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September 31, 2001

The faces of people I don’t know are haunting me. There are some faces that are sneering with
hatred for Americans. They are brandishing guns, burning the flag of the nation that I cherish.
These faces grin with delight that thousands of Americans met a fiery death in the World Trade
Center Towers in New York. | have feelings of anger when | see those faces. | pray to God to
help me with my anger that it will not kidnap me and make me a bitter person. But | see other
faces. There is the face of that old man, an Afghan refugee, standing at the border of Pakistan
wanting desperately to flee to some safe place. | pray that he could know the love of Jesus Christ
through some act of kindness from a Christian. There is the face of the eleven-year-old boy sent
by his parents out of Afghanistan to a school in Pakistan. His eyes looked sad and lonely as he
sat in his classroom with memories of home and family that he may never see again. | pray that
he could know the security and hope that is found in Christ. We must set our gaze upon God. He
alone can help us deal with these faces.

The War with Evil (October 7, 2001)

Is it possible to “rid this world of evil?”” Our president has committed us to this task through the
war on terrorism. A world without evil; it is a thought that stirs our imagination. But the
eradication of evil begs for an explanation of how this can be done. What is evil? The only
acceptable answer is that it is all that is in conflict with the character and will of God. Can evil be
overcome? Yes. But only God is capable of defeating evil. How can evil be overcome? Evil is
being defeated by the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. The cross of Christ is a knife in the heart
of evil. The resurrection life of Christ in His church throws evil into a full retreat. At the second
coming of Christ, the last enemy, the evil of death, will be conquered. Take hope, church of the
living God. Evil is doomed because the Head of the church is the mighty warrior, the exalted Son
of God.

Grace Giving or Oil Giving (October 21, 2001)

Billions of dollars have been poured into oil rich Middle East countries. An industrialized global
economy depends on the black gold of fossil fuels to run its economic machinery. It is out of this
reservoir of riches that the spread of Islam has been largely financed. Saudi Arabia alone has
endowed Muslims with the money needed to build mosques, underwrite education in the Koran,
and carry on an effective public relations campaign. But God has reservoirs of riches available
which eclipse the paltry sums of human devices. God enables His church to give bountifully as
He works in Spirit-transformed lives. Out of love for God and a passion for the exaltation of
Jesus Christ the glorious work of global evangelism is financed. God delights in choosing “the
weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world
to nullify the things that are, that no man should boast before God.” Why has God not put oil
deposits under church property? God mocks the vaunted ways of man to display His grace. And
in so doing He gets all the glory. Our gifts to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ are an investment
for all eternity. Being grace rich beats oil rich any day.
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The Waste of Zeal (October 28, 2001)

What a pity to waste one’s zeal on the wrong things. Zeal is desire on fire. God has made us with
a capacity to focus our mental and physical energy on the pursuit of pleasing God. That’s the
good news. The bad news is that sin has twisted our desires with the result that we ardently
pursue the lesser gods of our own making. Think of the energy that is spent in the quest for
pleasing a self-made god who demands mountains of works to enter his paradise. There are
people who devote themselves to years of study and plotting in order to crash an airplane into a
one hundred and ten story office building. And they do this with the full knowledge that
thousands of innocent people will be murdered. Why? It is because the human heart is filled with
the sewage of self-deception. Is there a way perverted human zeal can be directed toward the
worship of the true God? Redemption is possible. It is because of the zeal of Jesus Christ for the
accomplishment of the will of His heavenly Father that sin and its child, self-deception, have
been rendered a mortal blow. One of Jesus” own men is an example of God’s power to change a
heart and life. Jesus drew to Himself a man who was filled with a red-hot passion for the
liberation of Israel from Roman rule. He was Simon the Terrorist (a.k.a. Simon the Zealot, Luke
6:15). Simon was transformed into a zealot for the gospel of Jesus Christ. What a colossal
tragedy it is to fervently seek heaven but awaken to find oneself in the everlasting torments of
hell.

Why We Are Going to Romania (November 4, 2001)

Communism attempted to strangle the church in Romania. It allowed some churches to remain
open, but it tightly controlled the number of students who could enroll in theological school to
train for the Christian ministry. When the communistic dictatorship collapsed in 1989 there were
few trained Christian workers to meet the leadership demands of the church. Karl and Jo Ann
Kosobucki and their four children are in lasi (pronounced Yash), Romania under UFM
International to help the Romanian church develop biblically grounded pastors and teachers. |
have been invited to teach a course on eschatology in the seminary in lasi, founded by Karl.
There will be 45 to 50 students in the class who will have made many sacrifices to be there. On
Saturday, November 10, a number of ladies will be crowding in the Kosobuckis’ house to hear
Beth teach two sessions on Ephesians. This house, by the way, was purchased and renovated
with gifts from Berachah. Thank you, Berachah family, for making it possible for us to make our
contribution to building up the body of Christ in Romania.

One Act of Selfishness (November 25, 2001)

Hartsfield International Airport became Hartsfield International Airport on Friday, November 16.
Thousands of people were inconvenienced, and millions of dollars were lost to the airlines when
one man decided that retrieving his camcorder and violating security procedures was a priority.
His life will never be the same. People are mad and who knows what mental anguish he and his
family will have to endure. Selfishness is an ugly thing. It plagues us all. Think of the times that
our own self-centered actions have harmed others. Sin is like that. When | insist on satisfying my
own desires rather than doing God’s will, I am drinking the poison of idolatry. A thousand
consequences are unleashed when I insist on being at the center of the universe. Before we go
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looking for the spiritual scalp of a self-centered fellow human, take a look in the mirror and cry
out for God’s grace that we may overcome our own love affair with ourselves.

Religious Totalitarianism (December 9, 2001)

Are we as Christians guilty of theological tyranny by insisting that there is only one way to
God’s heaven and that is through Jesus Christ? Thomas Friedman, columnist for the New York
Times, has made the assertion that unless Judaism, Christianity, and Islam realize that “God
speaks multiple languages” (translate that, “there are many roads to God”) the future of the world
is bleak. Friedman’s problem is one not only of flawed logic but a massive failure to understand
the issues of ultimate importance, namely, the eternal realities of God, sin, death, heaven, and
hell. Is man the final authority in determining what is truth and what is error? Jesus Christ made
the claim without equivocation that no one, no matter how sincere, well intentioned, or religious
they are can go to heaven apart from faith in Him (John 14:6). The apostles of Jesus taught this,
the early church believed this, and Christians through the centuries have died for this. The
exclusivity of the gospel message is also universal in its invitation. Jesus said, “All that the
Father gives Me shall come to Me, and the one who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out”
(John 6:37). Those who advocate an ideology of pluralism (“the idea that my faith can be
nurtured without claiming exclusive truth,” Friedman’s words) are engaging in a recrucifixion of
Jesus Christ by their version of “if you don’t like the message, kill the messenger.” The life and
redemptive work of Jesus Christ is the world’s only hope, not the theological anarchy of
ideological pluralism.

Hummingbirds (December 16, 2001)

| recently listened to a bird watch update on PBS. The bird story of the day was about two
hummingbirds, a kind found in the northwest United States that had found their way to New
York City. The bird watching community is humming (no pun intended) over the extraordinary
appearance of these two featherweight creatures (each weighs less than a copper penny). They
winter in Mexico. Did the unseasonably warm weather draw them to the East Coast? How did
they get there? That’s a lot of miles for little wings. The story ended by offering a doxology to
Darwinism. The narrator would have us believe that this amazing flight across country was a
marvelous insight into the adaptive abilities of creatures in the evolutionary process. | was
fascinated by the story, but the ending was pathetic. Rather than worshiping the God who made
the hummingbirds we were invited to bow at the shrine of Darwinism. | am in awe of the creator
God not the flawed theories of Charles Darwin. | am looking forward to the return next spring of
my little feathered friends from their winter vacation in Mexico.

A Well-Scrubbed Christmas (December 23, 2001)

| have noticed some significant changes in the way our culture celebrates the Christmas season.
While standing in the line at the post office the other day I had time to observe the “holiday
season” images on mugs and other bric-a-brac. Santa Claus appeared in many different poses.
Any acknowledgement of the religious meaning of Christmas fails to appear. God, it seems, has
been banished to the time of our foxhole fears. He is a convenient idea when we want to feel
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better. But we Christians must not resign ourselves to disappointment and frustration because of
the world’s behavior. Spiritual blindness should draw from us mercy and ministry to those who
don’t know the joy of life in Christ. Celebrate the birth of the King of kings and the Lord of lords
in everything you do. That will put Jesus Christ on display in a world that attempts to scrub Him
out of this special time of the year.

Sowing and Reaping (February 10, 2002)

Bribery, greed, fraud, cheating, résumé “padding”, and decapitation. It’s an ugly picture. But that
is some of the societal sewage that is flowing through the streets of our national life. In one sense
this is the history of the human race. The human heart has not changed since Adam and Eve were
banned from Eden. But societies can worsen the bad conditions in which they already live (i.e., a
fallen world). I am not surprised when I hear about hundreds of college students who have
cheated on computer science projects. Think about the message that has been communicated to
an entire generation. Morality is something that is self-determined, the refusal to acknowledge
human sinfulness, and the banishment of God to a church pew on Sunday morning. Our nation is
reaping what it has sown. The attempt to construct a civilization based on certain political ideals
without moral absolutes and a sense of accountability to the Creator God is doomed to decay and
disintegration. Our only hope is the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. Let’s live it and spread it
everywhere we can.

Unprepared (February 17, 2002)

On September 8, 1900, a monster hurricane hit the city of Galveston, Texas. It is estimated by
some that up to 15,000 people were killed by what has been called the nation’s deadliest natural
disaster. The winds and water swept away property and people who for the most part were
unprepared. Many thought they would ride out the storm, but soon realized that they were no
match for the power of the winds of God. John Edward Weemes, in his book, A Weekend in
September, describes the devastation that Galveston experienced over a hundred years ago. The
hurricane warning system was not what it is today, but still there was a failure to prepare for
what can happen to a city on the Gulf of Mexico. One can’t help but think of the warnings of
Jesus as to what it will be like when He comes to this earth again. The world’s population will be
living as if there were no tomorrow and no accountability to God. The apostle Paul echoes the
same warning in his letter to the Thessalonian church (1 Thess. 5:3). Are you ready to meet God,
the Judge? Is your life a witness to the fact that you believe that “we shall all stand before the
judgment seat of God” (Rom. 14:10)?

Is Jesus God or Is He Not? (March 10, 2002)

Mormons, Muslims, and other professed friends of Jesus are perfectly willing to say what they
consider to be good things about Him. Mormons are insisting that they be called Christians.
Muslims tout Jesus, mentioned ninety-seven times in the Koran, as a prophet of God and ascribe
to Him such titles as “Messiah,” “the Word of God,” and “the Speech of Truth.” But unless one
is willing to acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God, i.e., God incarnate, He is maligned and
rejected. The words of C. S. Lewis clarify the issues at stake, “Either this man was, and is, the
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Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit
at Him and kill Him as a demon, or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let
us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not
left that open to us. He did not intend to.” Jesus of Nazareth made a clear and unequivocal claim
that He was equal with God (John 10:30, 33). If He is not who He said He was, there are not
acceptable alternatives. We have no Savior, and we have no hope.

It’s Palm Sunday. Easter is coming. (March 24, 2002)

During what may have been a twenty-minute ride on the back of a donkey, Jesus publicly
announced that Israel’s King had come. But nobody seemed to understand the kind of King He
was. The fact that Jesus didn’t come into the city of Jerusalem brandishing a sword, wearing a
crown, and riding on a prancing warhorse was by design. King Jesus was presenting Himself as
God’s Servant who had come to bear our sins in His body on the cross. He was Israel’s Messiah
and the Savior of the world. But the crowds didn’t get it. The praise and applauds of the crowds
were theologically flawed. In a few days they would be calling for the crucifixion of their “king”
saying they had no king but Caesar. A pagan monarch was better to them than God’s suffering
Servant. But thank God Easter Sunday was coming! The spilled blood of the atoning sacrifice of
Jesus Christ would purchase His crown rights. And then Israel’s King would come out of His
tomb. Everything changed. There has never been a week quite like it.

Who Is Winning? (March 31, 2002)

One day this week | was running near the golf course. A man was playing by himself and had
three golf balls at various places on the green. He was prepared to putt. I asked him, who is
winning? He laughed. We human beings are like that as we think of life after death and our hope
of heaven. Our best shot will count. If we are sincere enough and do enough good works, God
will accept our best score. But the reality is found in another scenario. Suppose our golfing friend
were playing with Tiger Woods and he is measured by that standard of play? The standard for
our acceptance by God is the Lord Jesus Christ. We must be perfect to get into heaven. But Jesus
has solved the problem. He has provided the final score that we need to get to heaven. The Bible
calls this righteousness. God can declare us righteous, not on the basis of our own works, but on
the basis of Christ’s sacrifice. We can know that we are going to heaven when we die because of
what Jesus Christ has done for us. Christ’s perfect score becomes our score. And that is what
God accepts. Are you prepared to face God with your present score? You have only eternal
judgment in hell waiting on you, if that is your hope. Turn to Christ now and trust Him for the
forgiveness of sin and eternal life.

A Cup of Trembling (April 7, 2002)

Suicide bombers, the Palestinians, the Arab states, and the nations of the world are rising up in
concert as they express their anger at Israel. It seems that the Jews have few friends. How are we
to understand international antagonism against such a small nation? There is something going on
that is deeper than merely outrage over the alleged oppression of the Palestinian people. Several
theological facts must be kept in mind. God has turned Israel over to national judicial blindness
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(Rom. 9-11). She has rejected her Messiah and is being disciplines by God (Deut. 28:64-68).
Satan hates Israel and attempts to destroy the covenant people of God (Zech. 3:1-10; Rev. 12:4).
Sinful human beings resent Israel’s historic claim to be a people called by God for a special
purpose. Anti-Semitism has a long and ugly history. There are those who say that Jews are part
of a conspiracy to control the financial markets of the world. The holocaust stands as a
hideous monument to how far hatred for the Jewish people will go given the opportunity. There
is coming a time when the nations will band together and come after Israel but will be stopped
short of their intended goal of annihilation by the return of their Messiah. The future siege of
Jerusalem will become a “cup of trembling” for those nations that become intoxicated with their
desire to destroy Israel (Zech. 12:1-9; 14:1-7). What we are seeing today is a dress rehearsal for
that awful time of tribulation when the mighty hand of God will come against the venom of Anti-
Semitism.

Posting the Ten Commandments (April 11, 2002)

There have been increasing confrontations in the public square over the right to post the Ten
Commandments on local, state, and federal government property. The ACLU says that it is a
violation of the separation of church and state. Christians and some political conservatives are
insisting on their right to place the Commandments where they can be seen, and hopefully
heeded. But the very first commandment puts God on a collision course with a secular society.
It is a prohibition against the worship of other gods. This is a call to absolute devotion to the one
true God, in other words a personal relationship with God. We need to think about what this first
commandment is saying. Idolatry is giving any human desire precedence over God’s will.
Immediately we are confronted with the problem of the human heart. It is in the words of John
Calvin, “an idol factory.” Every human being has a god of choice (e.g., money, power, success,
security, sex, happiness, sports, alcohol, drugs, clothes, automobiles, house, family, retirement,
etc.). Anidol is anything that has priority over God. It can be a person, thing, ideology, or
purpose. What this really tells us is that idolatry is essentially self-worship. It is the refusal to
let God be God, which is the very essence of sin.

But we must not lose sight of the positive side to this first commandment. Sinful human beings
are commanded to have a faithful relationship with God. He is to be desired and Him alone.
Jesus Christ makes it evident that He is the fulfillment of this desire, “I am the bread of life; he
who comes to Me shall not hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst.” If the first
commandment is to be obeyed in the fullest sense, then every sinner must turn from idols to the
living and true God. This can only be done when Jesus Christ is acknowledged as Lord. Jesus
Himself said, “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent Him” (Jn.
5:23).

So, the liberals are right. The Ten Commandments are an infringement on personal freedom.
The unsaved are free to go to hell. But God in His mercy has called sinners to Himself and the
forgiveness He offers in His Son, Jesus Christ. The First Commandment stands as a sentinel on
the road of life telling us that the desire of our heart must be God and the eternal life He offers in
Jesus Christ (Psa. 42:1; Jn. 5:24).
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The Middle East Puzzle (April 21, 2002)

It is necessary to have all the pieces if a puzzle is to be completed. That is the way a full and
clear picture emerges from the hundreds of puzzle parts. The Middle East conflict cannot be
understood unless all its parts are taken into account. It is a political struggle, a free people in
conflict with dictatorships. It is a social and economic struggle, desperately poor people
controlled and manipulated by terrorists. It is an historical struggle, the sons of Isaac and the sons
of Ishmael at war over land (God said that Ishmael and his descendants would be “against
everyone” Gen. 16:11-12). It is a theological struggle, two nations with competing religious
histories and commitments. It is a part of the struggle within redemptive history. Satan wants to
destroy God’s covenant people. It is a kingdom struggle. The god of this world is making
preparation for the appearance of “the man of lawlessness.” The ultimate human solution is
waiting in the wings to provide Israel a guarantee of security. These are some of the major puzzle
parts. The picture we see is gloomy and frightening. But there is hope. God is the one who has
designed the puzzle and is putting the parts together in His time and in His way. We wait
expectantly, knowing He is working out His eternal purposes. One day Jesus Christ will come in
glory and break the nations with a rod of iron. What are we to do in the meantime? Worship the
Son of God. Only in Him is there safety from the wrath of God (Psa. 2:11-12).

The Power of Imagination (April 25, 2002)

On hot summer days long ago, | would talk my younger brother, Tim, into being my catcher for
an imaginary baseball game. He would crouch behind home plate (the manhole cover in the
middle of the street) and | would pitch to imaginary batters. | would strike out almost every
batter and the ones that did get on base had to watch me throw nothing but pitches that couldn’t
be hit. 1 won every game. But there were those times when my patient brother decided he had
had enough and wanted to go inside where it was cooler. Imagination can be a wonderful thing.
It is God-given and when filled with the right pictures can contribute to wonderful
accomplishments for the glory of God. But there is a dark side to our capacity for creative mental
imaging. Imagination can get us into trouble when it leads us away from truth-based reality.
When we try to picture God in a way that is contrary to how He has revealed Himself (e.g., “I
see God as perfect love and not allowing anyone go to hell.”), we are creating a false god. When
we use the screen in our mind to produce a lust-filled PowerPoint presentation, we are creating a
horror show that will come back to haunt us. Instead, we are to fill our daydreams with the
perfections of God, the people who need our prayers, the kind of person God wants us to be,
what heaven will be like, and how we can do our work better for the glory of God. This is the
stuff of true worship. This is how God is to be loved with all our mind (Matt. 22:37).

Celibacy (April 30, 2002)

The Roman Catholic Church is in the midst of a major conflict due to the sexual abuse of minors
by priests. The cover of this week’s issue of Newsweek asks the question, “What Would Jesus
Do?” with a subtitle that reads, “Christianity at a Crossroads.” Allowing for an obvious
overstatement (Roman Catholicism does not represent biblical Christianity), there are significant
doctrinal issues being raised. One of those is celibacy. The insistence of Roman Catholicism that
its priests remain unmarried is rooted in false teaching. Nowhere in the Scriptures is celibacy
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touted as superior to marriage. The celibacy of the clergy entered the church through the false
idea of the inherent evil of sexual relations. Also involved in the vaunted state of an unmarried
clergy was the emergence of the priesthood as a class above the laity. The Bible makes it clear
that a pastor/elder could be a married man (1 Tim. 3:2, 4), that marriage is a gift from God, as is
celibacy (1 Cor. 7:7), and that sexual love in marriage is to be enjoyed for the glory of God
(Song of Sol. 5:1; 1 Cor. 7:5; Heb. 13:4). While there are certainly some practical advantages to
being single (e.g., freedom from marital responsibilities), there are also benefits that come with
being married (e.g., the opportunity to portray the love of Christ for His church through
sacrificial love for one’s spouse, Eph. 5:25). Doctrinal error inevitably bears the bitter fruit of
wrong living. The presumption that celibacy is a more holy state than marriage is being revealed
for what it is, pompous nonsense.

Thank you, Seth (May 16, 2002)

Thank you, Seth, for filling the pulpit for me and feeding the flock. Thank you for overseeing the
work of Christian education at Berachah, providing teacher training, setting up the teacher
appreciation dinner, and bearing the burden of equipping our children for a life of service to God.
Thank you for providing pastoral oversight of Awana and VBS. Thank you for helping the elders
and deacons to work together more effectively by attending the deacon’s meetings and giving me
an extra pair of ears in meetings and places | could not be. Thank you for accepting assignments
given you without flinching and joyfully doing them in a prompt manner. Thank you for
handling a variety of administrative chores such as helping draw up the agenda for our elders’
meetings, taking care of the computer issues, concerts of prayer, the church newsletter, and
making all those phone calls. Thank you for patiently fielding questions about telephones,
copiers, computers (especially questions from this computer-challenged senior pastor), and
anything electronic. Thank for working with and encouraging the Spalding County Care Group.
Thank you for setting up the church website and helping to bring Berachah into the twenty-first
century. Thank you for taking oversight of the building committee, calling meetings, and calling
us to a vision for the future. Thank you for doing the many things that you have done that [ don’t
even know about (but God does). Thank you for walking in the truth, loving your family, and
wanting to prepare yourself for even greater usefulness to God. Thank you for your infectious
desire to glorify God in all that we do at Berachah. Your Berachah family will miss you, Leslie,
and Micah (and ?). May you bless many by continuing to be the kind of servant-leader that you
have been at Berachah.

Mockingbirds (June 5, 2002)

A bird deceived me the other day. | heard what I thought was a hawk. But the sound came from a
tree not far from the ground. Hawks don’t hang out in places like that. It was a mockingbird,
famous for its ability to imitate the sounds of other birds. There are people like that. They forge
their identity by merely imitating other people. In trying to be like those who impress them, they
live shallow and empty lives. This is not the way God wants us to conduct our lives (Gal. 1:10).
There is a better way. It is God’s way. We are to be what God has designed us to be, imitators of
Christ (1 Cor. 11:1). When our identity is Christlikeness, we are real (Gal. 2:20). When you hear
the songs of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-
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control sing them yourself. So, if you want to imitate other people, just make sure they are
imitating Christ.

The Invisible Fence (June 12, 2002)

There are two dogs that would love to come out into the street after me when | run by their yard.
They bark and charge toward me in a canine quest for running prey. But they stop and run
parallel to the road watching me disappear from their sight. They don’t want to endure the pain
that the invisible fence with inflict upon them. We need our own invisible fence to keep us from
danger. A biblically informed, Holy Spirit sensitized conscience can protect us from much
spiritual harm, if we will work at building one. God has given each of us the ability to judge
ourselves as to whether our behavior conforms to His precepts (Rom. 2:14-15). But a good
conscience has to be developed. It doesn’t just happen. First, there must be the cleansing of the
conscience through the forgiveness of sin found in faith in Jesus Christ (Heb. 9:14). Sin must be
confronted and confessed immediately and consistently (1 Jn. 1:9). The Word of God, accurately
understood, must be stored in the heart in vast quantities and consistently obeyed. As God is
loved more and more with all one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength a clear, clean, and convicting
conscience will be the best invisible fence you could ever have (1 Cor. 11:31; 2 Cor. 1:12).

God’s Symphony in G Major (June 13, 2002)

The orchestration of musical instruments has brought enjoyment to millions of people. The
violins, flutes, oboes, clarinets, horns, trumpets, trombones, percussion, cellos, bases, and violas
following their musical score can create a kaleidoscope of emotional responses. God has created
the principle of unity in diversity for His glory and the enjoyment of His creatures. There is no
better place to see this happen than in the local church where God orchestrates the variety of gifts
He has distributed among His people. I hear certain melodies in this symphony. One thing | hear
is that the church is not a spectator experience. Everyone must be involved. No believer has been
exempt from participation in the life of the church. What is your spiritual gift? How are you
involved in ministry of Berachah? Do you come and merely observe what others are doing? God
has gifted his children so that His church may be built up in the faith. We need more builders and
fewer bystanders. There is no gift of audience. Another melody of truth is that there is a
difference between spiritual gifts and spirituality. It is possible to be a good teacher and seriously
deficient in love, patience, and self-control. May God deliver us from the plague of giftedness
without godliness. One who administrates while being kind to people is a teaspoon of honey. It
sweetens the life of the church. Then there is the melody of gift development. God has
distributed spiritual gifts, but the believer is responsible for fanning his or her gift into a flame.
That is the counsel that Paul gave to Timothy (2 Tim. 1:6). It takes time, trials, practice, and the
graces of the Spirit to increase one’s gift effectiveness. Spiritual gifts playing in harmony with
one another is a final melody in the orchestration of body life. Teachers should be appreciative of
helpers. Exhorters must learn to work with mercy givers. We must resist the temptation to create
uniformity at the expense of creativity and innovation in the exercise of our gifts. God has
packaged us each differently. We think differently. We have different personalities. We have
different way of doing things. But truth and love for God bind us together as we participate in
God’s symphony in G Major.
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But let’s take some time to apply what we know about spiritual gifts in the life of the church.
Staff, elders, and deacons with their variety of giftedness must work in harmony. We need teams
who will assist the staff and elders in administrating and guiding our Sunday School and the
various children’s ministries. Teachers are needed for different age levels in the Sunday School.
Our new associate pastor of worship and Christian education will be encouraged as teachers,
exhorters, evangelists, administrators, mercy-givers, and helpers stand with him. His job
description is daunting. He cannot do everything by himself. This is no time to melt into the
crowd and let a so-called “professional” do all the work. That is not the way body life is to
function. It takes everyone fulfilling his and her responsibility. Delightful are those friendships
that are forged while serving the Lord, each functioning interdependently for the sake of the
gospel. Come band of brothers and sisters and let’s see what can be done for the glory of God
before this world passes away.

Insensitive and Intolerant? (June 18, 2002)

It was recently reported that a former SBC president described Mohammed, the founder of Islam,
as a “demon-possessed pedophile.” This immediately brought on a firestorm of protest and angry
responses. One criticism said, “It is hard to find a drop of love or charity in such language.”
However, one respondent proclaimed, “Hooray...and shame on all those who feel he was out of
line in what he said.” What are we to make of all this? What we say publicly may be accurate but
best reserved for appropriate settings. Are false religions demonically inspired? Yes (1 Cor.
10:20; 1 Tim. 4:1). Did Mohammed “marry” a nine-year old girl? Yes, it seems that he did. Did
not Jesus tell some religious leaders of His day that the devil was their father (Jn. 8:44)? But
making a public announcement for the world press to pick up and broadcast to totalitarian
Muslim states does not bode well for Christian missionaries in those countries. It is already very
difficult to do church planting in the Muslim world. There are times when discretion is the better
part of valor. However, at the present time in our pluralistic, antichristian, tolerance-promoting
culture, truth declarations by Christians will not be tolerated. So, if you want to be persecuted for
the sake of righteousness, then find it where Jesus experienced it. He said He was the Son of God
(Jn. 10:36). He was Israel’s Messiah. There is no other way to heaven other than through Jesus
Christ. The way is not Islam. It is not Buddhism. It is not Hinduism. It is not Judaism. The only
way to enter heaven is through the narrow gate and that gate is Christ (Jn. 14:6; Matt. 7:13-14).
Just say that. There is no need to burn Mohammed in effigy. Simply declare the supremacy of
Jesus Christ and see what happens. The mask of tolerance will be ripped off and underneath will
emerge the angry, God-rejecting, Christ-despising face of unbelief. The message of the Christian
gospel is the only hope for a lost humanity.

Thank you, Jim Dykes (June 26, 2002)

Jim, our hearts are filled with gratitude for the faithful work you have done for twenty-eight
years at Berachah. You have given countless hours in preparation for our worship in song. You
have brought together our voices in choral presentations. You have selected and arranged
Christmas and Easter cantatas. You helped us to work together to do things they we didn’t think
we could do with our small numbers. You have written songs that were just right for the
occasion. You have worked with us as we have changed the way we do worship in our Sunday
services. You have taken your work seriously and have emphasized the importance of quality.
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You have helped to draw our young people into the ministry of music by giving them
opportunities to sing or play an instrument for the glory of God. You have blessed us with solos
and duets with Toni. You have enriched our worship life and we are thankful.

The Turtle in the Road (June 26, 2002)

How does a turtle get from one side of the road to the other? Very slowly. On a recent run | came
upon a turtle making his way through the grass. I ran on. But as | came back to where | had seen
my little friend, | noticed that he had ambled to the middle of the road (Corinth mind you, with
its unending flow of high-speed traffic). Somehow, he had almost managed to make it to the
other side of the road. | watched helplessly as cars barely missed the small lumbering creature
oblivious to the danger surrounding him.

Jesus tells us that not one sparrow falls to the ground that the Father does not know about (Matt.
10:29). His is not simply that God keeps records on fallen birds and roadkill. If our heavenly
Father takes account of the plight of little birds, He treasures us far more. We do not need to fear.
God is aware of our problems. We don’t need to be afraid of traffic or terrorists. No one can
harm us without God’s permission. He will provide (a.k.a. the providence of God) what is
necessary for us to triumph over anything life may throw at us. With all the announced threats of
terrorists, it is possible to live less than joyfully. Don’t let it happen. God is in control. Let this
truth be evident in the way you live. And, oh yes, I ran out into the road and rescued the turtle by
hand delivering him to his destination (?).

Under God (July 2, 2002)

Who could have imagined that a federal judge would rule the pledge of allegiance to the flag of
the United States of America as unconstitutional because of the words “under God?”” But after
momentary shock, it was not so surprising after all. There has been a concerted effort for some
time now to scrub out all references to God and acknowledgement of God and Christianity from
the domain of federal, state, and local government. Why is this? We are told that the State should
not sponsor religion. The separation of church and state should be strictly maintained. And so the
arguments go. But is it really that simple? | do not think so. Our nation has historically
committed itself to the acknowledgement of God as the one from whom we have derived our
rights (“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights...””). Now it seems that some want to
disavow our original commitment as is reflected in the debate over the words “under God.” This
is national suicide. We will continue to pay a heavy price for our declaration of independence
from God. King Nebuchadnezzar of ancient Babylon was taught a lesson he never forgot when
he became intoxicated with his pride and independence from God (Dan. 4:30). There is a
principle here. The nations (the U.S.A. included) are not exempt from God’s moral rule. There
are moral laws that govern the rise and fall of men and women whether they are Christians or
not. There is coming a day of reckoning for all who have offended God by their unrepentant
rebellion against Him (Phil. 3:9-11). God is the sovereign Lord of the nations. If our nation
wants to repudiate this truth because it offends people, then, like Nebuchadnezzar, we must get
ready to eat dirt.
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Running the Race (July 10, 2002)

It was my twenty-ninth trip from Lenox to downtown Atlanta by foot. Bill Thorn and | ran the
annual Peachtree Road Race together (he has run in all thirty-three of them) this past July 4 and
enjoyed it. Runners are an interesting lot. They come in all sizes, shapes and degrees of ability.
Of course, there are the front-runners, like the Kenyans. Their work regimen, physical assets, and
desire to win combine to put them in a class by themselves. Then there are many very good
runners of various ages who have trained hard and run excellent times. But running, like
anything else in life, can become an obsession or to put it in theological terms, an idol. | have
known of marriages that were sacrificed on the altar of the achievement of faster times and
personal records. Life can end up revolving around road races and the quest for the coveted
Grand Prix award (points are accumulated according to scoring based on races run and place of
finish).

There is pleasure in being able to make the human body fly around a track or cover distances on
the roads through the self-discipline of training. It yields the dividends of cardio-vascular fitness,
physical stamina, and sound sleep. However, we runners must never forget that though “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” (1 Tim. 4:8). The pleasure of knowing God, walking with Him,
and experiencing transformation of heart and life through Jesus Christ is the race whose finish
line is heaven and whose rewards are eternal.

Welcome Justin, Brook, and Cali Culbertson (July 15, 2002)

Justin Culbertson, our new Associate Pastor of Worship and Christian Education, begins his
ministry with us this week. It is a delight to have Justin and Brook as a part of our church family.
I think it would be helpful if we all have an overview of Justin’s job description. This will assist
in understanding how his workload will be distributed. He will have oversight of our Sunday
worship. This will entail meeting with the Senior Pastor to plan and develop the worship
services. He will have oversight of all Christian education in the church. This will include
Sunday School, Awana, Vacation Bible School, children’s ministries, and other Bible education
ministries of the church. He will fill the pulpit when called upon and be available to teach in
Sunday School, Care Groups, or any other teaching opportunities. He will assist the Senior
Pastor in the various staff administrative responsibilities (e.g., church newsletter, concerts of
prayer, etc.). This is a huge load, and it will have to be shaped and adapted to Justin’s gifts as his
ministry progresses with us. Let us pray for and encourage Justin and Brook as they labor
alongside of us to proclaim the excellencies of God.

The Dow Heads South (July 24, 2002)

Stock portfolios are shrinking like a cheap tee shirt after its first wash. For many the dreams of
early retirement are turning to nightmares. We are being given another reminder that we are not
“to fix our hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things
to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). The best investment is not in temporal things but in eternal things. With
many Christians there is a glaring disconnect between money and trust in God. How easy it is to
say that we are trusting God but at the same time not prove it by the way we use our time and
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money. Money can’t get you to heaven but it can be sent on to heaven (1 Tim. 6:19). How? By
being rich in good works. Improve the management of your personal finances in order to create a
greater surplus for giving. Practice consistently the grace of giving to your local church.
Establish a “fellowship fund” for special needs that come to your attention (e.g., world missions,
emergency relief, a young person trying to get through college). Use your skills to help others
(e.g., mechanic, carpentry, teaching). Write generosity into your Will. As hope filled Christians
we should not live gloomily lamenting what we don’t have or what we use to have. Joyfully go
about the work of creating a “stock portfolio” by investing in the business of God’s kingdom
where thieves do not break in or steal.

When Food is Folly (July 31, 2002)

Americans have a problem with food. The problem is not the lack of food, but too much of it.
Self-indulgence, poor eating habits, and obesity characterize far too many in our society.
Christians should distinguish themselves by the way they relate to food. There is something more
important than food (Rom. 14:17). Hunger for God is to take precedence over the pleasure of
titillating one’s taste buds. God sent feast and famine in order to humble Israel and teach
dependence on Him. Living by the promises of God is better than having a full stomach (Deut.
8:1-4). How does God want His people to think about food? Christ taught that foods are not
moral or immoral in themselves (Mk. 7:18-19). It is what happens in the heart that determines
whether one is rightly related to God or not (Matt. 15:1-20). In relation to diet, wisdom and love
are to guide us. We need to make wise (biblically informed) decisions in the choice of foods we
eat. If I love God with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength, I will think in terms of care of the
body (the temple of the Holy Spirit). Love provides the motivation for the relinquishment of my
rights to certain foods for the sake of the kingdom of God (Rom. 14:1ff; 1 Cor. 8-10).

Does your love for God override your desire to eat whatever or whenever you want to? Are you
managing your body for Christ’s sake? Is your hunger for God greater than your hunger for
food? Food can become a god that will mock us with every bite we take.

The Price of Addictions (August 7, 2002)

One salient feature of addictions is their ability to sap one’s spiritual strength and appetite. When
a Christian girl becomes consumed with the desire to draw the attention of others, she will begin
to spend excessive time on personal appearance. Hair, clothes, weight control, and jewelry
become a controlling factor in her life. She may adopt flirtatious ways to gain the excitement of
being noticed. There is a heavy price to pay for this. Her spiritual appetite for God shrinks. Her
ability to think and live in a truly God-exalting way is severely diminished.

When a Christian man becomes obsessed with success in his work and with his golf game, there
will be a corresponding drain on his spiritual energy for God. God becomes a jilted lover. The
mistress of personal triumph and achievement can make a man forget the God for whom he was
made. When a professing believer moves away from the fountains of God’s grace (i.e., Christian
fellowship, prayer, the Scriptures), look for some pleasure other than the pleasure of knowing
God that has seduced them.
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Addictions come to us well dressed with a portfolio of promises of happiness. What is not
immediately seen is the controlling power of sin. One sin leads to another and before long the
cords of enslavement are tightly bound. Self-indulgence and self-promotion leave one spiritually
malnourished and susceptible to a hundred other sins (Rom. 8:2). Christian, pray that God will
make you love Him more. When you hunger for God, you will find strength and energy for the
life God has called you to live.

A Trip to Alaska (September 4, 2002)

It was a trip of a lifetime. | was invited to accompany Cecil Gilreath and J.K. Pell, their sons,
Luke and Josh, and a naval academy classmate of J.K. on a rafting, camping, hunting and fishing
trip to Alaska. The Mulchatna River was our road through the wilderness. Moose, beaver,
caribou, ospreys, and bald eagles were on the banks and in the air to cheer us along. The water
was glacially cold, clear, and fast moving. Our campsites offered us good fishing holes. Oatmeal,
MREs, and fish (with some generous amounts of trail mix thrown in) gave us the calories needed
for rowing, setting up and breaking down camp, and expeditions through bear infested woods.
But one special experience stands out. Teamwork. Some collected firewood. Another started the
fire (no easy task with wet wood and rain). One man prepared breakfast every morning. Tarps,
tents, ropes, and special knots were quickly attended to by all working in concert. A supper of
potatoes, onions, and fish was handed out to six hungry men cooked by a chef of the woods.
Rafts were loaded. Equipment was covered and tied down by each doing his own part.
Navigation was supervised by a skilled GPS operator and careful map readers. All this made it
possible to enjoy a sixty mile raft trip, set up five camps in eight days, reach the pick-up point
safely at exactly the right time, and enjoy it all.

God has designed the church to accomplish its mission by Spirit enabled, Scripturally equipped,
and Christ centered teamwork. As we exercise our individual gifts, God builds up the body of
Christ (Eph. 4:11-16). We live in a big world where there are millions who have yet to hear the
good news about Jesus Christ. It takes all of us in the church working together in concert. May
God help us to labor together as a God-pursuing team, journeying toward our rendezvous with
Jesus Christ.

