s
because God revealed it to him. Daniel gives God the glory, and ends
up ruler over the province of Babylon, along with his friends!

Serving God faithfully means that He can trust you with His glory
(and you’re not going to grab it for yourself, or turn it into some kind
of road show). Help me to be trustworthy with your glory, Lord.
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August 29
Trustworthy With His Glory

Tlﬁc Messagc Bemcorc—: the Message

In those days I, Daniel, was mourning for three weeks. I ate no
delicacies, no meat or wine entered my mouth, nor did I anoint myself
at all, for the full three weeks. On the twenty-fourth day of the first
month, as [ was standing on the bank of the great river (that is, the
Tigris) 1 lifted up my eyes and looked, and behold, a man clothed in
linen, with a belt of fine gold from Uphaz around his waist. His body
was like beryl, his face like the appearance of lightning, his eyes
like flaming torches, his arms and legs like the gleam of burnished
bronze, and the sound of his words like the sound of a multitude. And
1, Daniel, alone saw the vision, for the men who were with me did
not see the vision, but a great trembling fell upon them, and they fled
to hide themselves. So [ was left alone and saw the great vision, and
no strength was left in me. My splendor was changed to ruin, and 1
retained no strength. Then I heard the sound of his words, and as 1
heard the sound of his words, I fell on my face in deep sleep with my
face to the ground.

And behold, a hand touched me and set me trembling on my
hands and knees. And he said to me, “O Daniel, man greatly loved,
understand the words that I speak to you, and stand upright, for now
I have been sent to you.” Daniel 10:2-11

God’s servant doesn’t have to be forced in order to engage in
spiritual disciplines. A three-week partial fast? He does these kinds
of things just because he feels a need, or because he wants to, not
because he has to. The reward God sends is likewise—just because
He wants to. Daniel is not asking for a vision, but the Lord knows He
can trust Daniel with one, so here it comes, through the appearance of
a heavenly being. It will be a long, detailed and incredibly accurate
prophecy for the future of Daniel’s people, but before the message is
even delivered, comes the honor: “O Daniel, man greatly loved,...”

What kind of greeting is that? It’s not a greeting; it’s part of the
message! God loves you, Daniel—you are greatly loved by Him. Wow.

The message before the message was the same one heard by
Jesus when the Father spoke from heaven saying, “This is my Son,
whom I love!” It’s the message we can—and will—hear, too, when
we listen: God’s love, His favor. How do we get God to love us like
that? Too late. He already does.

248 Serving God



August 30
Trustworthy With His Glory

The Fursuit of Goc”g Wisdom

And behold, a hand touched me and set me trembling on my
hands and knees. And he said to me, “O Daniel, man greatly loved,
understand the words that I speak to you, and stand upright, for now
1 have been sent to you.” And when he had spoken this word to me,
1 stood up trembling. Then he said to me, “Fear not, Daniel, for
from the first day that you set your heart to understand and humbled
yourself before your God, your words have been heard, and I have
come because of your words.” Daniel 10:10-12

God notices it all. The first day that Daniel set his heart upon
understanding his God better, he got an answer, and the answers
never stopped. The pursuit of Godly wisdom is a noble and rewarding
pursuit!

God knew that Daniel could be entrusted with visions of the fu-
ture, and Daniel would relate them faithfully, without grandstanding
or embellishment. Nor would he let the experience go to his head.
Daniel was a trustworthy servant, even with some of the weightiest
things imaginable. God knew He could count on Daniel.

“From the first day that you set your heart to understand and
humbled yourself before your God,”... There are two things which
always get God’s attention and favor! A heart set on understanding,
listening, paying attention to God—Ilearning—that is a heart which
will be rewarded very soon! And nothing speeds up the process like
humility. A bigger obstacle than the “prince of the kingdom of Persia”
(Daniel 10:13) is our pride. God dare not share anything of great im-
portance with us, because of what we will let it do to us. Momentous
messages from God and pride don’t mix! There seem to be few who
can be trusted with God’s glory, especially when it comes to prophecy.
But when that rare individual sets their mind on hearing from God,
understanding His Word, and maintaining a spirit of true humility,
which is the key to being trustworthy with His glory, heaven notices
immediately. The angels will literally fight their way to us, to bring
the message that our prayers have been heard and accepted by God.

Humility before God. Seeking to understand what He is saying
to us. What a good direction to set our hearts! When we do, all the
princes of darkness put together couldn’t keep us from our reward.

Serving God 249



August 31
Trustworthy With His Glory

Reﬂecting lt, Not Capturing [t

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is,
there is freedom. And we all, with unveiled face, reflecting the glory
of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one
degree of glory to another. 2 Corinthians 3:17-18

Whether it’s Moses on Mount Sinai, glimpsing God’s glory and
forgetting to spend the rest of his life bragging about it, or Daniel
receiving visions that are millennia into the future, just because he
prayed and fasted, God’s servants can be trusted with His glory. When
they worship, they’re not doing it in order to feel better or to get a
sermon; they’re doing it because their whole life is about worship-
ing God. God’s glory is safe in their hands, because they don’t try to
make it their own glory.

Am I trustworthy with God’s glory? It is obvious that in the
ministry of the Holy Spirit, every believer is invited to behold and
reflect the glory of the Lord. We not only get to see His glory; we are
being transformed by it!

I must ask again, though: Am I trustworthy with His glory? Is His
glory safe in my hands, or will I attempt to shave off a little for my-
self? The temptation is always there to “capture” just a little of God’s
glory, or let the exalted status of my perceived intimate relationship
with the God of the Universe push me a little further up the ladder
of comparison that always seems to be handy. What can be done to
magnify me? That’s the odious question which lurks around every
thrilling encounter with the Divine. Who will get the glory? Will 1
get a cut of it, or is it my job to see that I keep none of the glory for
myself, but faithfully deliver it all back to its rightful owner?

God is not stingy at all with His glory, but He seems to entrust it
only to those bent on reflecting it to a world desperately needing to
see it, rather than loaning it to those who wish to capture and keep
it.

Is God’s glory safe with me? I surely hope so. The best reflection
is when I don’t stop looking toward Him, and don’t even realize that
others see Him in me. If my face is shining from His presence, it’s
probably best that I not even know. The surest way to keep His glory
safe is if I just keep my eyes on Jesus.
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September 1
Promises to Servants

T!ﬁc Reason for Reve]ation

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to
his servants the things that must soon take place. He made it known
by sending his angel to his servant John, who bore witness to the
word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he
saw. Revelation 1:1-2

Revelation is not written to scare people or to answer the ques-
tions of curious non-believers; it’s to “show to his servants the things
that must soon take place.” This book is for His servants!

Revelation contains promises. Again and again, the promise is “to
the one who conquers.” Jesus expects His servants to overcome, to
“conquer” their inner passions and obstacles of Satan, to serve Him
effectively in whatever our situation might be. And there is a reward:

“The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end,
to him I will give authority over the nations, and he will rule them
with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken in pieces, even
as I myself have received authority from my Father. And I will give
him the morning star.” (Rev 2:26-28)

Authority over the nations? Talk about responsibility! God has
pretty big plans for His servants! The promises go on and on for “the
one who conquers:” “To eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise
of God” (Rev 2:7); “not be hurt at all by the second death” (Rev
2:11); to be given “hidden manna” and “a white stone, with a new
name written on the stone” (Rev 2:17); clothed in white garments,
name never blotted out of the book of life, name confessed before
the Father and the angels (Rev 3:5); “I will make him a pillar in the
temple of my God. Never shall he go out of it, and I will write on him
the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new
Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my
own new name.” (Rev 3:12-13); last of all: “The one who conquers,
1 will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and
sat down with my Father on his throne.” (Rev 3:21) These promises
are to encourage us to keep going.

At the end of Revelation, the message of the beginning is re-
peated: “These words are trustworthy and true. And the Lord, the God
of the spirits of the prophets, has sent his angel to show his servants
what must soon take place.” (Rev. 22:6) God wanted His servants
to know in advance.
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September 2
Trustworthy As a Steward

Tlﬁe Acid T est of Stcwarclship

This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and
stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of stewards
that they be found trustworthy. 1 Corinthians 4:1-2

A steward is one who takes care of things which don’t belong
to him. A servant is someone who works for someone else, not for
himself. These two identities fit together so well that they are nearly
interchangeable. This is how one should regard us, as servants of
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God—our identity in a sen-
tence. But do we really take this identity seriously?

“Steward-ship” is being a steward of things which don’t belong
to us. It’s a part of servanthood. If the money and possessions God
has placed in our care do not really belong to us, but instead really
belong to Him, it shouldn’t hurt to spend the money on what God
tells us to spend it on, since it’s not our money! It’s all supposed to be
at God’s complete disposal. Where did we get the idea that we could
maybe pay off God with 10%, and do whatever we wished with the
rest, with the idea that the 90% is ours? I’'m getting the impression
that none of it is really ours! That’s why Jesus could require of the
rich young ruler that he sell everything. If he became a disciple, it
was no longer his, anyway, and Jesus could do what He wanted with
His own possessions.

The acid test of stewardship is how trustworthy I am with what
is entrusted to me, and if I still regard the Master’s resources as the
Master’s, not mine. Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be
found trustworthy. How much can He put in my care before I begin
to think those resources are mine? Am I a trustworthy steward? Am
I a faithful servant of Christ, who refuses to embezzle even a small
portion of a small portion, but who insists on properly stewarding
everything entrusted to me, big or small? If the Lord finds me to
be a trustworthy steward, I’m pretty sure I will never be lacking in
resources placed in my care.

The bottom line is: Whose money is this? Whose resources are
these? And can the Lord put them in the hands of this servant, know-
ing that when He gives directions regarding what to do with them,
I’ll remember they are His? “Trustworthy steward”—I want that to
be me.
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September 3
Trustworthy As a Steward

Handling or Owning

And he began to speak to them in parables. “A man planted a
vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a pit for the winepress and
built a tower, and leased it to tenants and went into another country.
When the season came, he sent a servant to the tenants to get from
them some of the fruit of the vineyard. And they took him and beat
him and sent him away empty-handed. Again he sent to them another
servant, and they struck him on the head and treated him shamefully.
And he sent another, and him they killed. And so with many others;
some they beat, and some they killed. He had still one other, a beloved
son. Finally he sent him to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’
But those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us
kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ And they took him and
killed him and threw him out of the vineyard. What will the owner of
the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the tenants and give the
vineyard to others...” Mark 12:1-9

The story of the tenants was a pointed parable aimed directly at
the Pharisees who were soon to kill Jesus, but it is also an indictment
against all those who refuse to give God what is rightfully His. God
is serious about stewardship—not just of money, but of everything
of value entrusted to us.

Bank tellers don’t make much money. However, they handle
enormous amounts of it! What would we call a bank employee who
diverted that money for their own purposes? A criminal. Why? Be-
cause that’s not their money.

How is it any different if what God has given us to handle is
used for selfish purposes, rather than that for which He intended it?
Does it become ours, just because God has allowed us to handle it?
Handling it and owning it are two different things, just like at the
bank. God has given us resources to handle, but that doesn’t mean
the resources become ours. If we choose to be unfaithful we should
be prepared to face the consequences of that unfaithfulness.

The good news is the Lord promised to reward the faithful ser-
vant, the one who can be entrusted with little or much, one who has
figured out the difference between handling and owning, who cor-
rectly handles God-entrusted resources, and surrenders them easily,
never allowing them to become a “possession.”
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September 4
Trustworthy As a Steward

Care{:ul Wit}w the Down Fagment

Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from
me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. By the Holy Spirit
who dwells within us, guard the good deposit entrusted to you. 2
Timothy 1:13-14

We have been given something of incredible value. The “good
deposit entrusted to you” represents so many things: The gift of salva-
tion; spiritual resources and gifts; material blessings; relationships;
opportunities and power. The list could go on and on.

All of this represents not the culmination of God’s blessings and
gifts toward us, but the “good deposit.” That means there is infinitely
more to come!

Since God ultimately has so much for us, why would we need
to be careful with the down payment? After all, there’s more where
that came from! Why “guard” it? Why treat it as a “trust”?

For one thing, because of the price. Our salvation was not in-
expensive; rather, each of us was bought with a price—the price of
God’s own Son, Jesus! That would be reason alone to guard what
has been entrusted to us.

Another aspect of God’s character is that He never wastes any-
thing. Jesus’ command to gather up leftovers which amounted to
many times more than the original five loaves and two fish was ac-
companied by the admonition, “Let nothing be wasted.” If you can
multiply food by just blessing it, why not just make more, rather than
working to utilize every last crumb? Something in God’s character
focuses on the small and insignificant, bringing redemption to and
out of every little thing.

It goes back to His whole purpose with mankind. Wouldn’t it be
easier to just create new, perfect humans, rather than going to such
lengths to salvage the fallen ones? We know He can do it. After all, He
made Adam and Eve; it wouldn’t be too tough to make more sinless
ones, instead of entrusting His Holy Spirit to those with inherited sin
tendencies. Our Heavenly Father is into redemption. He rescues the
broken, discarded, and useless. In place of brokenness, He grants life
and eternal redemption. When we approach stewardship of everything
entrusted to us in the same way He approaches us, it shows we are
getting it. We are becoming like our Father. No wonder He would

want us to guard what He has given us.
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September 5
Sccing the [ nd /one

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of wit-
nesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so
closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,
looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the
joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Hebrews 12:1-2

Football season is upon us. What if I didn’t know what football
was, had never seen a game, so I asked, “What is football?” and got
this response: “Football is exercising all the major muscle groups
without resting, while at the same time experiencing pain and pos-
sible lifelong injury.”

Would I sign up?

I'would at least need to be able to envision myself scoring the win-
ning touchdown, being a front page hometown hero, being swarmed
by grateful fans, before I ever would have considered subjecting
myself'to the obvious suffering football entails. If I didn’t know what
this was all about, I would need a pretty good picture of what victory
in the end zone looked like before I would think the pain and effort
might be worthwhile.

Too many times when folks ask “What does it mean to be a Chris-
tian?” what they’re hearing is something like this: “Being a Christian
means you don’t get to do anything fun, plus you’re ridiculed in public,
people think you’re narrow-minded, and you have to spend all your
weekends in church. Oh, and they want 10% of your income.”

“Hey! Sign me up!”

Jesus endured the cross because He saw the end zone. We need
to see it, too. What does the end zone look like, for servants of God?

What does it mean, to be a Christian?

It means being on a team which will triumph over all of history.
It means sitting at the table of glory at a place with our name on it, in
the presence of the Creator of the Universe and the greatest Hero ever.
It means getting to live in a perfect world forever, with the God who
loves us as His own child, surrounded by family, friends and heroes
ofthe ages. It’s hearing the words, “Well done, faithful servant,” from
the lips of the One who gave His life to provide a place for us with
Him at the victory table.

Beat that!

That’s what it means to be a Christian! It’s worth it. Sign me up.
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September 6
What a Servant Does

Living [na New Kingdom

And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for
you, asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all
spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in a manner worthy
of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work
and increasing in the knowledge of God. May you be strengthened
with all power, according to his glorious might, for all endurance
and patience with joy, giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified
you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light. He has delivered
us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom
of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of
sins. Colossians 1:9-14

I love the part about being delivered from the domain of dark-
ness and transferred... to the kingdom of his beloved Son. That pretty
well sums it up! Now that we’ve gotten a divine transfer, we need a
new lifestyle to go with it! We shouldn’t be continuing in ungodly
pursuits, living like we were still trapped in darkness, once we’ve
been delivered by the Son.

So what does a servant in this new kingdom do, actually?

Even within these few short verses, there’s a laundry list of pur-
suits befitting a servant sprung from captivity and now basking in
the kingdom of light. The servant is:

Praying

Learning

Bearing fruit in every good work

Increasing in the knowledge of God

Increasing in God’s strength

Thankful

Qualified, because God has made him qualified

Forgiven, and living like it.

If the things on this list have no part in our life, we are living like
those who have not yet been freed, which is tragic—and needless.

What should a servant in this new kingdom do? I think we could
start anywhere on that list, and do O.K.
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September 7
What a Servant Does

Docrs of the Word

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your-
selves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like
a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he looks
at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. But the
one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres,
being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed
in his doing.

If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue,
but deceives his heart, this persons religion is worthless. Religion
that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is this: to visit
orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained
from the world. James 1:22-27

The whole book is like this. James is the Simon Cowell of the
Bible, the guy who just blurts it out. “You are deceiving yourself,
and your religion is worthless.” It sounds like something the notori-
ous judge on “American Idol” would say, were he judging would-be
disciples instead of would-be singers. Sometimes it’s exactly the kind
of thing we need to hear. Subtle suggestions intended to kindly steer
us in the right direction are too often ignored, and smugly forwarded
on to others who “need this;” not a problem to James! He just uses a
sledge hammer. With one sentence he levels us, then moves on to the
next subject!

It’s almost always instructive, too. In the book of James there is
not much about what we believe, it’s mostly about what we do. For
James, it just makes sense. Belief will always result in action; other-
wise we’re showing that we don’t really believe something, we just
say we do. So, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, James writes
out short little principles and statements which give direction to our
actions: “Want pure and undefiled religion? Visit orphans and widows,
and stay out of the mud. Now that you’ve heard the word, put it into
practice; be a doer of the word.”

Simplicity is good. The whole Bible isn’t like the book of James,
but then again, when the story of the Early Church was written,
they didn’t call it “The Beliefs of the Apostles” or “The Plans of the
Apostles;” it was termed “The Acts of the Apostles.” They were a
bunch of “doers of the Word.” Applied religion is never worthless.
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September 8
What a Servant Does

Faithin Action

What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but
does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister
is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to
them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled, ” without giving them the
things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself,
if it does not have works, is dead.

But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show
me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by
my works...

For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart
from works is dead. James 2:14-18,26

That last verse reminds me of the story of three guys discussing
the things they wanted people to be able to say of them as they lay in
a casket at their own funeral. The first man wanted people to say how
spiritual he had been. The second wanted them to say he had been a
good family man. The third one said that what he wanted people to
say at his funeral as they gazed in his casket was, “Look, he’s still
moving!”

Anice epitaph doesn’t make up for the fact that we’re dead, espe-
cially if being alive is still an option! And when it comes to my faith,
rather than a postmortem on how impressive it appeared to be when
I still had it, I’d much prefer observers to be able to say, “Look, it’s
still moving!”

People shouldn’t be forced to guess at our faith. Our trust in Christ
shouldn’t lie there motionless, blending in with the surroundings like
one of those lizards that looks like a leaf. People shouldn’t have to
peer closely at our faith, trying to distinguish if it’s real or not. They
ought to see the mercy and kindness of God flowing through our
lives like a rushing stream, then they won’t have to ask if we believe
in God. If we pull a Mother Theresa, resign from the world’s perks
and journey off to invest our lives in friendless lepers because that’s
what we believe Christ would have us to do, we no longer have to
convince folks we’re serious about our faith. Nothing shows off faith
like works done solely because of it.

Is our faith alive? If it’s still moving, that’s a really good sign.
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September 9
What a Servant Does

I~ aith Fo”owe& Bg Obe&icnce

What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but
does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister
is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to
them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the
things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself,
if it does not have works, is dead. James 2:14-17

James is good at pointing out the places where we like to deceive
ourselves. One of them is in defending the cherished tenet that, since
we are saved by faith alone, that’s also a good place to stop. It isn’t.
Obedience to God’s commands doesn’t show a lack of faith (“’You’re
trying to be saved by works!”); rather, it helps prove that we have faith.
It shows that we believe God not only exists, but that He expects us
to respond when He tells us something. Faith which is not followed
by obedience is not really faith, “saving” or otherwise.

For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart
from works is dead. (James 2:26)

Is it really a body, when the spirit is gone? Yes. A dead body. We
needn’t be expecting much out of it!

So, faith without works. Technically, we could still call it “faith,”
but sadly, it’s a dead faith. Obedience would have kept it alive and
shown that faith to be vibrant, but the absence of any response to the
stimuli of God’s commanded Word shows it to be lifeless and worth-
less. True faith will respond in obedience when God summons—not
flawless obedience, of course—but at least an attempt to comply with
the wishes of the Master.

Works cannot gain us the Kingdom of Heaven; no, that requires
God’s grace. Salvation is a free gift, generously bestowed upon ev-
ery sinner willing to humble himself enough to receive it. But faith
without obedience is not a living faith. In order to do the works God
has prepared in advance for us to do, faith must be alive. Obedience
proves that it is.
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September 10
What a Servant Does

Garagcc{ Faith

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds,
for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness.
And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and
complete, lacking in nothing. James 1:2-4

Obedience is the chance to prove that our faith is alive, that it’s
real. James began his book by telling us to “count it all joy, my broth-
ers” when we get a chance to try out our faith. When our faith is tested,
it will grow stronger and so will we. Untested faith is tenuous faith,
nervous faith. Nothing removes doubts as well as a successful trial
run! And once again, God is doing us a favor. He’s letting us try out
the faith He’s given us.

Faith without the opportunity to act on it must be like being the
owner of a new sports car we don’t get to drive (Not that it’s ever
happened to me). A speedometer that goes up to 150 mph, and we
can’t even back it out of the garage so the neighbors can see it, much
less drive it. A sports car confined to the garage. What a waste that
would be—and feel like.

That must be what it would feel like to have to “believe in God,”
and say “Yes” to all the creeds, etc., but know that we never get to
try out our faith, at all. It just sits there, blending in with the boring
surroundings. From the outside, it doesn’t look a bit different from
“non-faith,” or any better. Until we get a chance to step on the gas,
what good does it do to have “faith that would move mountains,”
when we don’t use it to so much as mow the lawn?!

Sports cars and faith were not meant to be kept in the garage.
In both cases, in order to appreciate what we have, we need the op-
portunity to get out and see what she’ll do. So, the next time a trial
comes my way, instead of moaning or whining I’m to get excited!
Here comes the chance to get my faith out of the garage, and show
off God’s grace a little.

Gentlemen, start your engines!

September 11
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What a Servant Does

O mitted Obcdiencc

So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him
it is sin. James 4:17

Omitted obedience is disobedience.

As a young child, our firstborn, compliant by nature, would
never tell us “No,” or exhibit open defiance, but when it came to
actually doing what she was told to do, there were many times when
she pleasantly disobeyed by simply not obeying. She would allow
herself to get distracted, she would “forget,” she would proceed so
slowly that someone else would end up doing it for her. Smiling, cute
disobedience. It was still disobedience, because she didn’t do what
she understood she was supposed to do!

I’ve seen many an adult operate this way, too, including me. Way
too many times, me.

I rarely tell God “No;” I know better than that. I also know that
it’s still disobedience, even if I skipped smarting off to Him when |
skipped my specific assignment.

Omitted obedience is disobedience.

God tells us things for a reason. My Dad used to try to couch
his commands in the language of suggestion: “You want to go and

?” It was gently put, but we both knew it to be a command, and
we both knew that the only choice I was being given was between
a reluctant “Yes” and a cheerful one. Obedience was not optional in
our home, nor did my father waste his time on suggestions; he only
made his commands sound like them to soften them. Underneath,
they were still commands.

When I know perfectly well what the Father would have me do,
but instead of obedience I’ve been offering excuses and “forgetting”
to obey, my omission of obedience results in the sin of omission.

Meanwhile, the enemy of our souls is always looking for oppor-
tunities to pile on a little more guilt to my already guilt-ridden life. It
doesn’t help that I’ve always been able to think up more things that |
“should” be doing than were humanly possible, then carry the (false)
guilt of not accomplishing my self-imposed goals. When I think about
it, [ realize that any time I knew it was God who was requiring my
obedience, the assignment was always specific and achievable, never
vague. And just like my Dad, never optional.
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September 12
What a Servant Does

Waiting Faticntlg

Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See
how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being patient
about it, until it receives the early and the late rains. You also, be
patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at hand.
Do not grumble against one another, brothers, so that you may not be
Jjudged; behold, the Judge is standing at the door. As an example of
suffering and patience, brothers, take the prophets who spoke in the
name of the Lord. Behold, we consider those blessed who remained
steadfast. You have heard of the steadfastness of Job, and you have
seen the purpose of the Lord, how the Lord is compassionate and
merciful. James 5:7-11

Judging from the fact that in the space of five verses he mentions
it four times, 1’d say that God wants His servants to “be patient.”
Servanthood is not non-stop activity; sometimes, the most important
thing a servant can be doing is waiting, patiently.

It’s hard enough to wait, let alone to do it patiently, without
grumbling and grousing at one another. Patient waiting as an assign-
ment? Four times in five verses.

I remember seeing the guards in London. Talk about an exercise
in patience! That seemed to be the principal challenge: How long
can this man stand here, motionless and imperturbable, under the
unending and sometimes purposeful distraction of tourists hoping
to make him move? Patience. His assignment is to remain as still as
a statue for his entire shift, until a merciful replacement comes to
continue the assignment of waiting, patiently.

When we think “soldiers,” the tendency is to think of violent
action—activity. Those who have served their country in the military
know there is a lot more waiting than fighting. Willing and ready to
fight? Yes. But the actual service—and perhaps the hardest service—
is most often “waiting patiently,” without grumbling, without going
AWOL, without letting people or events pull us off-task.

In the Lord’s service, an awesome sight to observe is a servant
of Christ, eyes straight forward, oblivious to chaos or confusion,
patiently awaiting His next command. Pretty impressive. And useful.
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September 13
What a Servant Does

Empowere& T o Sit

And he called to him his twelve disciples and gave them authority
over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal every disease and
every affliction.

These twelve Jesus sent out, instructing them,... John 10:1,5

The disciples weren’t being trained to sit! I’'m trying to picture
myself as one of the Twelve, taking notes as Jesus gives instructions
for this first “Faith Field Trip.”

“Just go among your own people. It’s not time for the Samaritans
or Gentiles, yet.”

“Check. Good idea.”

“Here’s the message: ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.””

“Good. Short. Easy to remember.”

“Heal the sick.”

I write down, “Heal the sick.”

“Raise the dead.”

Huh? I write down, “Raise the dead!”

“Cleanse lepers.”

I’'m still writing.

“Cast out demons.”

This is unreal. I’'m thinking, “Anything else impossible you want
me to write down, Lord?!”

“Don’t take anything with you, even if you already own it. [ want
you to see what it’s like to live by faith, in my power.”