Grow Up! (September 11, 2002)

Did you ever hear your parents say that when you were a child? Depending on how well your
conscience was developed and how much you wanted to please your elders, the words “grow up’
could really sting. The rebuke was not a call to get bigger physically. You didn’t have much
control over that. The appeal was to act more maturely. That is exactly what the writer of
Hebrews wanted from his readers when he said, “But solid food is for the mature...press on to
maturity” (Heb. 5:14-6:1). What does it take to grow up? It takes the balanced diet of Scripture,
repentance, forgiveness, prayer, obedience, trials, pain and suffering, and time. The failure to
mature in the Christian life leaves one open to self-deception and the inability to know the
difference between good and evil. For example, spiritual babyhood can be quite content with
desires that are contrary to loving God, fantasies that are infested with lust incitement, and
pleasures drawn from the mud holes of this world. What are we to do? Pray. Ask God to make

b
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you love Him more and fill you with the knowledge of His will. Are you desperate to understand
and know God? If you are hungry for God, you will be filled and experience growth in Christ.

The Disconnect (September 17, 2002)

A recent experience has reminded me of how Christians can be hearers of the Word and not
doers of the Word. In preparation for my trip to Alaska I attended a hunter safety class. | sat in
class for two evenings, took notes, listened to lectures, watched videos, and passed the test. For
this I received my “certified safe hunter” patch and certificate. When I arrived in Anchorage, |
was educated in how to field dress a Moose. (In case you are interested it is a lot of work.) |
listened to hunters talk and watched the Outdoor Life channel on television. However, with all
this acquired knowledge it did not make me a hunter. You have to apply what you think you
know. 1 did not. | enjoyed the information, but never set my gun sights on one meal on legs.

It is this kind of thing that happens all too often to professing Christians. We can hear countless
sermons, listen to conversations about how to live the Christian life, and even get a degree in
theology. But none of this ensures the application of truth to life. This ought to haunt us. How
easy it is to acquire Bible knowledge, but not have the personal experience of obeying God. That
IS not the way it is supposed to be. If | can sit and listen to a Bible message on the danger of idols
of the heart, and then continue to engage in compulsive spending, something is wrong. If | can
log hours of sermons on how to trust God and continue to complain, grumble, and grouse about
my disappointments, a major disconnect has taken place. May God deliver us from a life that
goes untouched by the biblical truth that we hear.

A Bible Church (September 24, 2002)

Why are we called Berachah “Bible” Church? Does this mean that we don’t think other churches
revere and honor God’s Word? No, it does not mean that. What are we trying to communicate?
We want people to know that the Bible supplies us with the blood of truth that is to flow in our
spiritual veins. It is our desire to create a life-in-the-Word atmosphere at Berachah. This will
yield a treasure of personal benefits, establish a defensive perimeter against the enemies of the
soul, promote a soul cleansing experience, encourage thoughtful reflection upon God’s wise
counsel, help to make the sorrows of life bearable, keep us from going down dangerous roads,
instruct us in how to stay off dead-in streets, assist in putting the right words in our mouth, and
create a desperate desire to be unfailing in our witness for the truth. Biblical truth must inform,
guide, and energize us if we are to fulfill our purpose as a church.

But someone might say that this is bibliolotry? It is possible to love to study the Bible but not
love God. We certainly don’t advocate that. But how can you love God and not love His Word?
God wants us to understand and know Him (Jer. 9:24), to delight in Him, and obey Him. If God
is to be known in a personal, intimate way, we have to know the Scriptures (Jn. 5:39). So why is
Berachah a Bible Church? Because God has spoken and we must listen.
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In the Beginning God (October 1, 2002)

One would think in listening to devotees to Darwinism that the theory of evolution is scientific
fact. They are convinced that evolution holds real science together. They tell us that it is not
possible to educate young people in the skill of critical thinking without protecting them from
classroom criticism of evolutionary theory (Is there an inconsistency here?). One thing that
stands out in the conflict between creationism (or intelligent design) and the theory of evolution
is the arrogance, anger, and dogmatism that characterize the defenders of Darwinian dogma.
They wrap themselves in the robes of pseudo-scientific piety (call it the religion of scientism) as
they assert that creationism involves faith whereas evolution is science based. We keep waiting
for the proof evolutionary theory. Instead, we are told that change in organisms is evolution
(which it is not) and that the missing links will be found (there are none). The real “detour
around science” is the unwillingness to allow open and frank discussion that invites critique and
consideration of other models of the origin of life. Even when credentialed scientists challenge
the theory of evolution and its exclusionary teaching in the classroom, they are brushed aside
with ad hominem arguments (that’s Latin for “if you can’t answer your critics’ arguments attack
your critic). Those who would dare question the validity of chance through time are
condescendingly lectured in the proper use of the word “theory.” We are warned that creationist
influence will discourage all scientific inquiry.

The evolutionists are circling their wagons. Their monopolistic domain is being credibly
challenged while they hide behind their lame arguments of separation of church and state,
scientific excellence and inquiry. The truly open mind is the one that acknowledges the Creator
while exploring His vast and complex universe. The only adequate education is one where
science is taught within a worldview context of belief in a transcendent and personal God. The
church and the Christian home must do their work. The failure to see the hand of the omnipotent
and infinitely wise God throughout His creation is a failure in worship.

The shrill voices of naturalism have caused some Christians to invent highly elastic methods of
interpretation of Genesis 1 and 2. But theistic evolution or appeals to vast amounts of time will
not satisfy the demands of those who have banished God from His creation. “In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.” These words should pull our eyes upward in humble
adoration as we see the heavens tell of the glory of God.

Redeem the Time (October 8, 2002)

West Lesser Sunda Islands, Bali, Somalia, Kazakhstan, Oman, Fayette County Georgia. What do
these places have in common? People, non-Christian people. How many Bible believing
churches exist in each of these places? What do they not have in common? They do not share the
same language, culture, and opportunity to hear the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Lesser Sunda
Islands are a part of Indonesia with a population of over three million. There are two small
struggling churches with a total of about 100 believers. Think of metropolitan Atlanta having
only two little churches? Fayette County alone has scores of churches for a population of almost
95,000.

Why do we have an annual world missions’ conference? Because places like Kazakhstan and
Indonesia have millions of people who have yet to hear the good news that Jesus Christ has died,
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was buried, was resurrected, and seen by witnesses. In Christ alone can condemned sinners
receive the gift of forgiveness of sins and eternal life. One of my abiding concerns for Berachah
Bible Church is that we do not turn in on ourselves, get comfortable, enjoy our church family
and forget about lost people across the street and across the seas. One purpose of our missions’
conference is to call us out of our little world of south metropolitan Atlanta and make us think
about our responsibility to the millions of spiritually blind, hell bound people on this planet. Our
schedules, work, school, recreation, and family must not be allowed to push the good work of
world evangelization to the end of the line.

Will you ask God to renew your sense of obligation to those who don’t know Jesus Christ in a
saving way? Will you listen to what will be said about reaching non-Christians with the
everlasting gospel of Jesus Christ? Will you reexamine your financial role in world missions?
Will you consider how you can invest your time, money, and attention more bountifully in
redeeming the time for the glory of God?

Musings for a World Missions Conference (October 16, 2002)

My days are full of a variety of reading experiences. They give me windows through which |
may look at the world, how it thinks, what are its struggles, and what changes are taking place. |
thought I might visit some of these in connection with our world missions conference.

Jerry Falwell is catching grief for his statements regarding Islam. He announced that Muhammad
was “a terrorist.” This has sent shock waves around the planet. Christian fundamentalists have
been tarred and feathered by the usual adversaries in the American press. Muslims rioted in
India. Falwell apologized. One misinformed writer claimed that Muslims don’t slander Jesus this
way. But the fact is, they do. The intolerance is found among those who make Jesus a liar by
denying His claims of deity and saviorhood.

[ have been reading “John Adams” by David McCullough. The worldview of John and Abigail
Adams stands in stark contrast to that of many in America today. Upon Abigail’s death John
Adams, our second president, said, “I believe in God and in his wisdom and benevolence, and I
cannot conceive that such a being could make such a species as the human merely to live and die
on this earth. If I did not believe in a future state, | should believe in no God. This universe, this
all...would appear with its swelling pomp, a boyish firework.” Compare Adam’s interpretation
of reality with that of the secular humanist who wants us all to be imprisoned with the bleak
prospect of life as a cosmic accident and death as nothing more than road Kill.

Newsweek’s, October 7 edition, lead story was on “Teen Depression.” I was depressed after
reading the article. The contradictions are glaring. Depression is spoken of as a “disease” with
hope to be found in antidepressant medication and therapy. Yet this “disease” as it is called is
more likely to occur among teens growing up in an abusive home or witnessing violence. The
truth is that depression, which has been called “a room in hell,” is another symptom of human
fallenness. Drugs and talk that ignore heart issues and eternal truth are band-aids on cancer.
When there is no God, there is no hope.

But hope is found in the magnificence of God’s love. D. A. Carson’s excellent book, “The
Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God,” has been a fresh breeze of truth. Chapters “On distorting
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the love of God, “God’s love and God’s sovereignty,” and “God’s love and God’s wrath”
challenge the “trivialities and clichés” that infect both the thinking of Christians and non-
Christians. There is no quest that excels that of seeking to understand and know the love of God.
God loves Muslims. He loves teenagers struggling with the “howling tempest in the brain.” But
the Christian worldview that offers the only hope for the sin weary is fast fading from the
prominent place it once occupied. Ours is the kind of time spoken of by the apostle Paul when he
says, “the days are evil” (Eph. 5:16). There is only one thing to do in view of these
circumstances. Redeem the time. As children of God we must buy up every opportunity to carry
the light of the gospel into every dark corner of this world. This is no time to waste precious
thought, energy, and money. We ought rather to fill our time with things that matter for all
eternity like taking the soul-satisfying, sin-forgiving good news about Jesus Christ to a world
that is running out of time.

The Light of God (October 22, 2002)

Don'’t believe everything you hear. In the words of the apostle Paul, “examine everything
carefully, hold fast to that which is good” (1 Thess. 5:21). The word, “examine,” means to
approve as a result of testing. Not everything under the label of truth is truth. Christians must not
be gullible and accept whatever is communicated in the name of God. | am alarmed at the ways
in which Christians are being carried off by patently unbiblical teachings. One such example has
recently come to my attention. It concerns me because believers who are struggling with
problems are being given injurious counsel.

Training seminars in Theophostic Ministry are attracting counselors, pastors, and other helping
professionals. At the core of its theory and practice is the teaching that present problems are due
to past (usually early-life) events and the way these are interpreted. “Lies” and accompanying
emotions attach themselves to these early-life experiences. In order to find deliverance from “lie-
based thinking” it must be identified and replaced with truth. This truth encounter comes in the
form of a visual communication with God. The “light of God” (the words, theos, God, and phos,
light) through a visual representation of the person of Christ, identifies the “lie” (e.g., “It’s my
fault.”) and replaces it with God’s truth. Sin is understood to be willful words and deeds that are
less than God’s ideal for our lives. When lie-based thinking is replaced with truth, the Christian
can “walk in effortless victory in this area of lie, which is maintenance free.”

Admittedly, this is a limited description, but when one examines the teachings of “Theophostic”
doctrinal errors abound. It presents a seriously flawed view of the role of responsibility in the
Christian life. It is defective in its understanding of sin (sin encompasses not only actions and
attitudes, but our moral nature as well). It is in error in its teaching regarding the nature of man
(artificial distinctions are made between the human soul and spirit). Theophostic basically
fabricates a system of Christian sanctification that is foreign to the Scriptures.

When you pray for our missionaries and fellow church members, pray that our “love may abound
still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment,” so that we may all approve the
things that are excellent. We are to be light bearers of the true light that has come into the world.
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How to Vote (October 30, 2002)

Federal and State governments are spending great amounts of money to develop a better voting
system, one that can be easily understood and provide accurate vote tabulation. But there is
something that is far more serious in its consequences, namely, the inability of the voter to think
in an informed and responsible way. One has to be concerned when a voter, undecided as to
whom to vote for, is waiting for the most persuasive television campaign ad. Voting is a freedom
we enjoy because God “shed His grace” on this nation. We have the opportunity to cast our
ballot for the political office seeker that we consider to be the best qualified. That’s the easy part.
The more difficult aspect of voting is the wisdom needed in determining which one has the right
moral and political values. Qualifications such as experience, integrity, and a proven record are
essential. We should acquaint ourselves with the candidates seeking our vote. This will take
some work, but we must do it.

However, there are other important factors that should accompany us into the polling booth. The
worldview (i.e., how he or she interprets reality) of a prospective office holder must be carefully
examined. This is not easy because politicians will often hide their beliefs and values behind a
fagade of rhetoric and slogans (e.g., “I am for motherhood and freedom”). The following are
some questions that demand answers rooted in truth. What is the role of government? Is it the
key to solving all our problems or is it a divinely ordained institution for punishing wrongdoers
and commending right doers (Rom. 13:3)? Does ultimate moral authority reside in man or God?
Talk of rights and freedoms presupposes a moral authority. Who gave us these rights and how is
freedom to be used? Is the value of a developing human life in the womb inferior to the so-called
right to destroy that life? Is justice giving to people what they want or is it doing what is right in
compliance with truth-based law? We can begin with these questions that will require some
thought and research. Some of us do more reading and investigating than others. If you know
some who are biblically wise and politically informed, then talk to them. Ask them questions and
discuss the issues. Too many Christians either don’t vote or they are ignorant of the fundamental
issues involved in voting for the right candidate. This Tuesday is Election Day. Do the right
thing.

A Reflection on the Election Returns (November 6, 2002)

Republicans are gleeful. Democrats are gloomy. There were many surprises in the election
returns this past week. It would appear that the balance of power in Washington has tipped
slightly in favor of the President and the Republican Party. Some conservatives won. Some
liberals won. In our own State a pro-life Senator has been elected. The Georgia State government
has been shaken up by the presence of new faces in the State Legislature. How are we to assess
the new political scene locally and nationally? In the first place, there ought to be humility.
Elected officials serve because of the sovereign purposes of God (Prov. 8:15; Dan. 4:17). All
human authority, be it political or otherwise, is delegated by God. Government policies and laws
are to be in harmony with God’s righteous moral standards. The President, senators, legislators,
and governors are given a stewardship of privilege. God holds elected officials, judges,
bureaucrats, and the voting public accountable to Him. God requires justice, moral integrity, and
compassion.



36

National strength is gauged not by the presence of political conservatives in key positions, but by
the moral caliber of its people (Prov. 14:28, 34). The moral fabric of our nation continues to
come unraveled. Words and symbols cannot substitute for actions. If the divine institutions of the
home and the church are attacked by the state, it is committing social suicide. A nation that kills
its future population through abortion is well on its way to disintegration.

The salvation of our nation will not come through political parties. God-fearing, truth-revering,
justice-pursuing public officials can make a difference and may even temporarily hold back the
tide of national degeneration. But as long as the running sores of a biblically anemic and
spiritually weak church go untreated, there will be further national decline. What is really needed
at this time in our history is a reformation within the church. It must return to Bible exposition,
the total sufficiency of God’s Word, mercy ministries, the demand for justice, mobilization for
world missions, energetic evangelism, and God exalting worship. We would rejoice if God sent
revival to a reformed church. There would be untold blessings that would flow throughout our
society. This is not to say that the church exists to uphold the State. The church exists to exalt the
supremacy of God in all things and glorify Him by taking the gospel to the ends of the earth.
This must be the ambition of Christ’s church whether Republicans or Democrats are in power.
The church proclaims the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. He is this world’s only hope.

Woof, Woof, Woof (November 14, 2002)

Yes, | did it. I confess. | sat with 80,000 people dressed in red and barked like a dog. | know. It’s
silly. But I just couldn’t help myself. On one side of the stadium the crowd shouted “Georgial”
Then our side of the stadium shouted back, “Bulldogs!” This was followed by an increasing roar
until the ball was kicked and then thousands of adults barked like a dog. Why? It was all
designed to rally the beloved “Dawgs,” of course, and to intimidate the opposition. How would
you feel with a pack of dogs barking at you? Human beings are wired for celebration and
acclamation. We cheer our favorite teams, applaud when someone performs well, and give
standing ovations to those we appreciate.

There is nothing wrong with cheering. The problem is that the One who should be receiving our
shouts of approval doesn’t receive it the way He should. God made us to delight in Him, to
celebrate Him, to applaud Him, to worship Him. Look in the book of Revelation. The twenty-
four elders, the four living creatures, the angels, and the redeemed of all the ages offer their
verbal ovations to the Lamb of God who has been slain. He alone is worthy to receive our praises
of tribute.

One particularly dramatic scene in the Bible is Israel’s worship at Mount Ebal and Mount
Gerizim. After the victory at Ai the entire nation gathered on these two summits facing each
other (I visited this sight on an overcast day in January of 1981). An altar was set up on Mount
Ebal where burnt offerings and peace offerings were sacrificed. The ark of the covenant was
positioned in the midst of the people. The law was written on stones in front of the people and all
the words of the law were read. It was like a stadium. Instead of football players on the field
below there were vivid reminders of the redemptive plan of God. The thousands on one side
shouted the blessings. The thousands opposite them announced the curses. Thanksgiving was
being offered to God for giving victory in battle. It was one grand outdoor spectacle of worship.
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Israel was repudiating Canaanite idolatry (an “in your face” to pagan idols). It was also a
reminder of the covenant of God with Israel and a rehearsal of the ways of God.

Cheer for your favorite team. But don’t ever forget that it is the Lord God who should be the
supreme object of our shouts of acclamation. It is King Jesus who through His cross and
resurrection paved the way for eternal fellowship with God. We were made to worship the God
who created us and bought us through the redeeming blood of Jesus Christ. Now that is
something to cheer about. We who are Christ’s people just can’t help ourselves.

Sorghum Syrup (November 26, 2002)

There is a way you can have a little bit of dessert with your meal. It works this way. Take your
corn bread (or any bread available) and slice it open. Take some sorghum syrup and pour it on
the buttered piece of corn bread. Umm! Now that’s good. For breakfast mix some sorghum with
butter. Stir it well. Then put it on a nice warm biscuit. You don’t know what you have been
missing. | watched my father-in-law do this many years ago. The only problem is, you have to
find the right kind of sorghum. Sorghum syrup comes from sorghum cane grown especially for
the special syrup it produces. You want the kind made from stripped cane. The sorghum cane is
put through a grinding process. This produces a juice that is then run through a sieve to remove
the impurities. The juice is cooked slowly and condensed to a sweet, thick, dark syrup. The result
is worth the work.

When Jesus spoke to the church at Smyrna (Rev. 2:8-11), He called attention to their tribulation.
They had suffered much for the sake of Christ. Interestingly, the name Smyrna comes from the
word “myrrh” which means bitter. Myrrh must be crushed for its fragrance to be recognized.
Jesus, the Sufferer, speaks to a suffering church to give it hope. The crushing process of
adversity is designed by God to produce sweetness and purity of life, one that bears a striking
resemblance to Jesus Christ.

God permits crushing deathblows to fall upon His children. It may be a bullet sent hurling
through the head of a missionary in Lebanon. It may be a knife driven into the heart of a believer
in Nigeria. It may be the news of an inoperable brain tumor. It may be a necessary move to an
assisted living facility with the accompanying loss of independent living. It may the helplessness
felt by a parent as their child struggles with unrelenting pain. God has not promised us a life of
ease and comfort. He wisely and tenderly rules over our pain. Christ says, “Be faithful until
death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Rev. 2:10). There is a distilled sweetness in the life
of a child of God who entrusts his soul to a faithful Creator in doing what is right (1 Pet. 4:19).
How is it that we may triumph in suffering and death? It is because Jesus Christ was crushed for
our iniquities (Isa. 53:5). The punishing blows of God’s wrath fell upon the perfect Son of God
so that sin and death could be rendered powerless over us. Have you tasted the sweetness of
God’s forgiveness of your sin and the incomparable joy of eternal fellowship with Jesus Christ?

Should Infants be Baptized? (December 4, 2002)

Some of us have family members and friends who believe in infant baptism. This creates some
real tensions, given the sentimental effect of a sweet little baby being given spiritual attention in
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the church, and good reasons to question its validity. Those who practice infant baptism base
their belief on four arguments: the rite of circumcision in the Old Testament, early church
practice, household baptism in the book of Acts, and the blessing of the children by Jesus (Matt.
10:14-16). But upon close examination these arguments don’t carry the theological freight
assigned to them. Circumcision initiated people into a theocracy made up of believers and
unbelievers, not the body of Christ. Paedobaptists (belief in the practice of baptizing infants)
speak about the entrance of babies into a “covenant community.” But what kind of covenant
community do they mean? The New Testament terminology for the community of believers is
the church. How does one enter the church? It is through the new birth (faith in Christ). An infant
cannot exercise faith in Christ. The household baptisms described in the book of Acts prescribe
hearing the gospel and believing in Christ (Acts 16:31-33). Household baptism is a picture of
whole families converted and baptized.

Examples from the early church of infant baptism are only as good as they are consistent with
what the Scriptures teach. The early church was not exempt from unbiblical beliefs and practices.
For example, some of the early church theologians taught baptismal regeneration, a view hardly
consistent with the teaching of the Bible.

The fact that Jesus blessed the children does not include any water. The truth exemplified by
Jesus was love for children. They need to hear the good news of God’s forgiveness in Christ and
the gift of Christ Himself, which brings us to some important conclusions. The meaning of
baptism is found in its symbolism of the believer’s identification with Jesus Christ and entrance
into the body of Christ. By no theological stretch can baptism be made to symbolize the hope for
or probable future regeneration.

If you have a family member or friend who believes in infant baptism, be charitable toward them
and work toward a mutual agreement that baptism saves no one. Salvation comes by the free
grace of God and is not attached to any required ritual. Pray for the children in your family circle
with the understanding that infant baptism cannot guarantee conversion. A baby can be
sprinkled, grow up in the church, reject Christ, die, and spend an eternity in hell. And, finally,
keep in mind this common denominator truth: We must seek to win children to a saving
knowledge of Jesus Christ. Am | praying for the children | know, and am | seeking opportunities
to present the gospel to them?

A Fresh Start (January 5, 2003)

When | woke up on Wednesday morning, | could not help but feel like I was at the threshold of a
new beginning. I don’t ordinarily look at the middle of the week that way, but it was the first day
of 2003. We have yet to write the pages in this chapter of our life. One thing | want to personally
avoid is an experience with mediocrity. I do not want the sweet prospects of a God-exalting,
Christ-centered, and Holy Spirit empowered life to be spoiled by personal satisfaction with the
ordinary. Our word mediocrity comes from the Latin, mediocris, which means roughly, halfway
up a mountain. May God spare us from the kind of life that remains content with merely taking
care of our physical needs. Will we settle for living a life that is just ordinary, taking no risks for
the kingdom’s sake, simply going from one meal to the next, little delight in God and His Word,
no bold witness for Christ, and just living our Christianity as grim duty.
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I would like to propose some resolutions that, if by setting our minds on these things, we can
avoid an insipid, spiritual laziness. Firstly, let us determine to renounce a pale and lifeless
“worship” experience on Sunday. Authentic worship is glorifying God by joyful obedience to
His infinite worth. Let us refuse to come and sit in church and not meaningfully participate in
song, prayer, and instruction from God’s Word. Secondly, let us show no mercy to our spiritual
laziness. Laziness is the opposite of loving, energetic obedience to God. Because of laziness we
continue to overeat, watch too much television, give little of our income to the work of God, and
fail to get up early and meet with the living God of the universe. Thirdly, our lack of spiritual
self-awareness must not be allowed to follow us to the grave. Pray that God will open our eyes to
paths we have chosen to walk that are taking us away from unbridled love for God and our
neighbor. How easily we deceive ourselves and remain oblivious to what we are not doing for
Christ’s sake. Fourthly, our avoidance of body-life interdependence should not be excused.
Interdependence is a call to encouraging one another, praying for one another, talking to one
another, eating with one another, loving one another, listening to one another, worshiping with
one another, reproving one another, and caring for one another. Fifthly, our susceptibility to the
world’s value judgments must be recognized and counteracted. Our culture is telling us to live at
the highest possible material level, to seek our comfort above all else, and to live for self-
fulfillment. We must repent of such non-sense wherever we find it infecting our thinking.
Finally, our marriages must not be allowed to fade into a discolored representation of eternal
truths. In order for the drama of redemption to be portrayed between a husband and wife,
sacrifice is necessary. A marriage that is growing in oneness is created by two people who are
pursuing the exaltation of God in all things, who have a low tolerance for independent, self-
centered decision making, who determine to explore the depths of biblical love and who refuse to
live stalled in mutual self-interest and resentment.

Come with me and let us not live halfway up the mountain. Let’s go to the top and see things
which eye has not seen, things that God has prepared for those who love Him.

The Story That Ought to Be (January 21, 2003)

The State flag controversy, Trent Lott’s racially charged comments, President Bush’s criticism of
affirmative action, and the Martin Luther King holiday all converge to remind us of the ever-
present racial struggles in our society.

It was in the years 1969 and 1970 that | encountered, in a very personal way, the ugly face of
racial prejudice. It occurred in a place where there should have been a God exalting example of
unity among black and white Christians. The church that | had attended from childhood, where |
had been taught the Scriptures and led to salvation in Christ, and where | was ordained into the
Christian ministry made some decisions that altered the course of my personal history. The
Christian school associated with the church refused to enroll a black applicant. She was the
daughter of one of my teacher colleagues at Carver Bible College, whose parents wanted her
kindergarten year to be the beginning of a quality Christian education. Less than a year later one
of my students at Carver presented himself to my home church for membership. It was denied to
him. The reason given was that my black brother in Christ, training for Christian work, would be
able to worship and serve more effectively in a church “of his own people.” The church where I
had been nurtured in the faith left me with no choice. Beth and | could no longer be members
where our black brothers and sisters in Christ were not welcome. The decision to exclude a
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believer based on his skin color violated the very heart of the gospel. Jesus Christ laid down His
life to make possible our reconciliation with God. Sinful man was in a declared state of war
against God. But Christ, through a voluntary act of substitution, “made peace through the blood
of His cross” (Col. 1:20). He signed the peace treaty with His own blood, so that the enemies of
God could have peace with God through faith in His Son.

The reconciliation of man to God through the cross of Christ has staggering racial implications.
Gentile, Jew, barbarian, Scythian, slave, freeman, Asian, African, and Caucasian can find
oneness in Christ. How can one member of the body of Christ say to another, “I have no need of
you,” “You don’t belong with us”? This denies the gospel that we preach (Eph. 2:11-22). But
thank God. The evil of racial prejudice doesn’t have to have the last word. The sin against little
Lydia and my friend Tony Evans did not defeat them. They found those who would love,
support, and encourage them. They did not become bitter. Instead, they have brought untold
blessing to the body of Christ, black and white.

If the church of Jesus Christ would live out the gospel of reconciliation, flags, segregation, and
racial discrimination would not be the major stories of our day. The big story would be the
prejudice-rejecting, racial-reconciling, Christ-exalting love that God’s people have for one
another.

Why We Are Going to Guyana... (January 26, 2003)

On Saturday, February 1, Beth and I will leave for Guyana, South America. This will be my
fourth trip to the only English-speaking country in South America. Guyana is a small country
nestled between Venezuela, Brazil, and Surinam, on the northeast coast of the South American
continent. It has a population of slightly less than one million in an area about the size of Idaho.
About half of the people are of East Indian descent, brought from India in the 1800s to work the
sugar plantations. Africans and Eurafricans make up the other half of a nation rife with racial and
political tensions. Guyana is a secular state comprised of Hindus, Muslims, Animists, Christians,
and the non-religious. Since the late 1980s the Unevangelized Fields Mission has had an
effective ministry in the coastal area around the Berbice and Courantyne Rivers. Churches have
been planted and a Bible Institute has been established to train national workers.

Why are we going to Guyana (An Amerindian word meaning “Land of Waters”)? We go
because we were invited to come and help train Guyanese believers at the Berbice Bible
Institute. | will be teaching the Gospel of Matthew, and Beth will be ministering to the wives of
the missionaries and the women in the churches. There will also be some peacemaking work to
be done. The Association of Bible Churches has recently experienced some severe testing in
internal conflict and division. Much work has gone into reconciliation and the rebuilding of
relationships. Beth and | hope to be a part of helping the churches achieve the unity of the Spirit
in the bond of peace. We will also be available for counseling. Guyana is not an easy place to
live, and there are some special stresses on the missionaries and their children. On our last visit
we were able to meet with some young Guyanese pastors and their wives to discuss life in the
pastorate, spiritual disciplines, and husband and wife relationships. We are asking God to use us
to encourage His people in the faith.
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We will fly to Miami where we will change planes and hopefully be in Georgetown on Saturday
evening and stay with the Glovers and the Lehmans at the Georgetown Bible College. How
thankful we are for these dear people. They will meet us at the airport and provide us with
lodging under a mosquito net before we set out the next morning on an eighty-mile ride to
Berbice, which on our last visit took over five hours. It’s an adventure. While in the Nigg
settlement we will stay with Scott and Maura Fisher and their three children. They are a dear
couple, who refresh God’s servants with “warm” hospitality. They have been hosting guests
since January 3. But Maura has written assuring us, “Don’t worry about you and Howard—I'm
not looking at you guys so much as guests coming but as reinforcements for us emotionally and
spiritually! I know my kids will really enjoy having you here.” There are some inconveniences
involved in a trip like this, but the joy of seeing what God is doing in other lives is a reward.
Having the opportunity to leave the American comfort bubble helps to remind us of what it
means to love God without the aid of the amenities of life in our home in Fayetteville.

Thank you Berachah for allowing us this time away and the comfort of knowing that we are a
band of brothers and sisters in the Lord who long to see Christ exalted in every place in this
world, yes, even in the villages of Guyana, South America.

The Priceless Jewel of Peace (February 2, 2003)

In my preparation this past week for our trip to Guyana, | read the Guyana Mediation Team
Report. In eleven pages it detailed the mediation process that was necessary due to some serious
division among the churches on the Guyana field. Having been to Guyana three times, | have
come to know rather well the missionaries, national workers, and pastors in the Association of
Bible Churches. Beth and I are grieved over the extent to which disharmony has developed in
what has been an effective church planting work. There is no need to go into all the details. But
we have been in prayer for wisdom, as we will live among the bruised saints for the next two
weeks. There will be abundant opportunities to talk to some of my students and the missionaries
who labor there. We go reminded that peacemakers are blessed. We want to work for shalom
(Hebrew for peace) among God’s people. Strife and discord must not be allowed to rule. Such
conduct presents an ugliness that repels unbelievers and dishonors the God of peace.

The truth of the gospel that we lay down our lives to proclaim to all peoples everywhere is to
reveal itself in lives transformed by God’s Spirit. Our doctrine should be preached throughout
relationships. That is why Paul called upon the believers in Ephesus to walk in a manner worthy
of their calling (Eph. 4:1-3). Christian people are to live up to what they are in Christ. But what
does this kind of life look like? The graces of humility, meekness, patience, and forbearance are
proof that love is governing our conduct. If we are humble, then we will take our place as
servants, as helpers to others (to my fellow teammates on the basketball team, that means that an
assist is as satisfying as a basket). We don’t need to be the center of attention. We should be
known for our meekness. Meek people are strong. They are careful with their power, using it not
to harm or control people, but to protect and build up others in the faith. Patience ought to
describe the way in which we relate to people. We will give others the room to grow spiritually
without trying to pressure and force them. And while we are conducting our lives in this manner,
we will show forbearance by being dependable in our commitment of love. We will be those
who can be counted on through thick and thin.
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Preserving the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace takes effort. Unity will be realized as
peace prevails. Peace prevails when sin is confronted and confessed. | am thankful for the peace
we have at Berachah. But at the same time, | know that peace is a fragile thing. Sin is ever hiding
in the tall grass of my heart ready to pounce and do its damage. Satan is cunning and looks for
the opportunity to take advantage of angry people (Eph. 4:27). You can be sure that anger is a
fuel that drives strife and division. Watch your own heart. Is there some offense, a jealousy, a
cause you are willing to push at the expense of another, or a disappointment that is festering
within? How quickly harmony can be lost and the name of God discredited in the eyes of a
watching world. Satan is a roaring lion seeking whom He may devour, ready to exploit a
situation to his own advantage. Let’s not accommodate him. Peace is a priceless jewel. Much can
be done for the kingdom’s sake, if we will cherish above all else the God who is peace.

The Tender Ways of God (February 9, 2003)

| am sitting at the dining room table with the fan whirring away sending its needed air currents
my way. A scrawny black cow just walked down the street, stopping along the way to munch on
some grass. The “restaurant” (I use this word very loosely) across the road is playing some music
with an incessant loud beat. A rooster is crowing. Goats are looking for food wherever they can
find it. The palm trees are gently blowing in the breeze. The mosquitoes are looking for fresh
blood. Mangy dogs sit listlessly in the shade. Beth has just gone out for a walk with Maura
Fisher, our hostess, and the searing tropical sun is about to release us for the day.

On Tuesday morning I spoke to the annual meeting of the Association of Bible Churches. They
have been through a very difficult year. There has been conflict that has required much time and
attention. They are weary but are attempting to “rebuild the walls” of the work of God in this
place. Eight different churches were represented. They each gave a report and stated their goals
for the coming year. Hope and fervor for the gospel of Jesus Christ filled the air. Beth and | drew
encouragement from the joyful singing and the presence of many that we knew from our visit
here last January. | feel a deep and abiding kinship with the UFM work here in Guyana, having
been a part of the training of many of the pastors and workers in the churches. In my message, |
drew attention to how God responds to His servants who are enduring tests and temptations,
dealing with disappointment, working through grief, and sorting out a range of conflicting
attitudes. Moses struggled with self-doubts about his ability to confront Pharaoh. The task of
leading Israel out of Egypt into the Promised Land was daunting. God, even though angry with
Moses for his whining, accommodated Himself to Moses’ weakness (Ex. 4:14). God used His
servant in spite of himself. Joshua fell into absolute despair after Israel’s defeat at Ai (Josh. 7).
He did not know that flagrant disobedience had sabotaged the nation. The Lord graciously
explained to Joshua Israel’s sin and what to do. There are times when confusion will roll in like a
thick fog and we will not have any idea what God may be doing. Our great concern at such a
time should be, like Joshua, the reputation of God. Elijah found himself tired, discouraged, and
emotionally drained after confronting the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. The wicked queen
Jezebel had managed to intimidate God’s servant. He ran away to the desert and turned in his
resignation. He wanted to die. The Tender Shepherd of Israel cared for Elijah’s physical
exhaustion, then gave him a needed reminder of His ways (1 Kgs. 19:12-14). God not only
speaks in the spectacular, the fire of immediate judgment. He also speaks in the silence. The
gentle blowing wind was God’s email to a disappointed prophet. Things are never quite as bad as
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they seem. The Lord God works in the “still small voice” of the Holy Spirit changing hearts and
lives.

Our brothers and sisters in Christ in Guyana need the reenergizing perspective of God’s Word as
they faithfully labor to win their neighbors to Christ, build strong churches, and train their future
leaders.

Thank you Berachah for your part in this ministry.

Creation’s Song (February 15, 2003)

A tropical sunrise is a beautiful sight. The light of the sun is not subtle near the equator. It streaks
across the sky illuminating everything in its path. Palm trees with clusters of coconuts dance in
the breeze as they are bathed in the first light of day. The clouds conspire to soften the intensity
of the sun, but they become immediately brilliant, even on the distant horizon, as they are kissed
by the dawn’s first light.

Creation is God’s masterpiece. The first message we are given in the Bible is that all nature came
into existence by the word of God. He spoke and there were solar systems, galaxies, moons,
planets and our own earth (Gen. 1 & 2). It was the Lord Jesus Christ Himself who hung our
world in space (Jn. 1:1-4; Col. 1:16). One design that God had for His six-day work week was to
offer a pattern for man’s calendar (Ex. 20:11). As each day in our seven-day week unfolds, God
calls our attention to His original performance. In the infinite wisdom of God, man, who was
God’s own handiwork, was permitted to blight creation through an act of disobedience. Because
of sin, creation was cursed. Bacteria, viruses, poison ivy, drought, storms, chiggers, rattlesnakes,
earthquakes, gnats, and mosquitoes became part of the misery of human existence. The creation
is groaning, longing for the day when it will be redeemed and can once again sing in the major
key (Gen. 3; Rom. 8:22). But nature did not slip from God’s grasp. It serves Him even though it
is broken. God reveals His faithfulness to us by the constancy of the cycles of nature. A sunrise,
a sunset, the ocean tides, and seasonal changes all give witness to a God who can be counted
upon (Psa. 119:90-91). The sky is not going to fall, at least not until God pulls the plug (2 Pet.
3:10). On special occasions the God of creation makes nature do extraordinary things. He can
cause the sun to stand still (Josh. 10:12), axe heads to float (2 Kgs. 6:1-7) and great storms to
stop in their tracks (Mk. 4:39). And speaking of storms, God loves to use them to announce His
presence and awe His creatures by His might (Psa. 29; Hab. 3:3-15). God said the word and a
great wind altered Jonah’s vacation plans (Jon. 1:4). Paul was given an opportunity to witness to
God’s fame when a mighty Mediterranean northeaster sank his ship (Acts 27). There are times
when God causes the ravaging forces of nature to chasten and judge a sin-pursuing nation (Deut.
28:24; Zech. 14:18). There are spiritual lessons to be learned in times of drought, floods, and
hailstorms. When creation turns against man, it is a bold reminder of a patient God who is
gathering the clouds of judgment that loom on the horizon (Amos 5:8; Matt. 24:7; Rev. 6:12).

Man being the fallen creature that he is insists on worshiping the creation rather than the Creator
(Rom. 1:23). This is an insult to the Lord of the universe. He has purposely initiated natural
disasters in order to awaken idolaters to the folly of their nature worship (Ex. 7-12; Isa. 45:7).
There is no mother nature. The truth is that the Lord of the church upholds all things by the word
of His power (Heb. 1:3; Psa. 148:8). A wise and loving God has left His fingerprints on every
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square inch of the universe in order to proclaim His majesty and glory (Psa. 19:1; Isa. 48:18-19).
Those who propose blind chance as the god of all things are intoxicated by their own self-
deception. The evolutionists can continue to suppress the truth about God. They can attempt to
explain away the obvious. But He who sits in the heavens laughs (Psa. 2:4). The sun, moon,
stars, the highest heavens, snow, whales, and clouds all continue to sing the praises of God (Psa.
148).