I’ve stopped taking notes, as Jesus continues to give a chapter’s
worth of specific, detailed instructions and explanations regarding vari-
ous scenarios. He’s serious about this. We’re not in a class, studying
theology or theory; we’re about to be sent out to do the impossible, and
then come back and report to Him about it!

And that’s exactly what happened, to their amazement. It happened
again, when a larger group was subsequently sent out. They were sent
out, followed Jesus’ specific instructions, and returned with joy (Lk
10:17)!

Jesus empowered and sent out the Twelve; the same with the 72;
but now when Jesus instructs His disciples, He just tells us to sit. Right?
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September 14
What a Servant Does

The Mim’strg of Receiving

“Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me
receives him who sent me. The one who receives a prophet because
he is a prophet will receive a prophets reward, and the one who
receives a righteous person because he is a righteous person will
receive a righteous person s reward. And whoever gives one of these
little ones even a cup of cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I
say to you, he will by no means lose his reward.” Matthew 10:37-42

It stands to reason that someone functioning as a prophet should
get some kind of reward. After all, when we browse through the
pages of the Old Testament, we come across people called “prophets”
faced with some pretty grim circumstances! When they have to stand
before kings and tell them things kings don’t like to hear, there ought
to be something more than death to look forward to, I would think!
Obviously, there is.

But I hadn’t taken this passage to heart, before, about other
people getting in on a prophet’s reward, simply for receiving him
as a prophet. It just stands to reason, though—everyone can’t be a
prophet. Who would the audience be?! If everybody just hears from
God on their own, what’s the purpose of having any prophets at all?
Just read the memo from God.

Notwithstanding the presence of the Holy Spirit in each believer,
there continues to be a place for prophets, according to scripture (Eph
4:11). Consequently, there also continues to be a ministry of receiving
prophets. Jesus says the prophet and the receiver get the same reward!
When it comes down to it, they have the same job: Believing. The
prophet’s job is to believe that what he has heard is a message from
God which has been given him to deliver. The receiver’s job is to
believe that what he is hearing (from the prophet) is a message from
God, to treat it as such and to act on it, accordingly.

It’s basically the same job: Believe God. When the prophet faith-
fully delivers the message from the Lord, and the receiver faithfully
receives the words of the prophet as having been passed on from God,
they are both just believing that God speaks fo people and through
people. Whichever end we may be on, the reward is the same: The
reward God grants to those who exercise faith and obedience, whether
they are a messenger or a receiver.

)
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September 15
What a Servant Does

What to Do With ngocrites

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, “The scribes
and the Pharisees sit on Moses’seat, so practice and observe what-
ever they tell you—but not what they do. For they preach, but do not
practice. They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on
people s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to move them
with their finger. They do all their deeds to be seen by others. For
they make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, and they
love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the synagogues
and greetings in the marketplaces and being called rabbi by others.
Matthew 23:1-7

Jesus is just getting started. In this chapter He pronounces woes
on the scribes and Pharisees, whom He addresses as “hypocrites,”
“blind guides” and ““a brood of vipers,” among other things.

Hatred toward Jesus had long been brewing among the brood He
described, and this particular speech only fueled the fire. It was all
for a purpose. One of those purposes was to instruct us concerning
what to do with hypocrites.

Hypocrites grab at glory, authority, and fairly often get it, which
means that many people will face each day answering in some way
to a person of bloated ego and diminutive character. Jesus sketches
out the fine line we are to follow, in these situations: Show respect
for those in authority, even when it is undeserved, but reserve your
ultimate respect for God and His law. Many times what a hypocrite
says will actually be right and true; the example they set is where
the rub comes. If what they’re saying is appropriate, we follow their
instruction, while ignoring their hypocritical behavior. If a hypocrite’s
preaching is good, follow their words, but not their example. Jesus
is asking us to ignore hypocrisy in others, as we serve Him.

And once again, here comes the command to take an entirely
different track than the world usually offers: “The greatest among
you shall be your servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled,
and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” (Mt 23:11-12) Our
personal target is humility and service, not self-aggrandizement. The
first defense against hypocrites is to not be one. If we head toward
humility, we encounter (A) The fewest hypocrites wanting our seat,
and (B) The greatest blessings of God.
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September 16
What a Servant Does

Hot Fotato Ta]ents

“For it will be like a man going on a journey, who called his ser-
vants and entrusted to them his property. To one he gave five talents,
to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then
he went away. ...

He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying,
‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you did not sow,
and gathering where you scattered no seed, so I was afraid, and |
went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’
But his master answered him, ‘You wicked and slothful servant! You
knew that I reap where I have not sowed and gather where I scat-
tered no seed? Then you ought to have invested my money with the
bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was my own
with interest. So take the talent from him and give it to him who has
the ten talents. For to everyone who has will more be given, and he
will have an abundance. But from the one who has not, even what
he has will be taken away. And cast the worthless servant into the
outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth.”* Matthew 25:14-15,24-30

Being given a “talent” was no little deal. It represented the
amount of money a working man would make in twenty years! Five
talents—a century’s worth of income for a laborer—were given to
one servant, who doubled the money over time, was blessed by his
returning master, and told, “Well done, good and faithful servant.
You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter
into the joy of your master.” (Mt 25:21) If 100 years’ wages is what
God calls “a little thing,” it makes me wonder what He would call
“much”!

The point is not that God is into us making money for Him, since
it holds no value for Him. The point is about us becoming responsible
servants, who can be trusted with little or much, who will do some-
thing with whatever is entrusted to us, rather than wasting time on
excuses. We’re supposed to do something with what has been given
to us! That’s the difference between the wicked, slothful servant and
the good and faithful one. It’s not the amount which matters; it’s the
faithfulness. Resources in my possession is there for a reason. When
He returns, I don’t want to be just holding it.
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What a Servant Does

Crgstal Clear Commission

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have com-
manded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the
age.” Matthew 28:18-20

Our purpose for remaining on earth is crystal clear. The Great
Commission was given us by the One possessing all authority in
heaven and on earth! Plus, that One is still with us, and promised
that He always will be. What in the world holds us back?!

We really can’t plead ignorance. This is not a foggy mission
statement.

We can’t say we don’t know if we’re supposed to or not. Jesus
reminds His followers that a// authority belongs to Him, and follows
it up with “Go therefore.” “All authority,” plus “Go” is not very
ambiguous.

“Where” is clear, also: “All nations.’

“What?” “Make disciples,” “baptize,” “teach them to observe
all that I have commanded you.”

“What if we have questions or problems?” “And behold, I am
with you always, to the end of the age.”

I think I’m out of excuses.

In my lifetime, I’ve observed the Church in America emphasize
fad after fad, each one harked as the latest “key” to church growth
and effectiveness, each one disappointing in its long-term results, each
one failing to turn around a culture bent on decay, even as mission
efforts around the world produced astonishing growth.

There’s hope. In my own denomination, the complex mission
statement too often ignored through the years was recently reduced
to seven words: “To make Christlike disciples in the nations.” It’s
hard to go wrong with that one! Now it’s just a matter of doing it.

Jesus’ final instructions to His disciples were not meant to be
debated or crafted into new mission statements to be ignored. With all
authority in heaven and earth backing them, and the Savior Himself
present to empower us, these instructions were given us to be carried
out. No more excuses. We can’t say we don’t know what to do.

’
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What a Servant Does

Unbe]icvable Doors

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have
loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that someone lays down
his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command
you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know
what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that |
have heard from my Father I have made known to you. You did not
choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and
bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that whatever you ask
the Father in my name, he may give it to you. These things I command
you, so that you will love one another.” John 15:12-17

Love was not a suggestion or an ideal presented to the disciples
by Jesus, but a command. It was always a command. All the other
commands He gave hinged on that one: “Love one another as I have
loved you.” It was to be our best way of showing we were obedient.
It was the way to show we belonged to Him. It was the best way of
demonstrating that we love God with all our heart, soul, mind and
strength, the greatest commandment of all.

It all revolves around love—not the sticky, whimsical “luv” of
modern culture, but the rugged, self-sacrificial love exemplified in
our Lord. That love is based on choice, not attraction. The kind of
love with which Christ loved us is relentless, impervious to response,
strong and selfless. This love is governed by an attitude of the will,
independent of emotions.

“Love one another as I have loved you.” That is a hard act to
follow! It is, however, an act, not a feeling. It’s a series of actions, a
lifestyle pursuit of loving one another after the model of Christ.

“Love one another as [ have loved you” is a door-opening com-
mandment. When we follow it, it greatly increases our intimacy, not
only with one another, but with God. We go from “command-keeping
servant” to “friend.” When our goal is synchronized with God’s—
”Love these people”—He entrusts us with information only given to
those who share a mission of the heart. We are never “helping” God
more than when we love! We are never closer to His heart. We are
never truer to our purpose in life. What an honor it is to be given a
commandment which shows more clearly than anything else His mark
on our lives, and which opens so many wonderful doors!
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What a Servant Does

]t Coul&n’t Be C]carer

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter,
“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to
him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed my
lambs.” He said to him a second time, “‘Simon, son of John, do you
love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He
said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon,
son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he said to
him the third time, “Do you love me? " and he said to him, “Lord, you
know everything, you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed
my sheep. Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to
dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old,
you will stretch out your hands, and another will dress you and carry
you where you do not want to go.” (This he said to show by what kind
of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said to him,
“Follow me.”

Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following
them, the one who had been reclining at table close to him and had said,
“Lord, who is it that is going to betray you? ” When Peter saw him, he
said to Jesus, “Lord, what about this man? ” Jesus said to him, “Ifit is

my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow me!”
John 21:15-22

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”....
“Feed my lambs.”

“....Do you love me?”

“Tend my sheep.”

“....Do you love me?”

“Feed my sheep.”

“FOLLOW ME.”

What more instruction does a pastor need?!

“But Lord, what about John?!”....

“What about him? If'it is my will that he remain until I come, what
is that to you? You follow me!”

How clear can it be? If we really love Jesus, what is it that He
would have us to do? Feed my sheep. Follow me. It couldn’t be clearer.
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As Smar‘c as an Ant

Go to the ant, O sluggard, consider her ways, and be wise.
Without having any chief, officer, or ruler, she prepares her bread in
summer and gathers her food in harvest. How long will you lie there,
O sluggard? When will you arise from your sleep? A little sleep, a little
slumber; a little folding of the hands to rest, and poverty will come
upon you like a robber, and want like an armed man. Proverbs 6:9-11

This was the passage my younger brother liked to quote right
before jumping on top of me in bed to wake me, in the rare day on the
farm when I was trying to sleep in. We both had plenty to do, but both
of'us put together would never compare to our father. “Hard-working”
seemed way too trite a term for him!

But rather than being a burden, being taught to work hard turned
out to be one of the greatest blessings ever conferred upon us by our
Dad. Countless doors have opened for each of the four of us raised
in a household where we learned to work and pray. The ability to
exercise self-discipline, foresight, determination, skill and planning,
self-denial—the ability to apply oneself to a task with a focused stub-
bornness that refuses to quit until success is achieved—it makes me
smile to think that all of this and more was purposely passed down to
us by earthly parents who looked at work not as a necessary evil but
as a blessing from God.

And so it is. The “Protestant work ethic” is not an unnatural burden
passed down from one repressive generation to another, but a blessing
from God. What was it Jesus said about His Father? “My Father is
working until now, and I am working.” (Jn 5:17) In God’s eyes, work
is a good thing! Work was how all of Creation was formed. God did it
because He wanted to, not because anyone could force Him. It is His
nature to work, creatively and wonderfully. He wanted His creation
to share in His nature, so He blessed mankind with the gift of work.
It is a blessing, not a burden. It’s another opportunity to be like our
Father.

Wisdom is realizing that what God calls “good” is always good,
and that everything He has given us is for our benefit, including the
gift of work. When we understand that, we’re at least as smart as an
ant.
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Wa]king in (Good Works

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your
own doing; itis the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may
boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.
Ephesians 2:8-10

There it is. In a short passage of three verses, Paul puts grace,
faith and works in their place.

Saved? By grace...through faith.

By your own doing? No. It is the gift of God.

Saved as a result of? Grace. We already said that. Salvation is
not a result of works, so that no one may boast. God knew us really
well, didn’t He? If even one person managed to get into the Kingdom
through his works, we’d hang a medal on him and everybody would
be trying to match his feat. No one gets in by works! There’s no need
to try.

This does not mean that no one needs to work! On the contrary—

Why were we created? As a work of God, his workmanship.

For what? For good works, which God prepared beforehand,
that we should walk in them.

Like handy “Make-a-Dent-in-Life” kits, carefully arranged before
us with our name tags fluttering from them, God has prepared for
each of us good works,...that we should walk in them. Good works
aren’t what get us in to the Kingdom; good works are what we do
once we’re in.

It’s all coming together. This isn’t Paul versus James, or some
such nonsense; this is Paul explaining how faith, grace and works fit
together perfectly, with no tension at all between them.

We 're saved by grace, through faith, so that we can walk in the
good works God has prepared in advance for each of us to do.

God knew we could never qualify for His Kingdom through
our works, so He gave us salvation by grace through faith. And God
knew how excited we would be in a Kingdom we got into for free
where we would have absolutely nothing to do but sit around and be
thankful we missed hell, so through Christ Jesus He prepared good
works, that we should walk in them.

This isn’t really that complicated, is it?
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What a Servant Does

Bless (5od

1 will extol you, my God and King,

and bless your name forever and ever.
Every day I will bless you

and praise your name forever and ever.
Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised,

and his greatness is unsearchable.

One generation shall commend your works to another,
and shall declare your mighty acts.

On the glorious splendor of your majesty,
and on your wondrous works, I will meditate.

They shall speak of the might of your awesome deeds,
and I will declare your greatness. ...

My mouth will speak the praise of the LORD,

and let all flesh bless his holy name forever and ever.
Psalm 145:1-6,21

Part of the job of a servant is to “bless God.” We are to be good
advertisements for His glory and goodness. That’s why it was good
for David to say to the Lord and to himself: “My mouth will speak
the praise of the LORD.” Like a press agent for God, our job is to
talk about His goodness and to let people know of His faithfulness,
His love, and His greatness.

So many people don’t seem to know that God is good! They
pass judgment on Him, based on their own experiences, coming to
the conclusion that either He doesn’t really exist, or that He does in
some form, but cannot be trusted. Bitter personal history with fathers
or church people, inexplicable tragedies, their view of God is tainted
by a worldview of general mistrust. This is why one of the crucial
things a servant does is to bless God. People who don’t know the
Father desperately need to hear the heartfelt praise and thanksgiving
of His children, proclaiming that He is unimaginably good. They
don’t know that. They need to. Because it is so very true! Every day
I will bless you... My mouth will speak the praise of the LORD.
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What a Servant Does

Dispensing (od's (Grace

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf
of you Gentiles—assuming that you have heard of the stewardship
of God's grace that was given to me for you, how the mystery was
made known to me by revelation, as I have written briefly. When you
read this, you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ,
which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations
as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the
Spirit. This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of
the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through
the gospel.

Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of
God's grace, which was given me by the working of his power.
To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace
was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of
Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the
mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things, so that
through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be
made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.
Ephesians 3:1-10

Paul knew he had been given something special. He had been
divinely commissioned to preach God’s grace to the Gentiles, welcom-
ing them into God’s Kingdom as fellow-heirs. Undeserving as Paul
felt about this honor, he took the responsibility even more seriously.
Proclaiming God’s grace to those who had never even heard it was
the focal point of his life, a sacred trust.

A phrase which stands out to me in the opening verse of this pas-
sage is “the stewardship of God's grace.” It was not just Paul who
has been granted God’s grace; every believer has been granted grace,
not only for ourselves, but to extend toward others. God’s grace has
been given to us as a “resource,” which we are to generously steward.

Just as we are stewards of material things which don’t belong to
us, but to God, and we are expected to manage them in accordance
with God’s will, so we are stewards of His grace, dispensing it to
people who don’t realize that God’s grace is for them, too. What a
treasure we have! What a responsibility—to be dispensers of grace.
How delightful it is to “steward” a resource which never runs out!
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A Conduit o{:Jog

Have you not known? Have you not heard?
The LORD is the everlasting God,
the Creator of the ends of the earth.
He does not faint or grow weary;,
his understanding is unsearchable.
He gives power to the faint,
and to him who has no might he increases strength.
Even youths shall faint and be weary,
and young men shall fall exhausted;
but they who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength;
they shall mount up with wings like eagles,
they shall run and not be weary;
they shall walk and not faint. Isaiah 40:28-31

When we come to the end of chapters like this one—so beautiful,
so powerful and so joyful—we know it came from God. And instead
of saying, “What a writer!” we say, “What a God!”

Isaiah’s prophetic role once took him to the bedside of a king.
There he delivered the somber news that Hezekiah was soon to die.
The king’s tears prompted God to grant him a fifteen year extension
on his life, and Isaiah was sent back to announce the reprieve.

Isaiah’s prophecies of the future are some of the key passages
concerning the Christ. They are beautiful, exquisitely fashioned pre-
dictions which found exact fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth. It was
so important that these prophecies were written down and preserved,
hundreds of years prior to the birth of the Messiah.

Sometimes the prophet’s role was to faithfully deliver a message
from God, whether to a bedridden ruler or to generations yet unborn.
And sometimes the role of the prophet was simply to be a mouthpiece
of praise, a conduit of joy. Sometimes what the world needs to hear
is not what will happen next, or in the distant future, but the aston-
ishing truth that God is good—that He is beautiful and magnificent
and can be trusted. There is a joy which resides in God. At times, the
most significant thing we can do is to be a channel for God’s joy to
be manifest on earth.

Lord, help me to be a conduit of your joy and power and beauty,
today.
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The Feople at the Gatc

“There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen
and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate was laid a
poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who desired to be fed
with what fell from the rich man's table. Moreover, even the dogs came
and licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels
to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried, and in
Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far
off and Lazarus at his side. And he called out, ‘Father Abraham, have
mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water
and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame.’ But Abraham
said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good
things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things, but now he is comforted
here, and you are in anguish...” Luke 16:19-25

This has never been one of my favorite parables, probably because
it’s not hard to figure out to which of the two men my life circum-
stances most closely compare! In fact, if nice clothes and plenty to eat
qualifies us as rich, that would include most of the population of my
country. Even the guy who stands at the intersection hitting people
up for money is quite a ways from Lazarus.

Is it a sin to be rich? Come to think of it, Abraham easily fit that
category, and it was God who gave it to him! Now Abram was very
rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold. (Gen 13:2) Abraham was also
generous, merciful and obedient, qualities obviously lacking in the
rich man in Jesus’ parable. So, it must not be a sin to be rich, but it is
a sin to be selfish? Sounds right.

How does this apply to the servant of God, who has been blessed
with more than enough food and clothing, not to mention what’s in
the two-car garage and spilling out into the driveway? It’s a reminder
that we are not here to serve ourselves and sit around enjoying our
luxuries; there’s a responsibility to those at our gate. The servant of
God, especially the rich one, is supposed to share, not grudgingly, but
willingly. There is a place of comfort coming even for the rich, if they
choose to use riches to bless and comfort those around them, now.
But if we think God’s not serious about us learning to show mercy,
like the rich man, we are sadly mistaken.
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Fragcr on the Go

In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes,
when wine was before him, I took up the wine and gave it to the king.
Now I had not been sad in his presence. And the king said to me, “Why
is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness
of the heart.” Then I was very much afraid. I said to the king, “Let
the king live forever! Why should not my face be sad, when the city,
the place of my fathers’ graves, lies in ruins, and its gates have been
destroyed by fire?” Then the king said to me, “What are you request-
ing?” So I prayed to the God of heaven. And I said to the king, “If it
pleases the king, and if your servant has found favor in your sight,
that you send me to Judabh, to the city of my fathers’graves, that I may
rebuild it.” And the king said to me (the queen sitting beside him),
“How long will you be gone, and when will you return?” So it pleased
the king to send me when I had given him a time. Nehemiah 2:1-6

Quick prayers and being prepared! What a combination! When
Artaxerxes asks Nehemiah what’s wrong, Nehemiah tells him, and
when the question comes, “What are you requesting?” Nehemiah
quickly prays, then makes a very specific, reasonable, well-thought-out
request, which indicates that this servant makes thorough preparations
for everything. I like this balance: He thinks things through and thor-
oughly prepares, yet depends on God and prays through everything!
It’s a good combination of faith and reason. It also works!

When the time came to reply to the king, Nehemiah had all the
answers the king needed, because he had already prayed and thought
this thing through, so he wasn’t saying, “I don’t know” to anything.
In one fateful day, it all happened and came together! And the king
granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me.
(Neh 2:8)

Here’s lesson one from Nehemiah: Be prepared, and never stop
praying. That philosophy served well the man who was cupbearer to the
king of an empire, but who rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem and greatly
helped his people. God hears the quick prayers, too—especially when
it’s just one more prayer in a never-ending series, as we always go to
Him, first, even as we prepare.
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TI’]C Constant Comman&ment

For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning,
that we should love one another.

By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought
to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world s
goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him,
how does God's love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in
word or talk but in deed and in truth. 1 John 3:11,16-18

It’s always going to come back to love, isn’t it? There’s a lot more
where this passage came from! It’s everywhere in the Book. Our job
is to love. The Lord gives it to us in about every conceivable manner,
hoping that somehow we’ll get it, take it into our hearts, and actually
fulfill this greatest of all commandments. We’re supposed to love. He
has built us for that purpose, commissioned us to do it, set the great-
est example possible, tucked the commandment into scripture after
scripture.... Now the Lord waits, to see if we’re serious about being
people after His heart. If we are, we’ll love. There’s just no getting
past this commandment!

It’s the message we’ve heard from the beginning. It’s the message
we’ll hear ‘til the end. Love. Lay down your life for your brother.
Bolster up all the mercy within you, and open up your heart to the
needs of people besides yourself. Don’t just talk about love, but let it
seep into your actions.

What does a servant of God do? He loves. What about “obedi-
ence?” When it comes to serving God, “love” and “obedience” are
the same thing. There’s just no getting around it.
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The (]l navoidable | esson

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and who-
ever loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does
not love does not know God, because God is love. In this the love of
God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into
the world, so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that
we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the
propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to
love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another,
God abides in us and his love is perfected in us. 1 John 4:7-12

Again. We could easily spend a month on nothing more than
“What does a servant do? He loves.” There’s plenty of ammunition!
It is the key, though. Love for one another is the sign that we’ve been
in contact with the one true God, who loved the world so much that
He sent His only Son to save it. I’ve noticed that it’s missing in all of
the cults. The messengers trying to straighten out our worldview or
theology are big on what they think is “truth,” but their god is never a
loving God who would come down to earth and save us; he’s always
something different. And the “love for one another” part generally
appears to be either missing or skewed. Many times, it smacks of
commiseration, rather than an actual desire to be together.

Yet, as I think of it, I’ve just described the Church, more often
than I’d like to think! How many Christians have I encountered
who somberly professed “love” for Christ, and fellowship with one
another, but who exhibited little or no evidence of either? Way too
many. And I’ve been there, too, plenty of times. We have work to
do on this commandment.

John makes it clear that we’re not going to see God, face to face;
we already knew that. But he also reminds us that the world isn’t
going to see God at all, until they see people who love Him and who
choose to love one another, because of Him. This is where we come
in! Love is the unavoidable lesson. But once we learn it, the world
gets a front-row seat to what God is all about.

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and who-
ever loves has been born of God and knows God. We can’t get away
from it.
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Retained Disciples

Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go
on to maturity, not laying again a foundation of repentance from dead
works and of faith toward God, and of instructions about washings,
the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal
Judgment. And this we will do if God permits. Hebrews 6:1-3

“Going on” is part of the education process. No one | know as-
pires to spend two or three years in third grade, although it sometimes
happens. Why do kids get retained? Because, before we’re ready for
Grade Four, we need to have somewhat of a handle on Grade Three,
or things will just get worse.

Likewise in the Christian life. We may be engrossed with thoughts
of becoming a big-time prophet, sharing our wisdom about Revelation
far and wide, but if we haven’t gotten past our “times tables” yet, we
can forget it, and prepare for another fun-filled year in third grade.

Retaining children in school is not something anyone likes, but
reality makes it a necessity, at times. Pretending that we’re ready
when we’re not isn’t to anyone’s advantage. Nor is settling down to
some form of pseudo-contentment, when no progress is being made.

God doesn’t like to retain us at our present level, either. He would
much rather that we learn, grow and go on. But if we think that we’ve
arrived, and we refuse to try to learn any more, even though we’re still
at “elementary” levels, how is God ever going to get us to maturity?
He can either allow us to fake our way through, in experiences where
we’re sure to be crushed, or He can “retain” us at our present level,
until we finally grasp the vital truths and skills we’re going to need
in the next “grade.” What will a loving Father do?

If we recognize the marks on our desk from last year, and the
teacher wears a very familiar face, rather than grousing at God for
leaving us behind as our friends proceed to new challenges, maybe
we should just settle down and learn this stuff. And thank God that
He loves us enough to retain us, rather than letting us drown in water
too deep for us.

Maturity. That’s the goal, and He’ll get us there. But we don’t
go on to the next level until He says we’re ready.
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Sluggish Servants

For land that has drunk the rain that often falls on it, and pro-
duces a crop useful to those for whose sake it is cultivated, receives
a blessing from God. But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless
and near to being cursed, and its end is to be burned.

Though we speak in this way, yet in your case, beloved, we feel
sure of better things—things that belong to salvation. For God is not
so unjust as to overlook your work and the love that you showed for
his sake in serving the saints, as you still do. And we desire each one
of you to show the same earnestness to have the full assurance of
hope until the end, so that you may not be sluggish, but imitators of
those who through faith and patience inherit the promises. Hebrews
6:7-12

The first-glance picture presented by this passage isn’t pretty, and
might tend to make us think, “What’s the use? I guess I’'m just ‘bad
land,” with no hope.” But the promises of which the writer speaks
are promises about “whosoever” believes in Christ, and don’t have
anything to do with natural talent or station in life. The point being,
anyone who wants to be “good land” only has to put himself at God’s
disposal and is guaranteed a “crop.” The only one with anything to
fear is the “sluggish”’servant, who insists on bearing thorns and thistles
(sinning), despite the fact that he has received all the “rain” needed
to produce the fruit of righteousness.

God lets us choose what kind of “land” we will be. He has prom-
ised that if we abide in Christ, we can’t help but produce fruit (Jn 15).
He has also warned that “apart from me you can do nothing.” (Jn
15:5). It’s totally up to us, whether or not we bear fruit, based on the
position we choose for ourselves. “In Christ” equals fruitful. “Apart
from Christ” equals nothing. Those of us who choose “in Christ”
inherit all the promises which attend such a life. We proceed with
faith and patience, and in the end, no one is disappointed. A// our
work is rewarded, with love shown to others once again representing
the greatest “work” of all.

There’s no need for us to be a “sluggish” servant. Since follow-
ing Christ is the only road leading to fruitfulness, there’s no sense
in being indecisive about that choice, or lagging behind once we’ve
made it. It’s time to aggressively pursue the promises God has for

us, and not look back.
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October 1
Promises to Servants

A Crown like Faul’s

For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time
of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight. I have finished
the race. I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the
crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award
to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved
his appearing. 2 Timothy 4:6-8

I’m trying to see the apostle Paul’s face, as he writes the final page
of correspondence the world will ever see from him. It’s written to a
beloved son in the faith, Timothy. The short epistle is sincere, passion-
ate, hopeful, yet calmly realistic.

Paul’s face is calm. In fact, everything he has penned is reflected
in his countenance. The hope of eternal life, of a reward which will
more than compensate for every trial. The satisfaction of having done
absolutely everything in his power to win a world for Christ. The raw
determination to see this race through to the very end, letting nothing
stop him from crossing the finish line. The resignation that he is at last
nearing the point where he will surrender what’s left of his earthly body,
in exchange for a glorified one.

There is no fear in Paul’s face, and no regret. There is only hope.
And there is no way that our Father in heaven will let His servant enter
His presence unheralded or without reward! A crown bearing his name
awaits Paul. Yet, Paul’s gaze is not fixed on the crown he will receive,
but on the Savior who called him on the Damascus road and who has
guided his every step since that day. The reward isn’t the crown, it’s
Jesus.

The hope the apostle held wasn’t for him alone, but to all ofus “who
have loved his appearing. ” Paul calls the prize “the crown of righteous-
ness.” It doesn’t just go to famous and highly esteemed apostles; we
get it, too. It’s really something to think about—we get the same crown
as the apostle Paul! The crown of righteousness is not just awarded
to “Most Valuable Player’s” who make an incredible showing for the
cause of Christ, here on earth. The crown goes to “all who have loved
his appearing.”

It’s like the Super Bowl. On the winning team, everybody gets a
ring. The star player and the guy who never left the bench both get the
same ring. [ want to finish this race. A crown just like Paul’s awaits me.
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October 2
What a Servant Does

(God’s [Tavorite Sacrhciccs

Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise
to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. Do not
neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices
are pleasing to God.

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping
watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account.
Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be
of no advantage to you.

Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience,
desiring to act honorably in all things. I urge you the more earnestly
to do this in order that I may be restored to you the sooner. Hebrews
13:15-19

It’s never hard to find things to do, when we read the Bible.
Mentioned here in a few verses are some of God’s favorite sacrifices:
Praise, Doing good, Sharing, Obedience, Intercession.

In each case, there are times when this action might be easy—
such as praising God when a totally wonderful event has just taken
place—and times when to do this is nothing other than a sacrifice.

A life of sacrifice is a life which pleases God. The servant who
praises God when he is sick or times are bleak, as well as when
things are good, is a servant who knows the “sacrifice of praise.”
Likewise for the servant who shares with others not out of his excess,
but sacrificially, who prays earnestly for others, who obeys leaders
who aren’t very good leaders but does it as a sacrifice to God. God
is pleased with such sacrifices. One of the themes of the book of
Hebrews is that the animal sacrifices are no longer necessary, since
the perfect sacrifice of Jesus atoned for our sin. His blood purchased
our salvation once and for all. That doesn’t mean we can’t bring a
sacrifice of love to our Father, as an act of worship. What would He
have us bring? The sacrifice of praise is always appropriate. Doing
good—He smiles at that offering. Praying for others—it’s a sacrifice
pleasing to Him. Being a cooperative follower of the leaders He has
placed over us blesses our boss and God. Whatever we do out of love
for God is an acceptable sacrifice in His sight. There’s plenty to do.
We don’t have to (and can’t) “sacrifice” our way into the Kingdom,
but God is pleased when we bring a sacrifice He likes “just because.”
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October 3
What a Servant Does

A Choice Made in Fublic

“Now therefore fear the LORD and serve him in sincerity and in
faithfulness. Put away the gods that your fathers served beyond the
River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. And if it is evil in your eyes
to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether
the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the
gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for me and my
house, we will serve the LORD.” Joshua 24:14-15

Joshua assembles the leaders and elders of Israel and recites to
them their history. He recounts God’s promises, reminds them that it
was God and not their own strength that got them here, then concludes
with a very serious challenge: He tells them to make a choice. They
need to choose their God.

There are times when we need to renew the covenant. It’s not
enough to struggle on, bouncing between tradition and scripture and
cultural undertow and confusion; there are times when we need to say
it out loud, in the presence of witnesses: “We will serve the LORD!”

Joshua gave the Israelites that opportunity. Had he not done it
in that way, I think the outcome for his generation would have been
different. Instead of remaining faithful to the LORD as they did, I
think many of them would have drifted into pluralism or whatever
without even giving it much thought. Their leader didn’t give them
that choice. He made them choose, after clearly revealing his own
decision. The public commitment made to Yahweh by the Israelite
leaders lasted them the rest of their generation.

It’s only too bad that the torch didn’t get transferred. The lights
went out on the people who had witnessed God’s miraculous provision
and power, and the younger generation still hadn’t gotten it: And all
that generation also were gathered to their fathers. And there arose
another generation after them who did not know the LORD or the
work that he had done for Israel. (Judges 2:10)

Why not? Why didn’t they know the LORD? I think it’s because
people didn’t take the time or trouble to publicly express their grati-
tude to Him, or to consciously and openly renew their covenant with
Him in the presence of their children. Until the baton is passed, our
work is not finished.
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October 4
What a Servant Does

T rained in (Godliness

If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good
servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and
of the good doctrine that you have followed. Have nothing to do with
irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness, for while
bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way,
as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come.
The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance. For to
this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope set on the living
God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe.

Command and teach these things. Let no one despise you for
your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct,
in love, in faith, in purity. Until [ come, devote yourself to the public
reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. Do not neglect the
gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of
elders laid their hands on you. Practice these things, devote yourself
to them, so that all may see your progress. Keep a close watch on
yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will
save both yourself and your hearers.

1 Timothy 4:6-16

The kind of discipline exercised by players in professional sports
is the kind of discipline God desires of disciples. Hours spent in train-
ing camp pay off when the season arrives; every spiritual discipline
we apply to our lives helps us in training ourselves for godliness.
Training in sports only yields a return in this life; training in godli-
ness offers benefits both for now and eternity. Even a little discipline
produces a much more useful servant.

The minister receives special instructions: Be an example. Focus
on these things and devote yourself to them. Watch yourself! Practice
the basics. Something as simple as the public reading of scripture
produces constant benefits (particularly in a culture where few had
access to scripture and many were illiterate). Discipline yourself in
the fundamentals, but above that, take the gift you have been given,
and do something with it. Train yourself for godliness, knowing that
everything counts. Coaches go with well-conditioned players; God
gives special assignments to those who have trained themselves in
godliness, who keep showing up for practice.
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October 5
What a Servant Does

Hea]tlﬁg in ["aith

But as for you, teach what accords with sound doctrine. Older
men are to be sober-minded, dignified, self-controlled, sound in faith,
in love, and in steadfastness. Older women likewise are to be reverent
in behavior, not slanderers or slaves to much wine. They are to teach
what is good, and so train the young women to love their husbands
and children, to be self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and
submissive to their own husbands, that the word of God may not be
reviled. Likewise, urge the younger men to be self-controlled. Show
yourself in all respects to be a model of good works, and in your
teaching show integrity, dignity, and sound speech that cannot be
condemned, so that an opponent may be put to shame, having nothing
evil to say about us. Slaves are to be submissive to their own masters
in everything, they are to be well-pleasing, not argumentative, not
pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that in everything they may
adorn the doctrine of God our Savior. Titus 2:1-10

An interesting alternate translation occurs three times in this
paragraph: “Sound” may also be translated “healthy.” “Sound”
doctrine becomes “healthy” doctrine, being “sound in faith” means
being “healthy in faith” and “sound speech” is “healthy speech.” Not
bad. God is interested in His people being “healthy,” including their
speech, faith and what they teach.

This revealing substitute translation also helps us to veer away
from a dead-end road for Christians, the misconstrued notion that all
that counts is being “right,” “sound doctrine” too often merely associ-
ated with alignment with somebody’s idea of theological correctness.
“Sound doctrine” deserves a better place than that. It deserves the
place of “healthy doctrine,” meaning “healthy teaching”—the place
where society observes with amazement people whose actions make
their God look so appealing and kind. Healthy doctrine makes for a
healthier society, complete with healthier, more uplifting speech and
a healthy faith which thrives in spite of society’s inequities.

It’s interesting also that when the Bible talks “doctrine,” it’s
scarcely ever about what we believe; mostly it’s about what we do.
What we do shows pretty clearly what we believe. And healthy faith
is easier to detect in a marriage than in a theological textbook.
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October 6
What a Servant Does

]n the Frescnt Age

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all
people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions,
and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age,
waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great
God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us
from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own
possession who are zealous for good works.

Declare these things, exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let
no one disregard you. Titus 2:11-15

Two phrases really stand out to me here. The first is “in the pres-
ent age.” Why is that a big deal? Look at what it’s talking about:
“training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to
live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age,...”

In my travels amongst churches I’ve often heard a “Nobody’s
perfect, so why try?” philosophy/theology expressed; what has been
more rare has been to encounter groups of believers who assumed
that this verse was true, and that God is in the business of training
us to not live like the world but to live “godly lives in the present
age”—as in, now. It makes me uncomfortable to think of how few
times I have witnessed modern-day Christians in America renounc-
ing ungodliness and worldly passions—I mean in themselves, not
in others! It’s very clear in this passage and others like it that God
is wanting us to pursue holiness of heart and life, now, not later. We
needn’t get hung up on “perfection,” either; that’s not what He’s ask-
ing of us. What He’s asking of us is to turn away from ungodliness
and act like people who are his own possession who are zealous for
good works. Simply put, He wants us to act like we belong to Him
rather than the world! Is that so hard? (Yes, sometimes).

“A people for his own possession.” Us? It should be. Others
should see that, not because they immediately notice some sort of
perfect life, but because they see a zeal for good works born out of love
for God. They will see people who are more interested in godliness
than they are in imitating the world or satisfying their own passions.
They will observe self-control—one of the habits of holiness. They
will see a person being purified day by day, by the grace of God. And
they will see it now, right before their eyes, “in the present age.”
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October 7
What a Servant Does

Saved and Fruitful

Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be
obedient, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to
avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all
people. For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray,
slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in mal-
ice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. But when the
goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved
us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according
to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the
Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ
our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs
according to the hope of eternal life. The saying is trustworthy, and I
want you to insist on these things, so that those who have believed in
God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things
are excellent and profitable for people. ...

And let our people learn to devote themselves to good works, so
as to help cases of urgent need, and not be unfruitful. Titus 3:1-8,14

“Saved by grace, appointed to good works.” It makes sense to me!
Apparently it did to Paul, too, who promotes being devoted to good
works three times in the final sentences of his letter to Titus, even as
in the same passage he reiterates the fact that works do not bring about
our salvation. Saved by the goodness and loving kindness of God, and
nothing else! Devoted to good works in the name of Christ! Those
two statements are not in tension with one another; in fact, they are
incomplete without one another. No amount of attempted righteous-
ness on our part would get us into the Kingdom of God; it’s grace
and mercy on God’s part—always has been, always will be. But why
would we want to be in a kingdom where we had nothing to do?

God knew we would never be content to sit idly by; He has given
us meaningful things to do, and wants us to devote ourselves to doing
these good works, so we won’t be unfruitful (and thus, unsatisfied).
Good works are “excellent and profitable for people.” We’re not
saved by good works, but (as a favor to us) we’re commanded to do
them. God knew we would not only want to be saved; we’d want to
be fruitful, too.
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October 8
What a Servant Does

Sacriicicing the Right to Die

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to
present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,
which is your spiritual worship. Romans 12:1

We’re starting out in a chapter which is a sort of comprehensive
theology of what a servant should do. It starts out with presenting our
bodies to God as a living sacrifice. This is in direct contrast to our
natural tendency to offer ourselves as martyrs or nothing.

“Sure, God, I’d give my life for You—unless I don’t get to die!”

God likes His sacrifices still alive.

That is the hard part, after all. Martyrdom is easy, at least in theory:
The good part of martyrdom is, if you do it well once, you never have
to do it, again!

A living sacrifice is the same thing, except we don’t get to die.
A living sacrifice means we sacrifice our right to die, as part of the
sacrifice! We go on the altar still alive! And once our body has been
presented to God in this way, we don’t get to either die or jump up
and resume our former life, according to God’s preference. Rather,
we rise from the altar still living, still breathing, but without the right
to our former existence. Something did die on that altar: My old life,
complete with its ambitions, sins, everything.

But the body still lives. What am I to do with it? Anything He
wants. Now that it’s swept clean and empty, my body can be useful
for whatever purpose my Lord assigns it. He wanted not another dead
sacrifice, but a living one, holy and acceptable to Him, to be used
exclusively for His purposes. Yes, it would have been easier for me
to just die and get it over with, but this is much more to everyone’s
advantage! I am rid of my life of sin (Praise God, because it died
when the old “me” died!), and this old, still-living body now has a
new Master, a much better one. What could He not do with a living
body given totally over to Him, for His exclusive personal use?

The sacrifice is real. It’s still death, to self. God merely says,
“Don’t kill the body. Give it to me to use for the rest of your life.”

With a “living sacrifice” arrangement, I show up each new day
God has granted me with the same question: “What do you want me
to do, today, with this body which now belongs to you?”” That’s a
living sacrifice. Harder than martyrdom, but also much better!
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October 9
What a Servant Does

The | ast Fiece on the Altar

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the re-
newal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of
God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to
think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with
sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has
assigned. Romans 12:2-3

As difficult as it is to give over our bodies to the Lord as a living
sacrifice, it is even more difficult to relinquish to Him our mind. I have
seen people try to be committed Christians, who have given God ev-
erything except their mind. Nearly always, these were individuals who
prided themselves on their intellect and had but little use for the body,
anyway. Giving God their body wasn’t that big of a deal. Relinquishing
control of the mind? That was different!

Yet, offering our bodies as living sacrifices while at the same time
withholding our brain from the bargain is equivalent to giving away a
television while hanging on to the remote. How can our bodies be at
God’s complete disposal when we still have the control?

Are we talking lobotomy, here? Is that what God wants—Brain-
less, non-thinking Christian robots who accomplish His desires? No.
He’s after renewed minds, which lead to transformed actions. Instead
of being just one more creature of the world, spit out in the same mold
as millions of others who think and act alike in their ungodliness, God
is after renewed, sanctified people, who have given their minds to Him
as completely as they have given their bodies. That’s a mind with which
God can work! That’s also a mind which will be tuned to a proper esti-
mation of itself, and not constrained by the pride which kills creativity
and relationships.

This also is the most exciting part of the “living sacrifice” picture.
When we contemplate Creation, we have a glimpse of the intelligence of
our Heavenly Father. What will He do when we give Him our mind, to
renew in whatever way He sees fit? [s there any way we would become
less intelligent by presenting our minds to One like this?
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October 10
What a Servant Does

Not C]can) but Complctc

For as in one body we have many members, and the members do
not all have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in
Christ, and individually members one of another. Having gifts that
differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy,
in proportion to our faith; if service, in our serving; the one who
teaches, in his teaching; the one who exhorts , in his exhortation;
the one who contributes, in generosity, the one who leads, with zeal;
the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness. Romans 12:4-8

This is so simple, and so hard. Doesn’t it just make sense that God
would not make everyone the same, or assign us all the same role?
Yet I look around at churches and see nearly everyone frustrated
over this topic. Pastors flounder because they are only gifted in three
things, not five! What kind of absurdity is it to expect anyone with
a call to preach to also excel in everything else, too? The same goes
for all the gifts. Having too many gifts is actually a problem! Who
would have time to use all of them?

So it’s clear: The gifts are supposed to differ, and the gifts are
supposed to be used. When people use their God-given abilities with
grace and a good attitude, they soar. They find satisfaction. What a
servant does is to find his gift and put it into play, with passion and
focus. A really useless pursuit is to shelve our own gifts and spend
our life in griping over what we don’t have! These gifts are like tools:
Useful if used, worthless if not.

Then, too, it’s back to “body.” It’s hard in our individualistic
culture to truly grasp truths like being “one body in Christ, and in-
dividually members one of another.” I’ve worked pretty hard at not
needing other people. Here God is reminding me that I’m part of a
body (which makes “leaving” no longer an option), and that my life
is even less my own than I had come to think! Just about the time
I’m finally resigned to the fact that I belong to Christ and I'm part
of His Body, He reinforces the verdict that in the Church (which is
just another name for His “Body”), we actually are members one of
another. So much for independence! I belong to Christ; I belong to
all the other believers, plus they’re stuck belonging to me. But when
we add up the gifts, nothing is missing, plus we have Jesus! It’s not
“clean,” but it’s complete.
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October 11
What a Servant Does

Twent9~56vcn Wags to Win

Let love be genuine. Abhor hat is evil,; hold fast to what is good.
Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in show-
ing honor. Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the
Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.
Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.
Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in
harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with
the lowly. Never be conceited. Repay no one evil for evil, but give
thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so
far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never
avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written,
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if
your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something
to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.”
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. Romans
12:9-21

I simply love the passages in the Bible which occur every so often
where the instructions are written in short, blunt, practical sentences.
The faithful application of this chapter alone would create one of the
most phenomenal Christians ever! Even putting a couple of the habits
into consistent practice would make a huge difference. For instance,
“Outdo one another in showing honor.” I’ve watched plenty of people
try to outdo one another, but I’ve rarely witnessed competitive honor.
It would have to be a most godly challenge. Maybe I should try it!
Or for that matter, any of the other 26 tips for how to live a practical
Christian life contained in just two paragraphs!

God never wanted us to be beaten down or bewildered. So why
are we? When we have page after page of specific instructions of what
to do when confronted by evil, why do we act as if we didn’t know
what to do? Why do we accept defeat, and forfeit entire days of the
calendar to the power of the enemy? Our Lord has shown us what to
do with evil: Overcome it with good. How? In just two paragraphs
alone, we have 27 ways to win!
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October 12
What a Servant Does

Civil Servants, (God’s Servants

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For
there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been
instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists
what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment.
For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you
have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good,
and you will receive his approval, for he is God s servant for your
good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword
in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out
God s wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one must be in subjection,
not only to avoid God s wrath but also for the sake of conscience. For
the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers
of God, attending to this very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them:
taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed,
respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.
Romans 13:1-7

In this chapter, “servant of God,” or even “minister of God” are
terms applied to ruling civil authorities. We are explicitly told to give
them the consideration due them, even when it’s obvious they are not
lovers of God. There is still the tension of “We must obey God rather
than men,” and times when civil disobedience may be necessary, but
for the most part, in order to be a good Christian, we ought to be a
good citizen, too. God’s servants ought to be some of the favorite
servants of civil servants. Our cooperation level, cheerfulness and
overall ease of being governed should be head and shoulders above
others.

Much of the concept of submission to earthly authorities is di-
rectly tied in with the idea of God’s authority. God, having ultimate
authority, has delegated some of it to governments and governing
leaders. If we thumb our nose at the person God has placed in that
station, we are actually rebelling against God! This chain of authority
is so important that God is willing to refer to governing officials as
His “ministers,” even though they may lack allegiance to anyone but
themselves. Civil servants are God’s servants. Part of what a servant
of Christ Jesus does is to try to make their job as easy as possible, by
being a responsible, respectful, tax-paying, cooperative citizen.
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October 13
What a Servant Does

Dagtimc Living

Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who
loves another has fulfilled the law. The commandments, ‘You shall
not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You
shall not covet, and any other commandment, are summed up in this
word: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no wrong
to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.

Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you
to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we
first believed. The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us
cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us
walk properly as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not
in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and jealousy.
But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh,
to gratify its desires. Romans 13:8-14

I love the Bible. We can start virtually anywhere in it, and find
something helpful, practical and personal. It’s more than a book of
wisdom; God’s words contain life, for us!

This chapter, like the one preceding it, is chock-full of concise di-
rections for a great life. ’'m glad that so many specifics are mentioned,
both here and in many other places in scripture. Yet it always comes
down to just one word, a word on which all of the other command-
ments are based: Love. If we love one another, we are assured that
we are fulfilling the law. If there’s a “one-word-fits-all” philosophy
in scripture, it would be the word, “love.” If we love our neighbor,
we’re pretty much there, when it comes to fulfilling God’s expecta-
tions of us.

The only way to walk in the way of Christ’s love, though, is to
put aside the ways of darkness. This must be done deliberately; they
cling. That’s why Paul’s term for ridding ourselves of them is force-
ful: “So then let us cast off the works of darkness ...” The works of
darkness need to be unsympathetically booted out of our lives. It’s
the only way they will go. And to prevent them from reestablishing
themselves in our lives (which they will definitely attempt to do), our
defense is to “put on the armor of light.”” That’s what happens when
we kick out the old life, and invite Jesus Christ in. We quit living in
darkness, and we start living in light.
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October 1
What a Servant Does

Whatevcr He Te”s Us

Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when
he comes. Luke 12:43

Doing what? The context is a faithful manager doing his master’s
bidding, but it can simply be extended to all of us, regardless of our
assignment. What does the servant do? Whatever the Master tells us.

I could stop right here, and it would be pretty accurate. The
number one thing a servant does is obey the Master’s commands.
What has the Lord asked of me? The commands might be general in
nature, or very specific, but either by scripture or through the Holy
Spirit, I know this is what the Father would have me do. Now, it’s
just a matter of obedience. What does the servant do? Whatever his
Master says.

Very often that obedience entails utilizing the gifts and resources
entrusted to us. There’s even considerable creativity involved, when
it comes to figuring out how best to fulfill our role. When we’re
commanded to love one another and to serve one another (a couple
of default commands always appropriate, regardless of situation),
there’s a lot of leeway. In the parable of the talents, the stewards
are not given specifics as to exactly what they are to do with their
master’s money, but it’s clear they are to do something with it which
will please their master.

And attitude counts, as does character. Our Master is not fishing
for mechanical compliance. He desires us to not only follow His
instructions, but to do it out of an eager love, not a begrudging sub-
mission. The point is hardly ever our completion of some task, but
the development of a soul which more and more resembles Christ.
It’s not only what a servant does that matters; it’s who the servant
is—and what he s becoming.

What a servant does: It’s simple, really—a servant of God serves
God. All of his resources go toward that; all of his time goes toward
that; it’s his only true ambition; he doesn’t go beyond serving God
to include his own personal agenda; he is not only faithful in service,
he is joyful in service, going beyond the minimum requirements to
make service worship. To be a “good and faithful servant” of God
is the highest honor a human being can reach. How do we get there?
We just cheerfully do whatever He tells us.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

What's Scarier than [Taith?

But Caleb quieted the people before Moses and said, “Let us go up
at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.”” Then the
men who had gone up with him said, “We are not able to go up against
the people, for they are stronger than we are.” Numbers 13:30-31

Then all the congregation raised a loud cry, and the people wept
that night. And all the people of Israel grumbled against Moses and
Aaron. The whole congregation said to them, “Would that we had died
in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness!
Why is the LORD bringing us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our
wives and our little ones will become a prey. Would it not be better for
us to go back to Egypt? And they said to one another, “Let us choose
a leader and go back to Egypt.”...

And the LORD said to Moses, “How long will this people despise
me? And how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs
that I have done among them?” Numbers 14:1-4,11

The disastrous reaction to the report of the spies indicated where
the faith of the people lay—in themselves. They still had not learned to
trust the God who had brought them out of Egypt; in fact, they wanted
to choose a new leader and go back to Egypt! If they had merely put
their faith in God, they would have known the joys of living in the land
of promise. Instead, they refused to believe God’s promises, and, since
they knew they couldn’t do it on their own strength, shrank back into
despair, only to spend the rest of their lives in that despair. They would
have been far better off to have died in battle, had they been mistaken
in a belief that God would help them, than to have died in the desert
because they refused to have faith. The children they thought would
suffer if they exercised faith, instead suffered greatly because they didn t
exercise it! What’s scarier than faith? Lack of it!

Sometimes statistics are a bad deal, particularly if we are willing
to arrange our whole life around the “odds,” when we could instead
choose to arrange it around a God who doesn’t do odds—just miracles.
Those who put their trust in God are not disappointed, while those who
trust in themselves spend their years in a spin cycle of fear and failure.
When we check history and look around a bit, it’s actually scarier to
not trust God, when we see what happens to folks who only have their
statistics, and only trust themselves.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Onlg the Fromisc

And say to the people, ‘Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow, and
you shall eat meat, for you have wept in the hearing of the LORD,
saying, “Who will give us meat to eat? For it was better for us in
Egypt.” Therefore the LORD will give you meat, and you shall eat.
You shall not eat just one day, or two days, or five days, but a whole
month, until it comes out at your nostrils and becomes loathsome to
you, because you have rejected the LORD who is among you and
have wept before him, saying, “Why did we come out of Egypt?” * *
But Moses said, “The people among whom I am number six hundred
thousand on foot, and you have said, ‘I will give them meat, that
they may eat a whole month!’ Shall flocks and herds be slaughtered
for them, and be enough for them? Or shall all the fish of the sea be
gathered together for them, and be enough for them? ” And the LORD
said to Moses, “Is the LORD's hand shortened? Now you shall see
whether my word will come true for you or not.”