Steeples, Mosques, & Hindu Temples (February 23, 2003)

After a seemingly endless series of security checks in Georgetown, Guyana, and Miami, we
landed at the Atlanta airport. Justin was there to pick us up and drove us immediately to our
church. There to meet us was the new steeple drawing our eyes upward to the cross. We rejoiced
with those who had gathered to meet us. It was a moving moment for Beth and me. We were
returning from a country where Islam, Hinduism, an assortment of cults, and rum are vying for
the allegiance of the population of 800,000. Each day we listened as the Muslim call to prayer
went out to the surrounding village. We passed the homes of Hindu patrons with their god
houses sitting prominently in the front yard. The cross, etched against the late winter sky, set our
minds upon the glorious gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ that goes out from Berachah. We live in
a world that is dancing to the tune of hopelessness. Corrupt governments, brutal dictators,
international terrorism, an AIDS epidemic, grinding third world poverty, drug trafficking, and
the threat of war reflect the reality of a fallen human race in rebellion against God. But the most
tragic news of all is that there are millions of sin weary and heavy-laden people who need the
salvation rest that is found in Christ alone. It is a painful sight to see those who have been made
in the image of God, but yet absolutely spiritually bankrupt, laboring in the quest to find
happiness and meaning. Only the sovereign Spirit of God can penetrate the dense spiritual
darkness of humanity’s war against God.

But thank God there are faithful servants of Jesus Christ who are witnessing to the hope of
eternal life in the gospel. Michael Williams, an Amerindian, is faithfully shepherding his flock at
the Canji Bible Church, training elders and deacons, and is doing it all in the midst of the
conspicuous presence of Hindu temples and Muslim mosques. Steve and Jill Puett labor
tirelessly in the Tain Bible Church and the surrounding community. Suresh, age 23, Ricky, age
17, Vick, age 19, and Vishal, age 14 gather with Steve at a midweek church service to pray
fervently to the living and true God. Scott and Maura Fisher refresh the hearts of the saints as
they open their home to a variety of guests. Maura prepares meals everyday not only for her
family of five, but for visiting pastors, teachers, and Christian workers as well. The Fishers’ love
stands as a witness to God’s everlasting love across the street from a bar that serves a steady
stream of rum drinkers. John and Joanna Colby, their three sons and a daughter, work with John
Persaud, a Guyanese national, to establish a church in the Edinburgh village on the banks of the
Berbice River. This little flock of Christian believers meets each Sunday and Wednesday in a
bottom house across the street from the sugar cane fields. Poverty abounds in the community,
but the power of the gospel echoes through the village streets in the lives of loving people
transformed by God’s grace.

A cross-tipped steeple is a bold reminder that the only hope for lost humanity is the all-sufficient,
sin-pardoning, life-giving atonement of Jesus Christ. It was He who said, “And I, if I be lifted up
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from the earth, will draw all men to Myself” (Jn. 12:32). Come Berachah. Let’s go forward
carrying the sweet name of Jesus into our neighborhoods, communities, and everywhere we go.

Removing the Fangs of Fear (March 2, 2003)

| recently talked with a lady who was making plans for a vacation to California. | asked her if she
was going to go by plane. She immediately said, no, “I don’t fly in airplanes.” She and her
husband were going to ride Amtrak across the country. It would be a two-day trip. There is much
to be said for traveling by train. But fear was keeping her out of airplanes. Fear is a terrible
tyrant. It can keep people from eating in public, from meeting people, from riding on elevators,
and a myriad of other things. | read about a lady who stayed in her home from the time she was
31 until age 61 because she was afraid to go out. That is an extreme example but fear can and
does significantly alter the lives of millions of people. It is estimated that one in nine adults
harbors some kind of phobia (a persistent, uncontrolled fear). It would seem that Americans are
facing an epidemic induced by the threat of terrorism. Particularly interesting is the way the
media handles and reports this new wave. Newsweek magazine chose to pursue their discussion
on the current crisis under the heading of “health,” explaining the human experience of fear as “a
biological adaptation, designed to promote survival in the environments where it evolved.” But it
is much more than just an “evolved” physiological response to real or supposed danger. The
human race is infected because there is something to fear, namely, death itself (Heb. 2:15). It is
the result of the entrance of sin into the world. Adam and Eve became afraid of God because
they had rebelled against Him and faced the sentence of death. Awareness of God’s displeasure
and its resulting judgment introduced fear into the human experience with its Pandora’s box of
freedom-suffocating consequences. It puts us in bondage in as many ways as human beings
attempt to avoid the dread of death, the king of terrors. Hundreds of humanly crafted religions
and philosophies exist as a means of denying the meaning of death.

But there is good news. The bondage of fear has been broken by the death of death in the death
of Jesus Christ. The atoning, substitutionary death of Jesus disarmed the devil, who had the
power of death. Death is the penalty of sin. Christ bore the penalty of sin. The fear-producing
cause has been removed for those who have put their trust in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of
sin. The fangs of fear have been removed. Those who have appropriated the benefits of Christ’s
death are released from the bondage of dread regarding death. This freedom opens up a new
world. Pain need not be an enemy for it is the opportunity to understand and know God in deeper
ways. The thought of separation from what we know and separation from the ones we love is
replaced by the promise that at death the believer goes into the presence of Christ and is reunited
with loved ones who have placed their faith in Christ (Phil. 1:21; 2 Cor. 5:8; 1 Thess. 4:13-18).
The threat of everlasting punishment loses its grip because there is “now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). The story of the Bible is to bring men from fear into
assurance of salvation. Escape from Satan’s clutches can only occur when the grip of sin has
been broken. Everything hangs on this. But that is exactly what Jesus Christ offers to a fear-
dominated world. Liberation from the fear of death comes in liberation from the guilt of sin (1
Cor. 15:54-57).

Terrorism feeds on its ability to control people by their fears. But there is something that is the
worst of all possible horrors. To die without God’s forgiveness of sin through faith in Christ, and
to face the eternal wrath of a holy God is a frightening thought.
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The Christian Education of Our Children (March 9, 2003)

There is no greater imperative for Christian parents than the preparation of their children for a
God exalting adult life. But this has to be done in God’s way. Whether children are home
schooled, attend a Christian school, or the public school, a Christian education must take place.
As at any time in history, there are opportunities and challenges that present themselves. We
live in a day when access to information has never been better. Book stores, libraries,
computers, the internet, television, videos, and all that modern technology offers provide
parents a vast array of educational resources. The freedoms that we enjoy in America allow for
parents to home school their children. In many cases this is the best option for those who are
committed and equipped to do it. The Christian school movement is strong and offers
unprecedented opportunities. With all its problems, the public school system can provide an
excellent education, depending on the quality of the local school system. But no matter what
educational process a Christian parent chooses, there are certain fundamental issues that must
be considered.

Christian parents must know God. Everything is based on this. By knowing God, | do not mean
a mere awareness that God exists. In our day there is an appalling ignorance of the biblically
revealed nature and character of God. The only place that gives us an accurate understanding of
what God is like is the Bible. This ought to be transparent, but sadly, it is not. God exists. He
has revealed Himself and may be known. The Scriptures tell us that knowing God is a matter of
grace (Gal. 4:9). God Himself has made it possible to have a personal relationship with Him
through His Son, Jesus Christ. Any parent who wants his or her child to receive the best
Christian education must be on intimate terms with the living and true God. This comes
through a personal faith in Jesus Christ (Jn. 17:3). Christian parents must know themselves. A
true estimate of oneself can come only from what God has revealed in His Word. Such
questions as, “Am I a Christian?”, “What are my responsibilities before God?”, “What does it
mean to be a sinner?”, and “How am I to grow as a Christian?” have to be thought through in
the light of biblical teaching. Christian parents must know their children. Every child bears the
image of God marred by sin (Gen. 1:27; Psa. 51:5). Children are a composite of God’s design,
genetic inheritance, and a sinful heart (Psa. 139:14-15). Husbands and wives should carefully
observe their children in action. What is the temperament of the child? How do they relate to
other children? What are their strengths and weaknesses? Parents ought to be keenly aware of
the kind of training each child needs. Christian parents must know the world in which their
children live. If you do not want your child to love this world, then you will need to know the
ungodly enticements that are pulling on them (1 Jn. 2:15-17). If they are not to be conformed to
this world, they will need discernment. They must be taught how to think in the patterns of
biblical truth. They will need the courage to make decisions that are contrary to the self-
indulgence and pragmatism that characterize the value system of our culture.

The Christian education of our children is more than their development academically,
recreationally, and socially. It requires parents who provide an environment that stimulates the
quest for knowledge, self-mastery, character development, and a life-long hunger for God.
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You Could Be in Serious Trouble (March 16, 2003)

When | was in the seventh grade one day after lunch in the school cafeteria, | decided, along
with two classmates, to return to class by taking the out-of-doors way. This proved to be a
mistake. The approved return route was through the designated halls in the building. Later that
day we, the guilty, received a summons to see Mrs. Dent, the school principal. You did not
want to encounter her wrath. She ruled our school with a rod of iron. She could communicate a
withering look of disapproval. And to make matters more difficult she had the full support of
all the parents. The help of a lawyer was not even a thought. Looking back on it, it was not that
great of an offense compared to some of the mischief that goes on in our schools today, but we
did violate a rule, even though ignorant of it, and were guilty.

There is an infinitely far more serious crime of which we are all guilty and for which we are
under God’s condemnation. If anyone has not trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ for the gift of
eternal life, he can never enter God’s heaven. Sin has consequences, and the greatest sin
imaginable is to not believe in the name of the only begotten Son of God (Jn. 3:18). We have
chosen to go our own way. We have already committed the crime. We may not feel like it. We
may even be ignorant of the fact, but that does not take away the guilt. Self-deception comes so
easy to us. We can compare ourselves with other people and grade our moral condition on the
curve. Certainly, we reason, our behavior is a lot better than a Saddam Hussein or some other
really bad person. We attempt to justify ourselves by concluding that because we haven’t
murdered anyone, or haven’t embezzled millions of dollars from a corporation, we don’t
deserve to go to hell.

The truth is that we are all under God’s judgment. This is true whether we feel like it or not.
Jesus made this very clear. All men are under the sentence of eternal separation from God for
not having believed “in the name of the only begotten Son of God” (Jn. 3:18). What did He
mean? His name means, “the Lord saves” (Matt. 1:21). The reason Jesus came to this world
was to deliver condemned sinners from the wrath of God and give to them eternal life. So then,
to believe in His name is to ask God for forgiveness of the sin of unbelief. The precious gift of
everlasting fellowship with God is available in Christ alone. There is no other way to escape
the judgment of God. It is not an easy thing to admit guilt. We will do anything to avoid facing
the fact that we are in rebellion against God and need His pardon. We can violate man-made
rules and laws, incur guilt, and may even suffer minimal consequences. But to continue to live,
having committed the greatest crime of all, is a terrible reality. Those who have been born-
again by God’s free grace no longer have the dark cloud of God’s wrath hanging over their
heads. But if you have not been acquitted of the felony of failure to believe in Christ, you are in
serious trouble. However, there is an answer to this problem. God’s wrath was poured out on
Christ on the cross for our sin. The Son of God was judged in our place in an act of sacrifice
that we did not deserve. In this lies the only hope for condemned sinners. “There is, therefore,
now no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).

The Nobility of Faithfulness (March 14, 2003)
Transitions are an inevitable part of this earthly life. They remind us that life is but “a vapor that

appears for a little while and then vanishes away” (Jas. 4:14). Our children grow up, leave home,
go away to college, join the military, and get married. A friend moves away. A comfortable and
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predictable routine is altered. A house and a home for many years is sold to strangers. A
neighbor of many years is transferred out of state by his employer. Many are the changes that
make up our life’s story.

On Wednesday, December 18, Frank and Betty Clark, longtime friends and charter members of
Berachah Bible Church, left their home in McDonough to move to Birmingham, Alabama. Their
daughter, Pam, son-in-law, Arkie, and some from our church family assisted in the move.
Frank’s health has been deteriorating for some months now and both are in their early eighties.
Maintaining a house and the special care required for Frank necessitated the new living
arrangements. They will be staying with Pam and Arkie.

My relationship with the Clarks goes back a long way. It was in their living room when | was a
teenager that God whetted my appetite for the Scriptures in the meetings of the Miracle Book
Club. When Berachah began a home Bible study in 1970, Frank and Betty began attending.
Frank Clark has been my landlord, next-door neighbor, deacon, and church treasurer. He is
known for his quick wit, Scottish kilt, frugality, and insistence upon doing things in the church in
an orderly, business-like way. Frank was for many years the terminal manager for Baggett
Transportation Company. He could be depended on to be faithful to the worship services and
fulfilling his responsibilities as a church officer. How I do appreciate Frank’s loyalty through
good times and hard times. Betty, his wife of over sixty years, has been such an encouragement
through her love for God and His Word. There have been many times when she would approach
me after a sermon and thank me for teaching God’s Word. Her words were weighty to me. Betty
cut her spiritual teeth on the teaching of Dr. Donald Grey Barnhouse, a man known for his
biblically powerful preaching. She has been a student of the Scriptures, a Bible teacher, and one
whose life has been radiantly beautiful for Christ’s sake.

The memory of Frank being driven to his new home in Birmingham on that cold, gray day in
December, and Betty driving their car, west on 1-20, away from a lifetime of faithful service at
Berachah saddens me. But even though I grieve in this time of transition, | am not without joy. |
rejoice in the sweet memories of my two dear friends who have served our Lord in thousands of
ways and have blessed us for over 32 years at Berachah.

About the War (March 30, 2003)

I am living through the fifth major war waged by the United States in my lifetime. | was born
four months before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The Korean War came into our living
room in the early days of television. The soul of our nation was torn in the late sixties and early
seventies by the Vietnam War. The first Iraqi war, Desert Storm, was seemingly on and off
with the tidiness of a two-hour war movie. Now we are locked in a second Iraqi War.
Interesting, isn’t it, that the wars of human history began and have circled back to the Middle
East. War inevitably provokes soul-searching questions. The public debate over our current war
is revealing some serious fault lines in our society.

Is there any justification for one nation to wage war against another nation? | think there is.
History has proven it. Moral law confirms it, and the Bible teaches it. In the history of man, it
has been necessary for nations to go to war to defend themselves against predator nations
wanting to conquer them. North Korea attempted to overrun South Korea and had to be
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repulsed. In the name of justice, the barbarity and butchery of the Axis powers, Japan,
Germany, and Italy, had to be resisted. The Holy Scriptures lay out certain principles that guide
the church and a nation in determining when it is right to wage war. A just war may be pursued
(Rom. 13:1-8; 1 Pet. 2:13-14). It is the divinely delegated right of the state to punish evildoers
and protect its citizens.

What is the cause of war? War is a consequence of and an effect of sin (Jas. 4:1). This fact is an
embarrassment to modern man’s self-deception regarding human nature. War is manifest evil, a
megaphone of sin, declaring that something is terribly wrong with the human heart. The very
first interpersonal war was Cain’s murder of Abel (Gen. 4:1). God judged the pre-flood world
for its rampant wickedness and violence (Gen. 6:5, 11). Our world is broken and groaning
under the curse of sin (Matt. 15:18-20; Rom. 1:18-23). Mankind tries to explain wars only in
terms of symptoms (poverty, wealth, power, security), not in terms of its real cause, lustful,
corrupted human nature.

Is there any guarantee or hope that mankind can create a world without war? No. The irony is
that attempts to eliminate the risk of war, while at the same time rebelling against God and His
revelation in Christ, actually make the world more likely to experience war. Some form of
utopianism appears in every generation. Why is this? Satan is a liar and is the god of this
unbelieving world. Spiritually blinded human beings follow willfully his life-destroying
deceptions (Jn. 8:44). In the last thirty-five centuries of recorded history, only one year out of
fifteen has been without war. Wars will continue to be a part of man’s story until the Son of
Man, Jesus Christ, returns to earth to establish His kingdom (Eccle. 3:8; Matt. 24:6; Zech.
9:10).

Why does God permit war? He permits it so that lost human beings will turn to Him. God is our
only hope. We should think of it this way, in the words of Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “The question
that needs to be asked is not, “Why does God allow war?’ but rather, ‘Why does God not allow
the world to destroy itself entirely in its iniquity and its sin? Why does He in His restraining
grace set a limit to evil and to sin, and a bound beyond which they cannot pass?’ Oh, the
amazing patience of God with this sinful world! How wondrous is His love! He has sent the
Son of His love to our world to die for us and to save us....” War is a call to repentance. We all
deserve to perish (Lk. 13:5). Sin is bound up in our hearts. This world needs God’s forgiveness
in His Son, Jesus Christ. This is our only hope.

The Chicken and the Egg (April 7, 2003)

Which comes first, the chicken or the egg? This biological conundrum forces a discussion on the
development of life in a fertilized egg. It is one of the wonders of God’s marvelous creation. But
there is also a theological truth that has produced a great deal of debate. Which comes first,
regeneration or faith? Regeneration means to be born again (Titus 3:5). This is the supernatural
work of God in giving new life to the spiritually dead (Jn. 3:3). There are those who teach that
because of our spiritual condition (“dead in trespasses and sins” Eph. 2:1), God must first
regenerate the unbeliever before he can exercise saving faith. Others counter this argument by
saying that such a teaching makes faith mechanical and eliminates human responsibility. Faith,
they say, precedes regeneration. If not, then the gospel message is contradicted, for the sinner is
told to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ to receive eternal life (Jn. 3:15).
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How are we to understand the relationship of regeneration and faith? In answering this question,
it is important to keep certain biblical teachings in mind. First, salvation is the work of God.
Sinful man is not able to cooperate with God in order to affect the new life in Christ he needs
(Jn. 3:3-8; Jn. 1:13). There will be no one in heaven glorying in what he did to get there. God
alone receives the praise for His amazing grace to helpless and hopeless sinners. Secondly, the
unsaved are told that they must exercise faith in Christ in order to receive forgiveness of sins
(Eph.2:8). This is a responsibility for lost human beings. Trust in Christ is necessary if one is to
pass from death to life. If the non-Christian does not believe, he has been judged already (Jn.
3:18). It is not faith that saves the sinner, but it is through faith as the channel that God removes
the guilt of sin and grants eternal life.

Faith and regeneration occur so close together as to be regarded as simultaneous. God speaks
powerfully to the spiritually dead through the word of truth (Jas. 1:18). The human response to
God’s provision is faith, which is a “personal approving commitment to the truth” of the gospel.
It is through faith that justification comes to man. It excludes all human merit. “Saving faith” is
man’s act performed under the power of the Holy Spirit (Eph. 2:8). Passing from death to life is
like the firing of a double-barrel shotgun. God squeezes the trigger. He makes it possible to
believe by opening the sinner’s heart (Acts 16:14). The other barrel explodes as God imparts
eternal life (Jn. 1:12). While no analogy can explain all the theological nuances of the miracle of
the new birth, this is an attempt to understand the miraculous and paradoxical relation of
regeneration and faith.

You can test your theology to see if it properly interprets all the biblical teaching regarding
divine initiative and human response. Do you hesitate to tell the unconverted that they must put
their trust in Christ? Does your theology require that one be a Christian in order to become a
Christian? If so, it needs to be reexamined. Do you view conversion as a cooperative effort
between God and man? Do you think that salvation is made possible by merely a human
decision? If so, there is a misunderstanding of what it means to become a new creature in Christ.
There are mysteries involved in Christian conversion. But Jesus Christ has made it very clear
that, “‘He who believes in the Son of God has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall
not see life, but the wrath of God abides on Him” (Jn. 3:36).

High Hopes (April 13, 2003)

American Abrams tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles rolled into central Baghdad. Iraqis spilled
out into the streets. A new day in Iraq has dawned. But it won’t be easy. There will be other
battles, firefights, snipers, and assassinations. In the midst of it all a new regime will emerge.
Hopefully, a freedom hitherto unknown in Iraq will replace the tyrannical rule of a self-styled
Arab Hitler. This is not a novel experience in the history of nations. Empires have risen to great
heights of power and prestige only to be read about in history books and explored by
archaeologists. In our own lifetime we have seen the breakup of the Soviet Union and the
disassembling of a godless communism. One cannot help but rejoice at the toppling of evil
empires and cruel dictators. Arrogant nations strut across the stage of history only to go down in
ignominy. In the words of Solomon, “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity.” The high hopes of a new
regime, a new ruler, a new government, yet “even the ones who will come later will not be happy
with him, for this too is vanity and striving after wind” (Eccle. 4:16). A new national leadership
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goes off on its own journey for better days only to be infected by political corruption and
disregard for human rights. A fickle population turns angry and seeks another leader.

Two thousand years ago the clouds of the approaching death of Jesus Christ hung over the city of
Jerusalem. The crucifixion of Israel’s Messiah was imminent. But on the Sunday before the
Friday of His death, Jesus rode triumphantly into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. It was a
contrast between appearance and reality. Jesus was coming to the moment when He would lay
down His life for His sheep. But first He presents Himself to Israel as her Messiah and King
(Mk. 11:1-10). The joyful crowds had high hopes. They desperately wanted a deliverer, a regime
change, and freedom from Roman rule. Jesus was indeed the prophesied Messiah, but hardly
anyone seemed to know this. The meaning of the moment of triumphal entry was not really
grasped by the throngs. They were actually applauding the Suffering Servant and didn’t realize
it. They didn’t know who He was. Their King had come in humility, as God’s Servant, to bear
our sins in His body on the tree (I Pet. 2:24). Zechariah 9:9, Psalm 118 (which they had been
quoting), and Isaiah 53 were not discernable to the jubilant crowd. The thousands of Jewish
pilgrims were caught up in the excitement of the moment. They were aware of the miracles and
reputation of Jesus. Some probably had a measure of understanding of the claims He made about
His identity. But after all was said and done, they were theologically clueless. The multitudes
wanted the Davidic kingdom, the ultimate regime change, but not a crucified Messiah. They
were acclaiming the kingdom but not the King. Their thinking was mired in political schemes
and dreams (Jn. 6:5). In a few days they would turn on Jesus with a hateful vengeance. It was a
revolution they wanted, not the payment of a ransom for their sins. That’s the way sinful humans
are. We don’t want the real remedy to our problems. The truth about God and our lost condition
is not valued, not really. The triumphal entry of Jesus on that first Palm Sunday supplies us with
a missing message in today’s world. The answer to the human problem is the defeat of sin and
death, not political triumphalism. Our only hope is not a political one. It is not the United
Nations. It is not globalism. It is not any coalition of great nations. It is the salvation that is found
in the Lord Jesus Christ, the King of kings and the Lord of lords. He is the only reason for high
hopes.

The Domino Factor (April 20, 2003)

The Vietnam War was fought in part because some government leaders believed that if South
Vietnam fell to the Communists all Southeast Asia would fall to Communism. This was referred
to as the “domino theory.” Many have had second thoughts about the necessity of the Vietnam
War, but that does not negate the validity of the fact that a neighborhood of nations can be
corrupted by the ideology of one nation.

Human history provides many reminders of spiritual realities. There is a domino factor in the
realm of biblical truth. Theologically it is possible to hold two beliefs with one being absolutely
contrary to the other. For example, one may say that he believes in the authority of the Bible but
yet deny its inerrancy (i.e., that it is without error). Another may say he believes in a sovereign,
omnipotent God who created all things, but deny immediate creation and opt for “theistic
evolution.” Some say they believe in the sufficiency of the Scriptures but deny it by accepting a
humanistic model for dealing with the problems of life. A doctrinal contradiction (attempting to
hold to a truth and an error at the same time) becomes more than just theological inconsistency.
It leads to wrong behavior and influences others adversely. Even though only a few may hold to
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a particular doctrinal error, it can gradually influence a wider group of Christians. Therefore, it
must be checked, or it will spread and do great damage to the work of God. False teaching has a
domino effect if it is allowed to go unchallenged.

The denial of a physical, bodily resurrection is a classic example of the infectious nature of
unbelief. Paul wrote to the Corinthian church to confront a theological virus, that if allowed to
spread would undermine everything that God had revealed in Christ. They were guilty of living
with a doctrinal contradiction. They believed in Christ’s resurrection, but yet denied the bodily
resurrection of believers. Underlying this was the influence of the Sadducees with their denial of
a resurrection and Greek philosophy that rejected the idea of a resurrected body as disgusting and
unacceptable. For this, Paul gave the Corinthian believers a doctrinal spanking. To deny the
resurrection of the body is to deny the resurrection of Christ because His resurrection was a
bodily resurrection. The doctrinal dominos fall. If there is not resurrection of Christ, there is no
gospel (1 Cor. 15:12-14). If there is no resurrection of Christ, the apostles were liars (15:15-16).
If there is no resurrection of Christ, our faith is worthless (15:17). If there is no resurrection of
Christ, there is no hope (15:18). If there is no resurrection of Christ, the world is right and we
Christians are wrong (15:19). These what-ifs could leave us somewhat unnerved. Have we been
duped? No, because Paul makes it abundantly clear in his epistles that there is good news. The
gospel rests solidly on the two historical theological realities of the cross and resurrection of
Christ. We have a message of truth. The apostles were not liars, nor are we. We are to be bold
witnesses of the gospel of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:12-21). We can be free from sin’s demands
(Rom. 3:23). Our faith is not worthless. Because of Christ, believers are no longer under the
condemnation of God (Rom. 8:1). If I am in Christ, God the Father is satisfied with me. We can
have the hope of seeing Christ. To die as a Christian is to be present with Christ (2 Cor. 5:8). The
world is not right. God is right. The world is wrong in its assessment of the meaning of the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The celebration of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead is not merely
the occasion to dress up, go to church, eat some ham and potatoes, and hunt for Easter eggs. The
resurrection of Jesus Christ is the pledge of a final judgment upon all who reject the gospel.

The Puzzles of Life (April 27, 2003)

| believe that God is in control of everything that happens to us. | do not think that He is
surprised by any event, not matter how awful it may be. I believe that God works all things
together for good those who love Him. It seems very plain to me that both good and evil are
within the scope of God’s decreed plan. Yes, there is divine mystery involved in this, but the
Scriptures announce at every turn the truth of God’s sovereignty over all things. The winds obey
His command (Psa. 148:8). God makes sure that the birds are fed. (My birdfeeder is a part of His
plan.) A lottery winner (though this is not the way God wants us to earn an income) is not a
chance event (Prov. 16:32). God determined the time of the fall of the Iragi regime (Job 12:23;
Psa. 22:28). The number of birthdays we will have in this life has already been written in God’s
book (Psa. 139:16). There is a rightful comfort in all this. God encourages His people with the
wonderful truth that every detail of life is guided by His wise and omnipotent hand. God is good.
He is righteous. Whatever He does is right, and it is right because He does it (Psa. 119:137; Neh.
9:33).

But all this presents us with some difficulties. An infant dies in its crib. A twenty-eight-year
employee with his company loses his job two years before retirement. A college student is
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diagnosed with cancer. She has to drop out of school and begin an exhausting round of
chemotherapy treatment. The cancer appears to go into remission but returns, and she dies a
month before her planned graduation. How does one explain these seemingly senseless reversals
in life? Is there any way we can put the puzzling parts of God’s plan together to yield a
meaningful picture? There is a psalm in the Old Testament that can help us with this question.
Israel was experiencing defeats that they did not understand. There was no apparent national sin
causing these severe losses. Psalm 44 is an expression of national lament. It was written on
behalf of a bewildered people. The suffering of God’s covenant people was not due to guilt and
punishment (which had happened in the past).

At the very beginning the truth emerges that struggle with the puzzles of life must begin with
reflection on the faithfulness of God in the past (44:1-3). The nation was never to forget that it
was God’s free choice when He acted on their behalf, not on any merit of their own. Israel is
reminded that struggle with the puzzles of life must be met with trust in God in the present (44:4-
8). Confidence must not be placed in resources and abilities. We are not to live by the demand
for explanations but by an unshakeable confidence in God. After the trumpeting call to trust in
God alone, the psalmist lays out a list of “charges” against God. The question of the sufferer is,
“Why is God doing this to me?”” Struggle with the puzzles of life is best handled by expressing it
to God (44:9-16). There are times in our lives when our losses leave us utterly confused and
disheartened. Talk to God about it. Draw near to Him. He listens because He loves us. Then
some reflective personal heart searching can take place. Struggle with the puzzles of life does not
necessarily mean that one’s heart is not right with God (44:17-22). Suffering is not always
because of some personal sin. Our losses can come because we are refusing to conform to this
world. It is as one writer says, “A reverse as well as a victory may be a sign of fellowship with
God, not of alienation.” Finally, the desire for God’s immediate attention expresses itself.
Questions arise (“Why dost Thou hide Thy face?”). Is God asleep? Of course, He is not. These
are questions of faith not doubt. Struggle with the puzzles of life demands dependency on God’s
lovingkindness. The outcome of the whole psalm is not a resolution to the purpose of suffering
for the people of God. We must hold on to this one thing as stated by Job, “Though He slay me,
yet [ will hope in Him” (Job 13:15). The reality behind the apparent sleep of God is His loyal
love. No loss or sorrow, no matter how painful can separate us from His love (Rom. 8:36-39).
Let the sweetness of that promise settle into your soul as you experience the puzzles of life.

Guarding Against Greed (May 4, 2003)

My thoughts regarding greed were provoked by an editorial that recently appeared in the Atlanta
newspaper. The premise of the writer was that the president’s proposed tax cut “is a crass appeal
to greed.” But if that is true, | guess you could say that any offer of a discount or special bargain
could be called “an appeal to greed.” By that logic any money that is saved (from that which one
has earned) would be a lust for more than what one ought to have. This all becomes a very tricky
thing. 1 remember how it was a popular idea in the media to describe the 1980s as a decade of
greed. It seems that the charge of money-lust became a convenient moral missile to attack the
political opposition. Part of the problem is rooted in how one determines what is right and
wrong. To those who define morality as doing what is in one’s interests (“ethical egoism”), then
greed may not even exist at all. It is a vice of which others are guilty, but not oneself. The only
way that we can have any moral clarity and certainty is by having a final moral authority
(“supreme moral principle”). I propose that the Bible does just that because it is the expression of
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God’s thoughts. Jesus, God in human flesh, was asked to settle a domestic dispute over an
inheritance. A man wanted what he thought was rightfully his. Jesus threw some theological ice
water in the plaintiff’s face by giving a stern warning against greed (Lk. 12:15-34). He used a
parable to do this. A certain rich man couldn’t be content with what he had. All he could think
about was acquiring more wealth and sitting on what he had. It didn’t cross his mind that his
wealth could be used for the benefit of others. He was thankless, presumptuous, and utterly
selfish. He died. It turned out that all the property he needed was, “Six feet from his head to his
heels.”

What is greed? It is an insatiable appetite for anything that takes the place of God. This is why it
is called idolatry (Eph. 5:5; Col. 3:5). It substitutes things, people, position, recognition, or
pleasure for God. Greed is deceitful. It is like a mirage that promises what it cannot provide
(Eccle. 4:8). Like a thirst that can never be quenched is the pursuit of something God does not
intend for to us have. What is the source of greed? It lies coiled in our sinful heart ready to
spread its venom upon the consent of our will (MK. 7:22). None of us is immune to the life-
devouring potential of covetousness. No generation is exempt from its intoxicating effect. But it
can dominate some societies more than others (Rom. 1:29; Mic. 2:2; Amos 2:6-7). Craven
materialism, manipulative advertising, and the politics of envy can spawn an epidemic of money-
hungry people.

Is there any protection against greed? There is hope. It is overcome by the sin-cleansing, life-
changing, soul-satisfying power of God (1 Cor. 6:10-11; Col. 3:1-5). The new birth gives us a
new heart with new desires. Those who have experienced the resurrection power of Christ have a
new agenda for living. In the words of Thomas Chalmers, “The expulsive power of a new
affection” is a potent force against the gravitational pull of greed. A God given contentment does
extraordinary things in the battle against greed (Heb. 13:5; Phil. 4:11-13; 1 Tim. 6:6-10; Matt.
6:25-34). The more we experience satisfaction with who God is and what He has given us, the
greater will be our advantage in the fight with lust, greed, and envy. Complaint, debt, bitterness,
stinginess, ungratefulness, and worry are telltale signs of a lack of contentment in God. Greed is
rendered mortal blows when gratitude, trust, and generosity overflow in our lives. Be thankful
for what God has provided. Trust Him to meet your daily needs. Give generously to the work of
God. The best way to guard against greed is to have an insatiable hunger and thirst for God and
His righteousness.

The Liberated Woman (May 11, 2003)

What is a liberated woman? Mother’s Day is a good time to pause and sort out truth from fiction.
Could it be possible that a Jewish Rabbi who lived over two thousand years ago has the
definitive answer to our questions regarding womanhood and motherhood? Jesus Christ was that
Rabbi. Listen to what he said about freedom. “If therefore the Son shall make you free you shall
be free indeed” (Jn. 8:36). He also said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you
free.” Jesus was talking to people who thought they were free, but they were not. They were
slaves politically. But even more seriously than that, they were slaves spiritually. These religious
people thought they were free because of who they were. They had the right biological
connection, the right pedigree, or so they thought. But genuine freedom is determined by who
one is in relation to God. Feminists declare that women should not allow themselves to be
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defined by men. | would agree. Women and men must look to God, their Creator, to explain who
they are and what they are to be.

The book of Proverbs was written to reveal the nature of true wisdom and how life is to be lived
God’s way. Proverbs has a good deal to say about women. In order for the witness nation, Israel,
to fulfill its responsibility as a spiritual light among the nations, her women were to reflect the
glory of God. Women and mothers must trustfully submit to God’s authority. “Charm is
deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised” (Prov. 31:30).
The fear of the Lord is the appropriate response to the character of God: His majesty, integrity,
and glory. The liberated woman is awed by God. She thinks and conducts her life in the presence
of God whom she worships and serves out of deep reverential love. The fear of the Lord
produces submission to authority, an abhorrence of sin, and high ethical standards (Prov. 8:13).
Is that you ladies? Are you fighting and rebelling against God? Are you trying to live your life by
your own plans, rules, and desires? Or have you come to God and experienced His forgiveness in
Christ, the freedom giver? Submission to God is the place of freedom. It is a joy to be around
liberated women. They have taught me much about God’s compassion. They have sacrificed so
that their children could be embraced by God’s kindness. They have set an example of patient
endurance and joyful service through difficult circumstances.

A liberated woman, as a mother, brings blessing to her home. “The wise woman builds her
house, but with her own hands the foolish one tears hers down” (Prov. 14:1). Many of you live in
homes led by wise mothers. You show respect when you speak kind words to her, (no name
calling, yelling, and back talk). You show respect when you help with work around the house.
You demonstrate respect through expressions of love (sacrifice, appreciation, truthfulness, etc.).
A mother rejoices in a wise child (Prov. 23:24, 25).

The best thing you can do for your mother is to love God and love her. Gain wisdom, self-
mastery, and understanding. This is the life that pleases God and brings joy to a mother. You can
take her out to dinner, buy her presents, and stay in touch with her, but the best thing you can do
is to walk in the truth (“I have no greater joy than this, to hear of my children walking in the
truth.” III Jn. 1:4). Women of truth, we honor you. By your steady commitment to God in His
word, you are liberating many within your sphere of influence.

Is Anything Bothering You? (May 18, 2003)

The world without the gift of the Holy Spirit would be an intolerable place to live. When Adam
plunged his progeny into spiritual darkness, how could there be any hope of survival beyond
one generation? How can unregenerate human beings speak truth, do good to others, lead
outwardly virtuous lives, and know anything about God? Helpless, hopeless, sinful man needs
God’s grace. And God has given it. The influence of the Holy Spirit upon the world keeps sin
from overflowing its banks and sweeping us all away. God’s purposes can and do move
steadily onward to the accomplishment of His plan. The Holy Spirit also makes it possible for
sin-blinded children of unbelief to understand the way of salvation. How else could the
spiritually dead have any grasp whatsoever of the seriousness of their condition? God provides
unbelievers with an exposure to the gospel of God through the convicting work of the Holy
Spirit. How does this happen? He influences the unsaved toward redemption but does not
secure it in His work of conviction. The Spirit exposes the unbeliever’s guilt before God with
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regard to the awful sin of unbelief, the righteousness which Christ gives, and the judgment that
is to come on all who do not put their trust in Christ (Jn. 16:7-11). Of course, this presupposes
that the unsaved have heard the gospel. The Spirit of God takes the truth of the gospel, and like
a prosecuting attorney, makes the case of the sinner’s guilt before a holy God. This does not
guarantee conversion, but it does impress upon the mind the proof of one’s spiritual condition.
B. F. Wescott has put it succinctly, “Whatever the final issue may be, he who ‘convicts’
another places the truth of the case in dispute in a clear light before him, so that it must be seen
and acknowledged as truth. He who then rejects the conclusion which the exposition involves,
rejects it with his eyes wide open and at his peril. Truth seen as truth carries with it
condemnation to all who refuse to welcome it.”

There are other ways that God renders unbelievers fully responsible for their lost condition.
The light of creation is everywhere bearing witness to the truth (Rom. 1:18). The sun in the sky
and crop-producing rain declare the goodness of God (Matt. 5:45; Rom. 2:4, 14-15). The
human conscience, producing guilt when violated, witnesses to the existence of the moral law
of God (Rom. 2:14-15). The Holy Spirit working in the life of a believer gives family members
an advantage for gospel awareness they otherwise would not have (1 Cor. 7:14; 1 Pet. 3:1-6).

It is a dangerous thing to be made aware of one’s sinful condition, to see the significance of the
righteousness that Jesus Christ provides, and to know that the rejection of God’s pardon in
Christ means certain and eternal condemnation. It is possible to understand God’s way of
salvation and yet reject it. We have all seen people who have been convicted of some crime,
stand before a judge, and receive their sentence. In the face of overwhelming evidence, they
assert their innocence while being led away to their punishment. The convicting work of the
Holy Spirit can make an unbeliever feel edgy, angry, fearful, and increasingly hard, the longer
the truth is resisted (Acts 7:51). The heart can become so callous that eventually the issues of
the gospel don’t matter anymore. What troubled you at one time is something that can easily be
put off until tomorrow. But tomorrow you will care even less about your eternal destiny. Now
that should bother you (Jn. 3:18).