So Moses went out and told the people the words of the LORD.
Numbers 11:18-24

When the Israelites complain about not having meat, God instructs
Moses to tell them they will have enough meat for a month, until they
are sick of'it. Moses reminds God of how many people there are and
how much it would take to feed them; God reminds Moses of His
power. How much faith would it take to tell that crowd they were
going to have a month’s worth of meat when you didn’t know from
where any of it would come? But Moses’ faith was in God, not in
himself. He gave the message when he didn’t even know what God’s
plan was, only His promise. For the servant, that’s enough.

Is that enough for me? I don’t know what God’s plan is, either;
only His promises. One of His promises is:

“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans
for wholeness and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.” (Jer
29:11)

As long as God knows His plans, I guess I don’t have to. If we
have His promise, we don’t even have to know His plan.

Lord, thank you for your promises! They’re all true.
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October 17
The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

What \/\/e Te” Our Hear‘cs

“Take care lest you forget the LORD your God by not keeping
his commandments and his rules and his statutes, which I command
you today, lest, when you have eaten and are full and have built good
houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks multiply and
your silver and gold is multiplied and all that you have is multiplied,
then your heart be lifted up, and you forget the LORD you God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, who
led you through the great and terrifying wilderness, with its fiery
serpents and scorpions and thirsty ground where there was no wa-
ter, who brought you water out of the flinty rock, who fed you in the
wilderness with manna that your fathers did not know, that he might
humble you and test you, to do you good in the end. Beware lest you
say in your heart, ‘My power and the might of my hand have gotten
me this wealth.’ You shall remember the LORD your God, for it is he
who gives you power to get wealth, that he may confirm his covenant
that he swore to your fathers, as it is this day.” Deuteronomy 8:11-18

Success is a hotbed for pride. The Lord knew that when the Is-
raelites were no longer dependent upon manna from heaven, when
they were comfortable in their own houses and well-fed and prosper-
ous, they would begin to believe it was their own industry and savvy
which had accomplished all this. Through Moses, He warns them of
the danger facing them when they switch over from a lifestyle based
entirely upon God’s direct provision to one based upon God’s indirect
provision. The inclination would be to forget God, rely on themselves
and give themselves the glory for the wealth and success they were
enjoying. (At least they started with God-dependence)!

It starts with what we tell ourselves: Beware lest you say in your
heart, "My power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.’
Pride, like bitterness, only needs permission to take root—and the
permitted seed becomes an overpowering plant almost overnight. We
need to be really, really careful what we tell our hearts. Sometimes
gratitude is spontaneous; more often, it is a discipline, an on-purpose
decision to say to our hearts, “This came from God, not me, and |
choose to gratefully acknowledge that.” Setting a guard over what we
tell our hearts is the kind of discipline which brings great reward, and
keeps a lid on damaging pride.
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October 18
The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

[Taith for the Sabbath

The LORD spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying, “Speak to the
people of Israel and say to them, When you come into the land that 1
give you, the land shall keep a Sabbath to the LORD. For six years you
shall sow your field, and for six years you shall prune your vineyard
and gather in its fruits, but in the seventh year there shall be a Sabbath
of solemn rest for the land, a Sabbath to the LORD. You shall not sow
your field or prune your vineyard. You shall not reap what grows of
itself in your harvest, or gather the grapes of your undressed vine. It
shall be a year of solemn rest for the land...

“Therefore you shall do my statutes and keep my rules and per-
form them, and then you will dwell in the land securely. The land will
yield its fruit, and you will eat your fill and dwell in it securely. And if
you say, ‘What shall we eat in the seventh year, if we may not sow or
gather in our crop?’ I will command my blessing on you in the sixth
year, so that it will produce a crop sufficient for three years. When you
sow in the eighth year, you will be eating some of the old crop, you
shall eat the old until the ninth year, when its crop arrives... Leviticus
25:1-5,18-22

The whole concept of “Sabbath” is based on faith in God, whether
it be the weekly Sabbath of the Ten Commandments or the year-long
Sabbaths prescribed by God to the Israelites in the seventh and fiftieth
years. It comes down to, “Do we trust God to take care of us?”

It would take an incredible faith in God for everyone to live by
faith for an entire year as the planting and harvest seasons came and
went, trusting that God would provide for the whole nation, but it
would have been a lesson for the whole country. As God commanded
a blessing to accompany their obedience, they would have experienced
a year-long revival, I think. What a pity that it seems the Israelites
never even once did it!

Each time the nation experienced a Sabbath year, a new generation
would have learned dependence on God, and an older generation would
have been reminded of His faithfulness. What a national witness it
would have been! The world would have marveled at how God cared
for His people, and how they trusted Him.

What of us? Are we off the hook? God wants His people to learn to
trust in Him, not ourselves. He commands a blessing on the obedient.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Miraculous Frotection

As soon as all the kings of the Amorites who were beyond the
Jordan to the west, and all the kings of the Canaanites who were by
the sea, heard that the LORD had dried up the waters of the Jordan
for the people of Israel until they had crossed over, their hearts melted
and there was no longer any spirit in them because of the people of
Israel.

At that time the LORD said to Joshua, “Make flint knives and
circumcise the sons of Israel a second time.” So Joshua made flint
knives and circumcised the sons of Israel at Gibeath-haaraloth...

When the circumcising of thewholenation wasfinished, they remained
in their places in the camp until they were healed. And the LORD said
to Joshua, “Today I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.”
Joshua 5:1-3,8-9

This plan would have had a difficult time making it past any
battle-hardened generals! A strategy which calls for crossing into
enemy territory with women, children and livestock, then simulta-
neously rendering every man in the nation helpless for a few days
while a flooded river blocks retreat, is not the sort of undertaking to
be approved at military school. They didn’t even stagger the proce-
dures so that at least part of the army might be able to defend them
while the other part healed—this was complete, mass vulnerability
in a place of extreme danger, and complete, mass obedience to a God
who had promised to provide for them and protect them.

A new generation of Israelites put their faith in God by undergoing
circumcision right after they crossed the Jordan into enemy territory!
In theory, they were helpless. In reality, they had never been safer.
God held their enemies at bay while they healed, with nothing more
than the miracle of their crossing. God had provided not just a way
across the river, but divine protection at the same time; it took the
heart right out of their enemies! Their protection was God’s miracu-
lous power. They were very safe.

As long as the Israelites trusted in God enough to obey Him
fully, they were always absolutely safe. It was only when they relied
on their own intelligence and strategy that they failed. Funny. That
seems to be the pattern in our lives today, too. When are we going
to learn? We are never safer than when we obey.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

How to | ose a Kingdom

At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven,
and my reason returned to me, and [ blessed the Most High, and
praised and honored him who lives forever,...

At the same time my reason returned to me, and for the glory of
my kingdom, my majesty and splendor returned to me. My counselors
and my lords sought me, and [ was established in my kingdom, and
still more greatness was added to me. Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise
and extol and honor the King of heaven, for all his works are right and
his ways are just; and those who walk in pride his is able to humble.
Daniel 4:36-37

These are unusual words, coming from a ruler of the world’s larg-
est empire, but not every king spends seven years in insanity, driven
from men and eating grass like an ox, only to resume his reign, this
time with humility!

The king of Babylon was first warned in a dream he had, which
predicted precisely what would happen to him (Dan 4). The dream
had been interpreted by Daniel, who pled with the king to try a little
righteousness and humility.

It worked for a while, but twelve months later, a little rooftop
crowing triggered its fulfillment:

All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. At the end of twelve
months he was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon,
and the king answered and said, “Is not this great Babylon, which |
have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory
of my majesty?” (Dan 4:28-30)

That was all it took. This time it isn’t a dream, but a voice from
heaven, pronouncing the commencement of the king’s lesson, “until
you know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it
to whom he will.” (Dan 4:32)

What a lesson. Would that kings and wannabe kings everywhere
could learn what Nebuchadnezzar learned the hard way: It’s not by
our own strength or intelligence that we become king; it’s by God’s
design. Don’t put your faith in yourself, and don’t become proud of
what you’ve built and what you’ve done. “Those who walk in pride he
is able to humble. ” Well said, Nebuchadnezzar. Presidents, legislators,
judges, pastors? Take heed.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

5tubbom Devotions

When Daniel knew that the document had been signed, he went to
his house where he had windows in his upper chamber open toward
Jerusalem. He got down on his knees three times a day and prayed
and gave thanks before his God, as he had done previously. Then
these men came by agreement and found Daniel making petition and
plea before his God. Then they came near and said before the king,
concerning the injunction, “O king! Did you not sign an injunction,
that anyone who makes petition to any god or man within thirty days
except to you, O king, shall be cast into the den of lions? " The king
answered and said, ““The thing stands fast, according to the law of the
Medes and Persians, which cannot be revoked.” Then they answered
and said before the king, “Daniel, who is one of the exiles from Judah,
pays no attention to you, O king, or the injunction you have signed,
but makes his petition three times a day.” Daniel 6:10-13

Daniel’s jealous rivals comprise a law to trap him. Using King
Darius’ vanity against him, they trick the king into an executive order
which will cause him to lose his most trusted administrator to some
hungry lions. The well-known account ends with Daniel’s delivery
and his accusers’ demise.

While God’s stubborn faithfulness toward His servants is always
consistent, man’s faithfulness is usually spotty at best, making Daniel’s
bravery wonderfully stand out. All he would have had to do was lie low
for a month, and he would have been fine! Plenty of rationalizations
were available to prevent him from stepping into this obvious trap,
but Daniel ignored the law as well as the instinct of self-preservation.
He boldly, blatantly had his devotions, as usual, in public, in full view
of his accusers, and allowed them to take the evidence he had given
them to a king who would spend the night fasting and praying for the
man he had unwittingly sentenced to death. Daniel’s stubborn devo-
tional life is richly rewarded. They were God’s lions. Daniel’s choice
to put his faith in God, rather than compromising to try to save his
own life, reminds me of my favorite Bible verse, 2 Chronicles 16:9:
For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth
to give strong support to those whose heart is blameless toward him.
A man who refuses to compromise, whose trust is totally in God, is
just the kind of man for whom God is looking. Stubborn faith will be
rewarded!
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

How to chcnt for Your Nation

In the first year of Darius the son of Ahasuerus, by descent a
Mede, who was made king over the realm of the Chaldeans—in the
first year of his reign, 1, Daniel, perceived in the books the number
of years that, according to the word of the LORD to Jeremiah the
prophet, must pass before the end of the desolations of Jerusalem,
namely, seventy years.

Then I turned my face to the LORD God, seeking him by prayer
and pleas for mercy with fasting and sackcloth and ashes. I prayed
to the LORD my God and made confession, saying, “O Lord, the
great and awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love with
those who love him and keep his commandments, we have sinned and
done wrong and acted wickedly and rebelled, turning aside from your
commandments and rules. We have not listened to your servants the
prophets, who spoke in your name to our kings, our princes, and our
fathers, and to all the people of the land....” Daniel 9:1-6

This chapter could be entitled, “How to Repent for Your Nation.”
First, Daniel begins by studying the scriptures, a sure way to get en-
lightenment from God regarding all kinds of matters.

Second, Daniel applies himself wholeheartedly to seeking God’s
face in regard to his nation. This is not a trivial attempt. Daniel is quite
serious! He fasts, wearing sackcloth and ashes, praying and plead-
ing with God on behalf of his nation. Rather than pointing fingers
at others, he shoulders the blame himself. The message throughout
Daniel’s prayer is consistent: We have sinned, we have done wrong.
Daniel is not reluctant to specify the sins or accept responsibility for
them, even when it is obvious that his part in that particular sin was
minimal or non-existent. [’m thinking that part of intercession is ac-
cepting responsibility for sins we did not commit.

Daniel’s prayer for his nation is so effective and sincere that God
sends the angel Gabriel to bring him answers, an unsolicited vision
for the future, and assurance that Daniel is “greatly loved.” (Dan 9:23)

It is tempting to think that the key to turning a nation around is
to gain and use political power and influence. Sometimes, but not
often. I'm pretty sure God prefers the way Daniel did it. If any Jew
had political influence, it was Daniel. Yet, when it came to trying to
change his nation, Daniel depended not on his political power, but on

seeking God. God answered.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Fragers God Wants to Answcr

And behold, a hand touched me and set me trembling on my hands
and knees. And he said to me, “O Daniel, man greatly loved, understand
the words that I speak to you, and stand upright, for now I have been sent
to you.” And when he had spoken this word to me, I stood up trembling.
Then he said to me, “Fear not, Daniel, for from the first day that you set
your heart to understand and humbled yourself before your God, your
words have been heard, and [ have come because of your words...”
Daniel 10:10-12

This is one of my favorite passages in the Bible. Daniel had ac-
cess to the accumulated knowledge of mankind, as he occupied a
place of power in the dominant empire of the world, but he chose to
focus instead on the wisdom and word of God. The angel’s message
to Daniel tells us this is one of the best ways to gain the approval of
God: “Fear not, Daniel, for from the first day that you set your heart
to understand and humbled yourself before you God, your words have
been heard, and I have come because of your words.”

This attitude of humility is too often missing. If we approach God
or His Word like some laboratory specimen to be dissected, analyzed
and categorized, we should not be surprised to find frustration and
a lack of faith as our reward. God is not trifled with, no matter how
many Ph.D.’s we may be packing.

What God loves is a humble spirit, seeking to learn, willing to
engage and believe. Skeptics get nowhere; humble seekers get angels
from heaven! (Or at least, Daniel did).

We may not get an angel-gram reporting on how pleased the Lord
is with our progress, but I am convinced that every serious seeker after
wisdom from God will get exactly what he needs, and the peace and
approval to go along with it. Every time someone sets their heart on
understanding, and humbling themselves, they are noticed!

The attitude of Daniel’s heart was that God had the answers, and
Daniel wanted to understand God’s wisdom. He was ready to learn.

In a world awash in knowledge, in the age of information, may
the focus of my heart be to humbly seek after the wisdom only God
can give. | won’t be sorry.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Sccing with Different Egcs

When the servant of the man of God rose early in the morning and
went out, behold, an army with horses and chariots was all around
the city. And the servant said, “Alas, my master! What shall we do?”
He said, “Do not be afraid, for those who are with us are more than
those who are with them.” Then Elisha prayed and said, “O LORD,
please open his eyes that he may see.” So the LORD opened the eyes
of the young man, and he saw, and behold, the mountain was full of
horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. And when the Syrians
came down against him, Elisha prayed to the LORD and said, “Please
strike this people with blindness.” So he struck them with blindness in
accordance with the prayer of Elisha. And Elisha said to them, “This
is not the way, and this is not the city. Follow me, and I will bring you
to the man whom you seek.” And he led them to Samaria.

As soon as they entered Samaria, Elisha said, “O LORD, open
the eyes of these men, that they may see.”” So the LORD opened their
eyes and they saw, and behold, they were in the midst of Samaria.
2 Kings 6:15-19

Elisha, the prophet of God, had repeatedly foiled the plans of
the Syrian king by relaying the details of his every move to the king
of Israel. He was getting his information from God. In exasperation,
the king of Syria found out Elisha was in the city of Dothan and sent
an army to seize him. When Elisha’s servant awoke early to find the
city surrounded by hostile forces, he was more than a little alarmed!
Elisha wasn’t. Why? While Elisha’s servant only had eyes to see the
physical, Elisha had eyes to see both the physical and the spiritual. The
prophet had long since chosen to focus his attention on the things of
God, rather than the things of man. The result was an incredible depth
of spiritual discernment, and basically a one-man defense system for
Israel. Elisha posed such a threat to invaders that an army had been
dispatched to try to contain him!

When threatened, Elisha falls back on the method by which he
deals with all problems—he prays. He first prays for his servant, who
is unable to see into the spiritual realm until his eyes have been opened.
Then he proceeds to bring an army into total submission through noth-
ing more than prayer. Throughout the course of Elisha’s life, his faith
grew because he relied on God, not armies or spies. Good plan.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

The Kegs to Heaven and Eart!n

“Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in
me. In my Father's house are many rooms. If it were not so, would
1 have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and
prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself,
that where I am you may be also. And you know the way to where I
am going.” Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you
are going. How can we know the way?” Jesus said to him, “I am the
way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me. If you had known me, you would have known my Father
also. From now on you do know him and have seen him.”

Philip said to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for
us.” Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you so long, and you still
do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.
How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am
in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I
do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me
does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is
in me, or else believe on account of the works themselves.

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the
works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because 1
am going to the Father. Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do,
that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in
my name, [ will do it.”” John 14:1-14

The world of today speaks frequently of faith, but nearly always
that faith is in oneself, not faith in a God who loves us, whom we
can personally know. It is this connection with God that Jesus is
encouraging His disciples to have. Incredible promises are linked to
nothing more than the belief that Jesus is the Son of God; that He is
in the Father and the Father is in Him; that the works the Father has
done through the Son are the same kind of works He is willing to do
through us, if we come to the Father through the Son; that the only
way to the Father is through the Son, but once we believe in Jesus, we
are in line with possibilities beyond our comprehension. It’s not just
“believing in ourselves”—that’s a hollow business. It’s believing in
Jesus—and suddenly we find ourselves with the keys to heaven, and
earth.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

[His Name, Not Mine

But Peter said, “I have no silver and gold, but what I do have
1 give to you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and
walk!” And he took him by the right hand and raised him up, and
immediately his feet and ankles were made strong. And leaping up he
stood and began to walk, and entered the temple with them, walking
and leaping and praising God. And all the people saw him walking and
praising God, and recognized him as the one who sat at the Beautiful
Gate of the temple, asking for alms. And they were filled with wonder
and amazement at what had happened to him.

While he clung to Peter and John, all the people ran together to
them in the portico called Solomon s, astounded. And when Peter saw
it he addressed the people: “Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this,
or why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we
have made him walk? The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus,...

“And his name—Dby faith in his name—has made this man strong
whom you see and know, and the faith that is through Jesus has given
the man this perfect health in the presence of you all.” Acts 3:6-13,16

“Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare
at us, as though by our own power or piety we have made him walk?”
It’s interesting that these early apostles were so quick to divert the
credit for their faith, while some modern-day folks are so quick to
capitalize on it (“Actually, it was my own power and piety, and es-
pecially my incredible faith...”) And the “no silver and gold” thing
is pretty much out the window, too. So is the humility. According to
my television, real people of faith are never broke, but according to
the Bible, a couple of pretty genuine apostles seemed short on cash
at the same time they possessed plenty of faith. Go figure.

Peter wanted it to be known that it’s not just “faith in something,”
or “faith in the power of faith,” but it’s the name of Jesus, and faith in
His name, that made the miraculous difference. How have so many
people managed to miss that? It’s not faith in ourselves that makes the
difference, it’s faith in Him. It’s not our own piety or power, it’s His.
It’s not our credit, it’s His. And when it comes to “Who has faith?”
I’11 go with the people who reach out to the lame to help them leap in
Jesus’ name, then give Him credit.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

More | ike [im, | ess Likc (s

Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers,
Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen
a member of the court of Herod the tetrarch, and Saul. While they
were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart
for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”
Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent
them off.

So, being sent out by the Holy Spirit, they went down to Seleucia,
and from there they sailed to Cyprus. Acts 13:1-4

All through the book of Acts, it’s obvious that it’s the Holy Spirit
calling the shots, rather than man. From the Day of Pentecost on, it’s
a continual orchestration of revivals, miracles and breakthrough’s,
none of it planned out by man, not even the missionary movement.
The times when God puts it in man’s responsibility to figure out the
plan seem to be few.

The lack of a strategic plan in the book of Acts is shocking. How
are you supposed to get anywhere without a plan?

They did have a plan—it was God’s plan. Pieces of it were revealed
along the way, as needed; whenever the disciples listened to the Holy
Spirit, they got it right and obeyed. The Gospel spread, thousands were
saved, and there was astounding power evident in the Early Church.

Fastforward to the American church of today. We’re brimming
with plans, strategies, equipment, books and buildings, but for the
most part, sadly lacking in power and new converts. Yet we put a lot
of faith in ourselves. Why? The Early Church seemed to put nearly all
their faith in Christ, and hardly any in themselves. They didn’t seem
to schedule many planning seminars or great conventions to come
up with strategy, yet the Church flourished in the midst of incredible
persecution. They trusted in the Holy Spirit to guide them. Sometimes
He did it through their leaders, sometimes not. By modern standards,
they didn’t have much of a system, but theirs worked.

Modern day believers, especially in America, sometimes seem
incapable of functioning without a thick notebook stuffed with man-
made plans. If we depended more on the Holy Spirit, and less on
ourselves, it seems the results we’d witness would be more like the
Holy Spirit and less like ourselves, too.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Enoug!ﬁ Maith for Evergbodg

When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days, and no small
tempest lay on us, all hope of our being saved was at last abandoned.

Since they had been without food for a long time, Paul stood up
among them and said, “Men, you should have listened to me and not
have set sail from Crete and incurred this injury and loss. Yet now [
urge you to take heart, for there will be no loss of life among you, but
only of the ship. For this very night there stood before me an angel
of the God to whom [ belong and whom [ worship, and he said, ‘Do
not be afraid, Paul; you must stand before Caesar. And behold, God
has granted you all those who sail with you.’ So take heart, men, for
I have faith in God that it will be exactly as I have been told. But we
must run aground on some island.” Acts 27:20-26

I always thought captains were supposed to be in charge of the
ship! And soldiers were supposed to be in charge of the prisoners,
who don’t give orders. Before long, the whole ship will be taking their
commands from Paul. Only one problem. Paul is a prisoner! How
did he get to be in charge?! After all, they have a captain; a Roman
centurion and soldiers are on board, along with experienced sailors.
Why would they listen to a prisoner?

Because he’s the one who is hearing from God. He is also the one
who has chosen to believe in God, and to trust His Word more than
he trusts his own intellect, instincts, or the prognostications of others.
The apostle/missionary/prisoner Paul has become an expert because of
where he decided to put his faith. Why believe Paul? Because he’s the
one who has faith in God, who has heard from God and communicates
that message to the others. The sailors trusted in luck and skill, and
they were done; the soldiers trusted in the sailors (who would try to
desert them); Paul trusted in God, who told him everything would be
all right. God’s man doesn’t have to be a meteorologist or a profes-
sional sailor to get through the storm; God’s man only needs to know
and have faith in God. It’s what separates the men from the boys, when
it comes to faith. When you hear from God, suddenly you become
an authority, if you believe. Paul did. “So take heart, men, for I have
faith in God that it will be exactly as I have been told.”

Paul had faith for everybody. His faith in God encouraged the
whole ship! “Who cares if he’s a prisoner? The guy heard from God.”
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

5nai<e~f>roof: Disciples

After we were brought safely through, we then learned that the
island was called Malta. The native people showed us unusual kind-
ness, for they kindled a fire and welcomed us all, because it had begun
to rain and was cold. When Paul had gathered a bundle of sticks and
put them on the fire, a viper came out because of the heat and fastened
on his hand. When the native people saw the creature hanging from
his hand, they said to one another, “No doubt this man is a murderer.
Though he has escaped from the sea, Justice has not allowed him to
live.” He, however, shook off the creature into the fire and suffered
no harm. They were waiting for him to swell up or suddenly fall down
dead. But when they had waited a long time and saw no misfortune
come to him, they changed their minds and said that he was a god.

Now in the neighborhood of that place were lands belonging to
the chief man of the island, named Publius, who received us and en-
tertained us hospitably for three days. It happened that the father of
Publius lay sick with fever and dysentery. And Paul visited him and
prayed, and putting his hands on him healed him. And when this had
taken place, the rest of the people on the island who had diseases
also came and were cured. They also honored us greatly, and when
we were about to sail, they put on board whatever we needed. Acts
28:1-10

Paul lets nothing stop him! Shipwreck? A viper? He just goes
on with his business—being a blessing to the islanders, starting with
healing everybody on the island! Talk about taking risks! God is giv-
ing Paul every miracle he needs. The islanders gratefully respond.

I love the theme of faith in the book of Acts. This is not about a
bunch of people, each doing their own thing, building their own empire
or “ministry.” This is a book about the acts of the Holy Spirit, who
is leading the Church in marvelous ways, doing miracles through the
hands of ordinary men. The plans we read about are His plans, not
the plans of man. There is very little that takes place in Acts that is
not God-generated, either directly or indirectly. Would that describe
the Church in America? I’m afraid not.

It could. Same Holy Spirit, right? If we are Spirit-led rather than
putting our trust in ourselves or other mortals, wouldn’t God show
Himself strong through us? Or, we could keep our kingdoms.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Whose Fowcr |s This’?

Forwhat we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,
with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’sake. For God, who said,
“Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ.

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the sur-
passing power belongs to God and not to us. 2 Corinthians 4:5-7

Whose power is this? It’s God’s. It’s very, very important to
remember that. Whom are we proclaiming? Jesus, not ourselves.
Again—very important.

The light God has placed in our hearts is not to spotlight our
own magnificence or power, but to enlighten the world to the glory
of the Son of God. Even being a reflection of that light and love is
plenty for us! We mess everything up when we try to capitalize on
our role as a container for God’s glory. This is why our “container”
is made of clay, and crumbling clay at that. If the focus begins to
be on the wrapper instead of the treasure inside, things are amiss.
The surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. We need to
remember that!

While we may be a channel of God’s power, it’s not “ours,” in the
sense of being able to do with it whatever we want. The surpassing
power belongs to God and not to us.

The “surpassing” part is true, too. This is the same power which
spoke the world into being, creating light from darkness with a word!
Yet He dwells in us!

A treasure beyond measure resides in an ordinary clay vessel.
The vessel is not the source of the power, nor is it the master of the
power; it’s only the vessel. But the power within is real.

May the world around us know that the power reflected in our
lives is more than adequate for every challenge, including theirs. May
the world know that this surpassing power would also invade their
lives, if they open their heart to Christ. May the world understand
that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. And when
they notice that this great treasure is camped out in a pretty shabby,
ordinary vessel, may they realize it’s not about the vessel, but about
a God willing to inhabit clay.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Harmless Faith

1o you, O LORD, I lift up my soul.

O my God, in you I trust;

let me not be put to shame;

let not my enemies exult over me.

Indeed, none who wait for you shall be put to shame,
they shall be ashamed who are wantonly treacherous.

Make me to know your ways, O LORD;
teach me your paths.