Half a World Away! (June 8, 2003)

Where is it? It is about 1 1/3 times as large as the United States. It lies in Asia in the eastern part
of the state of Russia. It is famous for its long, cold winters (Temperatures fall lower than at the
North Pole.). It is known as the place to send exiles and criminals. If you said Siberia, you are
right. In the southern part of the Central Siberian Plateau is the city of Novosibirsk, the largest
city in Siberia. It has been called “The Chicago of Siberia.” Most of the people in the cities live
in small apartments. It is in one of those apartments where Frank, Carolyn, Jaclyn, Rachel, Luke,
and Fran Pass live from August through May of each year. Frank teaches at the Novosibirsk
Seminary where young men are being trained for the work of the ministry in the Siberian church.
It was my privilege to teach these students for the week of May 26 to 30. These men are already
involved in churches in the area as pastors, youth workers, and a variety of other responsibilities.
They were a great encouragement to me. I am always amazed at how God’s sovereign grace
reaches into places all over this earth to call out His sheep. No matter where | am, when | meet
another believer in Jesus Christ, I find that we sing the same song of God’s grace. We enjoy
family fellowship that transcends nation, race, language, and culture. We may speak a different
language, but we communicate in the language of truth in Christ.
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Our classes began at 8:30 a.m. and finished at 4:30 p.m. each day. My course was, “How to Help
People Experience Biblical Change.” Anna sat at my right hand and faithfully translated my
southern English into Russian. When I would use an English idiom (e.g., “from the frying pan
into the fire”), I would wait for her to give me a quizzical look. Translating from one language
into another is not as easy as it may seem. I teased Anna about her being my “interrupter.” She
had a good sense of humor and was easy to work with. She and the students had a much more
difficult time than I did. Anna was saved in a Christian camp several years ago but has developed
rapidly in her Christian life through her work of translating. Taking biblical concepts day after
day from one language to another requires a good grasp of a truth’s meaning. On Monday of this
past week Anna set out on a thirty-two-hour train ride to eastern Russia to visit her family. They
are not Christians.

Meeting new people is one of the joys of travel. There was Andrew who met me at the Moscow
airport and drove me to the Pekin hotel in downtown Moscow. He plays the clarinet in the
Moscow Symphony Orchestra. Andrew spoke little English, but enough for me to know that he
was a brother in Christ. Leila purchased my plane ticket for my flight to Novosibirsk, reserved
my hotel room, and arranged for my ride back to the airport. These kinds of things mean so much
to a stranger in a foreign land. Alexey met me at the Novosibirsk airport, along with Frank, and
drove us to the Passes apartment in Berdsk. He and his daughters sang beautifully together in our
Sunday morning worship service. Alexadra Petrova, a grandmother (babushka) and physical
therapist, went out of her way to thank me for coming to Siberia (“We are thankful when pastors
come” were her words.). Jeff Williams came to Siberia with his family from the Midwest in the
United States to do church planting. He has a congregation of about sixty. At lunch one day,
Oksana the school librarian, sat across from me. She could not speak English very well, but
sweetly and quietly asked about my church and family. She asked me to tell my wife hello.
Constantine works with the deaf in his church. There are many deaf people in Siberia with no
Christian ministry among them. He wanted me to ask others to come and help him. Doug and
Sherrie Petrovich, a young American couple, hosted us for supper one evening. Doug is Frank’s
teaching colleague at the seminary. The children of both families romped and played through the
rooms of the eighth-floor apartment.

These are a few of my favorite things. Seeing God’s hand at work in so many different lives and
places keeps me reminded of where our life’s journey is taking us. We are pilgrims proclaiming
the excellencies of God who has called us out of darkness into His marvelous light. How
thankful I am that God has given me the opportunity to have a small part in training God’s
servants half a world away in Siberia.

Longing for Our Father (June 15, 2003)

Father’s Day presents some of us with an interesting mix of thoughts and feelings. I begin with
my own father. He was born on July 20, 1919. Like many in his generation he grew up during
the Great Depression and had to fight a war before settling down to raising a family. I don’t
recall any memories of him during the war years. When he came home in 1945, he was a tortured
man. Alcohol, nightmares, and depression had a firm grip upon him. The search for a good job
kept us moving from Georgia to Ohio, to Georgia, to Florida, and finally back to Georgia. In
1952 he was hired by Delta Air Lines and worked there for thirty years, retiring as a foreman in
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the hydraulics department. My father provided for us. He worked whether he felt like it or not.
He took us on vacations. Each summer we would go camping in the Smokey Mountains. Those
were some of the best of times. He chose not to drink any alcohol during those two weeks. That
was the father | enjoyed. | longed for more closeness to my father. He seemed to stay at a
distance. And I think | probably did as well. He loved me but seemed to have a difficult time
expressing it. I can remember his exuberance on one golden fall afternoon in Gainesville. |
received the kick-off and was going down the left sideline as fast as | could, right in front of the
visitors’ stands. My dad came running up to the edge of the field to cheer me on. His “go son”
was a thrill 1 will never forget. In his retirement years we had several good conversations. |
remember the times and the places. | last saw my father alive on April 25, 1996. He was in the
hospital recovering from an intestinal operation. His last words to me were that he had failed as a
father. The next Tuesday at 1:30 a.m. my mother called from the hospital. She was sobbing and
telling me that my father was dying. He died before Beth and | could get to the hospital.

| confess to my struggles regarding my father. His life and death have left me with longings for
one good conversation with him. What were his thoughts? What was it like in the war? Why was
he unhappy? Yes, just one time to bare our souls, a father and son talk with perfect freedom to
talk about the things of God. But here I am. He is not here. How did God want me to handle my
own fatherhood? My relationship with my daughter and son has been the one | wanted with my
father. | rejoice in that mercy from God. Have | been a perfect father? No. And you don’t need to
ask my children either. But I can tell you this. Here is the way it ought to be. An effective father
seeks to know God as his heavenly Father (Deut. 6:2; Matt. 6:9). Our supreme calling in life is to
love the Lord our God with all our heart and with all our soul and with all our might. Trying to
be the father | ought to be without knowing God is like taking a stone-age tribesman from the
jungles of New Guinea and putting him down without explanation in the middle of Lenox
Square. An effective father introduces his children to God’s moral standards by the example he
sets (Deut. 6:3-9; Tit. 2:7). Example puts the abstract into concrete. It creates memories of God-
pleasing attitudes and behavior. It encourages imitation. It provides our sons and daughters with
clear moral choices. The effective father assumes the responsibility of rearing his children in
biblical discipline and instruction (Eph. 6:4). The priceless treasure of self-mastery and wise
counsel are an inheritance to be enjoyed for time and eternity. But there is a warning in the midst
of all this. Fathers, we are not to arouse our children to anger. We must not embitter them. God
has delegated authority to us, and it must be exercised in love. We are to care for our families as
our heavenly Father cares for His. An effective father gives his children the gift of loyal love to
their mother. When fathers cherish and serve their wives, they are providing the best pre-marital
counseling possible for their sons and daughters.

Father’s Day is a day for remembrance, reflection, recognition, and some repentance. Fathers,
resolve to live so that the day of your funeral will not be a time of what-might-have-been. Life is
short, memories are long, eternity is forever, and God is the Father we all long for.

The Lord of the Storm (June 22, 2003)

Rainstorms. Windstorms. Snowstorms. Ice storms. Hailstorms. Thunderstorms. | am fascinated
by storms. This past week Beth and | were driving home after an evening with our son, Eric, and
his family. Our attention was absorbed by the amazing lightning strikes off in the distance as
they competed with one another for our attention. However, what had seemed to be a long way
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off was getting closer by the minute. Then our mood suddenly changed. What had been
entertainment turned into a desire for survival. The lightning flashes were now all around us. The
rain was coming down in sheets driven by fierce winds. Some people had stopped alongside the
road to wait out the storm. We crept along unable at times to even see the road in front of us. We
wanted to get home in one piece. Storms have a way of putting the fear of God into us. I
remember being caught in a scary thunderstorm while running, one that was accompanied by
tornado warnings. | began talking to God in a very intimate way about the situation. | was
pleading with the Lord to get me home safety and promised | would give Him the thanks.

One entire psalm (Psalm 29) is devoted to the worship experience of the psalmist invoked by a
violent thunderstorm. It is even written with a kind of echo effect, verbally simulating rolling
thunder and advancing wind. David was so impressed by the thunderous explosion of the power
of God in nature that he called on the angels to join him in a song of praise to God for His
majesty and might. God’s sovereignty, omnipotence, and judgment were impressed upon David.
He was exhilarated by the evidence of the strength of God, and awed, not by nature, but by the
Lord of the storm. The Canaanites credited storms to their gods, much like modern secularists
who speak of nature as if it were a person (Mother Nature?). David concluded that God’s
awesome power and peace are available to benefit those who trust Him.

Jonah met God in a storm. While he was on a cruise to the western Mediterranean, in defiance of
God’s call to go on a mission’s trip to Nineveh, God sent a “great wind on the sea.” Jonah
willingly let himself be thrown overboard by the pagan crewmembers. Immediately the sea
became calm. Jonah had a heart-to-heart talk with God inside the great fish that swallowed him.
The Lord gave Jonah an experience in His mercy and released him to do his evangelistic work in
Nineveh. It is futile to attempt to run from the Lord of the storm.

What would it have been like to be with Jesus, the Lord of the storm, in a storm? His disciples
could tell you. One thing they learned was that storms will come even when one is with Jesus
(Mk. 4:37). The Sea of Galilee turned into a raging, churning mass of wind and waves. Storms
are life threatening. The havoc they create may seem to contradict our theology. They may cause
us to panic, ask questions, and forget what Jesus has said (Mk. 4:38). But storms are never
greater than the power of Jesus (Mk. 4:39). He is the Lord of all creation. This doesn’t mean that
those who belong to Christ will not die in storms, but it does mean that nothing can ever separate
us from the love of God (Rom. 8:35-39). We can take our place along with the disciples and
learn that storms are designed to teach us who Jesus really is (Mk. 4:40-41). Storms expose our
fears and lack of faith (Psa. 107:23-31), but Jesus will never leave us or forsake us. We may fall
into despair but must, with the disciples, recognize that the storm is not the problem. Our
response to the storm is the problem. There is no situation over which Jesus is not in control. He
is the Lord of the storm.

The Summer Season (June 29, 2003)

The good old summertime. | have a lot of good memories of summers past. One of the best
things about the summer was that there was no school. We had three months of creative leisure
with a little yard work thrown in. This was before they had figured out a way to smuggle the
school year into June and August. Of course, the weather in the summer was hot. We didn’t have
air conditioning or television. So, we stayed out of doors as much as we could. We built huts,
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placed baseball, and made “racers” out of ironing boards, 2 x 4s, wagon wheels, and a bushel
basket. It was not exactly a body by Fisher, but it took us down the hill by our house at an
exciting speed. In the evenings we chased lightning bugs, played fox and hounds, and may-I.
One summer my grandmother entered my brother and me in a library-reading club. If we read so
many books, we got a certificate to take back to school in the fall. I got hooked on books. |
would sit out on the front porch in the fading light of the day and get lost in adventure stories and
biographies. On special days my mother would make us a major picnic lunch. She would take
my dad to work so we could have a car and we headed off to Spring Lake. I loved to dive down
in the bottom of the lake a feel the cold spring fed water. On the way home we would stop and
pick wild plumbs and blackberries.

Summers are different now. What at one time seemed like a boring way to live, namely staying
in the house and studying (which my grandfather, who was a pastor, did a lot of), has now
become my enjoyment as an adult. But some things are the same. I love to sit on my back porch
and read. As soon as | get up in the morning, I spend some time in “Gospel Worship” by
Jeremiah Burroughs. He was a puritan pastor in London in the early 1600s. It is not easy reading,
but its richness of teaching is well worth the effort. “The Puritans” by Martin Lloyd-Jones has
been a delightful reading experience. It is a collection of addresses delivered at the Puritan and
Westminster Conferences 1959-1978. His chapter, “Summing-up: Knowing and Doing,” said
some things | especially needed to be reminded of. The Puritans were insistent upon
“application” as a vital part of preaching. With this in mind, Lloyd-Jones asks the question,
“Does our understanding of Bible doctrines lead us to a great compassion for the lost?”” Another
book I have just begun is, “The Long Walk” by Slavomir Rawicz. It is the story of a twenty-Six-
year-old Polish lieutenant who in 1941 escaped from a Soviet labor camp in Siberia and
journeyed through the desolate Siberian tundra, the Gobi desert and the Himalayas to freedom.
But there are other things that make the summertime profitable besides good books. It is a time
conducive to relaxation and recharging our batteries for the months ahead, if you plan it right.
We can take a lesson from the ant. “The ants are not a strong folk, but they prepare their food in
the summer” (Prov. 30:25). At some point we all need to replenish our weary selves. Jesus told
His disciples to, “Come away by yourselves to a lonely place and rest a while” (Mk. 6:31). He
knew that they needed a break from a tiring ministry. So do we. The summer months give us a
opportunity to renew our spirits with a good book that inspires us to a greater hunger for God,
special time with the children and grandchildren, a short trip to somewhere we haven’t been
before, a walk on the beach in the early morning, an evening watching the sun set over the
mountains, time alone with God to prepare us for the seasons of life into which we will journey.
Enjoy the summer. It is a gift from God. There will not be another one like it.

The Christian Agenda in a Time of Moral Decline (July 13, 2003)

“Is Gay Marriage Next?” “Getting Rid of the Sex Police.” “Scalia Constitution is Scary.”
“Sodomy Ruling Shows Court Playing Moses.” These are only a few of the headlines and
editorials that have captured our attention in the last several weeks. The Supreme Court in a 6-3
ruling struck down Texas’ anti-sodomy law, claiming that it violated the constitutional privacy
right. Some are saying that Justice Kennedy’s ruling in the Lawrence case “may be one of the
two most import opinions of the last 100 years.” It is being called “a sea change” and “bigger
than Roe v. Wade” in terms of the magnitude of its social impact. A number of questions
present themselves. What will be the social consequences of this newfound sexual liberty?
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What is the legal and moral basis for this constitutional right? Are sodomy laws “part of the
dark tradition in this nation?” Will “gay marriages” now be legalized?

A careful and right response requires the remembrance of some fundamental moral truths.
Those who reject these do so to their own peril and the society in which they live. Human
sexuality is a gift from God, designed by the Creator to express love in marriage and as the
means of procreation. Male and female were created for one another (Gen. 2:18-24; 1 Cor.
11:11, 12). Human sexuality was corrupted by man’s rebellion against God (Gen. 3:1-24). It is
now subject to futility (the effects of sin upon it). Man became an idolater. Sex became
something to be pursued for the sake of self-indulgence. Homosexuality is an expression of the
fallen condition of the human race and its rebellion against God (Gen. 18, 19; Lev. 18:22, 24,
30; 20:13; Deut. 22:5; 23:17-18; 1 Kgs. 14:24; Rom. 1:24-32; 1 Cor. 6:9-11; 1 Tim. 1:9-10). It
is a violation of God’s moral law. However, God can forgive the homosexual because of the
sufficiency of the atonement of Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 6:9-11). Through the washing of
regeneration, sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, and the justifying work of God, it is possible
to become an entirely new kind of person in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17-21). Change is possible
through repentance and massive amounts of God’s grace (Rom. 5:19-21; 1 Cor. 10:13; Eph.
2:8,9). This change is both a call to the pursuit of the glory of God and to sexual purity.

Are not certain people born constitutionally homosexual? The answer is no. There is “no
evidence at present to substantiate a biologic theory.” We sin, not because our bodies make us
sin, but because of our sinful hearts (Matt. 15:19). Is there a difference between having
homosexual desires and practicing homosexual behavior? Homosexual acts and homosexual
desire are sinful. We are not to sexually desire anyone other than the person of the opposite sex
to whom we are married. Is homosexual marriage morally permissible? It is not. It may take
place, but it is flagrant attack upon the God ordained institution of marriage. Homosexual
“marriage” is contrary to natural law, violates God’s moral law, and is socially suicidal. To
condone and legalize homosexual unions is a fist of rebellion in God’s face (Psa. 2:3).
Robertson McQuilkin is surely right when he says, “The entire fabric of society is changed
when such moral aberrations are officially recognized as morally neutral.”

What are Christians to do in view of the shifting moral condition of our society? We must stand
firm in the Bible’s unambiguous teaching regarding homosexuality. It is an acute form of evil
for which there is a divine remedy. The homosexual must be offered the hope-filled gospel of
Jesus Christ. Homosexuals should be treated with love and compassion. Christian love has no
place for ridicule, hatred, or unkindness. The only hope for sinful human beings is the pardon
and freedom offered in Jesus Christ. This is the substance of the Christian’s agenda in a time of
moral decay.

How to Fit In (July 20, 2003)

Every now and then someone will say to me that they are no longer going to attend our church
because they don’t fit in. By this they mean they no longer feel a part of the life of the church.
Some may even continue to come to church thinking this way. | have given this some thought
and, hopefully, a better understanding of this problem can emerge. One of my first responses is
a personal sense of failure and disappointment. As a shepherd of God’s flock, I feel
responsibility for all those who have been placed in my care (1 Pet. 5:1-4). | cannot just write
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off wandering sheep the way one would a worn-out shoe. There is a sense in which those who
leave the life of the church are friends who have said good-bye. Have | been faithful in serving
and encouraging them in the faith? While there is more involved than this, anytime we suffer a
loss there are lessons that God wants to teach us. It is a form of suffering when members of the
congregation decide to go elsewhere. So, | have to go before God and ask for wisdom. How can
| exercise better spiritual care of my fellow believers (1 Tim. 3:5)? This is where we must
always begin when we experience a reversal in life. We must examine ourselves and allow God
to teach us and comfort us. Out of this can come more fruit bearing (Jn. 15:1-6).

But is there anything else involved in the “I-don’t-fit-in-and-1-am-leaving” attitude? I think
there is. Those who get to this point in their lives are more often than not experiencing the
consequences of decisions they have already made. | am speaking here out of over thirty-seven
years of pastoral experience. When church attendance and involvement in the life of the
congregation drops off, there will be a sense of disconnection and isolation from the church
family. This is a natural human response. Relationships and oneness with fellow believers take
time and work. This must be recognized and addressed. If you stay away from ministry and
fellowship opportunities, there must be some compensating action taken to remedy this. To go
away and try to find another church is merely running away from a problem that has been self-
inflicted.

Then there is the problem of the home. When a husband does not provide the necessary
spiritual leadership, the wife can easily become frustrated. She may try to take matters into her
own hands. She may start following some new teaching or teacher that she hears and abandon
the instructional authority of her own local church. She then begins to feel disaffected from her
church. In some cases, it may be that one’s spouse is an unbeliever and a lack of commitment
to one’s own church can settle in. It is also possible that resentment over a perceived offense
can jaundice one’s thoughts about their church. Sometimes “empty-nesters” may begin to
celebrate their newfound freedom from child rearing and disappear from church life. And there
are undoubtedly other reasons why local church estrangement may take place.

What can be done to prevent this kind of thing from happening? Certainly, there ought to be
faithful, loving flock care. The elders and every member of the church family ought to assume
the responsibility of serving one another with the mind of Christ. Each of us must regularly
examine ourselves to see if we are drifting in our loyalty and commitment to the local church.
How can one speak of loving Christ and at the same time not love His church? We ought to
have a personal prayer ministry that includes our fellow church members. How we are fitting
into the body life of our church tells us some important things about ourselves. After all, if we
belong to Christ we are bound together for all eternity. That is how we fit together.

The Road to Perfection (July 27, 2003)

Is it possible to be a Christian and not sin? Those who know their Bible and themselves would
respond by saying that there will always be a struggle with indwelling sin. However, sinful
patterns can be overcome. It is the aspiration of the child of God to increasingly experience
complete freedom from sin. But there is some tension here. On the one hand we know that sin
cannot be eradicated (Rom. 7:15-25; 1 Jn. 1:8). It is ever present in the life of every Christian.
But at the same time, by the sufficiency of God’s grace and the power of the Holy Spirit sin can
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be dealt severe, killing blows (Rom. 8:13). It is to be as Jesus said to the woman accused of
adultery, “From now on sin no more” (Jn. 8:11). So then, what is the biblical understanding of
sin and the Christian? One, the new birth brings forgiveness of sin. There is therefore now no
condemnation to those who are in Christ (Rom. 8:1; Eph. 1:7). Secondly, the ruling power of
sin has been broken. The believer in Christ does not have to lie, lust, cheat, steal, or envy any
longer. Thirdly, there will be a struggle with sin. It will always be in contention for the
Christian’s affection and service. Fourthly, one day the believer will be completely free from
the very presence of sin itself (1 Jn. 3:2-3).

Throughout the history of the church, there have been those who have taught some form of
perfectionism. Various kinds of it are present today. Perfectionism teaches that in one way or
another it is possible for the Christian to live a life of sinless perfection. There is a biblical
perfection that says the believer can experience increasing maturity by being conformed to the
image of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18). Unbiblical perfectionism attempts to make its case by redefining
sin. Sin is understood to be “conscious transgression of a known law of God.” With this limited
concept of sin, it then becomes possible through a work of grace to live without practicing sin.
This idea has produced other forms of perfectionistic theology. It can be detected in the
teaching that through an act of faith one can have immediate freedom from the rule of self, a
besetting demon, a wounded memory, a poverty-conditioned lifestyle, a life lived in “the
energy of the flesh.” Sanctification (the process of Christian growth) is viewed through the lens
of the necessity of a “second work of grace” or a moment of instantaneous deliverance from a
sinful pattern.

But there is yet another kind of  perfectionistic belief, that can be quite subtle. It can be found
among some of those who say that if Jesus is not Lord of all, He is not Lord at all. Certainly,
the Lord Jesus Christ is the Lord of every believer’s life in the positional reality of being a new
creature in Christ. But that does not rule out genuine struggle with sin in the Christian
experience. Sins of commission (e.g., when | tell a lie) are spotlighted by the Word of God as it
lays bare the thoughts and intents of the heart. There are also sins of omission (e.g.,
withholding love from a fellow believer) that over time are exposed by biblical truth. We can
become caught in a trespass. This is not the way it is supposed to be, but it happens. And it
must be added also that not every believer matures at the same rate. It is matters like this that
should give us pause before we dogmatically say that a certain person who claims to be a
Christian is not. Why, the very person making such a judgment can be guilty of self-
righteousness and a judgmental spirit. So, we have to be careful, discerning, and
compassionate. We are all called to the high road of biblical perfection of Christlikeness.
Beware of those who would confuse this with the lower road of a perfection that is self-
deception.

What Happens to Infants When They Die? (August 3, 2003)

The tombstone reads, 1876-1877. This was the life span of an infant whose death brought grief to
bereaved parents. My daily routine gives me frequent occasions to pass a small family cemetery.
What stories it tells and questions it presents. Abortions, miscarriages, infanticide, sudden infant
death (SIDs), and mental retardation bring us to an important question. What happens to those
who die before they are old enough to understand and believe the gospel?
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In order to come to some biblical conclusions regarding infant salvation, the following truths
must be kept in mind. Infants, as a part of fallen humanity, begin life (at conception) with both a
corrupted nature and guilt (Psa. 51:5; Rom. 5:12). Adam’s first sin was imputed (charged to) to
every person. Adam as our representative in his act of disobedience has brought us
condemnation. His one sin is put to every man’s account and so we die. Infants and children are
in a state of sin and can only be saved through Christ (Jn. 3:6; Rom. 5:13-14; Eph. 2:3; Jn. 14:6;
Acts 4:12). Why do babies die? It is not because of personal sins but because of their
identification with Adam. Jesus loved babies and confirmed the fact that they need Him (Matt.
19:14, “coming to Christ” is always the coming of a sinner to Him who is the sacrifice for sin.).
In summary, we can say that infants are conceived in sin. They have sinful natures and are guilty
because of their relationship to Adam. The only way they can get into heaven is through Christ
who loves them and gave His life for them. Secondly, the atonement of Christ has provisional
capacity for infants for the forgiveness of sin (Isa. 53:6; Jn. 3:16; Heb. 2:9; 1 Tim. 4:10; Tit.
2:11). There is a sense in which the atonement is sufficient for all, though His death is effective
for the elect alone. God’s love for the world includes all infants. Thirdly, infants are incapable of
responding to Christ’s all-sufficient atonement by believing. The condition for personal salvation
is belief. Infants are incapable of fulfilling this condition. There are two classes of people, the
lost and the saved, and only by trust in Christ’s redemptive work makes it effective in our lives.
Finally, infants who die before they are capable of exercising belief in Christ for the forgiveness
of sin are redeemed through Christ’s righteousness and redeeming work. The imputation of
Christ’s saving work requires belief. Infants and the mentally impaired (incapable of informed
volitional activity) are unable to exercise saving faith. No one enters God’s presence and is
accepted into His heaven who is unregenerate. Therefore, | believe that it is a valid biblical
inference that those who are incapable of responding to God’s provision of salvation (unlike
those who have never heard the gospel but are without excuse because of God’s revelation in
creation, Rom. 1:18, 19) become the recipients of God’s grace when they die (not because of
their innocence) and enter into heaven.

Upon the death of a baby, we must find refuge in an all-wise, merciful, and just God. Like king
David (“I shall go to him, but he will not return to me,” 2 Sam. 12:23), upon the death of his
infant child, if our hope is in God, we can see that child again in heaven. What kind of presence
will those who die in infancy have in heaven? They will be transformed into regenerated adults
and will receive their resurrection body at the time the rest of the saved receive theirs (1 Cor.
15:35-50). My wife has had two miscarriages and it is our belief that we will meet those infants
as adults in heaven. If you have lost a baby, ask God what He wants you to learn from this. Don’t
become bitter and angry with God. Leave the child in His just and merciful hands. What about
you? Are you prepared for eternity?

Oil, Perfume, and Iron (August 10, 2003)

“Oil and perfume make the heart glad, and the sweetness of a friend comes from his earnest
counsel” (Prov. 27:9). “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another” (Prov. 27:17). The
school year was over. Our family was making preparations to move to Georgia, which meant
leaving friends and neighbors. One of those friends was Billy Olson. His parents were from
Norway and he spoke with a distinct Norwegian accent. We had become good friends. | had to
run an errand on my bike for my parents. Billy went with me. We talked of things that interest
two ten-year old boys and then we said our good-byes. For some reason that moment sticks in
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my mind. Life had been a little better in that poor area of central Florida because of our times
together. That was in 1952. | have not seen Billy Olson since then. The young people are going
back to school. Old friendships will be renewed. New ones will be made. The right kind of friend
can be a great value in life. God uses friendships to cheer us and challenge us. We were not
created to hide from people, but to relate to people in a meaningful way. Our friendships, or lack
of them, can be important index to our spiritual health. The inability to relate to people and
develop close friendships is a symptom of relational dysfunction. Having friends brings risks
such as rejection, betrayal, embarrassment, hurt feelings, but love is willing to take those risks.

God has given us principles in His Word to help us have meaningful, faith-building friendships.
In the first place, we must remember that friendships are forged by people who try. The biblical
command to love is not an option (Jn. 13:34; 1 Pet. 4:8). Love is work. It takes effort to maintain
a friendship. What are we allowing to interfere with the establishment of good relationships?
Friendships don’t happen without some cost, but the dividends are well worth it. Friendship is
marked by loyalty (Prov. 17:17; 18:24; 27:10). This involves love demonstrated in trust.
Disappointments, spiritual wilderness experiences, career setbacks, annoyances, time, and
distance do not destroy a true friendship. If you want a good study in loyal friends read the story
of David and Jonathan. Oneness of spirit and unselfish devotion bound these two men together (1
Sam. 18:1-5; 19:1; 20:15-17, 33). The qualities of character that Jonathan saw in David drew
from him love and admiration. The best friendships are those based on love, truth, and God-
honoring values (Prov. 27:6; 26:18, 19; 17:9). Husband and wife friendships are to be
partnerships in the grace of eternal life (1 Pet. 3:7). Aquila and Priscilla were a beautiful team
serving God and other people. Is your marriage developing into a friendship?

But we must beware of the wrong kind of friends. There are certain people who are a danger to
your spiritual health. They carry morally contagious infections. Gossips (Prov. 20:19), the quick-
tempered (22:24-25), the self-indulgent (Prov. 28:7), and those living in immorality (Prov. 29:3)
can be dangerous companions. As my grandmother use to say, “If you lie down with dogs, you
will get fleas.” We must beware of the threats to a friendship. Possessiveness and manipulation
have sabotaged many a would-be friendship (Prov. 25:17; 14:20; 19:6). True and lasting
friendships cannot be based on what the other person can do for you (e.g., “They meet my
needs.”). Smothering and controlling behavior is a form of relational homicide. The right kind of
friends is a gift from God. Their advice can be of inestimable value. God can use them to shape
and sharpen us to be effective instruments in His hands. Oil, perfume, and iron - that’s what a
friend can be.

Get a Life (August 17, 2003)

When we encounter someone who is obsessed with some minor thing in life, something that
doesn’t really matter, or some self-indulgent practice, we may say that they need to “get a life.”
Jesus Christ in His earthly ministry talked a lot about life. In John 3:16 Jesus gives us a sharply
focused statement about real life. Someone has said that this verse is an ocean of thought in a
drop of language. Its fame is known to many by its appearance at strategic places at baseball
games waiting for the roving eye of the television camera.

The word “for” must be our starting place. There is an important context for John 3:16. It follows
the statement regarding the lifting up of the serpent in the wilderness. God made a lifesaving
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provision for the people of Israel. Those who had been bitten by a poisonous snake were to look
at a bronze serpent made by Moses. Their lives would be saved if they would only believe and
do what God had said in response to His provision (Num. 21:9). Jesus used this historical
incident to reveal the meaning of His provision of eternal life through His death on the cross.
Let’s look and see what God has provided for sin bitten human beings.

For God so loved the world. God’s love for the world is unsurpassed in quantity and quality. His
love flows from the infinite source of his own heart. It is His nature to love, for He is love (1 Jn.
4:7-10). His love is great and beyond measure (Eph. 2:4, 5). It flows to the world of sinful
humanity. It knows no bounds. The serpent was placed upon the pole for all sick and dying to see
and believe. God’s love was shown to the helpless.

That he gave His only begotten Son. God has given to sinful humanity the greatest gift of all.
This gift was a costly sacrifice and in it we find the very nature of love. Love is giving. It is an
act of sacrifice. He gave His Son on the cross, His only begotten Son. The Father’s love is
demonstrated by the uniqueness of the gift. God has given Himself. This gift paid a debt that we
owed. God made His Son who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf that we might become the
righteousness of God in Him (2 Cor. 5:21). The degree of our guilt is determined by the degree
of our crime. We have a sin debt that we cannot pay because we have sinned against an
infinitely just and holy God.

That whoever believes in Him. God has provided the way to receive the gift of His Son. The gift
of eternal life is received by an act of trust. Trusting is accepting something to be true, not
doing something. To the snake bitten Israelite who was dying from the poisonous venom the
only hope was accepting as true that God had provided a substitute. It was by looking to that
substitute that deliverance from death would come. It is this kind of trust that is to be placed in
Christ alone. It is not merely believing that what He says is true but trusting Him as a person.
Faith receives the remedy.

Should not perish but have eternal life. God has made it possible for us to flee eternal death and
to walk through the door to eternal life. The greatest of all tragedies is to be excluded forever
from fellowship with God. To perish is to experience in death the loss of all hope of ever being
with God and receiving His forgiveness. It is to experience utter failure, futility, and the loss of
all that makes existence worthwhile. It is eternal punishment, separation from God with no hope
of recovery. There is much personal depression in our day. One should be depressed if they are
lost and are in danger of perishing for all eternity. That is a depressing thought. But the final note
struck in John 3:16 is that the greatest of all possibilities is the enjoyment of God forever. This is
called eternal life. In giving us eternal life God fulfills the passion for His own glory. God has
given you an engraved invitation to come to Him for salvation. What will you do with it? You
must RSVP. Please answer and get a life.

Don’t Forget Nothin’ (August 24, 2003)

Roger’s Rangers, who fought with the British and American armies during the French and Indian
Wars of the 1750’s, followed a list of common-sense rules. First on the list was, “Don’t forget
nothin.” Every year at this time our college young people return to campus life. There are certain
things they must not forget. College can be a very important step in preparation for the rest of
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one’s life. New educational horizons present themselves. Friendships will be formed that may
last a lifetime. But it can also be a dangerous place. I have vivid memories of driving away from
the University of Georgia campus leaving our daughter, Miriam, in an environment filled with
tests and temptations. How can a student set his or her moral compass to navigate safely through
the treacherous waters of college life?

In the first place, students must not leave home without God. This could be a misleading
statement. God is everywhere present, and He cannot be escaped. For the Christian, the presence
of God is very personal and secure (Jn. 10:28, 29; Matt. 28:20). But at the same time, it is possible
to neglect one’s salvation and commit spiritual adultery (Heb. 2:3; Jas. 4:4). The world (a.k.a. a
college campus) is a seductress bent on drawing the unwary believer away from a growing,
intimate walk with God. “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you™ (Jas. 4:8). Resist the
temptation to let your spiritual disciplines of Bible study and prayer disappear from your life.
Closely connected with this is becoming a church dropout. Sleeping in on Sunday morning or
blaming worship absenteeism on the lack of a good church is a recipe for spiritual decline.
Thirdly, carry your Christianity boldly but humbly into the classroom. There are times when you
will need to speak out against attacks upon Christian truth and times when it is best to remain
silent (Prov. 26:4, 5). Arguing with a teacher in front of your classmates may not be the best
witness for Christ.

Fourthly, don’t forget who got you into college. Your parents have done more than you may
realize to prepare you and provide you with the opportunity for a college education. Stay in touch
with them. Fifthly (with no designed pun), be careful what you drink, it may bite you. A college
campus can draw you into bad habits that can be life dominating. Alcohol plus peer pressure can
promise excitement, escape, and acceptance. It would be better to view it not as a friend but as a
serpent ready to sink its fangs into the unsuspecting. Many an alcoholic got his start in college.
Sixthly, stay off the low road of mediocrity. Do your best in school. Don’t let laziness, television,
and a full social life pull you away from using your mind for the glory of God. Loving God with
all your mind means studying to the best of your ability (Matt. 22:37). Seventhly, find friends
that will help you and not hurt you (Prov. 13:20). Pray that God will guide you to those classmates
who will challenge you to play a better game, strive for excellence, and inspire you to follow
hard after God. Eighthly, beware of the virus of secularism. Classes where God is noticeably
absent, conversations that rarely touch on spiritual realities, and entertainment that mocks divine
truth can have a numbing effect upon the most ardent follower of Christ. Don’t let yourself
become content with a world without the beauty of God. We live in a culture that “assigns
sociological, psychological, and economic reasons for everything.” Pray that God will give you
a strong spiritual immune system. Ninthly, look for opportunities to share with others the hope
that you have in Jesus Christ. Don’t be ashamed of your Savior (1 Pet. 3:15). Finally, remember
your Creator (Eccle. 12:1). Make your youth count for God. Get your priorities on target early in
life. Wasting one’s life is a tragedy. You only get one.

The Ten Commandments — An Unmovable Monument (August 31, 2003)

The lines are drawn and the battle heats up. When Alabama Chief Justice Roy Moore moved a
two-ton Ten Commandments monument into the Alabama Judicial Building in 2001, a major
confrontation was in the making. It was obvious from the beginning that this kind of interior
decorating would draw legal fire. But this is not a new fight. In 1980 the United States Supreme
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Court ruled by a 5-4 decision in Stone v. Graham that the constitutional rights of school
children in Kentucky were being violated by the presence of the Ten Commandments in their
classroom. The secularized mind of the Supreme Court has sent a message. The Mosaic
Decalogue placed on government property “is not a permissible state objective.” This is odd
when you consider the role the Commandments have played in the formulation of laws in our
nation’s history. Only in the last forty years has God been seen as a threat to our freedom.
Secularism is on the march, hiding behind the often mentioned and misunderstood “separation
of church and state.”

How are the Ten Commandments to function in our personal lives and in our society? They
were given to the nation of Israel at the time of her birth as a nation (Ex. 20:12). The “Ten
Words” were a summation of the entirety of Israel’s covenantal responsibilities. They provided
the priest nation with a hedge (separated Israel from the nations of the world, Eph. 2:14, 15), a
bridle (the means by which God ruled His people), a barrier (restrained the development of sin,
Gal. 2:15; 1 Pet. 4:3), and a mirror (produced a knowledge of sin, Jas. 1:23, 25). (“Dawn of
World Redemption™ by Eric Sauer). Other nations had their own legal code (e.g., The
Hammurabi Code of Law, c. 1790-1750 BC), such as the Babylonians. Those, however, did not
possess the ethical and spiritual characteristics of the Mosaic Law.

Are the Ten Commandments to be the ethical and moral standard for modern society? No, if by
this is meant their complete implementation. Israel was a theocracy (absolute rule of God). The
United States is a Constitutional Republic. In the First Amendment to the Constitution it is
stated that, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion.” Israel was to
worship no other God but the Lord God and to “remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.”
Such law cannot and should not be legislated for the citizens of the United States. But having
said that, it must be recognized that many of our laws have their roots sunk deeply in the
Decalogue (e.g., murder, stealing, bearing false witness). Society benefits from the strictures of
moral law. If not, why was slavery abolished and civil rights legislation implemented? The Ten
Commandments are a part of our national heritage and have shaped us as a people. To remove
their presence from federal and state buildings is a denial of our own history. This does not
translate into the “establishment of a church by the state.” I do not believe our founding fathers
thought in this way.

Why is there a legal firefight over the constitutionality of the presence of the Ten
Commandments on government property? Secularism, the spiritual and doctrinal drift of the
church, and the general moral decline of our culture are all co-conspirators. We think we are
insuring a better society and upholding the Constitution of the United States. But look again.
What we call freedom and constitutionality is a Trojan horse drawn into Troy as a gift from
Athena, the goddess of wisdom. While we celebrate our liberty from God, the gates or our
civilization have been opened to neo-pagans masquerading as champions of freedom.

Where is the church? It is sleeping and failing to live out the fundamental purpose of the Ten
Commandments, which is to love God and our neighbor (Matt. 22:37-39). When the Ten
Commandments are posted in changed hearts and lives of Christians demonstrating the love of
God. That will be a monument that cannot be removed.
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Mountains, Glaciers, and Dinosaurs (September 14, 2003)

Jesus knew the value of removing oneself from the demands of ministry for certain intervals of
time. He did this and drew the disciples along with Him (Mk. 6:31-32). We all need rest
periods, breaks from our normal work patterns. Beth and | have done this in the last week. We
traveled to the Canadian Rockies with Beth’s brother, sister-in-law, and aunt. It was a
wonderful opportunity to see new sites, learn new things, and ponder the plan of God.