Lead me in your truth and teach me,

for you are the God of my salvation;

for you I wait all the day long. Psalm 25:1-5

This psalm of David is one of many which testify to the source of
his strength. Although a capable individual, David instinctively relied
on the Lord, especially at the first sign of trouble. Contrast that to his
predecessor, King Saul. How many times do we know of when Saul
humbled himself before God and chose to wait on Him, rather than
barging ahead with his own agenda? I can’t think of any.

You can tell where a person puts their faith by where they turn
in a crisis. Saul always relied on himself, especially under pressure;
David relied on God, particularly in crisis situations, but also as a
habit of life. One of David’s terrific character strengths was his pro-
pensity to go toward God, instead of just trusting in himself. Saul’s
opposite tendency made him virtually worthless when it came to being
a spiritual leader.

The servant’s faith is in God, not in himself. The ongoing spiri-
tual battles around us are won when we trust in God, lost when we
trust in ourselves. When we place our faith in the God who can do
anything, Satan trembles. It’s when we put our faith in ourselves that
we become harmless.

Too often we trust in our own knowledge and education, rather
than the power of God’s Spirit. Our faith is harmless when it’s placed
in our buildings, programs, reputation or income. But when our trust
is in God, devil beware! When a crisis arises, we show our faith by
where we put our trust. The strongest servant is the one who can be
counted on to go to God first.
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November 1
Promises to Servants

The Wages of Faithlculncss

“Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom his master has
set over his household, to give them their food at the proper time?
Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when he
comes. Truly, I say to you, he will set him over all his possessions.
But if that wicked servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed,’
and begins to beat his fellow servants and eats and drinks with
drunkards, the master of that servant will come on a day when he
does not expect him and at an hour he does not know and will cut
him in pieces and put him with the hypocrites. In that place there
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Matthew 24:45-51

Dire warnings. Unbelievable promises. Interspersed throughout
the prophecies and parables of Matthew 24 and 25 are both warnings
and promises, all having to do with the Second Coming of Christ.
The underlying theme in each pronouncement or story is, “Let Him
find you ready when He returns.” “Being ready” means “being
responsible” in the Kingdom of God. This is an important concept
easily overlooked. Through the years I have encountered so many
people whose only interest in things spiritual was a kind of “market
timing” strategy of wanting to know when “it” will happen, thinking
they could somehow slide in to God’s Kingdom at the last second,
gripping their heavenly pass, having outfoxed God into letting a
smart sinner live out his preferred lifestyle, only to “repent” at the
last second and make heaven. Something like that.

Others don’t seem to even care about heaven; their main deal is
earthly survival, and their goal is to escape Armageddon, so they’d
like to know when it will be and which direction to head or hide.

Of course, the theme of these scriptures is fortunately not at all
helpful to those wanting to outsmart God, since the theme is “Be
ready by faithfully carrying out your responsibilities.” While not
being a popular idea with “market timing” types, this is the surefire
way to get God’s approval, plus being of value to His kingdom in the
process. And look at the little promise tucked away for the responsible
servant who keeps doing what he was told: “He will set him over
all his possessions.” What kind of promise is that?! [’'m thinking,
“a good one,” worth every bit of waiting it requires. Faithfulness
brings lots of favor, lots of blessing, lots of opportunities.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Forgotten Faith

Therefore do not throw away your confidence, which has a great
reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done
the will of God you may receive what is promised. For,

“Yet a little while,

And the coming one will come and will not delay,

But my righteous one shall live by faith,

and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.”

But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of
those who have faith and preserve their souls. Hebrews 10:35-39

And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would
draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those
who seek him. Hebrews 11:6

Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God.
Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith. Jesus
Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. Hebrews 13:7-8

I think we need to more closely imitate the faith of the apostles and
early disciples. After all, Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today
and forever! So, why do we regard Him as if He somehow changed,
and is different than He was during His earthly ministry? Did the Lord
take back His miracle-working power from earth when the original
Twelve disciples were gone? Did the dispensation of God wanting His
children to live by faith somehow end in the second or third century?
It seems to me that “my righteous one shall live by faith” was for all
the centuries.

Our faith needs to be in Christ, not ourselves or in “our faith.” And
if that faith is truly in a Christ who is exactly the same One worshiped
by the disciples, that puts a whole different light on our resources. It
puts us in a level of expectancy that is different from what most of us
have ever experienced, before. That expectancy alone could help to
trigger revival!

We need to go for it. I’ll bet we’re closer than we think.

Serving God 313



November 3
The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

Now) Not Later

Then I saw another beast rising out of the earth. It had two horns
like a lamb and it spoke like a dragon. It exercises all the authority of
the first beast in its presence, and makes the earth and its inhabitants
worship the first beast, whose mortal wound was healed. It performs
great signs, even making fire come down from heaven to earth in front
of people, and by the signs that it is allowed to work in the presence
of the beast it deceives those who dwell on earth, telling them to make
an image for the beast that was wounded by the sword and yet lived.
And it was allowed to give breath to the image of the beast, so that
the image of the beast might even speak and might cause those who
would not worship the image of the beast to be slain. Also it causes
all, both small and great, both rich and poor, both free and slave,
to be marked on the right hand or the forehead, so that no one can
buy or sell unless he has the mark, that is, the name of the beast or
the number of its name. This calls for wisdom. let the one who has
understanding calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number
of a man, and his number is 666. Revelation 13:11-18

It becomes obvious in Revelation that sides are clearly chosen,
and the only ones who will ultimately survive all that is coming upon
the earth are those whose faith is in God. During the Tribulation, it
will not be possible to “fit in” with the rest of society. The choice will
be to take the mark of the beast or the mark of the Savior. One means
that you can buy and sell on earth; the other means that you are spared
from the wrath of God and will be welcomed into heaven! Those who
are here will have to choose. The choice will be for eternity. Faith in
anything other than God will mean eternal disaster.

Also, it is made clear that things like captivity and death are
preordained, and will not be avoided, despite people’s cautions and
compromises (Rev 13:10). It’s not like, “If you just plan well enough,
you can avoid all of this.” However, we do need to plan ahead by
choosing to serve and put our trust in the Savior, no matter what. We
need to choose that now, not later. We’d better decide ahead of time
not to be deceived by any counterfeit “savior” sent from Satan, or
lured into compromise in order to try to avoid hardship. Our faith
must be in Almighty God and nothing else, because nothing else will
stand, in the last days. Or these days.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

["aith and Courage Requireé

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more...

And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making
all things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are
trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha
and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give
from the spring of the water of life without payment. The one who
conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he will be
my son. But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for
murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars,
their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which
is the second death.” Revelation 21:1,5-8

The water of life is a free gift given to all who thirst for righteous-
ness—it’s obvious once again that God desires all of His children to
be saved—but it’s also obvious once again that not everyone will
be. The reason we are warned in so many scripture passages is so
we won t go to hell. Yet, if we persist in idolatry, sexual immorality
and the like, our “portion” will be in the lake that burns with fire and
sulfur, and it won’t be God’s fault.

There are some unnerving adjectives on the list of those who go
to hell. “Faithless” makes the list. So does “cowardly.” Is faith that
important? Apparently so! Courage? That, too. According to passages
like this, we won’t get to opt out of hell on the excuse that we suffer
from a delicate temperament and “courage deficiency,” or that we
didn’t believe in hell in the first place and therefore should be exempt
from its reality!

Salvation is a free gift, available to all! But it requires some faith
and courage to accept this free gift. It takes a spirit willing to go from
being a wimp or a victim to become a disciple and an overcomer. It
takes a person willing to leave behind a life of sin before we can even
look forward to a world without it. It stands to reason that heaven will
not be populated by unrepentant murderers; what takes a little more
thought is to realize that God’s not kidding when He says that heaven’s
gates will also be closed to those who couldn’t even seem to muster
the faith or courage required to accept His free gift of salvation, and
trade an empty life for an eternal one.

Serving God 315



November 5
The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

\With (s or Without (s

“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by
itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide
in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and
Lin him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do
nothing.” John 15:4-5

I still remember the kind rebuke. I was thinking about the church
I was pastoring, and about a friend who has had phenomenal success
in ministry. I thought to myself, “If he were pastoring this church,
it would grow. What would he do? He’d figure it out, he’d pray it
through, he’d get the right answer, then do it, and it would grow.”

Suddenly my own thoughts were interrupted by thoughts I knew
came from God: “You have more faith in him than you do in Me.”

“How so?”

“You believe that he could grow a church anywhere, but you don’t
believe that I could, using you. Your lack of confidence is not only in
yourself; it’s a lack of confidence in Me, too, that thinks it’s the tool
which determines whether or not I can accomplish my work. What
tools did I need to form the Universe? What tools do you suppose I
need, in order to make a church grow? Put your faith in Me, not in
yourself. I can accomplish all things without you; do you think I can’t
win with you on my team?”

I wrote down my response to the Lord’s gentle rebuke:

“0.K., God, several dozen “leadership” books written by outstand-
ing people just went out the window. “Everything rises and falls on
leadership.” Not in the Church. Everything rises and falls on God, who
uses leaders willing to have faith in Him and follow Him. Lord, you
don’t need me, in order to build anything, but if I follow you, and my
faith is in you, rather than my own cleverness, there has never been
anything you couldn’t do. Never. And that’s ‘with me’ or ‘without me.’
Help me to put my faith in you, not in my own leadership abilities, or
the abilities of others.”

My friend and I are still abiding, and his branch still sports more
fruit than mine, but we’re both connected to a God who can do any-
thing, with us or without us.
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The Servant’s Faith Is in God, Not in Himself

[t's Just a Stick

The LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” He said,
“A staff.” Exodus 4:2

“And take in your hand this staff, with which you shall do the
signs.” Exodus 4:17

It’s just a stick, really, a simple tool used by shepherds. Suddenly,
that has changed, along with Moses’ entire life plan. From being an
outcast shepherd far from home, Moses is commissioned by God
to lead the Israelites out of the grip of Pharaoh and into a Promised
Land. What will he use? A stick!

Moses had not chosen his staff on the basis of its miracle propensi-
ties or fantastic powers. How is he supposed to do miracles with it?!

God did not give Moses a magic staff; He gave Moses a promise:
I’1l back you. Just do what I say, and you’ll work miracles through
this staff. Moses’ faith was never in his staff; it was in the God who
spoke to him from a burning bush. Does holding a stick out over a
sea usually make it form into walls of water on either side, with a dry
path down the middle?! The power wasn’t in the stick. This wasn’t
one of those “genie in the lamp” things, where whoever’s got the lamp
gets to boss the genie around. Had Pharaoh managed to steal Moses’
stick, he would have been wasting his time trying to open or close
seas with it—it wasn’t very powerful by itself. Even Moses hadn’t
done any miracles with it, prior to hearing from God in a burning
bush.

It’s just a stick.

And Moses is just a shepherd who once had been a prince.

Until God gets a hold of them.

Then, it’s the Servant of God, taking the Rod of God— and per-
forming miracles at God’s command.

The power? It’s all God.

The faith? It’s all in God, not the stick, not the education or the
background, not in himself. It is faith in God that parts seas, not faith
in sticks or shepherds.

The servant’s faith is in a God who can use a wooden stick to
rescue a nation, or a wooden cross to save a world.
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The Discipleship Bcneﬁt Fackagc

And he called to him his twelve disciples and gave them authority
over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal every disease and
every affliction...

These twelve Jesus sent out, instructing them, “Go nowhere
among the Gentiles and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go
rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. And proclaim as you
go, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ Heal the sick, raise
the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons. You received without pay-
ing; give without pay. Acquire no gold nor silver nor copper for your
belts, no bag for your journey, nor two tunics nor sandals nor a staff,
for the laborer deserves his food. And whatever town or village you
enter, find out who is worthy in it and stay there until you depart.”...
Matthew 10:1,5-11

Unencumbered by their own resources, the Twelve set out on a
faith field trip. Jesus sent His disciples out without health insurance!
Instead, He gives them instructions to “heal the sick” and “raise the
dead”?! Wallets are to be left home, along with all the spare “What
if?” items they might be tempted to bring. With a clear mission and
boundaries, no reservations, no itinerary and no back-up plan, the
disciples set out. God will provide. This little adventure will change
their lives forever. Never again will they have to convince themselves
that it’s possible to live by faith—they will know. Each one will have
faith stories they will treasure for the rest of their lives.

The question which comes to every disciple, at some point: Is
Jesus enough for me? Is He sufficient for my needs, or do I need
something else along with Jesus, before I could hope to quell my
fears? Jesus and health insurance? Jesus and money? Jesus and earthly
security? Jesus and a plan?

The times when our faith grows by leaps and bounds are times
when it’s pure faith in God, without benefit of human arms underneath,
“justin case.” It’s never going to be comfortable to launch out on im-
possible missions with nothing more than God’s Word and whatever
authority He has granted us for our assignment. There’s also no other
way to experience the true benefit package of a disciple—knowing
in our heart that it’s totally safe to trust God.
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The Cost of Servanthood

Rights Set Aside

We put no obstacle in anyone s way, so that no fault may be found
with our ministry, but as servants of God we commend ourselves in
every way: by great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities,
beatings, imprisonments, by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness,
the Holy Spirit, genuine love, by truthful speech, and the power of
God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for
the left; through honor and dishonor, through slander and praise.
We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet
well known, as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and yet not
killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many
rich,; as having nothing, yet possessing everything.

We have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, our heart is wide
open. 2 Corinthians 6:3-11

American citizens lay claim to a Bill of Rights. Where’s the Bill
of Rights for servants of God?

Servants of God don’t need “rights;” we have God. The assign-
ment we are given to represent Him is a tough one, though, because
one of the things it requires of us is that, like Jesus, we relinquish our
“rights” in order to pursue our ministry. Philippians 2 details what
Jesus did with His “rights” in order to save us, and what we should
do with ours:

Have this mind among yourselves, which was also in Christ Je-
sus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality
with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to
the point of death, even death on a cross. (Php 2:5-8)

I’ve read this passage many times before; it still hits me hard.
The Son of God set aside everything, to be born as a man. He relin-
quished all of His rights, that He might win us to Himself. Christ set
us the example of how to truly minister to people: You set aside your
rights, and open your heart. The person who does this is the one God
exalts. Being exalted by the Father is a lot better than “rights.”
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The Cost of Servanthood

Ser\/ants of God) Armed to the Teet}n

We put no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found
with our ministry, but as servants of God we commend ourselves in
every way: by great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities,
beatings, imprisonments, by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness,
the Holy Spirit, genuine love, by truthful speech, and the power of
God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for
the left; through honor and dishonor, through slander and praise.
We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; as unknown, and yet
well known, as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and yet not
killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many
rich,; as having nothing, yet possessing everything.

We have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, our heart is wide
open. 2 Corinthians 6:3-11

As servants of God, we may have set aside our rights, but we
are not without weapons! Yet, these weapons of righteousness bear
little resemblance to the weapons with which the world is familiar.
What’s a “weapon of righteousness” look like, anyway, and what
will it do?

An entire arsenal is listed—things like purity, patience, kindness.

These are weapons?! They are in the hands of righteous people!
Any one of the weapons listed is totally overwhelming to the enemy.
A weapon like genuine love or truthful speech easily slices through
Satan’s lies and lust.

I picture the stereotypical bandoleero—drawn guns in each hand,
cartridge belts slung over both shoulders, a knife at his belt, guns in
his boots—armed to the teeth, and ready for anything. That’s how
I think the soldier of Jesus Christ is supposed to look, except that
instead of mere firearms, he’s supposed to be bristling with weapons
of righteousness. What a formidable sight it must be in the spiritual
realms to see a devoted servant of the Lord packing purity, knowl-
edge, truthful speech and the power of God! He is ready, and God’s
going to use him!

Regretfully, not enough Christians present a very imposing
spiritual threat to Satan or his hirelings. Too many try to timidly
slip through spiritual battlefields, unarmed, when effective weapons
of righteousness have been provided for our victory. | want to be a
servant of God, armed to the teeth!
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The Cost of Servanthood

Dangerous Joumeg toa Salce Flace

Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one—I am talking like a
madman—with far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with count-
less beatings, and often near death. Five times I received at the hands of
the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I was beaten with rods.
Once [ was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day 1
was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger
from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger
in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false
brothers, in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger
and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. And, apart from
other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the
churches. Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I
am not indignant?

If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness.
The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, he who is blessed forever, knows
that I am not lying. At Damascus, the governor under King Aretas was
guarding the city of Damascus in order to seize me, but I was let down
in a basket through a window in the wall and escaped his hands.

2 Corinthians 11:23-33

I’m looking for the benefit package here, in being an apostle! To
think that someone who had been through this list for the cause of Christ
would have to defend his record to fellow believers! Wow.

As I solemnly review Paul’s hardships, I can’t find a single place
where my record of hardship or endurance for the cause of Christ is
on a level with his. When [ became a pastor, I got a salary and health
insurance; the first missionary was beaten with rods!

One of the wonderful things about being a servant of Christ is that
we don’t have to be imprisoned for our faith or beaten nearly to death
before we are welcomed into His Kingdom. While my suffering for Jesus
has been minuscule compared to Paul, we both entered the Kingdom of
God the same way: By faith in Jesus. The requirement was the same for
each of us: Everything. We had to let go of our old life, repent of our
sins, trust in Christ for a new life and follow Him. That journey took
Paul down a more dangerous, difficult path than the one I’ve been on,
so far, but they both end up at the same place: Safe with our Lord, in
heaven.
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The Cost of Servanthood

Evergthing

“So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he
has cannot be my disciple.” Luke 14:33

There’s more where that came from.

The cost of discipleship is very simple, and always has been:
Everything. It will cost us everything.

Meanwhile, God reassures us that everything will be made up to
us, both in this life and the life to come, and He lets us know that His
strength is actually shown to be most perfect in our weakness, but the
cost is the same: Everything. It’s always been everything.

Along the way, there are some bridges that need to be burned, to
keep us from going back to the old life, when it gets tough. We need
to approach this like soldiers enlisting for war, paying attention to
every aspect of our armor, and knowing that this is not just a drill;
we’re going to see combat with the enemy, and the stakes are eternal.
We will be shot at, we will face persecution, it will be hard at times.
Endure, like a good soldier. That’s part of the cost of being a disciple.

One more thing. Forget this “happiness” stuff. Soldiers are not
recruited with the idea that they are going to be “happy;” neither are
disciples. Jesus isn’t calling people to be “happy;” He’s calling them
to be disciples. Disciples follow their Master. Sometimes that leads to
the fulfillment of dreams and desires; sometimes it leads into the teeth
of unimaginable hardships and pain. Jesus never gives us one of those
little cards asking us if we enjoyed our experience and are satisfied
with His leadership. This isn’t about “happy.” It’s about obedience,
which usually also involves sacrifice.

What I hear God saying to me is, “Don’t look for whatever you
think is going to make you happy—do what you know I want you
to do, and choose to enjoy it. Choose contentment and joy.” Peace,
contentment and joy are about as close as we come to “rights” as
disciples. The cost of servanthood never goes up or down, though.
It’s always been “everything.” It’s still a great deal.
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The Cost of Servanthood

(ontent with Weaknesses

So to keep me from being too elated by the surpassing greatness
of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of
Satan to harass me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times [
pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. But he said
to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect
in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weak-
nesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake
of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships,

persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
2 Corinthians 12:7-10

How do you get a Type A personality like Paul to be “content with
weaknesses”? You give him no choice. That’s about the only way I
know of to do it, and apparently God felt the same way!

Paul enjoyed his marvelous revelations from God; he despised
the “thorn.” The apostle was not about to be “content” with such a
bothersome affliction until his repeated requests of God garnered him
a message of solace for all time: “My grace is sufficient for you, for
my power is made perfect in weakness.”

All it took for Paul to switch from pleading for relief to being
“content with weaknesses” was the assurance from God Himself that
the weaknesses were O.K.—that in fact what was occurring was an
even greater display of God’s power because of them. When Paul
got the message that his weaknesses and tribulations were actually
advancing the Kingdom rather than holding him back, he was able to
make a huge jump in his response to affliction. Rather than fighting
it, he chose to be content with it. Only a person wired like this could
appreciate what a miracle of grace such an attitude shift would be!

All of this moves so much in the opposite direction of “demanding
my rights,” at the same time [’m trying to be a servant of God. What
rights? There is no greater manifestation of His power than when it
is displayed through a weak servant who so loves his Master that he
would choose to be content with weaknesses and all that goes with
them, if that’s what advances the Kingdom.

A person content with weaknesses is a spectacle of God’s grace.
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The Cost of Servanthood

Buming the Rigl’]t Bridges

So he departed from there and found Elisha the son of Shaphat,
who was plowing with twelve yoke of oxen in front of him, and he
was with the twelfth. Elijah passed by him and cast his cloak upon
him. And he left the oxen and ran after Elijah and said, “Let me kiss
my father and my mother, and then I will follow you.” And he said to
him, “Go back again, for what have I done to you? ”’ And he returned
from following him and took the yoke of oxen and sacrificed them and
boiled their flesh with the yokes of the oxen and gave it to the people,
and they ate. Then he arose and went after Elijah and assisted him.
1 Kings 19:19-21

I like the way Elisha goes at things wholeheartedly. First of all, in
a one or two-ox country, he’s plowing with 12 yoke! Yet, when Elijah
calls him, all he’s interested in is letting his folks know where he’s
going, and the next step is to sacrifice the oxen, and use the yokes for
fuel! He’s not going back. Elisha shows how God’s servant needs to
burn some bridges. He didn’t burn the bridges between him and his
parents; he burned the bridge that would make it easy for him to go
back to being a farmer. Elisha burned the right bridges.

It’s interesting to me that in this Old Testament story, the new
prophet’s apprentice understands that following God is not to be a part-
time pursuit, done in the off-season. He realizes that procrastinating is
not going to be wise, so he acts immediately on the call of God, before
someone can talk him out of it. Another wise tactic Elisha uses is to
burn his bridges publicly. The “bridge burning” Elisha does is to turn
his farming equipment into a big feast for the relatives and friends!
The oxen are sacrificed and fed to the crowd; what does he use for
fuel but the wooden yokes he would be needing should he decide to
resume farming. He could have just used some brush for firewood,
but this was all about proving a point: He wasn’t going back. This
was no experiment, but a definitive, public answer to a call of God.
Sometimes, to make it stick, it just needs to be public.

Elisha went after being a prophet of God the same way he went
after farming: Wholeheartedly. And when it came time for Elijah to
go to heaven, his protege received, once again, the cloak first laid on
his shoulders by the prophet, along with a double portion of his spirit.
It was only fitting.
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The Cost of Servanthood

Straig}wt Ahead [Tor Jesus

When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face
to go to Jerusalem. And he sent messengers ahead of him, who went
and entered a village of the Samaritans, to make preparations for him.
But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward
Jerusalem. And when his disciples James and John saw it, they said,
“Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and
consume them?” But he turned and rebuked them. And they went on
to another village.

As they were going along the road, someone said to him, “I
will follow you wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, “Foxes
have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has
nowhere to lay his head.” To another he said, “Follow me.” But he
said, “Lord, let me first go and bury my father.” And Jesus said to
him, “Leave the dead to bury their own dead. But as for you, go and
proclaim the kingdom of God.” Yet another said, “I will follow you,
Lord, but let me first say farewell to those at my home.” Jesus said
to him, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit
for the kingdom of God.” Luke 9:51-62

Like a guy with a new golf driver, James and John wanted to try
out a little divine power at Samaritan expense. Rather than rebuking
the villagers, Jesus rebuked His disciples, and walked on.

Repeatedly, Jesus made clear the cost of being a disciple. This was
not to be a part-time occupation! It was also not something a person
got to pursue on their own terms. It was all the way, or nothing. |
don’t recall Jesus ever changing that standard!

It’s also clear that it’s not just about a “willingness” to leave ev-
erything behind—Jesus was serious! The implications of discipleship,
as Jesus described it, are quite real. Like a surgeon explaining to a
patient exactly what will happen prior to the operation, Jesus lays it
out. I need to understand that in choosing to follow Him, [ am giving
up my “right” to have a home, my “right” to live in proximity to my
family. In matters where the wishes of others conflict with the orders
of my Master, I’ll have to go with God. And if | insist on spending
half my time in looking back on what I’ve given up for Jesus, I’d
better just stay away from the plow. Hard? Yes. But I can’t say He
didn’t tell me. Straight ahead for Jesus.
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A Frioritg [ ist of One

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.
Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the
loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain
Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own
that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ,
the righteousness from God that depends on faith—that [ may know
him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings,
becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may
attain the resurrection from the dead.

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but
1 press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own. Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one
thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call
of God in Christ Jesus. Philippians 3:7-14

Modern life often leaves us feeling like sluggish rats on an
exercise wheel, huffing and puffing. As Christians, we attempt to
“prioritize” our lives with these little models, arranging the pieces in
the “proper” order: God, family, work, church, etc. The many pieces
scarcely fit on the page! Are they in the right order? Are there sup-
posed to be this many? Is the order static or does it change?

I’ve thought of faith heroes of the past, and how they coped with
things like priority management. What would the apostle Paul have
said, anyway? I’m picturing myself in the privileged position of get-
ting to ask him.

“Paul, please show me what your priority list looks like? I need
to know what goes first, and how you arrange all of these things, as
a disciple of Jesus. If you would be so kind as to write it out for me,
I would be most grateful. Just show me your priority list, please.”

For some reason the brilliant apostle has a perplexed look on his
face. He studies my face to assure himself that I’'m serious. He asks a
couple questions to better understand what a “priority list” might be,
a concept obviously foreign to him. At last realizing that [ am asking
him to write down the list of things which govern his life, in a sort
of pecking order of importance, he nods, and without another word,
takes a piece of parchment and writes out his list for me.

He hands it to me. Paul’s entire list consists of one word: Jesus.
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A Priority List of One

Cou]d T!ﬁis Work?

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but
1 press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own. Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one
thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call
of God in Christ Jesus. Philippians 3:12-14

One word: Jesus. That’s what Paul’s priority list would have
looked like. Jesus wasn’t just at the top of the list; Jesus was the whole
list!

The simplicity with which Paul approached life was what enabled
him to manage the incredible responsibilities facing him, continu-
ally. His life was pressured from all sides. Thousands of people were
counting on him; dozens of churches, but Paul enjoyed the freedom
experienced when we have just one Master to serve, and that Master
is Jesus. “One thing I do ”—that one thing was to follow Jesus.