The Rocky Mountains of Alberta, Canada offer some of the most spectacular scenery in the
world. Boldly and beautifully their snow-capped peaks of bare jagged rock reach up to the sky.
They stared down upon us as witnesses to the power and majesty of God. | love the mountains.
Like giants frozen in time they speak of a world that was, that is, and that is to come. At the
great flood of Noah’s time God, lifted the mountains to their present heights, deepened the
ocean basins, and redesigned the continents. We were fascinated by the evidence of an ocean
that once covered the rocks on which we were standing at 6100 feet above sea level. Trilobites
have left their trails in the sediment-hardened rocks. Rocks also revealed the etchings of waters
lapping at an ancient shoreline. However, none of the markers we read mentioned anything
about God’s judgment of the world by a universal flood. Instead, explanations were woven
together by the assumptions and presumptions of evolution and uniformitarianism (i.e., the
belief “that geomorphic processes which can be observed in action at present, such as erosion,
sedimentation, glaciation, volcanism, etc. can be invoked to explain the origin and formation of
all the earth’s geologic features.””). Man through the centuries has worshiped mountains or has
seen them as places to draw nearer to God. This is only another testimony to the sinful and idol
worshiping heart of man. The desired effect of snow-capped peaks is to bring man to his knees
before an omnipotent, Creator-Redeemer. God has left His fingerprints all over nature so that
He might be worshiped.

Then there were the glaciers. We marveled at these vast, moving sheets of ice spilling over the
snow-crested mountains like frozen cream. They tell a story of a post-flood ice age and a
climate that is changing. Some experts claim that there will be no glaciers anywhere in the
world in fifty-years. We saw evidence of retreating glaciers everywhere in the Canadian
Rockies. We were reminded of a world that is “winding down,” a creation floundering in
futility waiting for its redemption at the hands of its Creator.

We spent one day at the Royal Tyrrell Museum near the town of Drumbheller. Located in the
“badlands” of central Alberta, it displays one of the best collections of dinosaur fossils I have
ever seen. The fossil reconstructions of Dilophosaurus, Camarasaurus, Allosaurus, Stegosaurus,
and Tyrannosaurus captivated saucer-eyed children and adults. We stood there trying to
imagine a planet on which these creatures roamed. But here again evolution is the template by
which every fossil is interpreted. It is presupposed that dinosaurs evolved and became extinct
sixty-five million years ago until some catastrophe caused their disappearance. God and His
judgment upon a rebellious world was nowhere to be found among the presentations of world-
renowned paleontologists. Another message from God has been “mythtified” by great minds
blind to the realities of divine revelation.

Mountains, glaciers, and dinosaurs all have their story to tell. They are God’s great object
lessons of creation, judgment, and what might have been. They also collaborate in a symphony
of sighs anticipating a new world, one in which the redeemed will worship the God of infinite
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wisdom, power, and glory.

The Bible in Court (September 21, 2003)

If the Bible were a person, it would be able to sue for slander and libel. It is misrepresented and
charged with teaching things it does not teach. False reports regarding its message are
especially evident in newspapers and the media. The irony is that it seems to suffer most at the
hands of those who are especially responsible for upholding its authority. It is malfeasance of
the worst sort when a “man of the cloth” violates public trust with regard to the Bible. It seems
that whenever a moral issue comes up for public debate, a professor of theology or minister
will either be quoted or will write a letter to the editor and make erroneous claims about the
Scriptures. One of these journalistic disasters recently appeared in the newspaper. It occurred in
a news article regarding the election of a homosexual bishop in the Episcopal Church. In
defense of a vote to confirm the election of Bishop V. Gene Robinson, “an openly gay bishop,”
the argument was made that “very few follow the entire Scriptures literally.” The minister
being quoted went on to say, “If you are collecting interest on loans, you are in clear
disobedience of Scripture.” This kind of hit and run approach to the Bible is typical of those
who attempt to undermine the credibility of the Bible in support of their own moral agenda (or
should I say immoral agenda). In their zeal to proclaim what, in their opinion, the Bible doesn’t
teach they do the very thing they accuse their opponents of doing. Biblical passages are ripped
out of their context to support their own prejudices and presuppositions.

We are told derisively that if we interpret the Bible literally, we will find ourselves in all kinds
of odd, contradictory, and dangerous interpretations. Actually, the fundamental issue here is
trustworthiness. Can we trust the Bible? But linked closely to the reliability of sacred Scripture
is the way one goes about interpreting it. If it is going to be authoritative, then it must be
understood. Attacks upon the “literalness” of the Bible are often smoke screens to sabotage the
authoritative nature of holy Writ. The opinion of many is that the very idea of interpreting the
Bible literally is absurd. But how else is human language to be interpreted? Whether one
realizes it or not, literal interpretation is the way we interpret literature and everyday
conversation. We read, write, and listen in such a way as to take words in their usual meaning.
This allows for figurative language (e.g., figures of speech, allegories, metaphors, similes, etc.).
The wide variety of literary forms such as poetry, prose, parables, and prophecy are also taken
into account. But none of this negates a literal interpretation. It is best to think in terms of plain
literal and figurative literal, but at the end of the day we are seeking the meaning of language
by taking words in their customary, normal sense.

Why do we interpret the Bible literally? In the first place, it is the way one interprets any
literary document. The purpose of language is to communicate in an understandable way.
Secondly, this is the way the Bible interprets itself. Jesus and the writers of the New Testament
interpreted the Old Testament Scriptures in a literal way (e.g., Matt. 19:4-6; Gen. 2:24; Lk. 2:4-
7; Mic. 5:2). Jesus accused the Pharisees of invalidating the Scriptures by their hermeneutical
gymnastics. They, like their modern counterparts, used clever interpretive devices to avoid the
plain teaching of the biblical text (e.g., Matt. 15:6; 19:7-9). Thirdly, consider the alternatives to
taking the Bible in a normal, literal sense. The imagination, prejudices, and opinions of the
interpreter take the place of the true meaning Scripture.
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The preacher who implied that “very few follow the entire Scriptures literally” could be
benefited if he would bring a literal hermeneutic to his reading of God’s loan policies for
Israel in a theocracy (Ex. 22:25; Lv. 25:36f.; Deut. 23:19). The Bible ably defends itself in the
court of life by witnessing to the importance of context in a literal interpretation.

Thumb Sucking, etc. (September 28, 2003)

When | see my three-year granddaughter sucking her thumb, I see a well-developed habit
cutely exhibited as she tenderly clutches her favorite blanket. Thumb sucking is not the worst
habit in the world, but it serves well in understanding human nature. Our capacity for habit
formation is God-given and is important to everyday life. We put on our shoes, tie shoelaces,
brush our teeth, comb our hair, walk, ride a bicycle, drive an automobile, stop at red lights, and
go to bed out of habit. While some habits are simple physiological acts, others such as thoughts
and attitudes are more mentally complex. If we do something long enough, it becomes a part of
us. Many habits are good and quite useful in handling the demands of life. Think of what your
day would be like if you had to stop and think about how to take the next step, or how to go
about eating. But because we are sinners, we can learn some bad habits. If we think something
benefits us, we can develop habits that are actually self-destructive, annoying to others, and
displeasing to God. The habits formed around the use of tobacco, alcohol, and illegal drugs (not
to mention the wrong use of certain prescription drugs), have taken an incalculable toll on our
society.

How do we go about breaking bad habits and starting good ones? Change is not easy (Jeremiah
13:23, “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? Then you also can do good
who are accustomed to do evil.”). Where does one begin in breaking a habit that is physically
harmful, relationally damaging, and dishonoring to God? The use of profane and vulgar
language, eating too much, rudeness, angry responses to disappointments, etc. all take their
place in what we must learn to “put off.” In the first place, self-justification is a refusal to
change. If your immediate response is that your case is unique and special, then you won’t
make much progress in breaking a bad habit. Of course, it must be determined what the habit is
you want to break. Do you have a desire to change? Habits are ultimately heart issues. If one is
a believer in Jesus Christ, there will be a longing to please God and discipline oneself for
godliness (1 Tim. 4:7). You must consider the obstacles to change. A sinful heart is standing in
the doorway to change. Sinful practices (e.g., lying to get what you want) become deeply
ingrained. Therefore, find out what provisions God has given for putting off old habits and
putting on new ones. The wisdom of God’s Word, the life altering effect of prayer, and the
resurrection power of Holy Spirit are necessary.

You must consider what will replace your bad habit. By God’s grace, resolve to start telling the
truth instead of using lies. Replace a critical, gossiping tongue with encouraging, faith-building
words. Let a good book become the alternative for excessive television watching. Breaking old
habits will take place in a life that is structured for biblical change. Never lose sight of the
value of rearranging your environment, finding new friends, adjusting your schedule, and
selecting new activities. The writer of Hebrews tells us that going on to maturity in Christ
involves, laying aside “every encumbrance” (i.e., those things that will slow us down, Heb.
12:1). If you are not getting up early enough for your appointment with God, then change your
evening schedule. That thirty minutes extra you need in the morning may be spent watching a
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rerun of Seinfeld.

But after all is said and done with regard to habit formation, the greatest thing of all is knowing
what it means to love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. The compelling power
of a new affection provides the resolve, energy, and discipline for God-honoring habit building.
My granddaughter, when sucking her thumb, took it out of her mouth when | approached her
and told me in that sweet little voice that she loved me. Love for God will go a long way in
getting that “thumb” out of your mouth.

Living and Dying by Vows (October 5, 2003)

On Thursday, September 25, | received the following message by email from Dr. Robertson
McQuilkin. “Dear extended family and special friends, Just a note to let you know that my
Precious has finally reached Home, restored, free, fulfilled; united with Jesus whom she trusted
so and loved passionately. And reunited with her son, Bob, and a myriad of family and friends
who reached Home before she. Muriel Webendorfer McQuilkin quietly slipped away at 8:00
o’clock this morning, slipped away from our home of 13 years, where she has laid abed for the
past decade. I was holding her in my arms.”

On Friday, October 4, 1983, at 8:45 in the evening, a road weary Dr. McQuilkin knocked on
our front door. He had driven from Columbia, South Carolina to conduct a “Great Commission
Workshop” on Saturday morning and speak twice on Sunday morning. We talked for a short
while before he retired for the day. He told me some of Mrs. McQuilkin’s physical
difficulties. I came to find out later that a doctor has said to him, “You may need to think about
the possibility of Alzheimer’s.” The possibilities became realities. In 1990 the booklet, “Living
by Vows,” was published. In it Dr. McQuilkin gives the account of his wife, Muriel’s,

descent into the darkness of Alzheimer’s disease and the changes it brought to their marriage.
He looked upon her condition as an opportunity to “get to” care for her, not one of “having” to
care for her. He resigned his position as President of Columbia Bible College and Seminary and
lovingly attended to Muriel until she died in his arms on September 20, 2003.

I cannot read “Living by Vows” without tears. It pierces my heart. | see a trail of blood in a
husband’s life given for his wife. I am immediately drawn to Paul’s appeal to husbands in
Ephesians 5. Christian husbands are called to love their wives as Christ loved the church. That
is sacrificial love. | made that promise thirty-nine years ago, “in sickness and in health...till
death do us part.” Did this twenty-two-year-old seminary student grasp what sacrifice would
mean? [ had much to learn. The discoveries of love’s demands have unfolded over the years.
One thing became quite evident. Less would have to be made of myself and more of the one to
whom | had committed myself. There was a price to be paid if love was to grow. Decisions
would have to take the wellbeing of someone else into account. The independence that | had
treasured would have to give way to interdependence and oneness. Supernatural help is
required if self-centeredness is to be replaced by generosity of time, attention, money, and
plans. Suffering and death are not easy companions. Die for my wife? Sure, | will draw the fire
of a burglar’s pistol to protect my wife, if need be. That’s a gallant thought. But there is a daily
dying that typifies love. Loving devotion requires all of me all the time. Can I do that? | am laid
low by such a demand. God’s power and the guiding light of the truth of His Word are essential
if my vows are to be more than mere words.
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How will God call Beth and me to live out the years remaining? Only an infinitely wise and
loving heavenly Father can answer that question. He will do what is best. My best is to know
how to die. Christ’s death for me tells me everything I need to know. Like my Savior I must
know how to enter into my wife’s pain, sorrow, joy, hopes, upsets, injustices, and
disappointments. It takes a strong man to live and die by his marriage vows. O God, make me a
strong man.

What About Those Who Have Never Heard the Gospel? (October 12, 2003)

Our annual World Missions Conference is almost upon us. Like Israel of old, who observed
special festivals, feasts, and fasts to keep them reminded of their identity, we also recognize the
value of keeping before us certain spiritual realities. In doing this we must guard ourselves
against thoughtless routine. Our World Missions Conference is designed to renew our
commitment to taking the gospel of Jesus Christ to the ends of the earth. It should have the
effect of keeping our feet firmly planted in eternal truths. One of those truths is bound up in the
question, what happens to the person who has never heard of Jesus Christ? If he dies without
having heard the gospel, will he be condemned to hell? I don’t know of any question that
demands more immediate attention than this. | am alarmed at the trend among some
evangelicals who are teaching that one “can be saved without knowing Jesus’ name, but not
without Jesus’ provision for sin.” This proposed “soteriological loophole” would have serious
consequences. Everything we do in world missions hinges on how we respond to the plight of
non-Christian people.

There are several factors that converge to make this issue of vital importance. In the first place
it addresses a person’s everlasting state. Where will the individual spend eternity and why?
One’s view toward this doctrine will affect the value he places on evangelism. Finally, this
truth and one’s response to it serves as an “index doctrine.” It is a test of one’s belief about God
and other important areas of belief and ministry. | would like to propose seven unalterable
biblical certainties regarding the eternal state of those who die without having heard the good
news concerning Jesus Christ. Firstly, the Lord Jesus Christ, because of His completed atoning
work on the cross is the only way to heaven. There is no other way to be saved from the
condemnation of sin but through Jesus Christ (Jn. 14:6; Acts 4:12). This is because of who
Jesus is and what His death on the cross has accomplished. To offer any other way to heaven
other than the all-sufficient atonement of Jesus Christ is to make Christ’s death unnecessary.
Secondly, adequate revelation has been given by God to hold everyone accountable to him. No
one has any excuse (Rom. 1:19, 20; 2:12-16). Those without God’s forgiveness are condemned
not because they have heard and rejected Christ. The lost are condemned because of their
rejection of the revelation God has given concerning Himself. They suppress the truth and
refuse to worship God. Creation and conscience testify to the reality of God’s existence and
man’s accountability to Him. Thirdly, because of His perfect character God will judge the
world fairly. He is just (Acts 17:31). The just Judge must punish evil (2 Thess. 1:8). Fourthly,
because of His great love for mankind God is prepared to bestow salvation on the lost (2 Pet.
3:9). The gospel goes to unexpected places as God draws those who belong to the Son (Jn.
17:2-3).

Fifthly, a universal distribution of people will be redeemed and present before the throne of
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God in heaven (Rev. 5:9). A wide distribution of people who are redeemed indicates a wide
dissemination of the gospel and reminds us that God is at work. Sixthly, God works in the
hearts of those who respond to the light He has given (Acts 8:26-40; 10:34, 35; 17:27). God
saves those who want more knowledge about Him as He did Cornelius. The genuine seeker of
God will not be refused.

Seventhly, the person who has heard the gospel will not be asked about those who have not
heard when he faces God at the judgment. The issue will not be, “what about those who have
never heard the gospel?” The unbeliever will have to answer for what he personally has done
with Jesus Christ.

We are obligated to take the gospel to the ends of the earth, “for it is the power of God for
salvation to everyone who believes.” A world missions conference is much more than a nice
little church “event.” It is an opportunity to recommit ourselves to calling all people
everywhere to become worshipers of God and slake their spiritual thirst with the water of joy in
Christ.

Follow the Money Trail (October 19, 2003)

Investigations of graft, corruption, and crime are often keyed into the money trail. Follow the
money and that will lead to the source of the crime. How much evil doing is driven by greed? A
quick read of the daily newspaper identifies a wide range of pain and suffering brought on by
an insatiable thirst for money. This is to be distinguished from the desire to make money for the
good that it can bring. There is a difference between the great monster of greed and the profit
motive. But with that said, we need to examine ourselves as Christians. Is our desire for earning
money fueled by self-centered aspirations or is it the longing to create eternal wealth?

The greatest of all financial counselors, Jesus Christ, gives us a good lesson from a bad
example in Luke 16:1-13. A crafty financial planner/trustee was fired for being irresponsible
with his employer’s investments. But before he could be put out on the street among the ranks
of the unemployed, he cleverly devised a scheme that would provide him with a golden
parachute. He worked out a plan that obligated his employer’s debtors to him to help secure his
financial future. By reducing the amount each of them owed to his boss, they would share a
slice of the prosperity pie. He was using dishonest investment tactics for the time when he
would be unemployed. He was motivated by selfishness in order to feather his financial nest. In
spite of this his employer tipped his hat to his former money manager for being such a shrewd
scoundrel.

What does Jesus do with this “economic survivor” story? He certainly doesn’t commend the
unscrupulous methods that were used for retirement investment. Instead, He called His
disciples to prepare themselves for the coming judgment by the right use of money. The sons of
light can learn a lesson from the sons of this age. Material possessions should be put to eternal
use, not to time-bound, self-centered use. The world is good at what it does. The investment
and financial planning industry is filled with brilliant people who know how to get the best
return on invested income. The question for Christians is how does our belief in a future life
after death affect our priorities in this life? We who believe in the spiritual realities of heaven
and hell ought to see money as a means of investing in people. One day we will give account to
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our Lord for what we have done with our money (2 Cor. 5:10). Are we making an attempt to
live simply so that we can create an increasing “cash margin” to finance missionaries around
the world? The profit motive is not evil in itself. It is what we do with it that is the issue. What
kind of welcome awaits us in heaven as the result of giving to God’s work? Let’s face it. Our
attitude toward money is indicative of our spiritual condition. God loans us a certain amount of
wealth in our lifetime. What are we doing with it? Financial faithfulness is using what God has
given us for the greatest benefit to Him. Jesus said it very bluntly, “you cannot serve God and
money.”

There is a great work to be done for God. Billions of people in this world have yet to hear the
good news about Jesus Christ. How can we permit ourselves to live so comfortably in a time
when there are more lost people that at any time in human history? We need to search our
hearts. Have we become intoxicated with the spirit of the age, thinking that our money is
entirely ours to serve us? There are eternal rewards awaiting those who make their money serve
God. Our money trail is to lead to the throne of God before whom we will all give account.

The Legacy of the Reformation (October 26, 2003)

On October 31, 1517, a thirty-four year old Augustinian monk posted his Ninety-five Theses on
the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. His immediate intention was not to start
the Reformation but was to challenge and condemn the abuses of the indulgence system in the
Roman Church. A man by the name of Tetzel had been going from city to city with the
approval of the pope, Leo X, selling documents that granted the complete forgiveness of all sin
(repentance was not necessary) “as soon as the money clinked in the chest.” Martin Luther
called for a debate on the matter and insisted that the only authority on such issues as
indulgences was not the pope or the Church but the Bible. That one affirmation (sola scriptura)
was the theological shot that was heard around the world. By the time the smoke had cleared
Luther had been excommunicated by the Roman Church, his books had been burned, and the
Protestant Reformation was well under way. Once the Scriptures were declared to be the final
authority for faith and practice, other false teachings of the Church came under assault.

We owe much to the early Reformers, Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli. These men blazed a trail
through the thick underbrush of unbiblical and antibiblical teaching in the sixteenth century
Church. The Bible is a lion that, when unleashed, cuts to the bone of our opinions,
superstitions, and pretensions. When Christian people began to read and study the Bible for
themselves, things happened. No longer was the Bible under the control of the Roman Church.
Biblical truth flowed like life-giving water over the barren spiritual life of Medieval Europe.
The gospel was proclaimed, lives were changed, and revivals occurred. Actually, the
Reformation itself was a revival in the sense that “truth, or doctrine is right living, and right
living is living according to the Truth.” There is a circular effect involved. Revivals are the
work of God’s Spirit drawing God’s people to new heights of authentic Christian living. It was
the Reformation that not only changed the course of Western civilization. It also prepared the
spiritual soil of the church for what has come to be known as the modern missions movement.
As Protestantism spread to Scotland and England, evangelical revivals ignited the flames of
world evangelization. The Baptist Missionary Society (1792), the London Missionary Society
(1795) and the China Inland Mission launched hundreds of God exalting, gospel proclaiming
Christians to Africa, India, and China.
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When the church of Jesus Christ takes the Bible seriously it will be a witnessing church. We are
children of the Reformation and that means carrying the good news of forgiveness and eternal
life in Christ to all the peoples of the earth. There is no people group or religious system that
exceeds Islam as a challenge to the church of Jesus Christ. Millions of Muslims have sworn
their allegiance to Allah and are living in utter spiritual darkness that can only be removed in
Christ (2 Cor. 3:14). Luther’s great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” was written as
Turkish (Muslim) armies under Suleiman | were attacking Vienna. This gives special thought
to what was behind the words, “Our helper He amid the flood of mortal ills prevailing.” Today,
as heirs of the Reformation, we should not cower in the face of threats of Moslem militants.
The “right man (is) on our side, the man of God’s own choosing. Dost ask who that may be?
Christ Jesus, it is He- Lord Sabaoth His name from age to age the same, and He must win the
battle.” Interestingly, this verse was not sung at a national political/ecumenical gathering after
the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade Center. But this kind of thing does not daunt
us. We know that the great need of the hour is to let “goods and kindred go” and tell the
Moslem world and all the nations that “God’s truth abideth still: His kingdom is forever.” Jesus
Christ is coming again to rule over His kingdom on this earth. We dare not cringe and fall back
from our love-debt to those without Christ. God is our helper. Thank God for the Reformation
legacy that is ours.

How Long, O Lord? (November 5, 2003)

In the Presence of My Enemies is a riveting account of Martin and Gracia Burnham’s yearlong
(May 7, 2001 to June 7, 2002) ordeal as captives of the Philippine terrorist group, Abu Sayyaf.
Months of unrelenting hardships presented the Burnhams with the many faces of evil. Ruthless
terrorists, kidnappings, forced “marriages,” beheadings, lying, cheating, stealing, firefights,
torture, threats and all this in the name of religion. Compounding the difficulties of daily survival
was the challenge of coping with personal grief, anger, disappointment, fear, worry, and
depression. But through it all faith in God expressed itself. Captors and fellow captives were
given a witness to Christ’s love through two of His servants. There were struggles but in the end
God’s adequacy was found to be more than enough.

While reading Gracia’s story of a life on the run in the Philippine jungles, | was reminded of
some biblical markers that are needed when journeying through the valley of the shadow of
death. Bad things happen to God’s people. Nowhere in Scripture are Christians guaranteed
absolute safety from marauding evil. But at the same time, Satan is on a divine leash and works
only within the fixed boundaries of God. Also, suffering brings us to a meeting with our own
sinful hearts. I was taken by Martin’s reflection on the fact that the Abu Sayyaf had made him
painfully aware of the hatred, bitterness, greed, and wrongdoing all around him. He confessed
that he had seen all those things in himself. Yet, another spiritual reality is that suffering opens
the doors of opportunity to serve others. Offering Tylenol to a captor who was helping to make
his own life miserable was an expression of grace.

We can pray for deliverance from our pain and suffering, and God may choose to allow things to
grow much worse before they become better. Habakkuk’s faith was tested mightily in this very
way (Hab. 1:12-17). The ability of Muslim terrorists to justify their crimes against humanity in
the name of holy war reveals the self-deception that accompanies legalistic religion. It was
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religious leaders, duped by their false view of God, who conspired to kill Jesus. But there is one
truth that sits at the head of the class. The conundrum of evil on the loose in a good God’s world
stops us in our tracks. How do we explain this? Does man’s freedom trump God’s sovereign
purposes? Why doesn’t God step in and stop a suicide bomber from killing innocent men,
women, and children? Could God not prevent an airplane from crashing into the World Trade
Center? | have no special insight in answer to this question. | have only words like those spoken
by Joseph who, though a captive in a foreign land, confessed, “You (his brothers) meant evil
against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve
many people alive” (Gen. 50:20). The evil that men do is not beyond the infinitely wise purposes
of God. They do only what God permits them to do. This does not take us behind the curtain to
God’s “secret decrees” (Deut. 29:29), but it does make it possible to trust while waiting. We may
cry out to God as do the martyrs in the Great Tribulation, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, wilt
Thou refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on earth?”” One day the
presence of our enemies will be replaced with the sweet presence of our Savior with whom we
will dwell forever.

Books and Frozen Seas (November 9, 2003)

“A book is an axe that breaks up the frozen seas within.” Have you not found that to be true? The
reading of a book on the right subject at the right time can bring immeasurable joy, challenge,
and change into one’s life. I am convinced that one of the ugly features of our fast-paced, media-
driven culture is the loss of time to read. Another complicating factor is the small percentage of
men who read compared to women. It is my understanding that women purchase about eighty
percent of the books in a Christian bookstore. I am told that men don’t read. This is not good
news. Books can have a powerful effect upon us. One method | have found useful is to resolve to
read at least 30 minutes every day. This is in addition to the reading | do in sermon preparation.
The following are some books | have recently read or am in the process of reading.

“The Christian’s High Calling” by Maurice Roberts has been a special joy as Beth and | have
been reading it together. The chapter on Psalm 142, “A Psalm from the Cave”, came along at a
needy time for us. Husbands and wives, if you would read a few pages together at least once a
week you will be glad you did. D. A. Carson’s “The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God” is
one of those books that will be frequently consulted. It’s only eighty-four pages but is a great
help in thinking through such vital doctrines as God’s love and God’s sovereignty and God’s
love and God’s wrath. I found Carson’s thoughts on divine election and the sufficiency of
Christ’s atonement to be especially helpful.

Some weeks ago I was given “After Darkness, Light.” This is a series of essays in honor of R. C.
Sproul, founder of Ligoner Ministries. One chapter particularly noteworthy is John MacArthur’s
“Solus Christus.” His presenting question is, “Is it possible that some non-Christians might go to
heaven when they die, or are those without Christ totally cut off from God and without hope in
the world (cf. Eph. 2:12)?” This leads to a criticism of Tony Evan’s belief that, “God...would
not be just if He held people accountable for that which they cannot do, and for knowledge they
do not possess.” Some critical issues are at stake here. I am troubled by the views of my friend,
Tony Evans, regarding those who have never heard the gospel.

I continue to read a few pages each day in “Gospel Worship” by Jeremiah Burroughs. This is a
series of fifteen sermons preached by this Puritan pastor in London in 1650. He leaves no stone
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unturned in giving his congregation instruction in how to listen to God’s Word. His illustration
comparing hearing the Word on Sunday to a mariner who sails out to sea is a valuable reminder
of the dangers of not treasuring up the Word after the sermon has been preached. Entering the
life and thought of Jonathan Edwards is always richly rewarding. lan Murray guides the reader
through Edward’s personal life, writings, and pastoral ministry (“Jonathan Edwards, A New
Biography”). We can benefit from the lessons of history. Christians sought direct guidance by
“impressions” given by the Holy Spirit during the Great Awakening of the 1740s. This error had
damaging effects as it still does in our day. How often do you hear Christians claiming to receive
direct communication from God apart from His Word?

With the holiday season almost upon us, it may seem like whistling in the wind to call God’s
people to do some worthwhile reading in addition to everything else going on. But, if | have
stirred even one to read a book of life-changing value, I will be thankful. Yes, I know that only
the Spirit of God can change the human heart, but a good book can be the axe in His hand to
break up that frozen sea.

The God Who Holds the Future (November 23, 2003)

The past two weeks have been filled with extraordinary exposure to Christianity past, present,
and future. Living Faith 2003 was the annual conference of the Christian Counseling and
Educational Foundation. It was a spiritually rich, faith-building, and worshipful time. The
conference theme, “Human Suffering and the Hope of the Gospel,” was pressed upon us by the
deeply moving talks of Joni Eareckson Tada and Steve Estes. To listen to Joni’s account of her
three decades long experience of life as a paraplegic was a story in God’s sufficiency. Being
totally dependent on others for managing the basic routines of life forces upon us questions
regarding the Bible’s teaching on God’s control over human suffering. God assures us in His
inerrant Word that no matter what kind of trials we may experience, His loving, wise, and
omnipotent hand “causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those
who are called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28). No matter what our personal future holds,
God rules over time and eternity. We must learn from Job who said, “I know that Thou canst do
all things, and that no purpose of Thine can be thwarted” (Job 42:2).

Does God know the future? Is our comfort and hope to be found in a God who out of respect for
human self-determination has left the future open? Some evangelical theologians are telling us
that God has taken a risk in making the human race. This past week | attended the annual
meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society held at the Hilton Hotel in Atlanta. The
conference theme, “Jesus Christ Is the Same Yesterday, Today and Forever,” was the topic in the
various plenary sessions. But the subject that dominated much of the conversation among the
attendees was open theism and the inerrancy of the Scriptures. Charges had been brought against
theologians, Clark Pinnock and John Sanders, contending that the recent writings of these men
contained statements that violated the doctrinal statement of ETS regarding the inerrancy of the
Scriptures. At a business meeting on Wednesday evening a vote was taken among the members
of the Society on whether or not to expel Pinnock and Sanders from the ETS. Both men share the
view that some of the prophecies of the Bible are contingent upon the choice of free human
beings. Some biblical prophecies must be understood as probabilities. For example, Pinnock has
written, “God, in order to be omniscient, need not know the future in complete detail.”
According to Sanders, “prophecies about beings with libertarian freedom are conditional and
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God knows them as probabilities or expectations.” This means that a passage like 2 Timothy
3:1ff. says in part, “in the last days...men will be lovers of self, lovers of money...disobedient to
parents,” etc., may not be realized if free human beings decide to act contrary to this prophesied
behavior. In other words, human freedom trumps God’s sovereignty. In my judgment this kind of
Bible interpretation is a denial of inerrancy (i.e., that the Scriptures are without error).

The vote on Wednesday evening failed to sustain the charges against Pinnock and Sanders. This
is an alarming development. Human independence has been exalted over the doctrine of the
trustworthiness of the Scriptures and adherents of such a view have been allowed to remain as
members of the Evangelical Theological Society. Where is the allegiance to the admonitions of
Scripture to guard the treasury of truth (2 Tim. 1:14)? It is a dangerous message that is being sent
out by ETS to the body of Christ. Here are men who are teaching that God doesn’t know the
future and that the Scriptures may not be teaching what we think they are teaching. This is not in
line with our Christian past. It is a false teaching that has developed quite recently and will bring
great harm to the church in the future if it is not exposed and rebuked. C. S. Lewis has spoken in
very plain words when he said, “Everyone who believes in God at all believes that He knows
what you and | are doing tomorrow.” We are to draw comfort from the fact that though we do
not know what the future holds, we know Who holds the future.

The Twelve Resolutions of Christmas (November 30, 2003)

Well, here we are again, at the beginning of another Christmas season. Actually, the commercial
aspect of it is already well under way. For some weeks now Christmas ads have been appearing
on television. One complaint that | frequently hear at this time of year is how secularized and
commercialized Christmas has become. | think that this is true. There seems to be a studied effort
to eliminate God, the Christ story, and other biblical themes from the popular culture’s “holiday”
celebration. After all, we don’t want to offend anyone with beliefs that others do not share. So,
what is developing is a shopping, gift giving, Santa Claus centered, nostalgic, food-filled, movie
watching, time off from work, no school holiday season. What should be the Christian’s
response to all this? I don’t think the answer is being anti Christmas. I have known some who in
the name of Christ adopt a negative, critical, and joyless attitude about it all. What | would like
to do is offer some resolutions that if followed could be significant Christian counter cultural
activity. These are not intended to be a kind of legalistic system that if adhered to will earn you
something from God. Rather, they are an attempt at putting Christ into Christmas.

1. Ilresolve not to use language from which the God words have been erased. | will not allow the
“holiday season” to become a substitute for the “Christmas season.” If | send cards or e-mails, |
will use meaningful, biblically significant, and truth-laden words.

2. lresolve to listen to and meditate on the eternal truth of God’s Word no matter how busy | get.
A sermon on tape, the Bible on tape, sermon notes to which | prayerfully respond, and daily
Scripture reading can do much to keep my mind on the truth of the Christmas story.

3. Il resolve not to buy anything that is unwise, unnecessary, or that will diminish my ability to give
to God’s work. The presents that | give will be meaningful, useful, and well within my budgetary
plans. Waste, impulsiveness, and debt will not be allowed to reside in my life.
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4. |resolve to enter the month of January without the weariness and regrets of having over
committed myself during the month of December. | will ask God for wisdom as | plan my days.

5. lresolve to respond to the commercialization of Christmas by displaying generosity and mercy
toward those who have very real physical and material needs. | will look around to notice those
who may be lonely and/or need a helping hand.

6. |resolve to pray every day through the Christmas season for the missionaries our church
supports. | will make a special gift to one of our missionary families. | will look on the back of the
monthly church prayer calendar to pray for the persecuted church around the world.

7. lresolve to listen to some Christ-centered, God-exalting Christmas music in my home or in my
car at least ten minutes every day.

8. Iresolve to read the Christmas story from Luke 2:1-38 on Christmas day with my family. | will
not let presents, football, or food crowd out the wonderful words of life.

9. Iresolve not to allow food or entertainment rule over me during the Christmas season. | am
responsible for what | eat, how much | eat, and what | do with my mind and time. | will glorify
God with my body and not abuse it.

10. I resolve to display either in my house or in my yard a reminder that Christ came to this world to
save sinners. A manger scene along with an explanation of its meaning will be one of the best
memories our children can have of the Christmas season.

11. I resolve to share the good news of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ with at least one person
during the Christmas season.

12. I resolve to be patient, kind, forgiving, helpful, sacrificial, and joyful during the Christmas season.
| will display the Savior in my attitude and relationships knowing that all true goodness exalts
the glory of God.

The Greatness of the Messiah (December 7, 2003)

There are certain advantages at having the person of Jesus Christ discussed and debated in the
public arena. The movie, “The Gospel of John,” seems to be well received among many
Christians. | am told that the narrative is exactly the words of the Gospel of John spoken against
the cinematic background of the first century. Mel Gibson’s controversial, “The Passion,” has
brought on a firestorm of criticism. The charge brought against it is that it is anti-Semitic.
Recently NBC ran a special focusing on “The Da Vinci Code,” a novel that tells the story of
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Jesus having had a sexual relationship with Mary Magdalene. This past week as | was listening
to PBS a self-acknowledged “unbeliever” gave his verbal high-five to a book that spoke of the
romantic relationship of Jesus with Mary Magdalene. Yes, | know you can say that this all
amounts to our culture’s disinformation campaign against the biblical truth about the Son of
God. But there is another way to look at it. We are being given some very useful talking points
about the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Let’s take up the challenge and be ready to converse
about the Lord Jesus Christ of the historic Christian faith. Where do we start? | will offer Luke
1:26-35 as reliable documentation about the identity of Jesus.

Luke’s purpose in writing his Gospel was to provide assurance of the gospel (1:4). Its intent is to
give us certainty and assurance about the Lord Jesus Christ, reminding us that God stands behind
the message of the good news we proclaim to a lost world. Gabriel comes to Mary with a birth
announcement unequaled in human history. He served as God’s press secretary with special
responsibilities regarding the Messianic promise. The Virgin Mary is perhaps about 15 or 16
years of age living in Nazareth, a small village off the main trade routes of Palestine. Gabriel told
Mary that the one conceived in her womb by the Holy Spirit “will be great.” On the surface of it
that could sound a bit trite. But the truth is that Jesus was greater than John the Baptist and
greater than the rest of humanity. His greatness is founded upon who He is and what He did.
Mary’s son has no equal. But not only was Jesus acclaimed to be remarkable in His person. He
had a unique relationship to the Father (“will be called Son of the Most High”). Jesus possessed
the nature of His Father (Elyon, Gen. 14:18, 19) and was no less a person than God in human
form. Gabriel also said that Jesus was related to king David and was the heir to the throne of
David (“and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David.”). The Davidic covenant
finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ (Isa. 9:7; 11:1). He will sit upon the Davidic throne as Israel’s
long-awaited Messiah (“and He will reign over the house of Jacob forever.” Rev. 5:5; Rev.
22:16). Isn’t this marvelous? The Christ child to be born to Mary would fulfill all the hopes and
dreams of His people. Who was this child who would lie helpless in the arms of his mother? He
was the King of kings and the Lord of lords. This would be no short-lived reign as in the
theocracy of the Old Testament. Jesus’ relation to the kingdom will be eternal (“and His
kingdom will have no end.”). It will not be like earthly kingdoms that have come and gone. The
earthly millennial kingdom will merge with the eternal kingdom and the redeemed of all the ages
will ever be with Christ.

| doubt that Mary fathomed all that she was told. She was not asked to understand everything but
believe that “nothing will be impossible with God.” She was given a sign and she willingly
submitted to God’s plan for her (“be it done to me according to your word.”). No one in human
history had been told such extraordinary things. Gabriel himself must have marveled at this
wonderful story. Why was the birth of the son of Joseph and Mary so important? It was because
of the child’s greatness. “He poured out Himself to death and was numbered with the
transgressors. Yet He Himself bore the sin of many and interceded for the transgressors” (Isa.
53:12). Let men write their fiction about Jesus. But we have God’s witness to the meaning of His
greatness.

The Messiah, The Savior (December 14, 2003)

A soft theater seat, hot buttered popcorn, and the pleasure of watching the hero of the movie
deliver the oppressed from the rule of bad people. This is the recipe for a multi-million-dollar



82

box office hit. What is really at work here? The human heart longs for justice and is drawn to a
savior hero who can overcome evil. This leads us directly to the Christmas event. The birth of
Jesus Christ is about a Savior. Who is the Christ child? He is Israel’s long-awaited Messiah, the
son of David, the heir to the throne of David. He is the Son of the Most High, God Himself as
man, who won the right to rule as the second and last Adam. He was virgin born, absolutely
unique, sinless, the one who would save His people from their sins. But having said all this there
is still another emphasis in the birth account in the Gospel narratives. We find it in Luke 2:11.
An angel of the Lord appeared to shepherds near Bethlehem. He brought good news. A Savior,
who is Christ the Lord, had been born. History is filled with stories about would-be and want-to-
be saviors. Oppressed people long for someone to deliver them from their oppressors. Legends
are made of this kind of hope. Millions will flock to the movies during the Christmas season to
see a king claiming his crown rights and crushing his adversaries.

But the Savior of whom the angel spoke two thousand years ago was no imaginary matinee hero.
The Savior announced was God Himself. God was Israel’s Savior (Psa. 17:7 “...O Savior of
those who take refuge at Thy right hand from those who rise up against them.”). You find the
theme of God as Israel’s deliverer all the way through the Old Testament. Israel seems to have
always been in need of help. Her enemies were both invited and uninvited oppressors. We see
God coming to Israel’s rescue time and again. But the real enemy was yet to be thoroughly
defeated. The Old Testament leaves us with the expectation of God who will come and deliver
His people from their sin and all its consequences (Psa. 110:1). Israel’s King and Messiah was
coming.

When we read the New Testament, we immediately encounter this prophesied Savior. He is not
merely some tribal chieftain who gives temporary and local deliverance. He is the Savior of the
world (Jn. 4:2; 1 Tim. 4:10; 1 Jn. 4:14). There is more. He is the only Savior the world has, and
He wants His salvation to reach “all peoples” (1 Tim. 2:3,4). The apostle Paul, who had been
personally rescued from unbelief by the Lord Jesus Christ, tells us that Jesus is the Savior of the
Church (Eph. 5:23). Every one of us who has laid down his arms and surrendered to King Jesus
has been personally “saved” from sin, death, and eternal judgment. As Savior Jesus came to give
repentance, forgiveness, and redemption (Tit. 2:11-14). Ponder this. “Our Savior Christ Jesus
who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10).
Buddha, Mohammed, and all the gods of this world cannot do for us the most necessary thing.
There is only one who can subdue our rebel hearts and pardon our guilt. “He is the one whom
God exalted to His right hand as a Prince and a Savior” (Acts 5:31).

Our Savior has ascended to heaven. We wait for His return (Phil. 3:20). In the meantime, we live
in anticipation. We who have been delivered from the domain of darkness will forever praise
Him who rescued us. One day He will come to deliver His people from this sin-ravaged world.
He came the first time as God disguised as a man. But the next time He will come in the full
splendor of His heavenly glory. Now that is an ending I don’t want to miss.

From a Throne to a Hole in the Ground (December 21, 2003)
Saddam Hussein has strutted across the stage of Iragi history fond of his comforts, conniving in

his politics, and ruthless in his dictatorship. Since his ascension to presidency in 1979, Iraq’s
self-acclaimed modern-day Nebuchadnezzar has made life miserable for millions of people. Who
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knows what global mischief was yet to be spawned by this soulless, brutal regime. On Sunday
morning, December 14, the news spread like wildfire. “We got him,” intoned Paul Bremer, the
American proconsul in Baghdad, hardly able to restrain a sense of triumph. Saddam had been
discovered hidden away in a small underground room described by some as a spider hole. We
first saw him on television looking like a beaten down homeless fugitive. Newsweek magazine’s
account stated that, “Saddam has been hiding in a mud hole. Gone were the fleets of Mercedes,
the battalions of secret police, the gold-encrusted palaces. Saddam did not put up a fight...He
was resigned, cowering, meek and weak.” Weak he was but certainly not meek. The “Successor
of Nebuchadnezzar” seems to have overlooked a telling episode in the life of Babylon’s ancient
king. God gave Nebuchadnezzar a dream that when interpreted by Daniel revealed a down-in-
the-dirt humbling experience waiting in the proud king’s future. Nebuchadnezzar’s arrogance
was delivered a severe blow. He was stricken with a disease considered by some to have been
lycanthropy. It was not pretty. In his dream his condition was pictured as a great tree that was cut
down to a mere stump. For seven years the pompous king ate grass, grew long thick nails,
shaggy hair, and behaved like an animal. God was giving Nebuchadnezzar an unforgettable
lesson that “the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind, and bestows it on whom He
wishes, and sets over it, the lowliest of men” (Dan. 4:17). With what little mind he had left,
Nebuchadnezzar looked up to heaven and by God’s grace acknowledged the Most High who
lives forever (Dan. 4:34). We don’t know if he was converted but he certainly adopted a
different understanding of himself and who God is. He confessed that God was the king of
heaven.

One may wonder why such a strange story is folded into the prophetic message of the Book of
Daniel. One transcendent truth emerges from Nebuchadnezzar’s humbling experience.
Unbelieving rulers in the nations of this world are not exempt from God’s moral rule. We are
able to see how the Sovereign God of the universe deals with human leaders filled with their own
self-importance. A powerful witness to this truth is found in Mary’s song in Luke 1:46-55. When
told that she was to be the mother of Israel’s long-awaited Messiah, Mary broke into a song of
praise. She exalts the Lord for the provision of a Savior and savors the fragrance of God’s
perfections, His power, holiness, and mercy. Mary exclaims, “He has brought down rulers from
their thrones, and has exalted those who were humble” (Lk. 1:52). God’s wisdom is seen through
His reversal of human values. He exalts those who put their trust in Him who has chosen foolish
things of the world to shame the wise (Isa. 55:8; 1 Cor. 1:26-29). This truth echoes down the
corridors of time and finds its ultimate expression in the cross of Jesus Christ. Human pride is
exposed for what it is, the refusal to let God be God. Mary understood this. God has shown His
mercy through the birth of her child, Israel’s Messiah and the Savior of the world.

Saddam Hussein, the self-described “Glorious Leader, the Lion of Babylon, the Anointed One,
the Modern Saladin of Islam,” was found hiding in his little hole in the ground. He has been
brought low by the mighty hand of God. But we are all infected with the same disease that
afflicts this deposed tyrant. Self-exaltation inhabits every human heart. If you have not bowed in
your heart before the Son of God, come off your little throne, repent of your unbelief, join with
Mary and rejoice in God our Savior.
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Some Year-End Reminiscences (December 28, 2003)

What have we done together in ministry at Berachah this year? | am not suggesting that we can
know everything we have experienced together as a church family. There is a very real sense in
which only eternity can give a more complete picture of how hearts and lives have been changed.
But we can at least look back over some of the more measurable things.

We started the year studying the Book of Acts in our morning worship service and finished on
July 13 with a message entitled, “The Church Aflame.” It was presented as a study in Acts 29,
which I think was confusing to some, since there is no Acts 29 in the canon of Scripture. The
idea was to get us to think of how the continued spread of the gospel and the growth of the
church beyond A.D. 70 are to be anchored to biblical church life. On Sunday evenings in
January, I led us through a four part series on the physical body. In an age that worships physical
beauty and sports, we needed to soak our minds in spiritual realities regarding the gift of physical
life. In February Charlie Liebert was with us for a Creation Conference. We were reminded of
the infinite wisdom of our Creator God. Larry Moyer of EvanTel came to us in March for a
special evangelistic effort. One of my prayers for Berachah is that we will be a church that
consistently seeks to reach the unsaved with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Justin preached from
Colossians in February and March. How thankful 1 am for an associate who loves God and is
committed to expository preaching. It was during March and April that we devoted four Sunday
evenings to a series in “The Christian Education of our Children.” With the different educational
tracks available to parents (e.g., home schooling, Christian schools, and public schools), it is
necessary to think through the opportunities and challenges each of these presents. In our study
in the Book of Nahum in April and May we prodded ourselves with the question, “If God be
against us, who can be for us?” After this series Justin led us through a faith-building time in the
Book of Ruth. Do you remember the sweet truth, “Paid in Full,” from Ruth 4:1-13?

It was in July and August in the morning service that we became absorbed with the Triunity of
God. It was just yesterday when some Jehovah’s Witnesses came by our house that | had the
opportunity to point them to the only Savior of the world, the Lord Jesus Christ, the God-Man.
The study that | do and the sermons | preach are for the preacher as well as the congregation. But
the sermons also go beyond Berachah. | received an email from a man in another state thanking
me for the messages on physical healing in the month of August. I have recommended Justin’s
series on the church (in September) to a number of people. The sermon, “God’s Green Thumb,”
was an excellent analysis of the “church growth movement.” I was encouraged to hear that one
of our young men has listened to Dick Corley’s message in our missions conference (“Sermon
on the Amount”) several times. This would be a good place to thank those who give volunteer
time to our tape ministry. Various people have said to me that they were making plans to send
certain messages to family and friends. We are all involved in one form or another of spreading
the seed of biblical truth. God uses His Word to prepare us for the days ahead. I think of Jeff
Rape sitting there on Sunday evenings listening intently as we studied the biblical doctrine of
death in November. Now Jeff is walking through the valley of the shadow of death with his
family because of the death of his father on Sunday, December 21.

What is waiting on us in 2004? We don’t know. But God does. And He is preparing us as we
faithfully worship Him in the ministry of biblical exposition. Let us pray together in the coming
year that we keep “holding fast the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may have cause to
glory because I did not run in vain nor toil in vain” (Phil. 2:16).
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Mormonism, A Counterfeit Gospel (January 11, 2004)

On a recent trip to the Salt Lake City area, | took the occasion to listen to how Mormons teach
their doctrines. A local cable channel supplied the viewer audience with continuous exposure to
the beliefs of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Mormon Church found its
beginning in 1830 under the leadership of Joseph Smith. Smith was born in 1805 in Sharon,
Vermont and as a confused teenager wanted to know what church he should join. According to
the official story of the LDS Church, “Smith was visited by God the Father and God the Son
after praying about which church to join. He was told that they were ‘all wrong’ and all the
Christian church’s doctrines ‘were an abomination’” (Joseph Smith — History 19, “Pearl of Great
Price”). Of particular note is the way Smith interpreted James 1:5, “If any of you lacks wisdom,
let him ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach, and it will be given to
him.” He interpreted this verse to mean that if he asked God which church to join, He would be
given the “wisdom” for which he had asked. Based on his interpretation of James 1:5 and the
supposed answer he received, Smith went on to found the Mormon Church. If you encounter a
Mormon missionary, you will be told to pray for this same kind of wisdom so that you might
know whether the Book of Mormon is true (The Book of Mormon, Moroni 10:4-5). At the very
outset, one can see the importance of hermeneutics and how Joseph Smith violated a basic
principle of Bible interpretation. He ignored the context of James 1:5. This is a trademark of all
the cults. They invariably rip verses out of their biblical context in order to construct what proves
to be false teaching. Satan is a master counterfeiter and knows how to deceive the unwary.

An example of the counterfeiting strategy is found in the Mormon use of familiar Bible words. |
heard the word “gospel” used several times. To the unsuspecting, it could appear that Mormons
hold to the same gospel that evangelical Christians believe. This is not the case. The apostle Paul
warns us that there are “different gospels” (Gal. 1:6-9). We must not fall into the trap of
assuming that the meaning of a word remains the same when used by other “religious” people.
To Mormons the gospel is, “As man now is, God once was; as God now is, man may be.” The
belief is that “every worthy male will become a god and rule over their own planet.” Salvation,
according to Mormon teaching, involves baptism by immersion, obedience to the teaching of the
Mormon Church, good works, and “keeping the commandments of God (which) will cleanse
away the stain of sin” (Journal of Discourses, 2:4). This is not the gospel revealed in the Holy
Scriptures. Man, the sinner, through faith in Jesus Christ can receive the forgiveness of sin and
eternal life. God’s redemption is found in Christ alone, by faith alone, by grace alone (Jn. 3:16;
Eph. 2:8, 9).

But | heard other counterfeit teachings. A Mormon teacher developed a very sophisticated
method of receiving God’s revelation. It was a Mormon version of how to know the will of God.
What was particularly interesting about the presentation was its similarity to the kind of
mysticism one frequently hears among some Christians, namely, how to hear God’s voice by
way of inner impressions, etc. It is this kind of teaching, no matter where it is found, that opens
the door for all sorts of unbiblical and antibiblical ideas. The whole Mormon system is built upon
the premise that God continues to reveal truth. But when closely examined the Book of Mormon
is found not to be “new revelation” but a colossal counterfeit. Christians, beware. Those who
come in the name of God bearing gifts of “new revelation” are wolves in sheep’s clothing. You
can be eaten alive by a counterfeit sheep.
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A City Set on A Hill (January 18, 2004)

The world has always been filled with social problems. When Adam and Eve decided to go their
own way, they brought the curse of sin and death crashing down on all their descendants. Crime,
poverty, injustice, racism, and a host of related ills plague mankind’s existence. As the
presidential election-year locomotive picks up speed, there will be fierce debates among the
candidates and in the editorial pages of the nation’s newspapers about the best way to go about
fighting the social ills in America and the rest of the world. Liberals like to think of themselves
as the compassionate people and portray conservatives as keepers of the status quo (that’s Latin
for “the mess we are in”). In an attempt to regain the advantage in the public’s perception we
now hear a lot about compassionate conservatism. One can get weary with these claims and
counterclaims as to how to fix our human problems, but we as Christians must not retreat and
ignore the plight of suffering people. There has been a difference of opinion among Christians
over the role of the church in its response to social problems. A new emphasis appeared in the
late 1940s among evangelicals regarding the responsibility of the church to purely humanitarian
and philanthropic enterprises. It was Carl F. H. Henry, an influential voice in late twentieth
century evangelicalism, who in 1957 wrote critically of Christian fundamentalism saying, “The
Gospel was often narrowed to personal and pietistic religious experience, in which...the social
and cultural imperative of Christianity (was) evaded.” The last fifty years have seen a growing
degree of Christian involvement in a wide range of social action endeavors. Poverty, famine
relief, AIDS, the environment, race relations, and abortion to name a few, have drawn many
evangelical young people into ministries combating these problems. Some Christian
humanitarian organizations receive financial donations much greater than many of the traditional
world mission boards.

How are we to think through these issues and trends in a biblical way? The apostle Paul wrote to
a church in a city filled with massive social problems. Slavery, prostitution, crime, political
corruption, and poverty were open sores on metropolitan Rome. What was the church in that city
to do? They were to go about creating a Christian counterculture with love for one’s neighbor
pulsating at the very core (Rom. 13:8). The community of saints is to seek the well-being of
others. By paying out our debt of love, evil is cut at the roots. God’s people are not to be
ashamed of the gospel. The epistle to the Romans begins on this note (Rom. 1:16). All social
evils find their source and nurture in the soil of spiritually darkened hearts. Much of human
misery can be traced to character flaws that go unattended. The early church, however, did not
make a frontal attack on the social infections of the Roman Empire. The power of the gospel
working in transformed lives had a profound influence on Roman society, impacting its political,
legal, social, and moral structure. Social reformation is the product of theological proclamation.
This fact has enormous implications. Social problems are ultimately moral problems and moral
problems are ultimately problems of the human heart. Today, abortion, equal rights, economic
justice, homosexuality, and terrorism clamor for our attention. Human society, the United
Nations, Democrats, Republicans, Libertarians, conservatives and liberals do not have the real
answers to the world’s problems. Paradoxically, a people whose citizenship is not of this world
have been given the message that offers the only hope for a hurting world. In our pilgrimage
through this life with our eyes on a “better country...a heavenly one,” we proclaim Christ and
cast the light of a city set on a hill. The gospel message and Christ-exalting good works are to
shine in all their brilliance (Heb. 11:16; Matt. 5:14-16).
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My Dream for Berachah (January 25, 2004)

| am not too old to dream of what Berachah Bible Church could be. I love the church of Jesus
Christ. The words of Jesus keep my eyes set upon what might be, not what was. “I will build
my church; and the gates of Hades shall not overpower it” (Matt. 16:18). When I think about
Berachah’s future, I long for a church that will persist in its God-pursuing, Christ-exalting
ways. Can a church be anything other than this? Tragically it can happen. A church can lose its
soul and become a barren, works-filled, self-affirming, social club. I pray that Berachah will
not slide into that spiritual swamp. I do not want Jesus to say to us, “I am coming to you, and
will remove your lampstand out of its place — unless you repent” (Rev. 2:5).

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church where God’s Word is taught clearly, boldly, and
thoroughly. The pulpit should always be a place that provides spiritual nourishment through the
preaching of the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27). Bible exposition feeds the arteries of
ministry life, giving it needed spiritual oxygen. If our church is to maintain a truth-rich
environment, the Scriptures must be read, memorized, studied, and taught faithfully.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that exalts the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. The
ordinances of the church have been given to hold before us the splendor and majesty of the
atoning work of Christ. The waters of baptism and communion’s bread and cup preach the
gospel. These wonderful symbols must never be allowed to drift to the edges of church life.
When people attend the services of Berachah they ought to be able to hear that Jesus, Israel’s
Messiah and the world’s Savior, has paid the penalty for sin and offers peace with God. This
message is the world’s only hope.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that sends its people out into their homes and
neighborhoods alive with gospel witness. We must be constantly looking for ways to penetrate
our community with the sin-forgiving, joy-giving, hope-inspiring good news that is found
through faith in Christ.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that gathers on the Lord’s Day to worship with
authentic zeal for God. | want our assembly life to be such that when unbelievers are sitting
among us they will declare that God is certainly among us (1 Cor. 14:25). A worship service
where God is glorified by the overflow of the heart in glad response to His infinite worth is
precious indeed.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that is filled with vibrant body life where brothers
and sisters in Christ build up one another in the faith. “How good and how pleasant it is for
brothers to dwell together in unity!” I want our church family to delight in our shared life in
Christ by “one-anothering” in the work of the gospel, in suffering, and in works of mercy.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that saturates its servant life with prayer. A church
that is filled with believers who have an active prayer life and prays in all its meetings is a
mighty force in spiritual warfare.

My dream for Berachah sees it as a church that carries the light of the gospel of Jesus Christ to
the ends of the earth. “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring glad tidings of good
things!” (Rom. 10:15). O that we might be a church filled with beautiful feet. Wouldn’t you
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like to see a steady stream of missionaries going out from Berachah to every tribe, tongue, and
nation to plant churches in the spiritually barren wasteland of a lost world?

When Worldviews Collide (February 8, 2004)

Upon returning from Frankfurt, Germany, where | taught a seminar on biblical peacemaking to
Christian airline personnel, | encountered a less than peaceful public debate. A host of angry
educators, science teachers, journalists, and even a former president of the United States were
excoriating State School Superintendent Kathy Cox. What had she done to draw the withering
fire of the educational and journalistic establishment? Cox had the temerity to suggest that the
word “evolution” should be removed from the state school biology curriculum because it is “a
buzzword that causes a lot of negative reaction.” You would have thought that she was calling
for the end to motherhood. But on second thought, that seems to be subject to revision as well
(a.k.a. “gay unions”). The usual ridicule and specious arguments were launched. The heavy
artillery of personal attacks (“The only thing that needs to be deleted is Cox.”), dogmatic
assertions regarding evolution (“Evolution is real, it is observable and can be documented.”),
and tirades against Christian fundamentalists (“who know very little science and who are
capable of arguing quite unscrupulously”) have pounded away at not only the Superintendent
but all who dared challenge the sacred cow of evolution.

| find the arguments used to defend the Darwinist/evolutionist world view quite revealing. For
example, one hears the assertion that when evolution is opposed this is tantamount to opposing
the study of genetics or that the earth is round. This is a common tactic used by evolutionists.
But it is all smoke and mirrors. The assumption is that the theory of evolution (chance through
time) is in the same league as “scientific cloud chamber experiments that are observable in the
present and are repeatable.” I highly recommend Jonathan Sarfati’s book, Refuting Evolution.
Sarfati points out how some scientists define science in a self-serving and essentially
prejudiced way (Remember the axiom that he who defines the terms wins the argument.). This
is a classic example of begging the question. In other words, evolutionists take for granted the
very thing being argued.

Another slight of hand frequently used, in an attempt to shame creationists and “send them
running into their churches where they belong,” is the science versus faith argument. The magic
trick goes something like this. Science is rational and is based on hard facts whereas
creationism or intelligent design is a “belief born of faith rather than science.” To reject
evolution is to become a member of the flat-earth society. An army of scientists, educators, and
scientific organizations are invoked as the final authorities on the matter. This intimidating
magic is often effective in cowing the “religious know-nothings.” But it is based on a
deception. The evolutionist is working on the premise of naturalism, the assumption “that
things made themselves, that no divine intervention has happened, and that God has not
revealed to us knowledge about the past” (Sarfati, p. 16). Facts have to be interpreted.
Evolution requires a faith commitment to its premises, i.e., “that common ancestors for the
animal phyla once lived on the earth, even though those ancestors can’t be found.” But in spite
of this Darwinists continue to argue that they don’t have faith, only creationists have faith
commitments.
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What is really happening in all this is a massive power play by the scientific establishment and
a supportive media to remain in control of the educational system. The world view of secular
humanism marches blindly on using the very methods of intolerance and censorship that it
accuses the Christian world view of practicing. This is indeed a clash of world views with each
having its underlying faith commitments.

“The Passion of the Christ” - Viewer Discretion Advised (February 22, 2004)

A movie about the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is like trying to whistle Beethoven’s Fifth
Symphony. Something will be missing. The message exceeds the media’s ability to capture the
critical theological issues that make up the greatest story ever told. Is this to say that no one
should attempt to portray Christ’s death on the cross in cinematic form? No, but viewer
discretion is advised. Movies can have an enormous emotional impact and precipitate life-
altering decisions. However, emotions must be driven by truth. Millions will be moved deeply
as they witness a reenactment of the pathos of the most important death in human history. If we
are to weep, we must do so because we understand what was really happening at Golgotha. It
will not be enough to become emotionally devastated and not be driven to worship the Son of
God. It is frighteningly possible to cry and grieve because of what was done to Jesus and not
experience the heart and life changes that can come only through Jesus Christ (Joel 2:13; John
3:16; 14:6).

The meaning of Christ’s death is explained accurately in the Bible. This is our only trustworthy
source of documentation regarding the meaning of the cross of Christ. One writer in his review
of “The Passion of the Christ” refers to the Bible as being a “problematic source” and that
“Scripture is not always a faithful record of historical events.” There is no evidence for this
assertion. It is a failure to understand the internal harmony of the Gospel accounts. Why not
take the Bible’s own claims for itself? The Gospels are Scripture “inspired by God” (Lk. 10:7;
1 Tim. 5:18; 2 Tim. 3:16). The Holy Spirit of God has told us in the Bible what happened to
Christ and why it happened.

Another factor to be considered when viewing any visual representation of Christ is that any
picture of Jesus or movie about Him has the potential for contributing to our worship of a false
Christ. The second commandment forbids the making of images of God (Ex. 20:4-6). Love
expressed for God must come out of right thoughts about God. If we imagine Jesus to be
someone other than who He is, we are to that same extent limiting and misunderstanding Him.
We are to worship a Christ who was crucified, but who is now risen and glorified and coming
again (Acts 1:11). Jesus is no longer on the cross. He is not sacrificed again for sins.
Redemption is finished. We are not to imagine a Savior who is a victim but One who has
provided the final and complete sacrifice for our sins (Heb. 10:12).

A writhing, suffering Christ beaten, battered, and bleeding on that splintered wooden cross tells
us more than can be seen with the physical eye. It is for this reason that the Gospel accounts of
the crucifixion are rather subdued in their description of the Jesus’ physical death. The details
of His torture are not accentuated. Instead, our attention in the New Testament is drawn to the
horror of the fact that the judgment of God fell upon Jesus as He was dying for our sins (MK.
15:33; Isa. 53:4-6). He was enduring the abandonment of the Father in that dark night of His
soul so that He might accomplish what He came into this world to do. When Jesus said, “It is
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finished,” He was declaring that the full penalty for sin had been paid (Mk. 15:34-37). We
cannot atone for our own sins. The Christ of the passion is the only one who was qualified to
endure, as our substitute, the howling winds of God’s wrath toward sin (Rom. 3:25; 2 Cor.
5:21). He, the God-Man, opened a new and living way to God that in life and in death we might
dance the dance of eternal joy of the forgiveness of sin and eternal fellowship with the Lamb
who was slain.

Were You There? (March 14, 2004)

The movie, “The Passion of the Christ,” mirrors contemporary responses to the crucifixion of
Christ. The Gospel writers purposely call attention to the numerous witnesses of Jesus’ death. In
so doing we have a microcosm (a little world) of the totality of possible responses to the Son of
God. It has been said, “Jesus crucified is the touchstone revealing what the world is.”

There were no passionless observers of the crucifixion of Jesus. The Gospel accounts of the last
twelve hours of Jesus’ life tell us much about ourselves. The bewildered disciples could not
accept the necessity of the cross even though they believed in Christ. There are Christians like
this. They are reluctant to put sacrifice before personal peace and comfort. Self-denial is not
optional for those who confess Christ (Matt. 16:24). Do we as followers of Jesus Christ
understand the significance of the cross of Christ in our own life? Judas, the disillusioned
betrayer of Jesus was disappointed in Him. The fading dream of an immediate earthly kingdom
and the overthrow of Rome was enough to drive Judas to treachery. Today there are those who
live close to the light of God’s truth but don’t know God. Are you one of those who want to use
Jesus for your own selfish ambitions (e.g., attempts to make Jesus a political tool). There are
those who become disillusioned with Jesus because of unbiblical expectations. The members of
the Sanhedrin were envious of Jesus and poisoned by their anger. They sought to eliminate the
one who claimed to be Israel’s Messiah. The Christ remains a stumbling block to the Jews and
others like them who refuse to accept His claims. Those who reject the deity of Jesus Christ and
declare that He was a bogus Messiah are allies with the Sanhedrin. Peter denied his Lord. His
chest beating courage turned to cowardice. We who speak of our loyalty to Christ have in a
moment of raw self-interest denied our relationship to Him. When we choose a course of action
that is contrary to God’s Word (e.g., lying, stealing, divorce, refusal to forgive, failure to
witness), we can hear the rooster crow.

The Roman soldiers treated Jesus with utter contempt and vicious brutality. To them He was just
a plaything, someone to taunt and mock. One of the tragedies of unbelief is people who are
calloused and totally insensitive to the true identity of Christ. There are those whose conscience
has been silenced and their soul has been limited to the enjoyment of the immediate. Drugs,
sensual living, alcohol, and lust have made them cynically hard toward their only hope, the
Savior of the world. Pontius Pilot was a pragmatic, insecure, superstitious, morally weak soldier
politician. He is a reminder that battlefield courage does not guarantee moral courage. To Pilate
Jesus was considered to be innocent of any charges, but yet expendable. He has heirs in those
who allow their own position, comforts, and plans to keep them from believing in Jesus. Herod
Antipas was curious about Jesus. He saw the miracle worker of Galilee as having potential
entertainment value. There are those who are merely amused by the passion of the Christ.
Unbelief treats Jesus as inconsequential.
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The weeping women of Jerusalem were sympathetic and grief stricken. They carried their
memories of Jesus’ miracles and teaching close to their heart. But their tears were not flowing
from repentant hearts. Sentimentality and sorrow are not enough. One can sit in a movie theater
and weep over the suffering of an actor playing the part of Jesus, but never experience the new
birth in Christ. One criminal who was crucified with Jesus was sarcastic and verbally abusive.
All he was interested in was self-preservation and relief from pain, having nothing but contempt
for, in his view, the ineffective ways of Jesus. The other criminal admitted his guilt. He
confessed that he deserved the terrible death by crucifixion. The fear of death and God’s
judgment made him realize he was unprepared to fall into the hands of the living God. To some
people Jesus is useless unless He can bail them out of some immediate problem. They choose to
die in their sins. To others Jesus is one in whom they place their trust. No matter how great their
sin, through forgiveness they can join Jesus in the paradise of heaven.

The cosmic signs and the way Jesus conducted Himself in the face of taunts and accusations
impressed the centurion. All this caused him to break out in praise and recognition of the
righteousness of the Christ. The confession of the centurion was a cry that echoes down the halls
of eternity that the price has been paid for the redemption of sinners by the Son of God. The
centurion may very well have said more than he knew, but what he said was true. And finally,
there were the crowds. They were grief stricken and conflicted. A few hours earlier they had
demanded Jesus’ crucifixion. He had not met their expectations for a messiah. But in the
shadows of the cross they weren’t so sure about their previous judgments. Had they made a
mistake about the One who said He was the King of the Jews? What had they done? Perhaps
many of them were present when Peter preached on the day of Pentecost and were pierced to the
heart. They cried, “What shall we do?” (Acts 2:37).

The words of the old spiritual come to mind. “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?
Were you there when they nailed Him to the tree? Sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble,
tremble!” Where were you? You and I are among those who were there. Has this caused you to
tremble and worship the Son of God who died on that tree?

Homosexuality, Right or Wrong? Part 1 (March 21, 2004)

In a recent interview a leading church cleric said that he did not consider homosexuality a sin. He
then added that, “The Scripture never directly addresses the question of homosexuality.”
Combine this with courts that seem unwilling to halt “gay marriages,” and you have evidence of
a major shift in the culture’s view toward homosexuality. Historically, homosexuality has been
considered sinful and criminal. That has changed. In order to navigate through the maze of issues
involved in this subject, there are certain moral realities, and their implications, that need to be
understood. These can be pursued through a series of questions.

What is the source of human sexuality and what is its purpose? Human sexuality is a gift from
God, designed by the Creator to express love in marriage and to serve as the means of
procreation. God pronounced male and female sexuality as good (i.e., it conforms to the will and
purpose of God, Gen. 1:31). Robertson McQuilkin gives a helpful summary, “God ordained
exclusive, permanent, monogamous marriage as the only way to achieve the full unity of two
human beings, to provide children and home, and to reflect God’s own relationship to
humankind.” Human sexuality does not stand alone outside of marriage for the mere purpose of
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self-gratification. It is designed to bring glory to God (1 Cor. 6:20; Rom. 11:36). Male and
female were created for one another (Gen. 2:18-24; 1 Cor. 11:11, 12). No bisexual or unisexual
ideal existed in God’s creation of man and woman. One may, of course, reject the Christian view
of human sexuality. Most likely, the paradigm of evolution would be advocated as the
explanation for sexual differences. Richard Dawkins, an atheist and an evolutionist, admits that,
“There are many theories of why sex exists, and none of them is knock-down convincing.” I like
God’s word on the matter of human sexuality. “And God created man in His own image, in the
image of God He created him; male and female He created them” (Gen. 1:27).

Has anything happened to adversely affect human sexuality? Yes. Human sexuality has been
corrupted by man’s rebellion against God (Gen. 3:1-24). Adam and Eve became alienated from
God as a result of their sin. The God who had given them richly all things to enjoy suddenly
became their enemy. Adam and Eve also became alienated from one another. Human sexuality
became subject to futility (Rom. 8:20). The human heart became an idol factory. Sex became
something to be pursued for self-indulgence. The sinful heart of man bends, twists, perverts,
distorts and demeans human sexuality by immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery,
enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envying,
drunkenness, and carousing. Because of the fall of humanity, the desires of the human heart seek
to find fulfillment in oneself rather than in the Creator.

Is homosexuality a normal expression of human sexuality? No, it is not. Homosexual desires and
activity are a result of the fallen condition of the human race and its rebellion against God. All
sexual relationships outside heterosexual marriage are condemned in Scripture (Heb. 13:4).
There is no uncertainty about the immoral nature of homosexuality when the biblical texts are
examined. Homosexuality was one of the moral evils that characterized the inhabitants of Sodom
and Gomorrah (Gen. 18:5, 7). Jude 7 clearly identifies the sin of Sodom. It was not merely a
violation of the hospitality code of that day. While it is true that homosexual rape is directly
condemned, the wider context of Scripture makes it clear that it was wrong because it was
intended rape and homosexual in nature. God prohibited homosexual intercourse of every kind in
the Mosaic Law (Lev. 18:22, 24, 30; 20:13). In the New Testament three major passages may be
cited.

Does the silence of Jesus on the subject of homosexuality argue for His acceptance of
homosexuality? No, it does not. There are many things on which Jesus did not teach directly
(bestiality, prostitution, incest, rape, idolatry, racism, etc.). One cannot base a conclusion on an
argument from silence. The principles that Jesus taught are to serve as the basis for all moral
matters. Jesus made it absolutely clear that “permanent heterosexual monogamy was the original
and continuing will of God as the only legitimate context for sexual relationships” (Robertson
McQuilkin).

Is there a difference between homosexual orientation and homosexual behavior? The Scriptures
equally condemn homosexual desire and homosexual acts. Though certain people struggle with
homosexual temptations more than others, that is not the same as saying that one must yield to
such temptation (1 Cor. 6:18; Heb. 13:4). Homosexual orientation (i.e., preferences and desires)
is a result of the fall of humanity into a sinful condition. Its only remedy is the redemptive, life-
changing power of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Because one has homosexual interests and desires
does not validate the pursuit of their fulfillment. We do not say that since one has a sexual
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orientation toward children (or lying, stealing, or greed) that such a preference should be
indulged.

Is homosexuality a sin that can be forgiven? It most certainly is. The Scriptures do not single out
homosexuality for special disapproval. Forgiveness is possible. Homosexuality comes from the
same heart which breeds greed, strife, disobedience to parents, and gossip (Rom. 1:29-32). It,
therefore, can be forgiven because of the sufficiency of the atonement of Jesus Christ (1 Cor.
6:9-11). Through the washing of regeneration, the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, and the
justifying work of God we can experience freedom from the penalty and power of sin. New
desires, new patterns of thought and behavior, and our acceptance by God through Christ’s
imputed righteousness offer hope for all sinners. Repentance and massive amounts of God’s
grace pave the road to change for the glory of God.

Does not the Bible condemn only the lust of a heterosexual for another of the same sex? No, it
does not. Those who use this argument are attempting to unloose the authority of the Bible.
Some claim that “nowhere in Scripture is there a clear condemnation of a of a loving relationship
between two gay persons.” The apostle Paul lived in a society filled with every kind of
homosexual conduct. He was aware of the Greek “homosexual ideal of loving fidelity.” All
homosexual conduct is sinful and is a perversion of God’s righteous, moral order. The Bible is
very clear that homosexuality, not just some kinds of homosexuality, is a violation, both
physically and morally, of the natural order.

The Empty Tomb, The Evidence (April 11, 2004)

Only Christianity claims an empty tomb for its founder. But how important is the resurrection to
Christianity? Consider the following critical issues involved in the reality of Christ’s resurrection
from the dead. Being an eyewitness to the resurrected Christ was an essential qualification of an
apostle (Acts 1:21, 22). The main subject of apostolic preaching was the resurrection of Christ
(Acts 2:24ff.). The early Christians witnessed to the truth of the resurrection as a result of prayer
and the filling of the Holy Spirit (Acts 4:31-33). Belief in the resurrection is essential to
Christian salvation (Rom. 10:9-10). The resurrection of Jesus Christ is one of the two
fundamentals in the Christian gospel (1 Cor. 15:1-4). It is a foundation stone of Christianity (1
Cor. 15:17-18).

Critics of Christianity have concocted theories in an attempt to explain away the resurrection of
Christ. It has been said that “If a skeptic wished to destroy Christianity, let him prove that Christ
never rose from the dead. When that is done, he has destroyed Christianity. His work is done.” If
the foundation is undermined, then the entire structure collapses. Then we who confess Christ are
of all people the most miserable. What are some of these theories raised against the resurrection
of Christ? One is called the swoon theory. This view teaches that Christ never actually died on
the cross, but only swooned. He was still alive when placed in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea,
but after several hours he revived in the cool air of the tomb, arose and departed. Then there is
the theft theory. The claim is made that the disciples of Jesus stole the body, hoodwinked the
Roman guard and left the grave clothes to further the deception. The hallucination theory says
that all of Christ’s post-resurrection appearances were really only supposed appearances. What
really happened was this: people had subjective visions and really didn’t see the resurrected
Christ. Others have proposed what is known as the wrong tomb theory. This view says that the
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women, and subsequently everyone else, went to the wrong tomb (The ultimate we-took-the-
wrong-turn scenario).

The apostle John’s testimony is that the empty tomb is proof that Jesus was indeed raised from
the dead. What made John believe (Jn. 20:1-10, 30-31)? Exhibit A — Jesus really died (Jn. 19:30-
42). The crucifixion demands it, and the burial is proof of it. Exhibit B — The tomb. The visit of
Mary Magdalene and the removal of the stone both witness to a resurrection (“If Jesus hadn’t
actually been entombed in Joseph’s grave, records of such a visit would not appear in the Gospel
narratives.” Josh McDowell). Exhibit C — Peter and John’s visit (Jn. 20:3-8). What did the
disciples see? They saw the cloths “lying” there and the head napkin was in a place by itself.
Exhibit D — The witness of the Old Testament (Jn. 20:9-10). Passages such as Isaiah 53:10-12
and Psalm 16:10 witness to the resurrection of Israel’s Messiah. The resurrection of Jesus Christ
was no chance happening. It was planned from eternity past, prophesied in the Old Testament,
and prophesied by Jesus Christ (Matt. 12:39).

What have you done about the evidence of the empty tomb? John has told us how he came to
personal faith in the resurrection by considering the evidence found in the tomb. Easter Sunday
stands as witness to the most important story ever told. That story did not end with the death of
Christ on the cross. The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead calls those who are bound in
their own grave clothes to come forth from their tombs to life in the Victor over death. There is
no other way to enter God’s heaven than through the resurrected Christ.

Homosexuality, Right or Wrong? Part 2 (April 18, 2004)

Are not certain people born constitutionally homosexual? The answer is no if by this one means
that homosexuality is a genetically determined condition and does not involve any choice. The
Bible holds homosexuals responsible, as it does adulterers, fornicators, idolaters, thieves,
drunkards, etc., for their behavior. There is no scientific evidence that a person is born a
homosexual (e.g., size of the hypothalamus gland, “Observed differences are influenced by
factors not observed or tested for.” Feinberg). The inward (inversion) conditions and not simply
outward actions are equally addressed in Scripture. All human beings have a depraved, fleshly
nature (Rom. 7:23). It bears fruit unto death (Rom. 7:5). The desires of the flesh and of the mind
can produce all kinds of moral perversions. One may as well speak of a constitutionally
adulterous condition (e.g., “People may be adulterous all their lives and never choose to engage
in adulterous activity”), as to insist on the validity of constitutional homosexuality. This does not
deny that there are influences in the development of homosexuality. But the fact remains that it is
an expression of an idolatrous heart.