Maybe our main problem with priorities is that we have too many
of them in the first place! It’s not so much that they’re in the wrong
order; it’s that there are so many of them that they won’t even fit on
the page, in any order! Would it really be possible to live off a priority
list of one?

Does this work in daily life? It sounds really spiritual, but how
does it work? I think it’s simpler than it sounds. Would Jesus have me
to love and care for my family? That would be in keeping with His
priorities for me, wouldn’t it? Would Jesus have me to provide for
myself and my loved ones by some sort of work? Would Jesus have
me love other people and minister to them in some way? He said that
was one of the greatest commandments of all. I’m realizing that if
Jesus is my only priority, He will faithfully point me in the direction
of the responsibilities which matter most to Him, and in fulfilling
those assignments, [ will actually be serving my one Master. Rather
than suffering, my family (and other things God values) will actually
benefit.

Instead of trying to juggle a too-long priority list and make it all
fit, would it work to have just one Master? Would it work to basically
have only one word on my priority list? The more I consider it, the
more [ think it may be the only way that does work.
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A Priority List of One

| ife on Ovcrload

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” Matthew 11:28-30

Of all the findings of this study, now in its sixth year, the idea of
having “a priority list of one” strikes me as the most controversial.
I’m not sure why. Perhaps it’s because I’ve struggled so much with
priorities, myself. Maybe it’s because nearly every person I know is
overburdened, weary and plagued with feelings of guilt regarding
their schedule. That includes many retirees [ know! Is it supposed to
be this hard for everybody? I don’t think so!

Jesus promised His followers a “light burden.” When I look at
what most folks are dragging around, “light” is not a term which
comes to mind! What does come to mind is “life on overload.” Ap-
parently, it’s not a new problem. The solution has been around for a
couple thousand years, too: “Come to me, all you who are weary and
burdened, and I will give you rest. ” For relief from a life on overload,
Jesus says, “Come to me, take my yoke upon you and learn from me.”
The promise when we do that? “Rest for your souls.”

Relief from priorities! How did Jesus approach the many demands
of life? Quite simply. He only did one thing: He pleased His Father.
Doing the will of the Father was not at the top of Jesus’ priority
list; it was the only thing on it. He expressed that very philosophy
of life to His disciples on more than one occasion. He wanted them
to understand that He was living life with just one Master, and one
agenda. How else could Jesus possibly have carried out His Father’s
wishes, were He trying to juggle His own agenda while at the same
time being the perfectly obedient Son of God?

It’s looking like if I want relief from “priorities,” what [ have to
do is narrow life down to one Master—Jesus, then be willing to accept
the yoke He gives me. That means all other yokes come off! That’s
the scary part. I have to trust Him, that He knows what He’s doing,
that freedom from the tyranny of private ambitions and priorities is
worth the cost, that only in following just one Master do I find the
promised rest for my soul.
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A Priority List of One

] oo Mang (Ho0d Things

“As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears
the word, but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches
choke the word, and it proves unfruitful. ” Matthew 13:22

The explanation offered by Jesus for His parable of the sower
fits very well with the actualities of modern-day life, strangled by
the pursuit of wealth and the false assumption that the many options
before us are all needs. Who among us has not felt the implanted
Word grow limp within us as we strive to not miss out on the good
things offered by the world?

Our usual approach to priorities reminds me of a train. We con-
cern ourselves with getting all the cars in just the right order, only
to find out we don’t have enough power to move any of them! Too
many cars for the engine to pull; too many priorities for the time and
resources available to us. Some cars are going to need to be released
before this thing will budge!

It’s not easy cutting cars loose, when they represent long-cherished
ambitions and expectations, but neither is it fun to see thorns over-
coming our immobile train, just because we couldn’t let go of some
priorities.

I need to let God go through my life, cutting loose every car He
doesn’t want me trying to pull. If T expect this to be a light load, and
expect to be able to move it, [ can no longer see a complicated, long
list of priorities being the way He would have me to operate. If Jesus
is not alone on my priority list, not only will life’s load not be “light;”
I won’t be able to move it. The thorns will grow up around it and
choke out what could have been fruitful if I’d had the courage to jet-
tison everything else but what God had instructed me to carry.

We have to get it down to one Master. Jesus never offered to be
a “part” of our lives; it’s always been about being Lord of our lives.
Total lordship doesn’t leave room for a priority list, even when we
place Him at the top. Total lordship is a “priority list” of One.

If we trust Him, we can be assured He won’t forget the family He
gave us, or the job, or the resources He placed under our stewardship.
We can also trust Him not to forget His promise of a yoke that fits,
and a light load. The hard part is unhooking all those rail cars, and
not looking back. But at least now we’re moving!
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A Priority List of One

Not a | icense for| aziness

But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially
for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever. 1 Timothy 5:8

Well, there went the idea that maybe we can make “a priority list
of One,” quit our jobs, and just sit around and love Jesus until He
returns! Yes, I did resign from my pastorate, but it was at the Lord’s
direction, rather than a sudden desire to live without a steady paycheck
or medical insurance! It was a release from that particular position,
but not a license for laziness.

I’'m so glad passages like this are in the scriptures! Sometimes
it takes something pretty strong to get my attention, and having the
Bible inform me that if [ don’t take care of my family, I’m worse than
an unbeliever definitely gets my attention!

This is also a reminder that God is never going to lose track of
the responsibilities with which He has entrusted me. I can trust Him
enough to put Him on my priority list all by Himself, knowing for
sure that He wants me to provide for my family, love my wife and
children, etc., etc., and will direct my attention to all these matters of
importance without my having to remind Him of their needs. Even
though the Lord is all by Himself on my priority list, I can trust
Him to not require of me all of my time and resources to be focused
“directly” upon Him; on the contrary, when I tell Him I love Him,
the first thing He says to me is, “Feed my sheep.” (Jn 22:15-17) My
Father loves those little lambs (like my children) more than I do; if
wish to be obedient to Him, I ought to make sure they have food on
the table, provided by my own labor, prompted by both my love for
them and the love for my Father which requires obedience.

This seems like a lot to write, just to say, “Don’t be a lazy, good-
for-nothing bum and call it ‘being spiritual.”” I’m just glad it’s in here.
I have enough innate laziness in me that I need to stumble across an
occasional scripture which says, “Even unbelievers at least try to take
care of their families’ needs! Don’t try to fool yourself into thinking
lazy living is the same thing as being spiritual, because it’s not.” A safe
assumption to make is that God wants me to provide for my family.
A wrong assumption is that He would ever want me to be lazy!

330 Serving God



November 20
A Priority List of One

SIiPPerg [Hearts

But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteous-
ness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. Fight the good
fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called
and about which you made the good confession in the presence of
many witnesses. I charge you in the presence of God, who gives life
to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius
Pilate made the good confession, to keep the commandment unstained
and free from reproach until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ,
which he will display at the proper time—he who is the blessed and
only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has
immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has
ever seen or can see. 10 him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen.

As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty,
nor to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who
richly provides us with everything to enjoy. They are to do good, to
be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, thus stor-
ing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so
that they may take hold of that which is truly life. 1 Timothy 6:11-19

“O man of God, flee these things!” Excellent advice. It’s just re-
ally difficult (impossible?) to truly serve God, and to also be caught
up in building some kind of earthly kingdom. It’s best to not even
get started down that road. Serve God, and be content with what He
provides!

The charge to those “rich in this present age” covers most Ameri-
cans. I love the practicality of it, and how it zones in on the attitude,
rather than merely telling us to divest ourselves of all material goods
and try to live as poor people. Poor people can be just as caught up
in the love of money as rich people! It’s all in the attitude. A person
who doesn’t have money can be as much in love with it as someone
trying to hang on to great wealth. The love of money seeks to grip
every heart, possession not a requirement for greed.

And what should we do when we find ourselves rich? Use it as
an opportunity to share, to do good, to generously build in the lives
of others. When we keep our hope in God and see ourselves as a
dispenser of blessings rather than a hoarder of riches, we develop a
slippery heart. Money has a hard time getting a grip on it.
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A Priority List of One

Greedg Friorities

When one of those who reclined at table with him heard these
things, he said to him, “Blessed is everyone who will eat bread in
the kingdom of God!” But he said to him, “A man once gave a great
banquet and invited many. And at the time for the banquet he sent his
servant to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is
now ready.’ But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to
him, ‘I have bought a field, and I must go out, and see it. Please have
me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have bought five yoke of oxen, and
1 go to examine them. Please have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I
have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.’So the servant came
and reported these things to his master. Then the master of the house
became angry and said to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets
and lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and crippled and blind
and lame.’ And the servant said, ‘Siv, what you commanded has been
done, and still there is room.’ And the master said to the servant, ‘Go
out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that
my house may be filled. For I tell you, none of those men who were
invited shall taste my banquet.” ** Luke 14:15-24

Here’s the story of what happens when we have our own agenda,
and we try to fit God into our “priority list.” Does this sound like
our culture? “Save me a spot at the banquet, in case I might want to
come!” But when it comes right down to it, almost anything is more
important than actually following through on that commitment. “I’m
trying to work God into my priority list.” I’'m beginning to think that
the only thing that works is when God is all alone on our priority list!
If He’s not, whatever else is on there always seems to crowd Him out.
Priorities are greedy. They resent being dropped further down the list,
even temporarily, so they have a way of sabotaging the success of
other priorities. Career priorities think families are O.K., as long as
they don’t get in the way of the career; families like the money a job
brings in and resent the time it takes out; volunteer-fed organizations
are ravenous. Meanwhile, God still refuses to be on some list where
He gets crowded out by a soccer game, a new boat or even a new wife!
The whole “priority list” thing doesn’t seem to work. The priorities
argue and refuse to share. Once again, I’'m back to Paul’s priority list:
Jesus. Period. At least it’s peaceful.
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A Priority List of One

M9 Onlg Option

Now great crowds accompanied him, and he turned and said to
them,

“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and
mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even
his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear his own
cross and come after me cannot be my disciple. For which of you,
desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost,
whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid
a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock
him, saying, “This man began to build and was not able to finish.”
Or what king, going out to encounter another king in war, will not
sit down first and deliberate whether he is able with ten thousand
to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if
not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends a delegation and
asks for terms of peace. So therefore, any one of you who does not
renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.

Salt is good, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be
restored? It is of no use either for the soil or for the manure pile. It is
thrown away. He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Luke 14:25-35

For most of my life, I have heard a gospel that begged people to
“accept Jesus,” but which stopped there, in terms of the commitment
required of a disciple. It has even skipped the step of repentance, much
less included hard passages like the one above that says, “Unless
you’re willing to renounce even your own family and yourself, don’t
bother to apply!” My generation has not counted the cost, because
it’s been emphasized over and over again that there is no cost, that
salvation is a free gift which cannot be earned. I think that salvation is
a free gift, but discipleship sure doesn’t look to be one!

Salvation is free; discipleship isn’t. Discipleship—following
Christ—is consistently billed in the Bible as costing everything which
aperson has. The cross is also mentioned on numerous occasions! In
light of passages like this, it’s no wonder that our “priority list” style
of discipleship doesn’t work. Discipleship was never intended to be
a “prioritized” thing; Jesus made it clear that if we weren’t willing
to completely clear the list, except for Him, we need not apply. A
priority list of One is looking like my only option.
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A Priority List of One

] Can’t Havc lt A””

And a ruler asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit
eternal life?”...

When Jesus heard this, he said to him, “One thing you still lack.
Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have
treasure in heaven, and come, follow me.” But when he heard these
things, he became very sad, for he was extremely rich. Jesus, look-
ing at him with sadness, said, “How difficult it is for those who have
wealth to enter the kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to go
through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom
of God.”” Those who heard it said, “Then who can be saved?”” But he
said, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.”” And Peter
said, “See, we have left our homes and followed you.” And he said
to them, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or
wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom
of God, who will not receive many times more in this time, and in the
age to come eternal life.” Luke 18:18,22-30

“What do you mean, [ can’t have it all?!”” This story isn’t very
popular among those who have been trained that they can “have it
all” in this world and have Jesus, too. That’s definitely not the way
Jesus is portraying discipleship, here! It’s a choice: Jesus or the world.
The choice is not “both.”

In the case of the rich ruler, we see the bar of discipleship for what
it is: A call to complete obedience and commitment. The bar wasn’t
raised for the rich ruler; that’s basically what Jesus was requiring of
others who wanted to be His disciple, too.

It’s not like God doesn’t notice the sacrifice of a servant! Not
only do we receive eternal life, but we also receive many times more
in this time! Hey, be a servant! You get to keep what you get, then!
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A Priority List of One

What] Love Mos’c

Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves
the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the
world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride
in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And the
world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the
will of God abides forever. 1 John 2:15-17

In the establishment of the “priority list,” are we not sometimes
asking God to rank the degree of love we should have for something
which is against Him? If we are not to “love the world or the things
in the world,” how high on a priority list should the things of the
world be?! The main contenders—desires of the flesh, desires of the
eyes, pride in possessions— are all, according to the Bible, not from
the Father, but from the world. We have a problem, here, and I think
it is a key when it comes to the failure of our “priority list” think-
ing. We are asking God to shuffle priorities for us which He never
intended should even make the list. Where would He put “pride in
possessions,” for example?! The lusts of the flesh and the eyes drive
all kinds of activities, all of them worldly. Where should they be on
the list? Nowhere. So how did they get on my list?

Priority lists are love-driven, especially when I’m talking about
what I do, as opposed to what [ say I’ll do. I may say that God is first
on my list, or even all alone, but when push comes to shove, as it
always eventually does, the winner will be whatever I love the most.
If the pride I have in my possessions outranks my love for the Father,
possessions will usually win, no matter where I said God was on the
list. The same thing for everything else: What I love most will win.

So why try to live life with a list of warring desires as my guide?!
If God has to share a spot on my “priority list” with the various con-
tenders for my soul who represent the love of the world, I’m setting
myself up for failure. Is God content to be on the list with other loves,
who grab at the top slot at every opportunity? No. Are the desires of
the flesh satisfied with second or third place? No. If I seriously love
God, I need to leave off of my list every rival to that love. The only
way to bring peace to the “list” is to remove from it all but my first
love. Once again, I’'m down to one word: Jesus.
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A Priority List of One

Contentment, Now

Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what
you have, for he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”
So we can confidently say,

“The Lord is my helper;
I will not fear,
what can man do to me?”
Hebrews 13:5-6

If we are able to clear from our priority list the pursuit and love
of money, the battle is half-won. The reason the Bible describes it as
“Keep your life free from love of money” is because love of money
is something which controls us, once it gains a foothold in our lives.
It represents a bondage from which we need to be freed.

The answer? Contentment. We need to purposefully choose
contentment as a replacement for greed. Greed? Who thinks they’re
greedy?! Not me! It’s just an appreciation for money and the things
money will buy, that’s all. It’s not really “love” of money.

It’s not contentment, either. Am I really, truly content with what
I have? Almost! If I had just a little bit more...

Contentment never really comes into play until we are freed from
love of money. We don’t even have to call it “greed;” all we have to
do is look at where our time and energy go, as we strive after posses-
sions and financial security. We will faithfully, wholeheartedly serve
the Master—once we have enough to be “comfortable.” Yeah, right.

How do we gain freedom from the love of money? We choose to
replace it with contentment. Instead of aiming for a certain standard
of living, which is maddeningly (always) just out of reach, I choose
to be content with what I have, now. Instead of relying on my accu-
mulated resources for security, I choose to rely on the great God who
promised to never leave me or forsake me. Instead of being fearful of
loss of possessions or other “What if’s,” I’ll choose faith in Christ,
and pursue Him as my first love.

A life and priority list where “love of money” has been replaced
with “contentment” is a big step in the right direction.
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A Priority List of One

Rightcous Wealth

“One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much,
and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much.
If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who
will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been
faithful in that which is another s, who will give you that which
is your own? No servant can serve two masters, for either he
will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the
one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.”
Luke 16:10-13

Here again is the reference to “unrighteous wealth.” It’s only
money, just man-made currency, unrighteous and of no value to
God. If we’re not even faithful with that, why would God entrust to
us something that’s actually worth something?! There are lessons in
here about tithing, about generosity, about accountability. We have
to be proven trustworthy in these areas, first, or we’re not ready to go
on to things that really matter. I’m picturing God holding up a $100
bill, saying, “If I can’t trust you with a piece of paper, why would I
trust you with something that’s really valuable?”

If money is considered an example of “unrighteous wealth,” the
implication is strong that there must also be “righteous wealth.” Our
stewardship of one is preparation for stewardship of the other.

How do we get ready for righteous wealth? Once again, I think
the first step is settling on one Master. In this, one of the defining
passages in the Bible concerning servanthood, Jesus reminds us “No
servant can serve two masters.” It won’t happen! I experienced the
reality of that principle when [ worked in a retail establishment owned
by 50/50 partners—who hated each other! We employees would
trudge from one task to another, building a display for one owner,
then tearing it down because the other owner didn’t like it, etc., etc.

What was my job? It depended on which one had spoken to
me, last! Trying to please one was hard enough; pleasing both was
impossible. “No servant can serve two masters.”” Right, Jesus!

Back again to the priority list. It’s not just a matter of keeping
the list in the right order. The problem with a priority list is that we
end up with too many masters. It’s too crowded, too complicated,
everybody ends up frustrated and losing. A priority list of One!
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A Priority List of One

HOW Do You Gct to Bc
a Man of God?

Now Elisha came to Damascus. Ben-hadad the king of Syria was
sick. And when it was told him, “The man of God has come here,”
the king said to Hazael, “lake a present with you and go to meet the
man of God, and inquire of the LORD through him, saying, “Shall I
recover from this sickness?” 2 Kings 8:7-8

A king from a foreign (and hostile) country recognizes Elisha as
“the man of God.” “The man of God has come here...”

What does it take before a person has that kind of credibility? I
think it takes a call of God—you don’t just elevate yourself to this
status by wanting it; more than that, I think it takes pure obedience.
Elisha is no “part-time prophet” who serves God in his spare time.
Elisha, like many prophets before him, seems to have no other agenda
than just carrying out God’s will.

When you have someone who does nothing except what God has
instructed him to do, and he’s done it faithfully for decades, it’s not
surprising that even foreigners would say of him, “The man of God
has come here.”

How do I get to be a “man of God”? By being a servant of God,
with no other agenda. Credibility is tied to track record; the longer we
serve God faithfully, the more credibility our lives have. It may reach
a point where even unbelievers regard us with respect, for the mere
fact that they see the mark of God on our lives. If our only agenda
in life is to serve God, the longer we are consistent in that direction,
the more people can’t help but notice that we are a man or woman
of God. Faithfulness over the years makes “man of God” not a title,
but an observation. If we set the course of our lives to serve God, and
stay on that course, God takes care of the reputation part. The Spirit
who dwells in us makes people think of God whenever they see one
of His servants show up.

Lord, help me be a man of God. When people see me, I want
them to think of You.
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A Priority List of One

The Chcckbook is (yone

And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrigh-
teous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal
dwellings.

The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all these things,
and they ridiculed him. And he said to them, “You are those who
Justify yourselves before men, but God knows your hearts. For what
is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God.” Luke
16:9,14-15

I'notice that it says “when” it fails, not “if.”” There’s nothing eternal
about unrighteous wealth. The dishonest manager in the parable Jesus
told preceding this verse was shrewd enough to realize that if he was
going to lose everything, anyway, he may as well make some friends
with it as he was letting go! We have this parable, not to encourage
dishonesty, but as a reminder that there will come a time when we
all, like the dishonest manager, will be relieved of our possessions
and our management. We won’t be running a business anymore, or
writing any checks. We’ll be relieved of all our responsibilities and
our earthly life. The question is, “What then? Are we preparing for
that?” Since we’re going to have to let go of all of it, anyway, why not
use it to make friends while we’re here? Why not put the resources
into things that will outlast us, like ministry to people?

The parable of the dishonest manager, the admonition to be faith-
ful with whatever we’ve been given, and the bold statement that “what
is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God” all added
up to disdain toward Jesus on the part of the Pharisees. None of us
likes to be told that our value system is corrupt. Jesus informed the
religious rulers of the day that the very things they prized were “an
abomination in the sight of God.” No wonder they weren’t happy.

Here’s the tough question, though: Did “what is exalted among
men” suddenly gain favor with God in the intervening generations?
Jesus didn’t approve of the love of money which gripped the Pharisees,
but He’s O.K. with it if we 7e doing it? I guess that the things which
were an abomination to God a couple thousand years ago still are!

What is “exalted among men”? What does humanity think is
great? Does God think it’s great, too, or an abomination?

Of all rival masters, money is greediest. One Master. One priority.
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A Priority List of One

Mind (Games

For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the
things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their
minds on the things of the Spirit. To set the mind on the flesh is death,
but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. For the mind that is
set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God s law,
indeed, it cannot. Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.

You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the
Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of
Christ does not belong to him. But if Christ is in you, although the
body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.
If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you,
he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your
mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you. Romans 8:5-11

How many of our struggles could be eliminated if we were will-
ing to submit our minds to Christ, along with our bodies? Where did
we get the notion that we can be servants of Christ, yet free to do
whatever we please with our resources, our bodies and our minds?! Is
that the way it is for slaves? They just do whatever they want, right?
They do work for their masters, then they’re free to go wherever they
like, and do as they wish? Of course not. If you’re a slave, you’re a
slave all the time! The master even controls your “free time.”

I need to remember that not only is this not my body, to do with
as I please, and these are not my resources, to spend as I see fit; this
is not my mind, either. Rather than this being a degrading blow to my
individuality, this is the best answer I have for each and every temp-
tation I encounter! What should I do when tempted? Pray a simple
prayer: “Lord, what do you want me to think about right now?” It’s
like putting my mind in four-wheel-drive! Jesus never leads me into
more temptation or drives me in the ditch; every time I’ve found
myself in the ditch it was always me doing the driving!

But we have the mind of Christ (1 Co 2:16). Letting the Spirit
control the thoughts of that mind is infinitely better than allowing
the mind to be controlled by the flesh. Out of temptation, along a
blessed path, never in the ditch—that’s the difference when my mind
is Spirit-controlled.
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A Priority List of One

(Individed Devotion

You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men....

This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very
short. From now on, let those who have wives live as though they had
none, and those who mourn as though they were not in mourning,
and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those
who buy as though they had no goods, and those who deal with the
world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form
of this world is passing away.

Iwant you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anx-
ious about the things of the Lord, how to please the Lord. But the
married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife,
and his interests are divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman
is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and
spirit. But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how
to please her husband. I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any
restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure your
undivided devotion to the Lord. 1 Corinthians 7:23,29-35

Undivided devotion to the Lord. That’s what this is about. We are
needing to learn to live in transition, because the world we inhabit
is in transition—For the present form of this world is passing away.
Hence, it makes sense to live as though whatever we are experienc-
ing, mourning or rejoicing, will soon be over. The worldly demands
which cause us anxiety now will one day cease.

The cautions in this passage are several: Do not become slaves
of men (since we belong to Christ); don’t let possessions or emotions
or worldly pursuits control your life; it’s not wrong to marry, but it
does divide our interests.

It goes back to eternity. Since believers have heaven to look for-
ward to, we needn’t be trapped by the things of this world; we would
be wise to hold all of them loosely and to live focused on Jesus and
the eternal life He has promised, rather than allowing our energies
to be scattered amongst trivial and temporal pursuits, not to mention
living as anxious heathen rather than hopeful Christ-followers.

Undivided devotion to the Lord. We have dealings with this fad-
ing world, but we need not be captivated by it. One priority: Jesus.
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Promises to Servants

Fcace~Backcd Fromises

At my first defense no one came to stand by me, but all deserted
me. May it not be charged against them! But the Lord stood by me
and strengthened me, so that through me the message might be fully
proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. So [ was rescued
from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed
and bring me safely into his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory
forever and ever. Amen. 2 Timothy 4:16-18

Four more sentences of personal greetings and he’s done. This
is Paul’s final written communication in our possession. Like Jesus,
Paul knew the pain of abandonment, as well as suffering of every
kind. Like his Master, Paul chose forgiveness and grace over bit-
terness, and experienced divine power when his own strength was
completely gone.

Here is the faith and trust of a servant who has been through it
all, and knows his Lord. There is a calmness here that comes from
God. It’s good in every situation, and it’s good even when everybody
knows this is not going to turn out the way we’re hoping it will.
Anyone can have peace when things are peaceful, but it’s the one
who trusts in the Lord who is able to have peace when surrounded
by chaos and impending doom. The reason is that God shows up! In
the worst of situations, that’s all it takes to bring peace. This is the
peace to which Jesus was referring when He promised His disciples,
“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you. Let not your hearts
be troubled, neither let them be afraid.” (Jn 14:27) Millions of dis-
ciples, including Paul and myself, have found this promise to be so
true!

The trust is not in God rescuing me from every peril and always
helping me to escape suffering; the trust is that He will bring me
safely into His heavenly kingdom. We have to remember that!

“The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me
safely into his heavenly kingdom.” (2 Tim 4:18)

With exception of his final greetings, these are the last recorded
words of the apostle Paul. He’s telling us what is going to happen—
not the details or the sequence, but the conclusion. What a good
statement of faith! The declaration itself is evidence of the peace
dwelling within. We can know for sure that the Lord will bring us
safely home. “To him be the glory...!”
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A Priority List of One

The Onlg Thing that (ounts

1t is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh who
would force you to be circumcised, and only in order that they may
not be persecuted for the cross of Christ. For even those who are
circumcised do not themselves keep the law, but they desire to have
you circumcised that they may boast in your flesh. But far be it from
me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which
the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither
circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new
creation. And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be
upon them, and upon the Israel of God.

From now on let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body
the marks of Jesus.

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers.
Amen. Galatians 6:12-18

A weary apostle tells his would-be accusers to back off, even as
he offers grace to fellow believers and a clear perspective on what,
for them, had been a thorny issue.

The solution to the circumcision dilemma is that it doesn’t even
matter! Like many dilemmas, it is man-made and the real question
has to do with who gets to be proud rather than biblical principles
supposedly being at stake. Paul shines the light on it and reminds
us all that there’s really nothing besides the cross which matters.
When Paul was confronted with the cross, the world died for him,
along with its rules and demands. He ultimately made a decision of
the heart that the only boasting he would do would be in the cross;
he had died to the world, too.