Should homosexuality (sodomy laws) be restricted by law? Yes, if society can be persuaded to do
so. The Christian has a responsibility to impact legislation and the political sphere with his life,
judgments, and vote. Actually, most civil law seeks to legislate morals (e.g., slavery, civil rights,
sexual harassment). “Because every law springs from a system of values and beliefs, every law is
an instance of legislating morality. Further, because a nation’s laws always exercise a
pedagogical or teaching influence, law inescapably exerts a shaping effect over beliefs,
character, and actions of the nation’s citizens, whether for good or ill. Those who seek to
separate morality from law, therefore, are in pursuit both of the impossible and the destructive.
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The question before us is never whether or not to legislate morality, but which moral system
ought to be made legally binding” (Michael Bauman).

Should so-called gay marriage be legalized? Absolutely not. What we are seeing take place in
our day is a cultural sea change driven by the homosexual rights movement and a confused
society. It is claimed that opposition to gay marriage is intolerance and discrimination. The
opposite is true. Those advocating same-sex marriage are intolerant of those who refuse to
approve of it. What is taking place is a clash between two different world- views each with its
own moral code. The Courts are anything but neutral when they found their conclusions on
“personal subjective relativism and personal autonomy” (Francis J. Beckwith), which is what is
taking place. The attempt to redefine marriage is a form of social suicide opening the door for
polygamy and a host of other destructive vices.

Are those who oppose homosexuality and gay marriage guilty of hate? The truth is that those
who support homosexuality and gay marriage are guilty of hating God’s moral law. The Bible
says, “Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; who substitute darkness for light and light
for darkness...” (Isa. 5:20). One of the tactics of the homosexual rights movement is to take the
vocabulary of truth and twist it to support a falsehood. For example, love has been used as the
defense of the right of homosexuals who wish to be married (e.g., “If two people love each other,
it is wrong to deny them the rites of matrimony”). But love “does not rejoice in unrighteousness,
but rejoices with the truth” (1 Cor. 13:6). To love God is to hate sin and be grieved over the
violence that evil does to people.

Homosexuality, Right or Wrong? Part 3 (April 25, 2004)

Is AIDS God'’s judgment upon homosexuals? The acquired immune deficiency syndrome is a
global epidemic. Millions have died from it and millions more have been infected. Some see
AIDS as a personal curse directed by God at homosexuals (God’s punishment for homosexual
behavior). However, if this is so, then what about lesbians who are under less of a risk? What
about the innocent, babies, recipients of blood transfusion, wives of unfaithful husbands; are
these under the personal curse of God? Others, who vehemently reject the idea that AIDS is the
judgment of God, say that AIDS is simply a disease like measles or cancer and has nothing to do
with morality. But even this level of thinking fails to understand that all disease is a consequence
of the fall of Adam. There is no such thing as a disease that is simply a disease.

AIDS is best understood as a part of God’s judgment on society. Our society encourages
behavior that leads to the spread of AIDS. There is a connection between human social and
physical ills and the moral plight of man. Perversion in life is the consequence of perversion in
faith (Rom. 1:18ff.). It has been said that “If God doesn’t exist everything is possible.” Sexual
perversions such as homosexuality are a result of human rebellion against God’s revelation of
Himself and His moral order. To put it another way, moral depravity is the result of divine
judgment. God has actively turned sinners over to the things they wished to do. So then, our
entire society is under judgment. This has been true since the fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3).
Civilization has already contracted a malignant and fatal cancer. AIDS is just one manifestation
of the moral plight of man.
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How should the Christian respond to homosexuals and homosexuality? At the outset we can be
sure that certain attitudes are unacceptable to those who name the name of Christ. Self-
righteousness (“my sin is not as bad as their sin”), pride, unkindness, and hatred contradict the
Christian’s call to love and mercy. Unnecessary barriers to reaching homosexuals for Christ
should not be built (e.g., cruel jokes, hostility, ridicule). As Christ’s people we must stand firm in
the biblical teaching regarding the sinfulness of homosexuality. It takes its place among a host of
other sins, all for which Jesus suffered on the cross. Homosexuality is an acute form of evil and
is “among the greater evils that can be committed” (O. Palmer Robertson). The most loving thing
that can be done for homosexuals is to offer them the hope-filled gospel of Jesus Christ that calls
for repentance and faith in Christ. This must be accompanied by expressions of compassion (e.g.,
making comfortable those who are dying, finding a vaccine, showing hospitality through
Christian hospices for AIDS victims and research for relief and cure). Families and the church
must instruct their young people in Christ-centered sex education. Homosexuals should be
welcomed into a love-saturated, and truth-filled community of Christians who are to never forget
that they are blind beggars telling other blind beggars where they can find bread.

A Box of Chocolates (May 2, 2004)

While sitting on a bench in Savannah, Georgia, Forest Gump uttered those now famous words, a
presumed bit of wisdom from his mother, “Life is like a box of chocolates. You don’t know what
you are going to get.” There is a sense in which this is true. We don’t know the future and there
are some surprises waiting on you. “Therefore,” said Jesus, “do not be anxious for tomorrow; for
tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matt. 6:34). We don’t
know what we are going to get in life. But we can be sure of one thing. A significant part of life
is a relatively short life span and suffering to go with it. It was this reality that prompted the
psalmist to say, “Surely every man walks about as a phantom; Surely they make an uproar for
nothing; He amasses riches and does not know who will gather them” (Psa. 39:6). What is the
meaning of life? That is the question that lies behind the life-is-like-a-box-of-chocolates
philosophy. Religious systems and humanistic philosophies abound in an attempt to explain the
purpose of life. But they all fall apart on the shoals of hard questions. Where can we find the key
to unlock the meaning of life? Does life have any purpose? Are we merely being tossed about by
a whimsical chance?

There is a book in the Bible that explores the answers that men give and leads us to the answers
God gives. In what has been called “the Bible’s Black Sheep,” the Teacher in Ecclesiastes offers
us a wise view of life. If we try to squeeze the meaning of life out the parts of life, then it is all
“vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Eccle. 1:3). But Solomon has not written a manual on how to
be miserable. There are four keys to unlocking the most misunderstood book of the Bible.
Firstly, life is paradoxical in nature. It has its dark side and bright side (4:4; 9:1). But through it
all God is in control (3:1-8). Secondly, life is a puzzle that is to be lived by faith. By faith (“the
assurance and conviction that what God has said it true and that it is to be acted upon”) we know
there is a purpose in life, but we can’t see it fully. Thirdly, life without God has no meaning.
Happiness cannot be found by seeking happiness. And, finally, life is to be lived by fearing God
and enjoying life (12:13).

The writer of Ecclesiastes guides the reader down the roads of life, looking for clues that tie
everything together. We must not miss this self-conscious search for the one idea that will make
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sense of everything. God alone holds the key to the meaning of life. The universe and life do
make sense. We can know that, but we don’t know how everything fits together. Where does this
bring us? We come full circle back to God. It is faith in God by which we are to navigate our
way through life “under the sun.” One writer has put it succinctly, “Solomon doesn’t rise to the
pinnacle of faith merely at the end of the book. That faith is running all the way through
Ecclesiastes. It’s faith that God is wise and that He has a plan, though it’s futile trying to figure it
all out. It’s faith that God is good” (Dr. Bruce Waltke). Though we live in a world that has been
subjected to futility, we can have the assurance “that all things work together for good to them
that love God” (Rom. 8:28).

Where are you searching for happiness in life? Work, pleasure, relationships, education, success,
and wealth are all dead-end streets. There are futile, hopeless, and barren worldviews, like so
many shop owners in a crowded bazaar, that claim to have the answer to the riddle of life. Listen
to some of them. Life is an illusion. Life is meaningless. Life is the result of chance through
time. Life is suppressing one’s desires. Life is seeing oneself as a god. Life is intellectual
enlightenment. Life is the freedom to maximize pleasure. Life is whatever works. But God has
spoken. He has told us that life is His gift to us. Life is knowing God. We are to live it His way.
Listen to the Teacher in Ecclesiastes. “Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the
whole duty of man.” Now that’s better than a box of chocolates.

The Mothers in My Life (May 9, 2004)

Tucked away in a list of saints who played a significant role in the life of the church is an
intriguing reference to an additional mother in Paul’s life. In Romans 16:13 he says, “Greet
Rufus, a choice man in the Lord, also his mother and mine.” Within the family of faith God gives
us fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters. Jesus says this in Mark 10:30 where He tells His
disciples that faithful service for His sake will be rewarded through spiritual ties with fellow
believers. Paul’s own mother was the mother of Rufus. By speaking of her as his mother he was
confessing the blessing of having “mothers” in the faith.

Sometimes these additional mothers are one’s own relatives. That’s a double blessing. That was
God’s gift to me. My grandmother was born in 1899 and died on March 7, 1979. Her early years
were filled with sorrows and struggles in the mountains of northern Alabama and northwest
Georgia. Her mother died in childbirth, which necessitated living with relatives and friends of the
family. | came into my grandmother’s life in 1941. She and my grandfather, Howard and
Elizabeth Morris (their names were a forecast of my own marriage and ministry), made a great
impact on my life. Preacher Morris, as many affectionately called him, was well liked and known
for his soul stirring preaching. My dear grandmother considered it part of her responsibility to
keep him in the pulpit. But that was not her only commitment. It was she who gave herself
consistently and sacrificially to the spiritual wellbeing of her grandsons. She took my brother,
Tim, and me for walks in the woods telling us about God who created all things. She read us
stories of missionaries (as well as Grimm’s Fairy Tales). Out of her meager income, as a clerk at
Davison’s Department Store, she gave me a weekly allowance. She always stressed the
importance of properly handling money and giving faithfully to the church. She encouraged us to
read by bringing books home from the public library. The smile of God’s providence placed my
mother, my brother and me in the home of my grandparents during the war years of 1942-1945
and during our teen years in the 1950’s. My grandmother’s Scofield Reference Bible drew my
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attention to the Bible as a book that was not only to be read but also studied. She was God’s
instrument of grace in bringing me to conversion in Christ in March of 1956. | will always be
thankful for a godly grandmother whose love and encouragement set me out on my journey to
the gates of heaven.

My Aunt Betty has been another mother in the faith. She was born in 1921, the older sister of my
mother. After marrying Jimmy Abercrombie they settled down to life out in the country (at least
it was in those days) on Childress Drive in Southwest Atlanta. Aunt Betty was a faithful servant
of God. She taught Sunday School, played the piano, wrote poetry, and was well organized. My
overnight stays in her home were unforgettable. There would be conversations about Christian
things, nice big country breakfasts (thanks to the appetite of my uncle) and gathering eggs from
the chicken house. She loved nature and would be delighted about my discoveries in the woods
and creeks. Aunt Betty provided an atmosphere of stability, order, and devotion to God. | needed
those things in a very special way.

Mothers, grandmothers, and aunts, you can play a key role in the shaping of young lives. Your
walk with God is a call to a city whose architect and builder is God (Heb. 11:10). Where would |
be if I had not been given the fragrance of faith not only in the memories of these lives, but with
words and deeds that live with me to this day. A mother has no higher calling than displaying the
beauty of a sincere faith.

Torture in Time and Eternity (May 16, 2004)

Torture and its usefulness in a battlefield arena is an old weapon. If we define it as the use of
severe pain to gain a confession, to punish the enemy, or to provide a perverted form of
entertainment, then it certainly has a storied history. The recent photos from the Abu Ghraib
prison near Baghdad have proved to be a great embarrassment to a nation trying to transplant an
enlightened democracy in the Middle East. The Iragi war and our attempt at nation building are
serving as a kind of mirror of American culture. On the one hand we see our soldiers
demonstrating courage and kindness, going out of their way, at times with personal risk, to avoid
killing innocent civilians. But then we view images of our troops inflicting degrading and painful
treatment on Arab prisoners. And we are told that even worse Kodak moments are yet to be
revealed. We Americans pride ourselves in being a moral and civil society, relatively speaking of
course, a model for other nations. But does this fit reality? To some extent we do offer the world
a better way. We don’t have violent coup d’etats. Bribery is not accepted as a way of doing
things, as it is in many countries. We honor law above the tyranny of popular opinion (at least in
word if not in deed). We value freedom, diversity, and integrity. We respond with compassion
and aid to those nations suffering from natural disasters. Torture for the purpose of entertainment
is out of place as a weapon in our arsenal against terrorism.

Israel of the Old Testament was surrounded by cruel and ruthless nations who used the shock and
awe of torture to intimidate, subdue, and destroy their foes. It was the prophet Habakkuk who
was stunned by God’s plan to raise up the Chaldeans (ancient Iraq) to chasten His covenant
people. “That fierce and impetuous people,” known for their violent ways, would descend upon
Jewish men, women, and children without regard for life or limb. It would be ugly. Habakkuk
could not understand how God could use wicked, idolatrous Babylon to judge Israel. God
assured Habakkuk the prophet that His wrath would guarantee the future doom of that evil
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empire that sought to “build a city with bloodshed.” In the meantime, Habakkuk was to live by
his faith (Hab. 2:4). This is a necessary reminder for all of God’s people. The future does not
belong to terrorists who behead innocent people. Their judgment is coming, and it won’t be dark-
haired beauties in a fictional paradise.

God in His infinite wisdom permits His children to be tortured. A life of faith does not insulate
the righteous from pain and suffering. The hall of faith in Hebrews 11 makes it quite clear that
those who put their trust in God can endure triumphantly in the worst of circumstances (Heb.
11:35). In the words of John Piper, “God does not always turn the hearts of torturers away from
their torture of His people, though He could (e.g., Gen. 20:6, Abimelech).” God-loving, Christ-
exalting believers may be called upon to endure some horrific things in the service of the King
(Heb. 11:37). A weak, self-pampering church in America tries to explain away such theological
realities through a “health and wealth” gospel and feel-good self-esteemism. But the history of
the church shows us that God’s sovereign will may mean torture and death. James fell into the
hands of Herod for beheading while Peter was released for further ministry (Acts 12:1-19). John
the Baptist’s head on a platter reminds us of the cost of discipleship (Mk. 6:21-29). Martyrs for
the kingdom never die a meaningless death.

Torture has a tale that is yet untold. One day Babylon (a.k.a. the present world system) will be
made to drink of the wine of God’s wrath (Rev. 14:6-13). Torment and torture await those who
have refused to love and worship the Lord Jesus Christ. He will return to this earth and “from
His mouth comes a sharp sword so that with it He may smite the nations” (Rev. 19:15). My
friend if you have never put your trust in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins, now is the time.
The future is not promising for those who live and die without the eternal life God offers. An
eternity of unimaginable suffering and unending separation from the goodness of God is the
ultimate torture.

The Passing of a President (June 13, 2004)

A flag-draped coffin carried on a caisson has called a nation to stop and mourn the death of a
president. A former president of the United States of America has died. Ronald Wilson Reagan’s
death at the age of 93 has dominated the news in the last week. His political allies and enemies
alike have been forced to pause in the midst of a heated presidential campaign to pay their
respects. The love and admiration for the 40th president has been effusive. Those who were and
continue to be his political adversaries have been pushed to the edge of the mourning crowds,
some damning him by faint praise and others boasting of not shedding a tear.

When a well-known person from our era dies, it seems to gather everyone up into a strange mix
of nostalgia, sentiment, and grief. The flags, bands, horses, uniformed service men and women,
and the pageantry of a state funeral stir up feelings of patriotism. The longings of the populace
for better times lie just beneath the surface of remembrance. But all this has happened before.
We are not the first people to feel anxious and disconsolate in troubled times. Though not
everyone, by any means, was supportive of President Reagan’s political agenda, his
administration did create a sense of renewed hope for the fulfillment of the “American dream.”

Over twenty-seven hundred years ago, the nation of Israel lost a king who had brought stability
and hope in uncertain times. King Uzziah had reigned over the southern kingdom of Judah for 52
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years, having died of leprosy in 739 B. C. Uzziah’s death marked the end of an era. Despite a
disappointing spiritual decline in his later years, Uzziah had been a great and mighty king (“He
did right in the sight of the Lord” 2 Kgs. 15:3). He took his place in the Davidic dynasty as one
more shattered dream. Israel longed for a king who would bring justice, mercy, prosperity, and a
glorious rule for the world to enjoy (Psa. 72). But Uzziah died as do all human kings and with
him was buried another disappointment.

It was not a coincidence that in the year that King Uzziah died that Isaiah was commissioned for
his prophetic ministry. Difficult times were ahead. But a vision of God inaugurated Isaiah’s
calling as the clouds of despair gathered over Israel’s future. He “saw the Lord sitting on a
throne, lofty and exalted with the train of His robe filling the temple” (Isa. 6:1). What was the
meaning of this extraordinary commission for a mere man like Isaiah? For one thing it was a
necessary reminder that though Judah’s king has fallen, there is a King who never falls. Judah’s
kings may sin and die, but there is one King who doesn’t. God gave Isaiah a vision of the One
who really counted. Human kings and presidents are not our final hope. They come and go, but
only one King rules supreme and everlastingly. But what is it about “the Lord sitting on a throne
in His heavenly temple” that is highlighted? Listen to the King’s honor guard. “Holy, Holy, Holy
is the Lord of hosts, the earth is full of His glory” (Isa. 6:3). The antiphonal choir of celestial
celebrants was singing of the majesty and glory of God. The regal splendor of the King of the
universe causes the pomp and circumstance of man’s greatest governments to pale into absolute
insignificance. God’s people must never forget that there is no hope apart from Him. He is not
like great leaders of men and heads of state who make stirring promises, and maybe even make a
modest difference for good in their time. It is the Lord of heaven alone who can put sinful human
beings and their fallen world back together. Here is the answer to every dream of a better future.
The rebel kingdom of man must see itself as a race of sinners (“Woe is me, for I am ruined!
Because I am a man of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts” (Isa.
6:5). God has sent His King and He was rejected. By His death on a cross came His coronation.
He defeated sin and death that He might reign forevermore.

The call of God is for man the sinner to mourn over his sin and lay down his weapons of
unbelief. Man cannot build a lasting city without God. Peace, justice, and mercy are found only
in the eternal Son of God. When He comes to this earth again, He will not be riding on a donkey
or an elephant. The Faithful and True King of kings and Lord of lords will bring a kingdom that
will not pass away.

Fatherhood Without Regrets (June 20, 2004)

| remember it well. He was a father of five boys and grandfather of ten. He was lying in a
hospital bed recovering from an intestinal operation. His wife was there at his bedside. He was
hoping to go home in just a few days. At the end of my visit, the seventy-seven-year-old World
War |1 veteran lamented that he had not been a very good father. Those were some of his last
words. He died a few days later.

Is it possible to come to the end of one’s life and not have regrets? In one sense, | guess it is not.
No father, except our heavenly Father, is perfect. But is there some way we as fathers can live
our short lives without fathering regrets? Without regret that we did not spend more time with
our children, that we didn’t leave them the instruction and example they really needed? When
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that daughter walked down the aisle to pursue her life with her new husband, did we do our best
to prepare her the challenges she would face? When that son drives away to college to seek his
goals in life, was he ready? When the sun sets on our few years on this earth, will our memories
be filled with the sorrows of what might have been?

God wants us fathers to care for our children in such a way that it can be said, “Well done, good
and faithful servant.” When God was preparing the nation of Israel for their life in the land of
promise, careful instructions were given to guide their home life. Moses spoke to the heads of the
homes, ““so that you and your son and your grandson might fear the Lord your God, to keep all
His statutes and His commandments™ (Deut. 6:2). Fatherhood without regrets calls us to seek to
know God as the most fundamental pursuit of life. Loving God with all our heart defines our
meaning in life. The supreme commandment is to love the Lord with all our heart, soul, and
might. God’s unique nature should inspire that love. “The Lord is one.” He is the only God we
should love. There are no others, not really. The Canaanites had their fertility gods (Deut. 6:14).
But they were counterfeits. Undoubtedly, they had their appeal. How else can you explain
Israel’s fatal attraction to the lewd and immoral features of Canaanite religion? But to love other
gods is to pursue nothing. They do not exist. Our sinful hearts deceive us and cause us to wrap
our affections around our own self-seeking desires. Fathers, does God have rivals in your life? Is
it money, sports, controls, success, or job? God’s loving initiative toward Israel was to have
inspired Israel’s love for Him. His promises to us are rich with the reality of God’s perfections.
Our God is unique and dependable and should receive the highest devotion. It is certainly right
that, “such a unique, generous and dependable God deserves our total, not partial or divided
allegiance.” The commitment to fatherhood involves love with all our heart. Our thoughts,
decisions, conscience and emotions are to be set fully upon God. From the very core of our
being, we should long for God (Psa. 42:1). That is soul love. With every ounce of our physical
strength, we are to work at being God-pleasers.

Fathers, is it your ambition to live with absolute loyalty to God? Do your children know that you
love Him with all that you are and with all that you have? If you do love God, then there will be
some immediate measurable ways this can be seen. Your loving devotion to God will be shared
in the home (Deut. 6:6-9). The love that we show to our wives will make a life-long impression
on our sons and daughters. Fathers, are you loving your spouse in word and deed? We show love
for God by the way we show love for our wives. We will be deeply concerned about our
children. Their spiritual welfare will be uppermost in our goals in life. Our communities will
know about our loving devotion to God. Our “doorposts and gates” will give proof that lovers of
God live in the neighborhood. What a legacy to leave to your children, fathers. Every son and
daughter should have memories of a father who made it unmistakably clear to his neighbors and
family that he was kind, generous, helpful, friendly, and honest.

And, finally, loving devotion to God will enable us as fathers to deal with the question, “What if
your father didn’t show his love for you?”” God’s love for us and our love for Him will transcend
any loss we may have suffered in terms of our human fathers. Let God be a Father to you so you
can be a father to your children. That alone will make fathering without regrets a very real
possibility.
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A Potpourri (June 27, 2004)

The children in Vacation Bible School this week have been preparing a potpourri as part of their
crafts. A potpourri according to the dictionary is a fragrant mixture of dried flower petals and
spices. I thought that might be a good title for a collection of thoughts | have about some of the
current events at Berachah. However, upon a closer look | noticed that the French potpourri is a
translation of the Spanish olla podrida meaning a rotten pot. Thank God that He has taken us all
from the rotten pots of sin to the fragrance of new life in Christ.

Last Sunday (June 20) the Building Committee met to discuss the plans for our much-needed
additional facilities. We have almost $500,000 in our building fund, which gives us the
opportunity to do some serious building layout work. We need classroom space for the children,
a larger fellowship hall, and an auditorium that is more communication friendly with some
modest increase in seating capacity. This will cost more than what we currently have in the fund,
but we have a good start. Our long-range planning team, which met on June 12, helped us think
through where we wanted to be as a church five and ten years from now. We will be discussing
these issues in a congregational meeting in the near future.

| have been working to bring together plans regarding the establishment of a Bible Institute at
Berachah. Hopefully, we can start this fall, depending of course on interest shown. Some
possible course offerings would be Beginning Greek | and Old Testament Studies I. But all this
is preliminary. One thing is quite clear. We need to begin a Bible training center in order to move
the opportunities for equipping ministry at Berachah to a new level. If you are interested in
enrolling or helping with the administration of the Bible training center, contact me as soon as
possible.

How is your Bible reading coming along? One of our men told me recently about the truths that
God has impressed upon him through his reading of the Old Testament. A constant theme has
been God’s love for Israel and call for their obedience to Him. I have noticed how often God as
Creator is highlighted. At the core of our worship must be the acknowledgement of the Lord God
as the maker of heaven and earth. Also, closely associated with this are the warnings against
idolatry. To put it bluntly, to bow down before an idol is stupid. Israel gave so much of her
energy to the pursuit of idolatry and was actually “refreshed” by it all (Isa. 57:10). There is a
lesson here. Commitment to sin and theological error can be deceptively satisfying.

The Bosnia Team has been on my mind a lot. We have prayed for them in a special way in our
prayer time on Wednesday evenings. Ashley Rape’s recent e-mail introduced us to Jasminka, her
translator. “Jasminka is already like a sister to me. She is not a believer but is interested.” Pray
for Ashley and the rest of the Team as they bear witness to Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world.
Justin has asked us to pray for Emir, Adnan, Amar, Anel, Ibrihim, Kedim, Amin, and Kenan.
These are the boys in his group ages 10-14.

While everything else has been going on the teens have been to their camps in Washington, D.C.
and Jacksonville, Florida. They will be giving us a report on Sunday evening, July 11. Florida
reminds me of vacations. Beth and | will be with our children and grandchildren this week in
Destin, Florida. This is our one opportunity during the year for all of our family to be together
for a few days. | am looking forward to some body surfing and wrestling in the water with
Brennan, Connor, Lawson, and Langdon. Melanie and Meredith will be more interested in some
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non-combative floating on the waves. Beth and | thank the Lord for the forty wonderful years He
has given us together and the delight of being able to tell our grandchildren of God’s mighty
deeds on our behalf. We have no greater joy than this, to hear that our children and grandchildren
are walking in the truth. This same joy overflows in our hearts for the faithful flock at Berachah
Bible Church.

Do This in Remembrance of Me (July 11, 2004)

My earliest memory of the communion service in church is the table that sat at the front of the
auditorium just below the pulpit. On it were the words “Do this in remembrance of Me.” My first
impression of a communion service was the sweet taste of the grape juice. We couldn’t afford to
buy bottled grape juice. | often thought how great it would be to have more grape juice than what
was in that little glass. The pastor explained the significance of the bread (actually it was a
saltine cracker) and the cup. I didn’t fully understand what it all meant but I knew enough to
know that we were remembering the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The communion table, or as it is often spoken of as the Lord’s Supper, is one of two ordinances
given to the church (Baptism and the Lord’s Table). An ordinance is a visible rite given to the
church by Jesus Christ for the purpose of demonstrating spiritual truth. Baptism is a symbol of
the believer’s relationship to Jesus Christ (Matt. 29:19, 20). The Lord’s Supper is a symbol of the
believer’s fellowship with Christ (Matt. 26:26-30). The emphasis in baptism is on entrance into
union with Christ. The emphasis of the Lord’s Supper is on the believer’s continuance in the life
of Christ.

There is not unanimity on the meaning of the bread and the cup. The Roman Catholic Church
teaches that the word “is” in Mark 14:22, 24 (“This is My body.”) means that “a singular and
wondrous conversion of the total substance of bread into the body and of the total substance of
wine into the blood of Christ” takes place. This is called transubstantiation. The appearance,
taste, touch, and smell remain the same, but the bread and cup is changed into the substance of
the body and blood of Christ. This interpretation is a complete failure to understand the meaning
of the copula, “is” (“is” is not that of identity, but of symbolic relationship, e.g., Matt. 13:38 “the
field is the world.”). The bread is a representation of Jesus’ body, not equivalent to His body.
How could it have been His body when it was He who was there in the midst of His disciples?
Jesus was speaking in a literal figurative sense as when He said elsewhere, “I am the light of the
world” (Jn. 8:12).

Another tradition teaches that the individual partakes of the true body and blood of Christ in,
with, and under the elements. The elements remain unchanged, but the prayer of consecration
communicates Christ to the participants. This view is called consubstantiation. But this
interpretation needlessly perpetuates confusion regarding the actual meaning of Jesus. The eating
of the bread and the drinking of the cup function as symbolic reminders of what Jesus
accomplished on the cross. The partaker of the bread and the fruit of the vine is reminded in a
dramatic way of the benefits of redemption and salvation brought about in Christ’s death.

The Lord’s Supper should be viewed as a prism of truth. It is a commemoration of the Lord’s
death for our sins (1 Cor. 11: 23-26). It is a communion showing our participation in the death,
burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is a celebration of thanksgiving to the Lord Jesus for
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His work on our behalf (1 Cor. 11:24). It is a proclamation of the essential truths of the gospel
through its reenactment of the work of redemption. It is anticipation of the Second Coming of
Jesus Christ and establishment of His kingdom on this earth (Matt. 26:29). The various colors of
the rainbow of the gospel message radiate out for all to see.

Who may participate in the Lord’s Supper? Only those who belong to Jesus Christ through the
new birth may eat the bread and drink the cup (1 Cor. 10:16, 17). But even among believer’s
there are certain “table manners” that are required. Clean hands are necessary (1 Cor. 11:27-32).
None dare take of the bread and cup who have not examined their hearts and confessed their sins.
The courtesy of reverence and meditation must be brought to the table in order to think about
Christ’s atoning sacrifice for sin. Are you prepared? Worship the Lord with a heart filled with
gladness for the one who bore our griefs and carried our sorrows.

Same Sex Marriage - What Are We to Do? (July 18, 2004)

One of the most important issues of our time has been discussed on the floor of the United States
Senate this past week, namely, the nature and definition of marriage. Oddly, on the day that | am
writing this, | could not find one article in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution offering an
affirmation of the moral certainty that marriage is to be between a man and a woman. There
certainly have been many editorials and quasi-news articles (cleverly written editors posing as
news) trumpeting the cause of same sex marriage. But this is not surprising. A seemingly
increasing number in our society think that how one defines marriage is no big deal. After all, it
is reasoned, how can homosexual marriage or civil unions affect my marriage? The self-
centeredness of this kind of thinking is staggering. It assumes that as something doesn’t directly
affect me, then why should I care? It was the way the German population reasoned in the 1930’s,
as Jews were being arrested and carried off to death camps.

But what are Christians to do as gay-marriage advocates attempt to hijack traditional marriage?
We can begin by calling out to God, the creator of marriage, to frustrate the efforts of those who
are showing contempt for His moral law. Pray for the senators, legislators, and judges who must
make critical decisions affecting our future. Pray for pastors and churches to be lovingly bold
and clear about what God says about marriage. Pray for a revival in the church. If Christians
would take God and His Word more seriously, good things would happen. We can pray for the
public school system, its teachers and administrators, that the moral relativism strangling our
society would be renounced. We can pray for our own marriages that they will be an example of
love and devotion.

We need to register to vote in the upcoming presidential election. We ought not to apologize for
identifying those candidates who have a strong moral core and who uphold traditional marriage.
Yes, there are other issues that deeply concern us, but none have more long-term implications
than the protection of the institution of marriage as defined by our Creator. There is a lot of talk
about values. But the fact that one has values doesn’t say a whole lot. Everyone has values. The
question is what values? What authority is informing us about those things we deem morally
nonnegotiable? God may turn us over to those who call evil good and good evil. However, we
are responsible for being involved in our political system and making our voice heard. There is
no excuse for opting out of the voting process. The Apostle Paul tells us that government
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officials are ministers of God for good (Rom. 13:4). Find those who come the closest to this
standard and vote for them.

As God’s people we are to resolve to love Him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength. This
would profoundly affect our own marriages. What example are we to our children? Do they see
love, honesty, affection, and loyalty? Those Christians who have sought to justify divorce and
have turned their heads and looked the other way while marriages are falling apart in the church
are now faced with the consequences of a puny Christianity. Have we surrendered our moral
authority at the altar of compromise? Are we giving proof of the authenticity of what we say we
believe by God-exalting, Christ-centered, truth-rich, happy marriages and homes? When you get
right down to it, the problem is the church. If Bible believing, local churches across this land
were the salt and light we ought to be, then perhaps our nation could be some kind of a city upon
a hill of the good kind.

What will happen if same sex marriage wins the day? We certainly seem to be moving in that
direction. God will not be defeated. He never is. But there will be more evil with which we have
to contend. But don’t forget the church was born in an idol worshiping, pagan world. God’s
Word endures forever. Evil will fall by its own weight. Take hope, dear Christian. Be salt and
light.

Some Myths About Marriage (July 25, 2004)

Defenders of traditional marriage (and in opposition to same sex marriage) are accused of being
hypocritical. It is argued that gays and lesbians shouldn’t be blamed for the breakdown of the
family. For ammunition a three-year old Barna Research Group study is cited that, “born-again
Christians are just as likely to get divorced as non-born-again adults.” Even if that is true that
doesn’t legitimize the absurd notion that marriage can be redefined to support Bill marrying Tom
and Alice marrying Betty. But with that said we need to visit the criticism that conservative
Christians have themselves done damage to the institution of marriage. What is the condition of
your own marriage? What message is it communicating to your children? None of us is perfect
and we all have our struggles in working toward greater unity in marriage. One thing we can do
is pause and demolish some myths about marriage. By myth | mean that which is imaginary. It is
not based on fact but on fiction.

One myth is that marriage is easy. After all it is just a matter of exchanging some vows and then
living together as a husband and wife. One may think that since they got along with their college
roommate reasonably well that having someone you love as a roommate would even be easier.
This is a total failure in understanding the difficulties that await a love-struck couple. Marriage is
hard work. It takes sacrifice, change, repentance, humility, and forgiveness. Two selfish people
under one roof require a lot of learning and change. Death to oneself is painful and demands a lot
of God’s grace (help that we don’t deserve).

Another myth is that the husband is in charge and the wife just needs to do what she is told. |
don’t know many men who would put it that way, but that is the way some want-to-be-macho
males behave. The husband’s headship over the wife is all about his submission to God, denying
himself and taking up his cross and following Christ (Eph. 5:25; Matt. 16:24). Many women
attempt to relate to their husband by the myth that submission means silence, sort of a go-along-
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to-get-along attitude. In the process they become embittered and fail to hold their husbands
accountable for their behavior (Eph. 5:22).

One myth that our culture promotes heavily is that the goal of marriage is happiness. This is not
a benign expectation. God’s design for marriage is the display of His love, righteousness, truth,
mercy, unity, and forgiveness. Happiness arrives when a man and a woman obey God and make
Him look good. Many have bought into the myth that the basis of marriage is love. Hollywood
sponsors this fiction. The basis of marriage is a covenant of commitment. Waking up one day
and not being “in love” any longer is not an invitation to divorce, but a call to live by vows and
learning how to love (1 Cor. 13:4-8).

Then there is the myth that having children will draw a husband and wife closer together.
Bringing a baby into one’s marriage will serve to reveal where the weaknesses are. Children
bring added pressure and tend to magnify the problems that are already there. Relational
arithmetic (two becoming three, etc.) is not the way to create unity. Oneness in marriage comes
by subtraction, putting off the ugliness of sin and putting on Christ (Col. 3:8, 14). While we are
thinking about falsehoods, let’s not forget the popular myth that marriage is a 50/50 proposition.
No, it isn’t. It is a 100/100 proposition. Each marriage partner is 100 percent responsible for his
or her attitudes, desires, and efforts. Waiting on one’s marriage partner to do their part, as a
condition for change, is not the way a loving relationship is forged.

Let’s explode one final myth. Single people often cherish the fantasy that it’s better to be married
than to be single. This attitude is seriously flawed. Marriage will not solve one’s problems. If
you are unhappy and dissatisfied, saying “I do” is not the needed medicine. Loneliness and
discontent can only be remedied by experiencing the joy of unbounded love for God. No human
being, male or female, can satisfy your deepest longing for relationship and love. Only the
incomparable love of Christ can fill the empty heart.

The Big We and the Little I (August 1, 2004)

Do we take the local church seriously enough? It is called the pillar and support of the truth (1
Tim. 3:15). That should get our attention. In a context where the apostle Paul is holding up the
standards for leaders in the church (elders and deacons) it is declared that the church is “the
household of God.” This is an intentional challenge to the pagan idea that the temple of Diana in
Ephesus was a location of deity. It is the church that upholds the truth that God has revealed to
men. Leaders in the church are reminded that they represent the truth in a unique way. Their
lives should vouch for the fact that there is no more important institution in this world than
God’s temple, the church of Jesus Christ, visible through local assemblies.

There are at least three reasons, based on 1 Timothy 3:14-16, that we ought to take the church
with the utmost seriousness. We are to take the church seriously because God owns it and lives
there. It is the household of God, a spiritual house of believers in whose lives God lives. Why do
we have standards of conduct for the leaders in the local church? It is because it is the place
where the living God dwells with His people and where He communicates life and salvation to
believers in Christ. The organization, ordinances, teaching, discipline, and fellowship of the life
of the assembly are to reflect eternal realities. The way God’s family conduct their everyday
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lives is to be an advertisement for the truth about God and His redemptive plan in Jesus Christ.
We must not scramble the picture.

We are to take the church seriously because it is the place where truth is put on display. It
displays and protects the truth of the gospel. No other institution in this world has been given the
responsibility of holding forth the word of life but the church (Phil. 2:16). The church is to
defend and proclaim the gospel with all its energy and resources. We who belong to Christ have
the incomparable privilege of being entrusted with hope filled, life-changing truth of the mystery
of godliness.

We are to take the church seriously because of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Great is the church
because great is its exalted Head, Jesus Christ. Savor the following testimony concerning Jesus
Christ. The gospel is about the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the
exaltation of Jesus Christ, the proclamation of Jesus Christ, the salvation that is found in Jesus
Christ, and the glorious ascension of Jesus Christ into heaven (1 Tim. 3:16).

| am uneasy about some of the ways we treat the church of Jesus Christ. Some Christians give
little time and attention to the church. Their attendance and participation in the life of the church
is limited by other priorities. A family will sell their house and move to a new area and
seemingly only as an afterthought will they consider the distance to a Bible teaching church.
Others will make plans regarding personal ministry and never consult with their home church.
There are Christians who move around from church to church without ever putting their roots
down and getting meaningfully involved. Some will attend a church and not participate in the
fellowship of giving, forgetting that those who are taught the word are to share all good things
with those who teach (Gal. 6:6). In recent years one disturbing trend has been “shopping cart”
church life. A family will go to several different churches at the same time putting into their
shopping cart what they want (e.g., youth program, music, teaching, social events) without any
serious commitment to any one church. One of the contributing factors to these attitudes toward
the church is the culture itself. The individual is placed above all institutions. The “me” is more
important than the “we.” The autonomy of the person takes precedence over participation in the
community of believers. This is just another form of worldliness. And none of us is immune to it.
How is your life in the church of the living God? Is it a big “we” and a little “I?

To My Grandson - A Time for Awakening (August 8, 2004)

One of the compensating delights of growing older is time with my grandchildren. I say
compensating, not because life has become dreary, but because little by little the tent of this body
is being readied for its folding up. I am on my last lap in life. My grandchildren are on their first
lap. Therefore, I have things I want to say to them. They are awakening to themselves and God’s
world. Their questions are many. They laugh, play, cry, and explore the life that is opening up to
them. Wordsworth’s lines come to mind, “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, but to be young
was very heaven.” I have an open letter for Brennan, my grandson, as he approaches manhood
and all that awaits him.