The Israel of God is how Paul identifies the family of believers,
circumcised and uncircumcised, Jew and Gentile, who have also
died to the world and allowed Christ Jesus to raise them up as a new
creation. The new creation is the only thing that counts.

The world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. The old
life is over, rules and all. The world no longer cares what we do when
we’re dead to it; we no longer care what the world does, either. The
only thing that counts is our new life in Christ. My life is marked by
Jesus. Buzz off, world.
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A Priority List of One

One Frioritg to Shugle

“I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and my judgment
is just, because I seek not my own will but the will of him who sent
me.” John 5:30

The words of Jesus have such an impact. I can do nothing on my
own. He makes it so clear that He has no other agenda other than to
accomplish the will of the Father. Jesus lived with a priority list of
one: The Father.

Still, this may be the most radical concept in this book. The idea of
“a priority list of One” seems to fit the Bible, but it definitely doesn’t
fit our cultural mindset. I still think it’s right, though. God knows
about the responsibilities He’s entrusted to me. He knows about my
family, and physical needs. I can trust Him tozally. In order to truly
be an effective servant, I need to quit trying to juggle this big priority
list of important things, and I need to focus on serving God alone;
He’s already said that serving Him is to serve others.

I realize that in practical reality, I will still have a kind of priority
list of what matters and what doesn’t matter as much, and there will
still be many decisions to make. However, just the mere idea that I
have only one priority in life is so freeing! This, I can do!

“But what about my family?”” God has done a census, and He
knows how many people are in my family. It tells me in the Bible
that He even keeps track of the sparrow population! It tells me in the
Bible that He has even done a census of the hairs on my head! (For
some people, it didn’t take Him long). He is absolutely and totally
aware of my relationships and my responsibilities and everything else.
The thing that complicates all of this, immensely, is when I take the
priority of “God,” and add to that priority a bunch of my own ambi-
tions, plus the perceived expectations of others, and try to juggle all
of them together, with the assumption that it can or should be done
that way. It doesn’t work. No one can serve two masters. You end up
wishing one of them would just bug off and leave you alone. One of
the masters always wins, and when it’s not always the same one, or
it’s the same one but it’s the wrong one, you’re in trouble!

One Master. One Lord. One priority. This sounds like a workable
plan, to me. It also agrees with the scripture. A priority list of One.
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Servants God Commends

Thc Patient Champion

The LORD said to Satan, “From where have you come?” Satan
answered the LORD and said, “From going to and fro on the earth,
and from walking up and down on it.” And the LORD said to Satan,
“Have you considered my servant Job, that there is none like him on
the earth, a blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns
away from evil?” Then Satan answered the LORD and said, “Does
Job fear God for no reason? Have you not put a hedge around him
and his house and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed
the work of his hands, and his possessions have increased in the land.
But stretch out your hand and touch all that he has, and he will curse
you to your face.” And the LORD said to Satan, “Behold, all that he
has is in your hand. Only against him do not stretch out your hand.”
So Satan went out from the presence of the LORD. Job 1:7-12

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant
Job, that there is none like him on the earth, a blameless and upright
man, who fears God and turns away from evil?” (Job 1:8)

When God is able to boast about His servant to the devil himself,
that’s a servant! The resulting challenge issued by Satan garners a
response from God only because God knows His servant will not
falter even though stripped of every blessing he has ever received;
this servant is a champion.

At stake in this contest is Job’s attitude toward God. Satan contends
that as soon as Job’s riches are gone, he will curse God to His face.
God knows better. Satan later whines that Job’s health is the key to
him turning his back on God, but that proves also to be a fallacious
assumption. The key is that there is no key! When faced with simulta-
neous, full-force attacks from Satan himself resulting in unbelievable
suffering, rather than cursing God as the devil predicted, Job’s response
remains, “Though he slay me, I will hope in him;” (Job 13:15)

Even when his grieving, embittered wife prods Job to “Curse God
and die,” Job’s gentle response to her is, “Shall we receive good from
God, and shall we not receive evil? ” (Job 2:10) At every turn, Satan’s
attempts to turn Job against God failed. God had a champion in Job.
The servant whom God knows to be serving Him because of faithful
love, rather than accumulated blessings, is a servant who can and will
triumph over Satan himself.
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Servants God Commends

Mg Servant Job

After the LORD had spoken these words to Job, the LORD said
to Eliphaz the Temanite: “My anger burns against you and against
your two friends, for you have not spoken of me what is right, as my
servant Job has. Now therefore take seven bulls and seven rams and
go to my servant Job and offer up a burnt offering for yourselves. And
my servant Job shall pray for you, for I will accept his prayer not to
deal with you according to your folly. For you have not spoken of me
what is right, as my servant Job has.” So Eliphaz the Temanite and
Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite went and did what
the LORD had told them, and the LORD accepted Job's prayer. Job
42:7-9

In four sentences, God refers four times to “my servant Job.”
What an identity! What kind of servant does God commend? One
who speaks of Him what is right, for one thing. It turns out that God
is rather particular about theology, after all! He wasn’t impressed
with the doctrines being tossed around by Job’s three friends, and
let them know who was correct and who wasn’t: My anger burns
against you and against your two friends, for you have not spoken
of me what is right, as my servant Job has. (Job 42:7)

Not only does God rebuke Job’s well-meaning accusers and cor-
rect their theology; He sets Job up as their priest, requiring them to
bring sacrifices to him so he can offer intercessory prayer for them,
that they might not receive what their folly deserves! They fancied
themselves counselors and theologians, there to set their friend
straight; God reversed the roles, assuring the others that He would do
whatever Job requested Him to do with them! Once again, theology
is the issue, as for the second time God remands: “For you have not
spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.” (Job 42:8)

The kind of servant God commends is one who does his best
to give an accurate portrayal of the LORD to others, who speaks of
God “what is right,” who refuses to let his faith be demolished by
circumstances, false accusations, screwy theology or even the bitter
suggestions of his closest companions or the full-frontal attack of
Satan himself. When a servant gets to the point where the attitude of
life is, “Though he slay me, I will hope in him,” (Job 13:15) that’s
an impenetrable faith, smiled upon by God.
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December 6
Servants God Commends

The Ser\/ant God Doesn’t Commend

The word of the LORD came to Samuel: “I regret that I have
made Saul king, for he has turned back from following me and has

not performed my commandments.” And Samuel was angry, and he
cried to the LORD all night. 1 Samuel 15:10-11

When God’s prophet Samuel catches up with the anointed king,
Saul has just set up a monument in his own honor. I have a feeling
that Saul’s approval ratings were just now at an all-time high—except
with God.

Samuel’s job had been to “king” Saul in the first place; now his
job was to “un-king” him! It’s not always fun to be a prophet. The
sensitive prophet cries out to God all night. He’s sad, angry—all that
potential gone to waste! Saul continues to do his own thing, leaving
behind him a trail of self-centered pride and disobedience, which he
quickly tries to justify and spiritualize, when God’s man catches up
to him for what will be their final confrontation. The reply he gets
back from God’s servant is timely for every generation:

“Has the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,
as in obeying the voice of the LORD?

Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat
of rams.

For rebellion is as the sin of divination, and presumption is as
iniquity and idolatry.

Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he has also
rejected you from being king.” (1 Sam 15:22-23)

It was God’s fervent intention to bless King Saul beyond his
biggest dreams, but a servant who will neither listen to nor obey his
master’s commands is a servant who cannot be commended. Saul
was that kind of man. The only thing left to do was send a broken-
hearted, true servant to deliver the message: God will never commend
disobedience to Him, and He is pulling the plug on your kingship.

God is deadly serious about complete obedience to His com-
mands! We can try all we want to gloss over incomplete obedience
with religious platitudes and other rationalizations—we might even
gain the favor of some people in the process, but with God, obedience
outweighs “results,” and rebellion against His commands will never
be blessed.
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December 7
Servants God Commends

Commendable Faith

Now a centurion had a servant who was sick and at the point
of death, who was highly valued by him. When the centurion heard
about Jesus, he sent to him elders of the Jews, asking him to come
and heal his servant. And when they came to Jesus, they pleaded with
him earnestly, saying, “He is worthy to have you do this for him, for
he loves our nation, and he is the one who built us our synagogue.”
And Jesus went with them. When he was not far from the house, the
centurion sent friends, saying to him, “Lord, do not trouble yourself,
for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof. Therefore I did
not presume to come to you. But say the word, and let my servant be
healed. For I too am a man set under authority, with soldiers under
me: and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and
he comes, and to my servant, ‘Do this, and he does it.” When Jesus
heard these things, he marveled at him, and turning to the crowd that
followed him, said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such
faith.” And when those who had been sent returned to the house, they
found the servant well. Luke 7:2-10

A servant who understands authority! Jesus is thrilled that some-
one gets the concept of authority, and how faith works along with it.
Servants do what they’re told. The centurion knows that and expresses
that. So, it makes sense to him that all Jesus has to do is to just say
the word, and the centurion’s servant will be healed. He’s right.

Jesus jumps on the chance to commend the centurion’s faith. He
absolutely delights in finding someone who so trusts Him that, having
never even seen Jesus, He still expresses total confidence in Jesus’
authority and His willingness to use it as grace. Jesus marveled, and
enjoyed the marveling. It turns out that all we have to do to bring a
smile to the Lord’s face is just to believe in Him, totally—and act
like it!

Lord, help me to do just that. Help me to be the kind of servant
who has so much faith in you that you don’t have to come and put
on a big show, in order for me to believe you. I don’t want to have to
see you in person before I’ll believe that you’ll come through with
what is needed. Thank you for all those times when you “said the
word,” and miracles happened, for me! Help me to be a person of
commendable faith.
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December 8
Servants God Commends

Tra&ing Witlﬁ (od

And he sat down opposite the treasury and watched the people
putting money into the offering box. Many rich people put in large
sums. And a poor widow came and put in two small copper coins,
which make a penny. And he called his disciples to him, and said to
them, “Truly, I say to you, this poor widow has put in more than all
those who are contributing to the offering box. For they all contrib-
uted out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in
everything she had, all she had to live on.”

Mark 12:41-44

The total value of the widow’s offering wasn’t much in monetary
terms, yet garnered Jesus’ attention to the extent that He rounded up
the disciples to give them a speech about it. Obviously, it wasn’t the
amount of money which was impressive; it was the faith, the sacrifice,
the absolute trust. These are the things which always receive God’s
attention. (Should we be surprised that our Creator is not enamored
with pieces of metal, but always picks up on noble things His children
do, especially when we’re exhibiting love and trust toward Him)?

It was an offering of faith. The insignificant widow with the
inconsequential contribution was saying, through her offering, “I
am totally dependent upon your mercy, O God. I am giving my all.
I have nothing left but you. I trust you completely.”

It reminds me of the time when our five-year-old son was pray-
ing desperately for his twelve-year-old sister in the hospital, who
had been there for weeks as the result of a ruptured appendix. His
un-coached bedtime prayer was “Lord, please, please, please heal my
sister, and I’1l give you all my strength.” I think our kind Heavenly
Father received those words from a five-year-old boy and basically
said, “How about if we trade? You give me all your strength, and
I’1l give you all of mine.” Our daughter was suddenly healed within
days of that prayer, in a turnaround which only took minutes. God
had “said the word” for her, in response to the prayers of thousands,
including a little boy willing to give Him “all his strength.”

Whenever we’re willing to give our all, whatever that might be,
it never fails to get the attention of a loving Father in heaven who is
willing to do the same.
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December 9
Servants God Commends

]:riend~Ma1<ir\g Moncg

He also said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a
manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was wast-
ing his possessions. And he called him and said to him, ‘What is this
that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your management, for
you can no longer be manager.’ And the manager said to himself,
‘What shall I do, since my master is taking the management away
from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg. |
have decided what to do, so that when I am removed from my man-
agement, people may receive me into their houses.’ So, summoning
his master s debtors one by one, he said to the first, ‘How much do
you owe my master?’ He said, ‘A hundred measures of 0il.” He said
to him, ‘Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.” Then he
said to another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He said, ‘A hundred
measures of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and write eighty.’
The master commended the dishonest manager for his shrewdness.
For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their
own generation than the sons of light. And I tell you, make friends
for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails
they may receive you into the eternal dwellings.” Luke 16:1-9

Here’s a slick new principle, for our times! Use money to make
friends, don t use friends to make money.

Rather than promoting dishonesty, the parable is promoting the
idea of using worldly resources in order to achieve eternal results.

“Unrighteous wealth.” I don’t know if that means all wealth is
“unrighteous,” or if just some of it is, but either way, Jesus is en-
couraging us to utilize it in order to attain a higher end. Rather than
living for the wealth, we need to think about what is coming, and
plan accordingly. I notice that Jesus, referring to wealth, says, “when
it fails,” not “if.” It will fail, eventually. And the servant who planned
ahead, thinking about the future, is the one who had a place to stay
and even earned the respect of his master.

Jesus concludes: “One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful
in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in
much. If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth,
who will entrust to you the true riches?” (Lk 16:10-11) If we do a
good job with “unrighteous wealth,” we get to find out what “true
riches” are like!
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December 10
Servants God Commends

Sudden FPromotions

He said therefore, “A nobleman went into a far country to receive
for himself a kingdom and then return. Calling ten of his servants,
he gave them ten minas, and said to them, ‘Engage in business until
1 come.’ But his citizens hated him and sent a delegation after him,
saying, ‘We do not want this man to reign over us.’ When he returned,
having received the kingdom, he ordered these servants to whom he
had given the money to be called to him, that he might know what
they had gained by doing business. The first came before him, say-
ing, ‘Lord, your mina has made ten minas more.’ And he said to him,
‘Well done, good servant! Because you have been faithful in a very
little, you shall have authority over ten cities.’ And the second came,
saying, ‘Lord, your mina has made five minas.’ And he said to him,
‘And you are to be over five cities.’ Then another came, saying, ‘Lord,
here is your mina, which I kept laid away in a handkerchief; for I was
afraid of you, because you are a severe man. ... Luke 19:12-21

Here is the last speech of Jesus before the Triumphal Entry. It’s
a reminder that, whether anybody likes it or not, Jesus wil/ be the
King, and He will reign. He expects His servants to do something
with what He’s placed in their care! That’s what I’m trying to do. It’s
not enough to “not lose” what He’s given us; we’re supposed to do
something with it.

Here again is the principle of the kind of servant God commends
and the kind He does not commend. The sniveling servant facing the
master with nothing but excuses is shown no pity; he is condemned
by his own words and relieved of all responsibilities. The industrious
servants who have done their best, with varying success, are granted
authority beyond their dreams. Given the equivalent of three months’
wages in cash to invest, they now find their disciplined faithfulness
in managing it has earned them not only their master’s approval, but
the privilege of being in charge of entire cities! From being a money
manager of an account which manages to grow tenfold under his care,
a servant suddenly finds himself responsible for eleven cities!

This is a Aint of the kind of responsibilities and privileges God
wishes to bestow on His servants—and how serious He is about us
learning to be faithful and trustworthy with His resources. Bottom
line: It’s a really, really good thing to be a faithful servant of the King!

Serving God 351



December 11

The Autlﬁoritg of a Servant

“Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound
in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.
Again, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they
ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two
or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” Matthew
18:18-20

In this morning’s corporate prayer time, we talked about the power
of walking in unity: There are things which can be accomplished
individually and things which can only be accomplished together.

Passages like this are like being handed God’s credit card. It’s
not an isolated teaching, either! Again and again, Jesus gives His
followers instructions, then encourages them to ask.

I picture it like a general contractor overseeing a giant building
project. The contractor has secured credit everywhere it’s needed.
He instructs all of the workers according to their particular role in
the project so that everyone knows precisely what they are to do.
Then, again and again, he stresses, “Whatever you need in order to
accomplish my mission for you, ask. It will be given to you. All you
need is my name. Just tell them it’s for me, and you’ll get what you
need. As an extra safeguard, so they know this is a legitimate request,
we’ll have two people sign every check or work order. O.K., you
know what to do! Go do it, and whatever you need, just ask for it
in my name. When I come to check on you, don’t be giving me any
excuses about not having what you needed to do the job! Everything
you need is available to you. Two of you agree together on what it
is, then charge it to my account. You have all the authority you need
to fulfill the assignment I have for you. No excuses, now. Use this
authority to accomplish what I’ve told you to do.”

We have far more authority as servants of Christ than we realize!
Not only are we holding God’s credit card; we have His presence, too!
For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among
them. Is the “quorum” to keep us from beginning to think that we re
God, and as a safeguard for this incredible authority? I think so.
One person with a crazy amount of authority can (and usually does)
quickly go astray; a second person adds accountability, balance and
confidence to the situation. I think God wants us to think it through,
together. Then we make our request, knowing that to ask Him for what
we need to accomplish His purposes for us is actually obedience.
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December 12
The Authority of a Servant

Bcgond the Bat‘clc Crg

And David rose early in the morning and left the sheep with a
keeper and took the provisions and went, as Jesse had commanded
him. And he came to the encampment as the host was going out to
the battle line, shouting the war cry. And Israel and the Philistines
drew up for battle, army against army. And David left the things in
charge of the keeper of the baggage and ran to the ranks and went and
greeted his brothers. As he talked with them, behold, the champion,
the Philistine of Gath, Goliath by name, came up out of the ranks of
the Philistines and spoke the same words as before. And David heard
him.

All the men of Israel, when they saw the man, fled from him and
were much afraid. ...

And David said to the men who stood by him, “What shall be
done for the man who kills this Philistine and takes away the reproach
from Israel? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should
defy the armies of the living God?” 1 Samuel 17:20-24,26

For 40 long days the same humiliating scenario had repeated
itself. The battle lines were drawn and the Israelites shouted the “war
cry.” (“I’m too young to die!”)? Anyway, that was apparently the
highlight of the day for them, because everything which followed
was humiliation. Goliath stepped forward, the trash talking began,
the Israelites ran in fear, and there was no battle. The next day was
the same. After the first week, they were considering it normal to
shout the battle cry, then run!

It took someone fresh from the presence of Almighty God to
see the ridiculousness of the situation and be able to pick out the
possibilities. Full of faith, it all looked easy to David. It was. After
having faced bears and lions in singlehanded combat, a slow-moving
nine-foot giant who had defied God was hardly a challenge! A single
well-placed stone dropped Goliath, and the Israelites finally got to
do something about their “war cry”—Ilike engage in an actual fight!

The present-day church in America resembles the Israelites,
shouting the war cry, but not engaging in the spiritual battle. How
long are we going to put up with the intimidation of the devil, without
responding? For people of faith, with so much at stake, the war cry
is not a good place to stop.
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December 13
The Authority of a Servant

A ortified City

“And I will declare my judgments against them, for all their
evil in forsaking me. They have made offerings to other gods and
worshiped the works of their own hands. But you, dress yourself for
work, arise, and say to them everything that I command you. Do not
be dismayed by them, lest I dismay you before them. And I, behold,
I make you this day a fortified city, an iron pillar, and bronze walls,
against the whole land, against the kings of Judah, its officials, its
priests, and the people of the land. They will fight against you, but

they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, declares the
LORD, to deliver you.” Jeremiah 1:16-19

Prior to receiving any pronouncements to make from the Lord,
Jeremiah is given some vital information, contained in the first few
verses of the book which bears his name:

(1) “Before you were born, I consecrated you, I appointed you
a prophet to the nations.” (Jer 1:5)

(2) “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you,
declares the LORD.” (Jer 1:8)

(3) Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth. And
the LORD said to me, “Behold, I have put my words in your mouth.
See, I have set you this day over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck
up and to break down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.”
(Jer 1:9-10)

It’s important that the prophet understands his role, before going
up against royal opposition! Jeremiah the priest became Jeremiah the
prophet because of the word of the Lord coming to him. With that
word he realizes a foreordained destiny, the backing of God Himself,
and authority directly from God. Jeremiah’s mission? Simple. Say
whatever God tells him to say, and don’t be dismayed by them.

Before even the first message is delivered, Jeremiah already
knows that he will face opposition, but that God has made him strong
enough to prevail. Conscious of his identity, God’s message and God’s
reassuring presence, Jeremiah embarks on a path of destiny, faithful
to the end, while proclaiming an exceedingly unpopular message. The
only thing which saves Jeremiah is that his message is from God,
who grants His servants all the authority they need, who makes His
prophets a “fortified city.”
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December 14
The Authority of a Servant

The Frotected and [Jidden Messenger

The word of the LORD came to me, saying, “Go and proclaim
in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the LORD,

“I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride,
how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown.
Israel was holy to the LORD, the firstfruits of his harvest.
All who ate of it incurred guilt;
disaster came upon them, declares the LORD.”

Hear the word of the LORD, O house of Jacob, and all the clans
of the house of Israel. Thus says the LORD:

“What wrong did your fathers find in me

that they went far from me,

and went after worthlessness, and became worthless?”
Jeremiah 2:1-5

Jeremiah’s first message to deliver is something else! When you
start out calling the fathers of your hearers “worthless,” then proceed
from there to name each societal sin, bringing the blame squarely
upon those listening, you’d better have really good authority behind
you! Jeremiah did: God.

His only protection was the fact that this message was not
original with him at all: He was merely the messenger. When God’s
message is delivered faithfully, the messenger is protected and hid-
den by its power.

When we are delivering our own message, people focus on the
sermon and the messenger, and though they may like it or dislike
it, it’s not really about God; it’s about the messenger. When the
message is truly from God, it doesn’t make much difference who is
delivering it, and in fact, people may tend to forget that there even
was a messenger!

Lord, may my preaching be like that! May it be a powerful mes-
sage that came right from you, which could be delivered by a rock
and would still be powerful and effective! I want to be used of you
to communicate your message to people. Help me to be a faithful
messenger, Lord, hidden and protected by your power.
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December 15
The Authority of a Servant

The Command to Engage

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put
on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the
schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood,
but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic
powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil
in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God,
that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done
all, to stand firm. Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth,
and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and as shoes for
your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace.
In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can
extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; and take the helmet
of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God,
praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication.
To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication
for all the saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in
opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, for
which I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as
1 ought to speak. Ephesians 6:10-20

There is no reason for a soldier to wear his armor unless there
is the potential of battle. The Bible reminds us that as long as Satan
is on the loose, that’s all the time. We must always be prepared for
warfare.

The weapons with which Christ-followers fight are different, be-
cause the conflict is different. Swords made of metal can be effective
if wielded properly against a fleshly opponent; spiritual adversaries
require a different kind of sword: The Word of God. On down the
list, Paul replaces the armor of the flesh with the armor of the Spirit.
There is an assumption running throughout this passage which is
vital to its meaning: The assumption is that we are willing to fight.
I’ve read that one of the most frequent problems in the military is the
reluctance of soldiers to engage in battle. Getting them to fire their
weapon is one of the biggest challenges faced by commanders.

Back to the Church. There’s a reason we wear this armor and carry
the sword of God’s Word. It’s to use. We have not only permission
to engage with the powers of darkness, but the command.
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December 16
The Authority of a Servant

Ca”cd) Equippedl Sent

And he called the twelve together and gave them power and au-
thority over all demons and to cure diseases, and he sent them out to
proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal. And he said to them, “Take
nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money, and
do not have two tunics. And whatever house you enter, stay there, and
from there depart. And wherever they do not receive you, when you
leave that town shake off the dust from your feet as a testimony against
them.” And they departed and went through the villages, preaching
the gospel and healing everywhere. Luke 9:1-6

The Faith Field Trip was not the idea of the Twelve, but of the
Lord. He called them together and laid out the plan for this mission.

It started with authority—major authority—at least that’s what
I would call “power and authority over all demons and to cure dis-
eases”! At the same time, Jesus systematically rummages through
each of their backup systems, stripping away everything except what
will come to them in response to their faith. He even gives them the
answer to some of their “What if?” questions: “What if we get a better
offer, somewhere?” “What if they don’t receive us?”

What Christ wished His disciples to learn was that if they had His
power and authority, it was all they needed! Along with that, they were
to realize that Jesus never issued authority or spiritual power without
a commission which would necessitate its use; power was not to play
with, it was to use for godly purposes. At the same time, they were
beginning to understand that God doesn’t commission people to do
things without also equipping them.

So, here were the disciples—called, equipped and sent. This
would be a faith venture, from beginning to end. It would help them
prove to themselves that faith was not simply esoteric, but a reliable
way of approaching life. Jesus wanted His disciples to learn to rely
on Him and live by faith. O.K., when did He ever change His mind
about that approach?
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The Authority of a Servant

Angt!ﬁing (Can Happen

In the morning, as he was returning to the city, he became hungry.
And seeing a fig tree by the wayside, he went to it and found nothing
on it but only leaves. And he said to it, “May no fruit ever come from
you again!” And the fig tree withered at once.

When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, “How did the
fig tree wither at once?” And Jesus answered them, “Truly, I say to
you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has
been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be
taken up and thrown into the sea,’ it will happen. And whatever you
ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith.”” Matthew 21:18-22

This was one interesting day in the life of Jesus! As soon as they
get to the temple, the challenges will start, in what will be one of the
most aggressively challenging days in Jesus’ life. The chief priests and
elders will attack His teaching, asking Him where He got the author-
ity to do these things. The Pharisees and Herodians try to trap Him
with a question about whether to pay taxes to Caesar. The Sadducees
come up with the dumb question of the day, the one about the woman
who was married to seven brothers in sequence, each of whom died,
leaving her to the next one. (I would think that after losing about three
brothers to this gal, the survivors would be getting nervous)! Finally
the woman herself mercifully dies. The question? “In the resurrection,
whose wife will she be?”” The answer? Who cares!

Jesus’ real response to the Sadducees was to simply tell them they
were wrong because they didn’t know the scriptures or the power of
God. For any scribes and Pharisees not yet offended by the Galilean,
by day’s end He has publicly pronounced seven “woe’s” against them
for their hypocrisy. It was quite a day, all starting with the cursing of
a fig tree!

I don’t think I’ve ever needed to move a real mountain, and I don’t
recall even seeing a fig tree, much less needing to curse one, but there
have been many, many times when I needed to pray, have faith and
not doubt. That’s a routine not just for the tough days, but for every
day. Prayer links us to One who has authority over all creation, even
the big chunks of it. If we pray, have faith and don’t doubt, anything
can happen!
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December 18
The Authority of a Servant

Set APart) but Scnt

“They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify
them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world,
so I have sent them into the world. And for their sake I consecrate
myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth.

1 do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in
me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father,
are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world
may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me
1 have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in
them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the
world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved
me.”” John 17:16-23

The word translated “sanctified” or “consecrated” means literally,
“set apart.” This important prayer of Jesus, prayed in the presence of
His disciples just prior to His betrayal, occupies a whole chapter of
scripture, and emphasizes unity and separation at the same time. The
separation part is from the world—we are to be set apart, different,
distinct from the world. The unity part comes back repeatedly to the
union we are to have with one another and with God.

It’s clear that we are to be sanctified—set apart as holy and special
to God—but that we are not to hide. As you sent me into the world,
so I have sent them into the world. We have been sent by our Master,
just as He was sent. His prayer is that we would be one—not just
with each other, but one in Him, and that the love of the Father for
the Son would also be in us. Set apart, but sent. Sanctified, but sent.
Into the world! We are Christ’s representatives, and continuing proof
that He was here, and that He is in us!

There are two options which are not available to the follower of
Jesus Christ. One is to live a life which blends in with the belief and
value systems of the world. The call is to holiness. If we don’t act
like Christ, we should drop the name “Christian.”

The other option we don’t have is to disengage from the world,
trying to maintain a society of purity which isolates the love of Jesus
from a society desperately in need of it. We are called to be set apart,
holy to God; He then sends us into a world needing to see what God’s
love looks like.
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Then he stretched himself upon the child three times and cried
to the LORD, “O LORD my God, let this child’s life come into him
again.” And the LORD listened to the voice of Elijah. And the life of
the child came into him again, and he revived. And Elijah took the
child and brought him down from the upper chamber into the house
and delivered him to his mother. And Elijah said, “See, your son
lives.” And the woman said to Elijah, “Now I know that you are a
man of God, and that the word of the LORD in your mouth is truth.”
1 Kings 17:22-24

The widow’s son dies. She is angry, and blames Elijah (and God).
Elijah prays and the child revives. The widow’s response: “Now [
know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the LORD in
your mouth is truth.”

This is what the world needs to know! They need to know that
the “prophets” they see are not just blowing smoke, or keeping their
TV program on the air—they are actually men and women of God,
with the word of the LORD in their mouths, which is truth!

Is that what people see when they look at ministers of the Gospel?
It seems that all too often they hear words, but instinctively know
that those words didn’t come from God. It’s not even that the words
are bad, or theologically off-base; they just didn’t come from God.
How do we know? No power. God’s truth has power to it, authority.

When God’s power is applied, anything can happen! In this case
a dead boy was delivered back to his grateful mother, the result of
nothing more than the fervent prayer of a man of God. The widow
had believed Elijah to be a “man of God” even before this episode,
but there’s nothing like living proof to move people from “believing”
to “knowing.” God’s power makes all the difference!

The authority accessed by the prophet Elijah was not man’s au-
thority. What the grieving widow saw was a clear demonstration of
the power of God. That’s why she could say of Elijah, “Now [ know
that you are a man of God, and that the word of the LORD in your
mouth is truth.”

When what is in our mouths is only God’s truth, and the world
sees living proof of God’s authoritative power, we don’t have to
convince people we are men or women of God.
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“The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from
among you, from your brothers—it is to him you shall listen—just as
you desired of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the assem-
bly, when you said, ‘Let me not hear again the voice of the LORD my
God or see this great fire any more, lest I die.” And the LORD said to
me, ‘They are right in what they have spoken. [ will raise up for them
a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words
in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that [ command him. And
whoever will not listen to my words that he shall speak in my name, [
myself will require it of him. But the prophet who presumes to speak
a word in my name that I have not commanded him to speak, or who
speaks in the name of other gods, that same prophet shall die.” And
if you say in your heart, ‘How may we know the word that the LORD
has not spoken? —when a prophet speaks in the name of the LORD,
if the word does not come to pass or come true, that is a word that
the LORD has not spoken, the prophet has spoken it presumptuously.
You need not be afraid of him.” Deuteronomy 18:15-22

Moses’ prophecy pointed straight to Jesus, but the qualifications
of any prophet of God are similar: The prophet says what God has put
in his mouth. This is not a free lance position! We should not “pre-
sume” to speak a word in God’s name that He has not commanded
us to speak, or we may be paying the consequences for it.

Here again the truth comes through—a prophet or messenger of
God does not have authority in himself—all his authority is tied to
the fact that the message is from God. If the message is not from God,
there is no authority whatsoever! This is why the treatment of false
prophets is so harsh; they have deceived people by leading them to
believe that their words had come from God, when in fact they hadn’t.
The resulting fiasco when these words are believed, yet are contrary
to truth, is damaging to faith.

God wants people to be able to believe His messengers. This is
why it is so vitally important that His servants only speak words in
His name which they are sure originated with Him. There may be
times to ad-lib, but speaking prophetically in the name of the Lord is
not one of them!
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Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of
those who are to inherit salvation? Hebrews 1:14

The entire first chapter of Hebrews downplays the importance of
angels, while magnifying the importance of Christ. The final verse sums
up the position of angels: Are they not all ministering spirits sent out to
serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation?

Why would the writer of Hebrews feel the need to spend so much
time on the topic of angels? The first century disciples must have had
their own share of angel-mania, as we continue to experience from time
to time in the present era.

Angels are magnificent beings, but they hold absolutely no com-
parison to the risen Christ! Angels are here to help us, but we aren’t to
worship them.

So what is the place of angels, again? “Are they not all ministering
spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salva-
tion?”

It’s rather humbling to think that the God of the Universe would
send out ministering spirits with supernatural powers whose purpose
was to serve us! This is not some “genie in the bottle” deal, though;
these messengers are not here to obey our every whimsical command.
In fact, we will only very rarely, if ever, be aware of their presence or
of their intervention. Rather than commanding them, we seldom even
know they are there.

Their commander is God Himself. The “guardian angels” referred to
in scripture (Mt. 18:10) are not at the command of parents or of children,
but of God. He commands them concerning us. He sends them out to
serve...us! Imagine that.

There are movies made ad nauseum about superheroes with super-
human powers and abilities. Of course, it’s all fiction. When it comes to
actually confronting the forces of evil in real life, special effects aren’t
very adequate.

God has not stranded us to be at the mercy of those who come against
us! Supernatural power is available! It comes in the form of invisible
angels, ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who
are to inherit salvation. Only God could come up with something this
good!
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Signing OH on a Miracle

And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have
found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb
and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus...”

And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, since I am a
virgin?”

And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon
you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore
the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God...”

And Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be
to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.
Luke 1:30-31, 34-35, 38

God entrusts the future of the world to a teenage girl, whose only
duty, for now, is to believe Him. After clarifying that this is indeed
miracle territory, her response to God’s angel is, “Let it be to me
according to your word.” Soon after the angelic visitation, Mary,
perhaps herself a descendant of the psalmist David, writes a beautiful
poem of her own (Lk 1:46-55) magnifying God and praising Him
for the fulfillment of His promises. The catch is, Mary wrote The
Magnificat before Jesus was born—and possibly before she would
have even had evidence that she was pregnant! She really did believe
God. No wonder He picked her!

Her relative Elizabeth, pregnant with her own miracle from God
(John the Baptist) pays tribute to Mary’s faith: “And blessed is she
who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to
her from the Lord.” (Lk 1:45)

Mary’s initial task was to believe—just believe. Her response to
God’s message was full of faith and joy. Her blessing was sure, and
she knew it. That blessing is available to a/l of us who simply believe
that what has been spoken to us from the Lord will be fulfilled—who
say back to Him, “Let it be to me according to your word.”
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In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city
of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose
name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin's name was
Mary....

And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, since I am a vir-
gin?”

And the angel answered her, “The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you;
therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of
God. And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also
conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who was
called barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” And
Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to
me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.
Luke 1:26-27,34-38

Gabriel is busy, this year. He has a lot of good news to announce!
What impresses me is the response he gets from people like Mary, a
young woman probably barely in her teens, who chooses to believe
the “impossible” message, and totally submit to God. Mary’s response
says it all: And Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let
it be to me according to your word.”

Even though she was young, Mary understood perfectly what it
means to be a servant of the Lord. It means, “Let it be to me accord-
ing to your word.”

Your word, not mine. Your will, not mine. Your ideas, not mine.
Have it your way, God. I totally submit to you. Not only do I submit
to you; your way is the way I want it to be! Not only do you win, but
I am thrilled just to be included in your plan! Fulfill your promises
in me, just like you said. Have your way in my life. I belong to you.

Some servants must be prodded or cornered before anything much
happens, and when they do proceed, it’s only reluctantly, but willing
servants make wonderful witnesses. A joyful, submissive servant of
God, eager to be used of Him, always will be, and the blessing will
endure for generations. Not only are true servants of God identifiable
by those who witness their actions and attitudes; we can pick them
out of the history books! And sometimes, even the Bible.
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And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field,
keeping watch over their flock by night. And an angel of the Lord
appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and
they were filled with fear.

And the angel said to them, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you
good news of a great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is
born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord....”
Luke 2:8-11

It’s in the first book of the Bible, it’s in the last book, and in most
of the books in between. It’s the opening line of angels, and often of
the Lord Jesus Himself. Why is this command important enough to
be found in scripture 70 times? What is it?

“Fear not.” “Do not be afraid.” Usually accompanying this com-
forting pronouncement is some reason as to why courage is an option,
but God could simply stop at “Do not be afraid,” and let us fill in the
rest of the blanks, ourselves, if He wanted to.

The point made consistently in the Bible is that a servant of the
Most High God does not need to be afraid—ever. It could be a fiery
furnace stoked just for us, or Armageddon, and the answer is the same:
“Do not be afraid.”

So how do we pull that off? It’s not so much that a servant is
never afraid; it’s that he takes his fear to God. I like the quote that
says, “Courage is fear that has said its prayers.” The servant of God
who has said his prayers can still be fearful, so long as he does what
he’s supposed to do. We needn’t wait for all fear to vanish before we
obey! We say our prayers, then do what needs to be done. And all
the while, we can know there is not one circumstance we will ever
encounter which negates the divine command, “Do not be afraid.”
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Lhce or Death Dreams

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of
Herod the king, behold, wise men from the east came to Jerusalem,
saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we
saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.”...

And going into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother,
and they fell down and worshiped him. Then, opening their treasures,
they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh. And being
warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed to their own
country by another way.

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord ap-
peared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his
mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod
is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” And he rose and took
the child and his mother by night and departed to Egypt and remained
there until the death of Herod....”” Matthew 2:1,11-15

In this high-suspense drama, it is vita/ that all of God’s servants
are paying attention; otherwise, Jesus will be killed. Fortunately, the
people God has chosen as guardians for His Son are attentive, obedi-
ent and courageous.

The wise men wouldn’t have come in the first place, had they
not noticed the new star in the East and been so motivated they were
willing to travel many miles in search of the new king. They were
paying attention! God led them to the precise house where His Son lay.
The wise men heed the dream warning them not to return to Herod.
Once again, paying attention.

Now, there’s Joseph. A dream from God had prompted Joseph to
take Mary, already pregnant, as his wife; here is another dream, with
an urgent warning. [ so much like Joseph! Instant obedience, based
on nothing more than a dream!

But it’s a dream he knows is from God. God chose the right man
to be Jesus’ earthly father. Before dawn’s light hits the floor, they
are on their way. | have a mental picture of Roman soldiers sealing
the perimeter around Bethlehem just minutes after God’s tiny Son is
slipped past into safety.

When God’s servants pay attention, God makes sure they get it
right.
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Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord ap-
peared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his
mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod
is about to search for the child, to destroy him.”” And he rose and took
the child and his mother by night and departed to Egypt,... Matthew
2:13-14

Not every servant is willing to wake up his family and leave dur-
ing the night for a foreign country, based on a dream he just had! For
Joseph, God’s leading through dreams has almost become routine! So
has Joseph’s obedience. God could trust Joseph for rapid obedience,
even though the stakes were as high as they could possibly be.

We can always trust God, but can He trust us? Is He able to count
on us when there is no back-up plan?

Joseph is only one example among many, in scripture, of faithful
servants who could be trusted to obey God, even when it didn’t make
sense.

Philip is willing to leave the revival he just started, to journey
alone into the desert. (Acts 8) Why? Nothing but obedience. That
obedience led to a rendezvous with an Ethiopian eunuch, whom Philip
introduced to Christ. The little cloud of dust was the Gospel heading
for Africa.

Ananias is such a trustworthy disciple that God is able to tell
Saul a man named Ananias is coming, prior to notifying Ananias!
All Ananias needs is a vision from God, and he is willing to march
up to the door of the most feared Christian-persecutor in the world,
and tell him, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus...sent me...” (Acts 9)

I want God to do significant things through me, but the bottom
line is: Can He trust me? If He gives me an important assignment,
will I instantly obey, or procrastinate? Will I finish the task given to
me, even though I get tired or discouraged, or will I greet Him with
excuses upon His return?

If a manager has two employees, one faithful and reliable, one
requiring constant prodding and supervision, which one will be given
the important tasks? If that’s the way it is in the temporal, secular
world, why would it not be that way in the eternal, spiritual world?

A servant must be proven trustworthy. Otherwise, he’s of little
value to the cause of his Master. May I be a trustworthy servant of
God.
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The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!”” And the Lord
said, “If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to
this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would
obey you.” Luke 17:5-6

Jesus definitely wasn’t saying this to His disciples in order to bait
them; He was giving them a fact. So where’s the breakdown? Do we
have such pathetically small or non-existent faith? Is it because we
not only don’t have faith; we don’t think to even ask? Or is part of
our problem that we misdirect what faith or authority we do have?

On that last note, something which I think is consistent in all
Jesus’ sayings about faith, and transplanting trees and mountains,
etc., is that He instructs us to talk to the tree, not the Father.

I’m thinking of numerous times when I’ve heard people “com-
manding” the Lord to do this or that; it’s always made me very un-
comfortable! I personally don’t find it to ever be appropriate to try
to tell God what to do!

On the other hand, here is one of several passages where Christ
indicates that even a little faith gives us an authority over creation
which we would find astounding. Why would Jesus say that we could
speak to a tree and have it transplant itself in the ocean, were it not
true? And all it takes is faith—and just a little faith, at that!

Yet, when it comes to the whole “faith scenario,” I feel so totally
inept at it that I wanted to just skip this blatant passage and go on to
something “easier,” something more in keeping with my experience,
and the experiences of my peers.

It is true that all of the best things which have ever happened to
me have all come by faith, in answer to prayer, so I don’t think I’'m
a stranger to faith, but the faith which is directed toward creation as
a use of authority? That one finds me very much a novice.

Someday I won’t be. Someday the kind of faith of which Jesus
speaks will be natural to me. But I don’t think He wants us to wait
until heaven! I think Jesus wants to increase our faith, now! And what
I’m reminded of in this passage is that faith results in authority, but
the authority is from God, never over Him. Mulberry trees, beware!
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And he told them a parable to the effect that they ought always
to pray and not lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a
Jjudge who neither feared God nor respected man. And there was a
widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Give me
Justice against my adversary.’ For a while he refused, but afterward
he said to himself, ‘though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet
because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that
she will not beat me down by her continual coming.” * And the Lord
said, “Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God give
Justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long
over them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily. Neverthe-
less, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” Luke
18:1-8

If He doesn’t find much faith on earth, I think it will be because
we have managed to not need it. The people in my country, even the
Christians, will do nearly anything to avoid having to depend totally
on God for something! We’ll work, plan and borrow, and call the
process “faith,” but it’s not the same. Much of the time, our “faith” is
just asking God to bless our plans and make sure they work the way
they’re supposed to. Divine provision or intervention is welcomed,
but optional. Sadly, that’s the way we like it.

Which is easier? Living by faith or by a salary paycheck? Having
done both, I can testify that living by faith is much more difficult.
However, praying for provision is much easier when I’m living by
faith! I’m highly motivated to ask God and keep asking, when my
only source of income is whatever He directs people to send to my
ministry. It’s also a lot easier to be genuinely grateful living by faith
than it was when a routine salary check was available.

When it comes to persistence in asking the Father, nothing en-
courages tenacity in prayer like pure desperation! If the widow had
options, like finding a different judge, she would have given up on
this one. Having no choice, she relied on persistence, and it paid off.

We will find it much easier to persist in prayer if we allow our-
selves to be in a position where we have no choice but to appeal
to our Father. If a widow can get what she needs from an uncaring
magistrate, how much better will we do with God? Don’t give up.
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On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors
being locked where the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus
came and stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.”
When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then
the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them
again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I
am sending you.”” And when he had said this, he breathed on them
and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of
anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from anyone,
it is withheld.”” John 20:19-23

There it is, again! Jesus wants all of Him to be in all of us—and
just as He has been sent, He is sending us. We’re not here to hide.
Isn’t it interesting that when He gives them the commission to go,
they are hiding?

Jesus wants His disciples to be equipped. Peace be with you.
Twice! Receive the Holy Spirit. We have the peace and we have the
Presence; now the authority: If you forgive the sins of anyone, they
are forgiven, if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is withheld.

Peace. The Holy Spirit. Authority. We have everything we need,
and we have been sent.

The forgiveness part I don’t fully understand. I’'m going back to
the statement made by the scribes and Pharisees, “Who can forgive
sins but God alone?” (Lk 5:21) after Christ had proclaimed forgive-
ness to the paralyzed man let down through the roof. Jesus’ reply was
“But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth
to forgive sins” (Lk 5:24), followed by the immediate and miraculous
healing of paralysis.

There are a couple ways to look at this, both of them leading
to the same conclusion. One is that, yes, only God can forgive sins,
but when we receive the Holy Spirit, God is in us, and it is He who
is actually doing the forgiving. The other way of looking at it is that
the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins, and He has
chosen to delegate authority to His disciples to do the same.

Conclusion? It’s either delegated authority, or it’s not even us,
but the Holy Spirit dwelling in us; either way, we have it! And either
way, we have been sent. I guess it’s time to unlock the doors and go.
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“You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that
you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that
whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you.”
John 15:16

That’s my ordination verse. Years ago, when I was ordained into
the ministry, my hands were resting on this passage in my open Bible
as the Church gathered around me and bestowed upon me the high-
est affirmation they could give in recognition of a call of God upon
my life. Honestly, the ceremony didn’t hold a candle to the call. The
“call” to which I refer is the one which began with my mother’s dream,
before I was even born, the prompting of His Spirit upon my heart for
as long as I can remember, my response to that prompting beginning
at age five, and several years of an increasingly intense call to preach,
to which I surrendered at the age of sixteen after a lengthy struggle.

One thing about it. I never questioned if my call was real! I had
spent months trying everything I could think of to make it go away,
without success. God is relentless! Serving God wasn’t the problem—I
was happy to do that; I just didn’t want to be a preacher! I had a long
list of excuses which I felt got me off the hook. But He had chosen me
for a purpose. Life became increasingly miserable as I tried to wriggle
out from under the call.

Finally, at teen camp, in the presence of newfound friends, I de-
cided to surrender. One morning, the camp speaker invited everyone
with “a call to fulltime Christian service,” as he put it, who wanted to
say “Yes” to that call, to come forward and kneel at the altar. Some
of my friends went forward. I did, too. Something really wonderful
happened that morning, with a simple act of obedience. When I said
to God, “O.K., I'm in,” He suddenly changed my heart! When I arose
from that altar, I had a desire to be a pastor, or anything else He wanted
me to be. I’ve never wanted to be anything else since.

The greatest joy in my life has been to get to serve God. Making
the choice to serve Him was the best decision I ever made, one which
has been followed by blessings beyond number. Every good thing in
my life points straight back toward Him. This study on what the Bible
says about serving God has only been a reminder: There is nothing
like serving God!
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So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, will you
at this time restore the kingdom to Israel? *“ He said to them, “It is not
for you to know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by his own
authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea
and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” And when he had said these
things, as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took
him out of their sight. And while they were gazing into heaven as he
went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes, and said, “Men
of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who
was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you
saw him go into heaven.” Acts 1:6-11

They didn’t stand looking very long. Back to Jerusalem they went,
just as Jesus had instructed. When the promised Holy Spirit came upon
them on the Day of Pentecost, it was as if an explosion had occurred,
and the Church was born. Before long the skeptics were shaking their
heads, muttering something about the world being turned upside down.
They were just getting started. The Early Church blazed a trail of holy
fire across the Roman Empire and beyond. It was just like the Lord
had said: “The gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (Mt 16:18)

Time and history have passed since the day on which the apostles
squinted into heaven and tried to catch just one more glimpse of their
Lord. I'm glad they stopped looking and got to work, writing the book
of Acts with their Spirit-filled lives.

Church in America, why do we stand looking at the book of Acts,
wishing this were us? It is! We worship exactly the same Jesus they
did. His power is undiminished. His love is the same as it was then.
The same Holy Spirit who came to live in them has come to live in us
who believe. What are we doing, standing around looking into heaven?
And why would we treat the God of the Scriptures almost as if He
were a different God than the one currently presiding over us, as in,
“Of course He did that for them, because they were the apostles and
the early believers, but He wouldn’t do that for us”?

The same Christ who left behind a band of followers on a Galilean
mountaintop will be returning for us. It’s going to be Him, not some
modern-day version of Him. I want to be ready! The same Jesus is
coming back.
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2 Kings 33 8/1

5 5/15 38 8/2
6 10/24
8 11/27 Ezekiel
13 8/3 3 5/18
20 5/5
1 Chronicles
14 8/19 Daniel
15 6/27 1 7/20
2 8/28
Nehemiah 4 10/20
2 7/29, 9/26 6 10/21
6 7/15 9 1/25, 10/22
10 1/26, 8/29, 8/30, 10/23
Job
1 12/4 Amos
38 1/9 3 2/19
42 12/5
Zechariah
Psalms 4 6/14
25 10/31
145 9/22 Matthew
2 12/25, 12/26
Proverbs 3 1/23
6 9/20 4 1/27
8 4/8
Isaiah 10 9/14,11/7
6 7/11 11 172, 11/17
7 7/12 13 11/18
8 7/13 16 2/24
40 9/24 18 12/11
54 7/1 19 1/3
20 4/15
Jeremiah 21 3/16, 4/6, 12/17
1 6/25, 12/13 23 9/15
2 12/14 24 11/1
7 4/2 25 5/19, 5/23, 9/16
23 5/24 28 2/2,9/17
25 6/17
29 6/19 Mark
32 6/18 1 1/24
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3 1/31 20 12/29
5 5/21 21 9/19
8 6/28
9 1/17,4/13, 5/3 Acts
10 4/7,4/9, 4/14, 5/3 1 6/4,12/31
12 9/3, 12/8 3 1/19, 10/26
4 6/2
Luke 5 4/5, 5/7
1 12/22,12/23 13 1/14, 5/8, 10/27
2 12/24 16 5/9
5 3/22,3/23 18 5/10
6 3/19, 4/24, 5/28 20 7/4
7 12/7 24 7/6
9 4/25, 6/29, 11/14, 12/16 27 10/28
10 3/20, 3/21, 4/26, 8/5 28 10/29
11 1/4, 5/25
12 3/24, 4/10, 7/5, 7/14, 10/14 Romans
14 4/27, 11/11, 11/21, 11/22 1 1/10
15 1/29, 2/13 8 2/7,2/8,11/29
16 9/25, 11/26, 11/28, 12/9 12 10/8,10/9, 10/10, 10/11
17 5/26, 12/27 13 10/12, 10/13
18 5/13, 5/14, 11/23, 12/28 14 7/16, 7/17, 7/18
19 12/10 15 4/29
21 6/1
22 4/16, 5/1, 7/28 1 Corinthians
3 2/1,2/9
John 4 6/5,9/2
1 1/8, 1/11, 2/4, 3/25 7 11/30
2 3/25 9 8/6
3 1/21, 5/16 12 8/7, 8/8, 8/9, 8/10, 8/11
5 1/13, 12/3 13 2/14
6 3/15
7 7/19 2 Corinthians
10 9/13 3 8/31
12 2/17 4 4/30, 10/30
13 4/19 5 2/10
14 4/1, 10/25 6 5/30, 11/8, 11/9
15 2/18,4/1,7/7,9/18, 10 5/27
11/5, 12/30 11 11/10
16 4/1, 4/12,7/25 12 11/12
17 12/18

Serving God 375



Galatians Hebrews

1 5/11 1 12/21
2 5/31 6 9/29, 9/30
3 2/11 10 1/5, 3/26, 7/30, 7/31, 11/2
4 2/3 11 3/2,3/10, 3/4, 3/5, 3/6, 3/7,
5 6/26 3/27,3/28, 11/2
6 5/2,12/2 12 1/6, 7/24, 9/5
13 6/30, 10/2, 11/2, 11/25
Ephesians
1 2/15 James
2 2/12,9/21 1 1/20, 3/19, 9/7, 9/10
3 9/23 2 9/8, 9/9
4 8/4 4 9/11
5 2/5, 2/6, 4/20 5 9/12
6 12/15
1 Peter
Philippians 3 4/21, 4/22
1 1/12 4 7/21
3 11/15, 11/16
4 1/7 2 Peter
| 1/17
Colossians
1 9/6 1 John
3 5/12 1 1/2
2 11/24
1 Timothy 3 9/27
4 10/4 4 9/28
6 11/20 5 2/29
2 Timothy Jude
1 7/2, 9/4 1 1/20
2 3/1, 6/20, 6/21, 6/22,7/3
4 10/1, 12/1 Revelation
5 11/19 1 9/1
7 5/17
Titus 12 7/8
2 10/5, 10/6 13 7/26, 11/3
3 6/23, 6/24, 10/7 21 11/4
Philemon
1 1/30
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Dave Ness has been a pastor for over 40 years, and a
student of the Word since childhood. In 2005, he founded
Servant Connection, a non-profit ministry helping people
come closer to God and one another.

Dave may be contacted through Servant Connection:
Servant Connection

P.O. Box 1123

Everett, WA 98206

Servant Connection Website:
PrayingforAmerica.org

Servant Connection Email:
Connect@PrayingforAmerica.org

Additional copies available through Amazon.com

Pray for America.
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