Brennan, | have enjoyed our times together this summer. It’s hard to believe that you are already
twelve years old. It seems such a short time ago that we rushed to the hospital to see our first
grandchild. You were one month premature and required some special time in intensive care. But
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you made it. You wanted to get here as soon as possible and haven’t slowed down since you
arrived. I have a few words of hard-won wisdom to pass along as you enter the seventh grade.

Don’t let the television and your game boy keep you from reading. There will be many things to
draw you away from what is one of God’s most wonderful gifts, the pleasure of discovering His
wisdom through the understanding of words. Don’t remain in a little world of few people.
Venture out into the world of books and get to know how and why God has made us. Start with
the Bible. Read it often and carefully. Memorize as much of it as you can. Store away God’s
Word in your heart. It will keep you from a multitude of sins’ sorrows (Psa. 119:11). Pick up
your Bible and listen to God speak through His Word.

Love and obey your parents (Eph. 6:1). If you do not, you will become your own worst enemy.
You can love your father and mother by doing what is best for them. Speak respectfully to them.
Watch your tone of voice. If you don’t agree with them, appeal to them in the proper way. The
refusal to obey your parents is a refusal to obey God, unless they are asking you to do something
that is morally wrong. When you are told to turn off the television and do your homework, you
have the opportunity to please God at that moment.

Talk to God about the rest of your life (1 Jn. 5:14). What will you do when you grow up? God
knows. God has given you the abilities you need to do your life’s work. You will probably get
married one day. You ought to pray that you will have the wisdom to choose the right kind of
life’s partner. I was taught the importance of praying very early in my Christian life. God saved
me when | was 14 years old. There was a lot | had to learn about praying, but one thing I did
know. Praying is talking to God. It is asking Him to do the things that will honor Him.

Flee youthful lusts (2 Tim. 2:22). You have a war to fight. You are a fine-looking young man.
That will present you with some challenges. Girls will notice you. There are many youthful
desires that will threaten to ruin you if you are not careful. Your sexuality is a gift from God, but
sexual temptation is not. Learn how to fight temptation early in life and avoid many of the
complications created by sex outside the bounds of marriage. The first battleground is in your
mind. Don’t allow lustful thoughts to set up camp in your skull. You won’t have many allies in
this battle with sexual lusts, but you have God. He will give you all the help you need to be pure
in mind, heart, and body.

Take your educational opportunities seriously. Laziness will keep you from becoming the man
God wants you to be. Don’t avoid the tough subjects because you might not make an A. Take the
challenge of a demanding English class and give it your best effort. I know you love sports. But
don’t let athletics keep you from taking the high road of academic excellence. Twenty years from
now you will find out what was most important.

Find ways to serve God. Help people. Be kind to your sisters. When you take on new
responsibilities carry them out to the best of your ability. It is in these ways that you can let
others know that you are a Christian. Don’t be ashamed of Christ. Tell your friends about Him. I
pray for you every day that you will love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. Make
these years of awakening to life a time of delight in obeying God.

Affectionately and thankfully,
Your Gaddy
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Unspeakable Horrors (August 15, 2004)

We have experienced another assault on our moral sensibilities. Have we not seen every possible
evil and barbarity on our television screens? We are familiar with mutilated bodies on the streets
of Jerusalem and Baghdad. We know that terrible things happen in our own country, but the
chilling reality of the murder of two kindly grandparents in our own community is frighteningly
close. The pre-meditated, cold-blooded killing by a teenager of her own grandparents is more
than the mind can comprehend.

The responses to such a horrible crime committed in our county reveal much about us. The
gruesome murder scene stunned law enforcement officers. The defense attorney expectedly has
begun to focus attention upon the emotional state of the accused girls with apparent interest in
creating sympathy. There will be a trial and a sentence to be handed down on the case.
Psychologists offer their assessments with an analysis of the accused murderers’ conflicted home
life, their relationships, and state of mind. However, it doesn’t take a professional psychologist to
recognize the all too familiar social and personal deficiencies in such young lives. The
breakdown of the home, anger, depression, perverted thinking, and a corrupted conscience has
made their appearance.

Any explanation that avoids the actual state of human nature is only skimming the surface. While
an informed discussion regarding poor coping abilities, immaturity, impulsivity, absent parents,
and limited reasoning skills is pertinent, a more fundamental facts begs attention. All human
beings have heart trouble. A Hebrew prophet has it right when he says, “The heart is more
deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?”” (Jer. 17:9). Who would
want to challenge the wisdom of the Son of God who said, “For out of the heart come evil
thoughts, murder, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slander” (Matt. 15:19).
Thankfully most teenage girls don’t commit murder and fewer still stab their grandparents to
death. But there is a potential murderer in each of us (Rom. 3:15). We have “inherited
corruption” that is capable of a host of evils. We all have a predisposition to sin. When the
constraints of conscience, family, society, and civil law are discarded life becomes brutish,
chaotic, and unbearable. Gene Edward Veith in commenting of William Golding’s “Lord of the
Flies” contrasts the Romantics “idealized and idolized children” with human nature as it really is.
Veith says, “Golding’s vision, though rang truer. Parents recognized that children, left to
themselves, can be shockingly selfish, destructive, and cruel. They do have to be civilized. And
civilization - with its disciplines, laws, and limits on the untrammeled passions - is a good thing.
Human nature is not innately virtuous. Rather, human nature, as its root, is something monstrous.
If left to itself, like those schoolboys on the island, human nature is capable of committing
unspeakable horrors.”

We have all been witnesses of one of these “unspeakable horrors.” What can we do? The
answers are near, yet far. They are near in that we must abandon any silly notions about innate
human goodness, moral relativism, and open-ended definitions of the family. Children need
fathers and mothers who love them, provide for them, protect them, and show them how to live.
Adults who choose to bring children into this world must assume responsibility for the
demanding work of parenting. The narcissism that plagues our culture must be seen for what it
is, a self-destructive love affair with oneself. But at the same time, we are all responsible for the
decisions that we make, whether teenager or adult. There is no formula that guarantees the moral
character of our sons and daughters. We need help from outside of ourselves. Mere moralism
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(i.e., the idea that following a moral code will solve the plight of man) is not our answer. It is
through Jesus Christ that we can have access to the Father. And that is our only hope. We will
either choose to serve the Lord God through His Son Jesus Christ, or the gods of this age.
Unspeakable horrors await the individual and society that make the wrong choice.

The Wings of Worry (August 22, 2004)

It was an exciting day in the Dial family. After seven years of moving from job to job my Dad
found the one that was right for him. In 1952 my father began his thirty-year employment with
Delta airlines as a mechanic. He retired in 1982, a foreman in the hydraulics department. Delta
was a good employer for my father, mother, and four brothers. He liked his job and fellow
workers. He always spoke highly of Mr. Woolman, president of the company. | can remember
him talking about “Meatball” (an affectionate name for his foreman), Jim, and others. It seemed
as if they were a big family. There were also certain perks that went with Delta employment,
such as the swimming pool and fishing at Allatoona Lake, and best of all, the privilege of flying
on passes. (We were known as non-revs.) We could travel to places that many of my friends
could only read about. We thought we were wealthier than we really were. Through all my
growing up years in the Delta family, little did I realize that God was preparing me to pastor a
church where many of our members would be Delta employees.

These could be worrisome days for Delta people. I say “could be” because all the unknowns
regarding Delta’s future have the potential for creating worry. I grew up during the so-called
“golden years” of aviation travel. Job security was not an issue for my father. The airline
industry was growing, changing, and regulated by the Federal government. Things have changed.
Now there is talk of a “leaner, simplified, more productive airline.” It seems this will mean job
cuts and wage adjustments. (As of this writing the “Delta Solution” is yet to be unveiled.) It’s
hard to think of Delta Airlines needing to re-invent itself. But in reality, Delta is merely taking its
turn in dealing with broad changes in the airline business. Many of us remember all too well the
social and personal upheaval created in the wake of Eastern Airline’s demise.

How does God want His children to respond to these uncertain times? Worry could easily slip in
the back door. Jesus said, “Therefore do not be anxious for tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for
itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matt. 6:34). But what is worry? How can it be
distinguished from legitimate concern and preparation for the future (e.g., the ant, Prov. 6:6-11)?
When we look closely at the warnings in Scripture against worry (Matt. 6:25, 27; Phil. 4.6) we
discover some characteristics of the “malignant disease of the what-ifs.” Worry is a state of mind
about circumstances over which one has no control. It is thinking that works against “seeking
first God’s kingdom and His righteousness.” When I am worrying, I have abandoned wise
thinking and living. | have replaced the God-honoring life with paralyzing, agitated, fearful
thinking. (Worry is actually an expression of fear which is a carry-over from the fall of man,
Gen. 3:10.) Someone has said that worry is like racing an automobile engine while it is in
neutral. The gas and noise do not get us anywhere. If | am complaining, irritable, and angry on
the job and at home, | am revealing a lack of confidence in the God who is infinitely wise. My
employer and my financial future are in God’s hands (Isa. 41:10). Part of the problem of worry
(some refer to it as anxiety) is that it is an attempt to play God. | am not in control of the future.
God is and He knows what He is doing (Rom. 8:28).
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We are to accept God’s loving care for us (Matt. 6:25-32). Worry is a choice I make. It’s a lack
of obedience. | must learn to live by eternal values rather than temporal values (Matt. 6:24). Are
you in debt with no immediate relief in sight? This may be the American way, but it is not God’s
way for His people. Practice living by receiving God’s grace one day at a time. Don’t let
tomorrow’s possible problems tear you apart today. Commit your needs to God in prayer (Phil.
4:6). God will give you a peace that will amaze you. Let your mind dwell on biblical solutions
(Phil. 4:8). Do some wise planning (e.g., How can you use your God-given abilities in other
income producing ways?).

My father’s thirty-year pin with its gold wings is a treasured possession. But there are wings
which surpass all others. “Let me dwell in Thy tent forever; Let me take refuge in the shelter of
Thy wings” (Psa. 61:4). For all of us the best counsel is to let our worries take wings and fly
away. We have One who offers the safest place of all. God calls those who will put their
confidence in Him to the secure shelter of His wings. He is ready when you are.

Whistling in the Dark (August 29, 2004)

I remember it well. | was the oldest brother. So, | considered it my responsibility to enter the
house first when our family came home late at night. It was dark and | was unwilling to admit
that | was afraid. | thought that if | whistled as | went up the steps and entered the house any
intruder or monster (Sulley?) would be fairly warned. | was trying to be courageous in a fearful
situation. It must have worked because by the time we turned the lights on, everything was all
right.

The human emotion of fear is of major importance in learning how to navigate through life. We
all know its cold clutches. Think of the things and situations that tempt us to fear. The list is as
long as life itself; heights, closed places, public places, water, snakes, a new school, a bully,
spiders, the dark, talking in front of people, talking to people, airplanes (when they are in the air),
a terrorist attack, and death. Our fear response can range from mild and brief bouts of uneasiness
to life dominating, irrational phobias. It has been reported that a woman, out of fear of open and
public places, stayed in her house from the time she was age 31 until age 61. That’s an extreme
case, but it reminds us where our fears can take us if they are not handled in the right way. There
are people who won’t ride on airplanes or eat out in public out of fear. I knew a man once who
almost choked to death while eating in a restaurant. After that he wouldn’t eat in public places.

The experience of fear itself can become our greatest fear. Muscle tension, headaches, sweating,
pounding heart, dry mouth, and upset stomach are some of fears symptoms. Not all fear is bad
however. Normal fear is a God-designed ability to help us apprehend a realistic danger (e.g.,
looking both ways before we cross the street). But there is fear that is traceable to the entrance of
sin into the human race. It is rooted in the fear of death, the mother of all fears (Heb. 2:15). All
those who have not experienced the saving power of God’s forgiveness in Christ are held in the
grip of fear. Many strategies have been devised in an attempt to cope with our rendezvous with
death. Every religious system and individual world view (i.e., the way one interprets reality) is a
maneuver to cope with our mortality. For example, it was the late Katharine Hepburn who said,
“I do not fear hell. I don’t look forward to heaven. I expect to go off into oblivion.” This was a
personally designed safety net to blunt the unknown of death and dying.
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If we do not understand the cause of fear, we merely pave the road of life with hopelessness.
Fear produces the very thing that we fear (Prov. 10:24). Fear can keep us from making decisions
(Matt. 21:26). It limits our freedom (Jn. 7:13; 19:38; 20:19). It is ultimately a useful tool of Satan
to hold fallen man in his grip. He is the author of sin and sin brings death (Jn. 8:44; Rom. 6:23).
It is in this sense that Satan exercises power in the realm of death. The bondage of fear can only
be broken through faith in Jesus Christ (Heb. 4:14-15; Rom. 8:15). Jesus’ suffering on a cruel,
Roman cross was necessary in order to disarm the devil and release us from spiritual bondage.
Death is the penalty of sin. Christ bore the penalty of sin. Here is our only hope. The fear of
death with its accompanying dread, the fear of pain, fear of separation from what we know and
from those we love, the fear of the unknown, and the fear of everlasting punishment need no
longer stalk us. When we appropriate the benefits of Christ’s death through faith in Him, we
become free people. We can face death with confidence in our Savior.

Can the Christian become paralyzed by fear? Yes, it can happen. Fear of rejection, final exams,
sending one’s children off to school, and job security (insecurity) may overtake the believer in
Jesus Christ. Fear is to be replaced with love (1 Jn. 4:16-18). Love concentrates on laying down
its life for others, being busy with today’s tasks, and not worrying about tomorrow. Fear focuses
on self-protection, not taking personal risks to help others, and worries about tomorrow. It comes
down to this. There is one fear that is to replace all other fears. It is the fear of the Lord (Acts
9:31, notice the context of dangers). Someone has said that the fear of the Lord is “that
disposition of heart that sees the smile of God as our greatest reward and the frown of God our
greatest displeasure” (Prov. 8:13). A love for God that is life consuming gives us a boldness that
meets all fears with courage. Our fears reveal a lack of trust in God. Those who fear the Lord do
not fear man or death (Prov. 29:25). Those who place their confidence in themselves, refusing to
trust in Christ, are whistling in the dark.

The Gift of Work (September 5, 2004)

My father’s work uniforms hanging on the clothes’ line was a continual reminder of what he did
for us every day. Work is necessary. It is honorable. It is a gift of God. Adam and Eve were not
placed in their paradise to merely smell the flowers, play with the animals, and let God take care
of them. “The Lord God took the man and put him into the Garden of Eden to cultivate it and
keep it” (Gen. 2:15). These words mean labor and responsibility. Work was not a result of the
fall of man. It was the means of carrying his purpose on earth and bringing honor to his Creator.

Many in our day consider their work to be meaningless. This is not limited to men. Some women
look upon their responsibilities in the home as without much significance. A poll taken within
the last decade revealed that “only one-tenth of American workers say they are satisfied with
their jobs.” It seems that an increasing number of men and women confess to the conclusion of
Herman Melville, “They talk of the dignity of work, bosh. The dignity is in the leisure.” But is
this true? Associated with the problem of meaninglessness in work is the problem of laziness. |
have talked with employers, and they tell me how difficult it is to find a willingness to endure
pain and hard work. There is also the problem of a lack of contentment in the workplace.
According to published surveys up to 80 percent of working Americans occupy the wrong job
for them. Many are apparently working in a job that is not the one they would like to have. Add
to the list the problem of overwork (moonlighting). There are millions of “workaholics” who are
willing to sacrifice family, friends, leisure, and church to career.
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The Christian worldview speaks with clarity regarding the meaning of work. God has given work
in order to reflect our likeness to Him (Gen. 1:26, 28). The psalmist says of God, “When I
consider Thy heavens, the work of Thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which Thou has
ordained” (Psa. 8:3). “And by the seventh day God completed His work which He had done; and
He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done” (Gen. 2:2). God is a
worker. He brought the universe into being out of nothing in six days. Since creation week God
has engaged in the work of providence (Jn. 5:17). The incarnation of Jesus Christ itself was the
work of God (Jn. 4:34). Jesus worked as a youth and young man. His father, Joseph, was a
carpenter. Jesus learned and practiced this trade. He sweated, developed blisters, and calloused
hands, and sat down at the end of a hard day enjoying the satisfaction of work well done (Mk.
6:3).

Work has dignity and value in itself (Gen. 2:15). Our work is important, not because of sin, but
because it reflects our likeness to God. “The basis for the work ethic is to be found in the very
nature of what God created us to be.” (Millard Erickson). If there were a missionary map in
heaven, there would be pins placed where every Christian in this world works. We have this
awful idea that Christian work is sacred and that our job is secular. This is bad

theology. Whatever our job, it is sacred and is to be done for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31).

God has given work as a means of experiencing His provision (Eph. 4:28; Matt. 6:25; Acts
20:25; 1 Thess. 4:11; 2 Thess. 3:8, 14). The Promised Land was a divine gift to Israel to provide
for her physical needs (Gen. 12:1-3; Lev. 25:23). As every individual Israelite worked, the entire
nation would be blessed (Deut. 28:4, 8, 12). The believer in this age is responsible to work to
meet his own needs (Eph. 4:28). God has endowed each of us with the necessary abilities to
provide for his or her own needs (food, shelter, and clothing). Certainly, these abilities vary from
individual to individual, but nevertheless one is responsible for the development and use of these
skills. Work responsibility fulfilled keeps one self-sufficient and is the means of creating surplus
that enables us to help others materially.

God has given work as a way of serving Him. The desk, computer, shop, classroom, factory, job
site, kitchen, and office all give the Christian the opportunity to bear the fruit of the Spirit. We
can learn how to do our work joyfully when others are grumpy and complain. We can experience
peace when there is dissension and strife between the union and management. We can practice
patience when those for whom we are responsible irritate us and make mistakes. We can treat
our fellow workers with kindness rather than give them a dose of their own medicine.

At the end of the day when we are weary from a hard day’s work, we can thank God for His
provision. We can draw satisfaction from having offered up our work as a sacrifice to Him. Have
others seen our Creator’s love for work in our work?

The Eye of the Storm (September 19, 2004)

Hurricane lvan roared into the Florida panhandle with a vengeance. It appears that Gulf Shores,
Alabama may have borne the brunt of the eye. Winds of 130 mph, deadly tornadoes, and high
water from the storm surge overwhelmed houses, highways, and a host of other structures.
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Hundreds of thousands of people evacuated entire cities. Power outages have left many in the
dark to cope with assessment of damage and clean-up. Many of us have fond memories of the
Gulf Shores area. Sugar white sand, gentle waves, beautiful beach houses, sea food restaurants,
warm breezes, walks on the beach, and splendid sunsets now must give way to destruction and
debris. What is left? Hopefully the storm will have spared some of our favorite places, but the
prospects are not good.

Storms carry messages. A storm is a vivid reminder that we live in a world that is broken. It is
groaning under the weight of futility (Rom. 8:20, 22). All of creation is one great symphony of
sighs, longing for its redemption. Hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, floods, and drought tell us
that things are not as they should be. Nature’s wild rampages of destruction and death leave us
yearning for something better. Listen to people describe their experiences in terrible storms, and
you will hear confessions of mortality. Howling wind and demolished homes are frightful.
Survivors are left to deal with nightmares and anxiety when the calm of a new day dawns.

Try to visualize twelve wet and shivering men in a boat in a fierce storm in the middle of the
night. The disciples of Jesus were experienced fishermen. They knew what the Sea of Galilee
was capable of becoming. But they were terrified by the wind and the waves. How Jesus could
have slept in the midst of gale force winds in a small boat is amazing. The disciples expected to
drown (Mk. 4:38). Not to worry. Jesus rebuked the winds. The storm fell silent. All was still. It
was as if there hadn’t been a hurricane. After all, He was the One who called the wind and water
into existence at creation. The forces of nature were subdued with just a word, a sovereign word.
Storms can evoke praise and worship of God. David was awed by the power of God revealed in a
violent thunderstorm (Psa. 29). The thunder was like God’s voice. The God who created by His
word controls nature by His word (Gen. 1:3, 6, 14, 20; Psa. 29:4). The psalmist took delight in
seeing the majesty of God wonderfully displayed in nature’s performance. The Canaanites
credited their gods with the storms that swept the land. David would have none of this. Baal was
a fiction (like our “mother nature”). It is the God of the universe who rules over nature and all its
forces.

The judgment of God rides on the wings of the wind. In what has been described as “the greatest
picture of the appearance of God in the Bible,” the prophet Habakkuk was given an extensive
and elaborate vision of God as He comes in judgment (Hab. 3:3-15). His coming is pictured as a
storm rolling up from the south and breaking upon the land of Israel and its neighbors. God was
going to move against Israel in the coming invasion of the Babylonian army. The message to
Habakkuk was that suffering would come upon the righteous as well as the unrighteous. The
effect of all this was to leave the prophet trembling. He was awed by God’s omnipotent,
righteous judgment. Habakkuk was moved to renewed trust in God. He resolved to rest in God’s
perfect wisdom and will. And so should we. The eye of the storm is the place of calm. God’s
judgment is coming upon all those who refuse to believe in His Son. The only safe place is to be
in Christ. He is the eye of the storm.

At Home Alone (September 26, 2004)
Wayne was not looking forward to the weekend by himself. Joyce and the children were going to

be away at her mother’s for a birthday celebration. In what was a house usually filled with the
sounds of children at play, trips to the store, ball games, and other family activities, Wayne was
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at home alone. There were a few projects that needed to be done, cleaning the garage, reseeding
the lawn, and even a surprise carpet cleaning for Joyce, done by Wayne himself. Sitting down at
the computer to catch up on a back log of email was not the way he wanted to spend a Friday
evening. But he would be much relieved to have it taken care of before the family returned. After
an hour of creating and sending messages, Wayne happened to think about an article in the
newspaper regarding internet pornography and how relatively easy it was to explore the world of
cyber-sex. One click of his mouse and his internet search engine would do the rest. He could get
a potential 180 million hits. Suddenly Wayne had an adrenalin rush. He felt alert, excited, and
flushed with the visual possibilities that awaited him, all in the privacy of his own home. That
was the beginning of a tragic story of enslavement to pornography that eventually led to a
divorce, alienation from his children, and chronic depression.

Pornography is a multi-billion-dollar business in America. It preys upon men, women, and
children. It has been reported that we as a society “went from 1,000 adult movie theaters in less
than ten years to 80 million adult movie theaters.” How did this happen? A computer is now
found in at least 70-80 million households. Never before has the availability of sexually explicit
material been so widespread and accessible. But this is only part of the pornography epidemic
sweeping our nation. Adult videotapes and DVDs in video stores, cable television (in 2002
Comcast took in $50 million from adult programming), adult films on in-room pay-per-view
television systems, phone sex, and other lust pandering offerings are everywhere.

What is to be the Christian response to the pervasive influence of pornography? There is no real
hope possible for personal deliverance from the bonds of sexual addiction (I use the word
“addiction” not because I subscribe to the assumptions of the medical and biological paradigm
often associated with it) apart from the washing, sanctification, and justification that is found
through faith in Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 6:11). Can a non-Christian break free from enslavement to
pornography? Yes, but he or she will never be free to serve the God for whom they were created
unless there is deliverance from the domain of spiritual darkness to the kingdom of God’s Son
(Col. 1:13). This radical change is called the new birth (1 Pet. 1:23). Then, and only then, do new
possibilities open up. New desires, new affections, and biblically enlightened reasoning will
draw the will to fervently pursue the God-honoring life. No battle with the lust-provoking
capabilities of pornography will ever be won without the overpowering longing to love God with
all one’s being. Internet blockers, Scripture memory, accountability partners, cold showers, and
six-mile runs may provide some help, but the problem lies deeper than temptation and self-
discipline. The heart of the problem is the problem of the heart. The mind, the emotions, the
conscience, and the will are to be carried along by the deep and strong current of awe-inspired,
love-responding desire to please God (Phil. 2:12-13). “I know of no other way to triumph over
sin long-term than to gain a distaste for it, because of a superior satisfaction in God” (John
Piper).

There are strategies given in the Bible for combating sexual sins that flow from a God-seeking
heart. Fortifying oneself to stand strong in the face of temptation (a good conscience is part of a
spiritual immune system), looking long and hard at the consequences of failure to resist sexual
immorality (e.g. profaning God’s name, guilt, enslavement, sexually transmitted diseases),
expressing our need for help to God (“do not lead us into temptation”), and escaping from lust-
inciting situations are all necessary. One place to start immediately is to pray for sexual purity.
Pray that God would expose the patterns of lust that exist in your life. Pray that you might not be
ambushed by Satan. Pray that you might experience the transforming power of God’s grace in
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your thought life. Pray that God would give you a greater love for Him. And never forget that
God is with you when you are at home alone.

How | Will VVote in the Upcoming Presidential Election (October 3, 2004)

There are not many events that attract more media attention than a presidential election. It is all
over the place. Every day there is a new poll and endless discussion about what the percentage
points mean. The news is filled with the I-said-he-said routine. | can remember the day when
media frenzy was at a lower decibel level. In the days of radio, it was difficult to get as
emotionally worked up as in our modern television shouting matches. Television changed a lot
of things about political campaigning. In the early days national party conventions were actually
kind of interesting. The candidates maneuvered behind closed doors to get the delegate count
needed for nomination. The Nixon-Kennedy debate in 1960 ushered in a new era of competition
for votes. Suddenly, the kind of image projected on a small screen in the living room shaped
voter opinion. Richard Nixon’s five o’clock shadow and a sweating upper lip did not help him.
John F. Kennedy’s calm, cool, and collected appearance did not hurt him. The rest is history.
Here we are now in the year 2004 and the news talk is all about the presidential debates. Who
will win the debate? Who will be seen sweating? It would seem that the most important thing is
not the character and policies of each candidate but rather camera angles, lighting, make-up, the
avoidance of smirks, and the expressions on one’s face when they are not talking.

The biggest and most important story is not image creating, clever sound-bites, and debates. The
ability of the voting public to think in an informed and responsible way is the issue that demands
special attention. One has to be concerned when a voter, undecided as for whom to vote, is
waiting on the most persuasive television campaign ad. Too many cast their ballots based on
emotion and shallow, flawed thinking.

How should we vote? A few big-ticket items need to be kept in mind. First, we are not electing a
messiah who will deliver us from all our problems. We are choosing a president who has
limitations personally and politically. No political party will be able to solve the real problems
that are eating away at our nation’s soul. Second, God is sovereign over the outcome of the
election. God raises up leaders and brings down leaders. The fact that a particular party gains
power and their candidate is elected president does not mean that God approves of his character
and decision making. God may turn a nation over to the kind of leadership it deserves.

| will vote for the presidential candidate whose worldview is most consistently truth based. He
doesn’t have to be a Christian, but he ought to know how to interpret reality. He ought to know
the purpose of government (Rom. 13:3). Does he believe that bigger government is the key to
solving all our problems or is it a divinely ordained institution for punishing wrongdoers and
commending those who do good? He should believe that the family is a divinely given
institution. It is not subject to re-definition. He must believe that every human life is sacred. The
so-called right to choose does not take precedence over the protection of the helpless and
innocent. He should be committed to justice for all and transcendent moral law. If he thinks
economic matters trump God’s moral law, he is a dangerous man. He will need a correct
understanding of peacemaking. Wars will not cease until the King of kings and Lord of lords
returns to earth. In the meantime, our nation must have a strong military and know what
constitutes a just war. True peacemaking recognizes that evil exists and must be resisted by a
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police force and military that is tethered to a truth-enlightened local and national conscience. The
presidential candidate I will vote for must cherish religious and political freedom as “God-given,
inalienable rights.” Will the new president appoint judges who are hostile to Christianity and the
moral precepts upon which this nation was built?

These are some of the critical issues that must be thought through when preparing for those few
minutes in the voting booth. Qualifications in such areas as experience, integrity, economic and
domestic policies, and a proven record must be given close scrutiny. Too many Christians do not
vote. Many are ignorant of the fundamental issues involved in voting for the right candidate.
This ought not to be. Will our nation be given the kind of president we deserve or the kind of
president we need? May God shed His grace on us.

Some Questions for a Presidential Debate (October 10, 2004)

| take a great deal of interest in the questions presented in presidential debates. Questions are not
value neutral. They reveal the interests, moral beliefs, and political philosophy of the one asking
the question. Sometimes the interrogatories are zingers. You wonder how he will handle a
particular question. And then there are the marshmallow questions that offer the respondent an
opportunity to wax eloquent about generalities. | would like to propose some questions for a
presidential debate. They are not perfect, but they would, | believe, make for some excellent
talking points. They may hopefully smoke the candidate out on what he really believes and not
what he thinks people want to hear. This is not an exhaustive list, but it’s a start.

“What do you believe is the purpose of our federal government?” What do you think is the best
way to uphold our Constitution, protect our freedom, and encourage personal responsibility?
Could you also explain how you view the difference between giving people what they want and
giving people what they need? The purpose of this question is to determine the candidate’s views
on expanded government and limited government.

“What kind of people will you appoint to the Supreme Court?” Will they see the Constitution
and the law as based on evolving custom or on unchanging “natural law, derived ultimately from
divine law?” Is the United States Constitution a malleable document subject to the changing
opinions of society or does it represent the thoughts and ideals of its original authors?

“What do you intend to do to uphold the family as a divinely-willed institution?”” Does the state
have the right to usurp the role of the family? Will you encourage legislation and appoint federal
judges that would be supportive of same-sex marriage? Do you think gay marriage is a basic
human right? If the federal government has the right to outlaw polygamy, does it have the right
to outlaw same-sex marriage? Also, could you please explain how presidential advocacy of a
constitutional amendment supporting traditional marriage is an attempt to divide this country?

“Do you view human life as sacred?”” When does human life begin? If it begins at conception,
what justification is there for killing a developing infant for the sake of scientific research and
experimentation? Do you support stem-cell research? Upon what moral grounds would you deny
personhood to human life, if you believe it begins at conception?
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“Would you please explain your position on abortion?” Is the value and worth of an individual
dependent on his or her social usefulness or their inherent dignity as one made in the image of
God?

“What is your view on the separation of church and state?”” Do you think that the church is to be
an instrument of the state to advance the state’s own interests? Do you understand the separation
of church and state to be the same as the separation of God and state? Should an elected official
(a president) stand against a moral law in the interest of politics?

“Do you personally subscribe to a naturalistic world?” Is our world the product of chance
through time or the result of a creative act of an infinitely wise God? Is it your view that an
increasingly secularized state is best for the future of our nation? Do you believe that ethics is
based on a standard outside of human beings or do you believe that standards of good and bad
are determined by what the individual values?

“What is your view on the relationship of United States to the United Nations?” To what degree
would the United Nations have authority to determine issues related to our national defense?
Must our government receive permission from the United Nations before acting on human rights
and national security issues?

“What do you believe about world peace and disarmament?” Do you think it is possible to
achieve peace among the nations of our world through disarmament? Is it wrong for our nation to
have nuclear weapons in its arsenal? What do you think is the best way to insure the peace and
security of the United States?

| have other questions, but this will do for now. | doubt very seriously an in-depth discussion of
the above issues will take place. Political debates in our day yield more heat than light, or should
we say more style than substance?

Vote Yes to Define Marriage as the Union of Man and Woman (October 17, 2004)

Constitutional Amendment

To define marriage as the union of man and woman. (Senate Resolution No. 595) Shall
the Constitution be amended so as to provide that this state shall recognize as marriage only the
union of man and woman?

Yes

No

The above Constitutional Amendment will be on the ballot on November 2. Our vote should be
yes. There are those who may have a deeper lying agenda that say, “The language of the ballot is
deceptive, misleading, and in no way reflects the full extent to which the constitution will be
amended.” This opinion is without merit and reflects a fundamental failure to understand what is
at stake in a constitutionally stated definition of marriage.

It is necessary to state without equivocation that any attempt at the legitimization of same-sex
marriage is immoral, unwise, and social suicide. The fact that this even requires a public debate
is a commentary on the corrupted level of our social and cultural condition. What is particularly
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alarming are the shallow, short-sighted, and morally flawed arguments used to promote same-sex
marriage. The following propositions should guide us through the fog of deceptions being used
to advance gay marriage.

Marriage is a divinely-willed institution that has served as a foundation for societies since the
beginning of the human race. The institution of marriage is not a man-made social contract that
can be redefined to suite our moral preferences (Gen. 2:24). Those who object to the Christian
assumptions of such a moral axiom are invited to view all societies throughout history. Marriage
and the family have been regarded for what they are, the glue of social order. When it breaks
down everything collapses.

Marriage between a man and a woman provides protection and a nurturing environment for
children. It is in marriage that children are to be given, through instruction and example, what it
means to be a husband and a wife. A father and a mother contribute a gender, social, and
relational model for the next generation. The nature of masculinity and femininity are a vital part
of the development of boys and girls. Boys need to see what true manhood is. They need to
observe a father loving and caring for their mother. Girls need an understanding of how a man is
to treat a woman and how a wife is to respond to her husband. Those who want to deny the
importance of these realities will bring harm to us all.

Homosexual and lesbian relationships dishonor the institution of marriage. Such partnerships are
an abomination before God (Heb. 13:4). The joy of marriage is found in the wisdom of God, our
Creator. Social experimentation to develop “new family structures, including gay partnerships”

is arrogant and doomed to catastrophic consequences. Echoes of the French Revolution may be
heard in the background. The cult of reason divorced from divine revelation has slain its
multitudes. In our day it is not a campaign to create a new calendar, but a drive to establish a new
social order based on humanistic, redefined moral categories.

Upholding the male-female bond in a marital relationship is not unfair discrimination. The claim
IS made that opposition to gay marriage is discrimination. Discrimination is the act of making or
recognizing differences and distinctions. Discrimination is not intrinsically bad. There is right
and there is wrong. This is because all moral judgments are ultimately based upon truth that is
outside of the individual. Even those who argue for the acceptance and approval of
homosexuality do so by a moral judgment, i.e., that homosexuality (and gay marriages) is a
moral and civil right. However, the law by its very nature discriminates. For example, it
discriminates against polygamists. What is at work here is a not-so-subtle attempt to use the
charge of discrimination to throw the opposition off balance. To use the words “prejudice and
discrimination” assumes the moral legitimacy of homosexual marriages and/or civil unions. If
marriage is the union of a man and woman (one man and one woman), then it is not
discrimination in a morally malevolent sense. It is right in a moral and legal sense.

Human rights are granted by God our Creator. Human government can confer constitutional
rights, but even these are subject to moral law and civil prudence. For example, fourteen-year-
old boys don’t have the right to enlist in the Marine Corp. For that matter, there are other
qualifications necessary besides age, such as physical condition and citizenship. A son does not
have the right to marry his mother or a daughter the right to marry her father. We live in a day
when by judicial fiat a right can be discovered in the constitution (e.g., the right of a woman to
take the life of her unborn child). It is an underlying worldview that declares “rights.” Rights are
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either based on an unchanging, universal moral order or are the product of an evolving culture
and tradition “completely relative to particular times and cultures” (Total Truth by Nancy
Pearcey). Legal rights must never be confused with moral rights.

It Matters Little. It Matters Much. (November 7, 2004)

Frankly, I am glad it is over. For the last four years we have experienced an unending
presidential campaign. Every day the news was filled with charges and counter charges. A high
degree of acrimony dominated public discourse. Accusations, slander, and bitter attacks were
used incessantly in order to insure a victory in the November 2 election. Both parties were guilty
of boisterous, self-assured claims about what is best for America. This does not mean that | was
not a political partisan. | voted for my candidate with great relish. But | did not to do so under the
illusion that political answers are the best answers. | get the distinct impression that many of our
citizens view politics almost religiously. It is as if the right president, the right political party can
solve our problems. I don’t think so.

The past presidential election and its aftermath matters little. In the grand scheme of things there
is a much greater story. | am not suggesting that our president elect does not know this (I
recently heard President Bush say, “Life is bigger than politics”). I am merely reminding us of an
ultimate reality. The really big story is God’s redemptive-kingdom plan centered in the Lord
Jesus Christ. A thousand years from now our current political landscape will be but a grain of
sand on the shore of God’s eternal kingdom. The headlines ought to read, “Jesus Christ is
building His church.” That’s not likely to happen, but it ought to run on the marquee of our
minds. Going into all the world with the gospel of Jesus Christ must never be eclipsed by any
human program however noble it may be.

The past presidential election and the new facts it has created matters much. God raises up
national leaders and brings them down. We have to be very careful about interpreting the
providence of God (e.g., “Our candidate won. So, God must be pleased with us.”). However,
God does work through human government to establish moral order, restrain evil, and create
peace. It is in this kind of social and political environment that the church is given special
opportunities to tell all nations there is only “one Mediator between God and man, the Man
Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5). The Roman Empire gave the early church roads, peace, and
governance that facilitated the rapid spread of the gospel. God has ordained the strength and
moral vigor of nations as a means of advancing the gospel. The nation in which the body of
Christ resides by necessity is the staging area for world evangelization. God uses kings and
presidents to further His plan. He used Cyrus, king of the Medes and the Persians, to release
Israel to return to the Promised Land (Isa. 45:1). History abounds with many other examples of
God’s guiding hand. The material resources of America are extraordinary. As Christians we can
give money, travel, and assist believers in economical deprived countries.

Do we consider ourselves as people who have an abundance of resources? | have seen how far a
seemingly meager gift can go in other national economies. In some places a hundred dollars a
month can enable a pastor to serve his flock. A new computer can do wonders for a believer who
is patiently working on an eight-year-old model. Missionaries who are supported by the
generosity of their home church can play a vital role in planting a church in a gospel
impoverished place. No, American money is not the answer to everything. God first of all wants
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our hearts. Is our love set upon Him? If so, then our check books will follow. We will look for
ways to be involved in the Great Commission.

The people and needs of Romania are fresh in my mind. | think of Valentin who is serving as
pastor of the Way of Joy church in a very poor area of the city of lasi. There is not enough
money among the poor people in his little congregation to support him. I think of Luminitsa, the
young Romanian girl working among the Gypsy children, who wants to be a missionary to
Brazil. Where will she get her support? I think of Marcela, a skilled translator for the Bethlehem
Bible Institute in lasi, who works on an old computer doing mountains of valuable translation
work. I could go on. I look at my own material possessions. Is there more that | can do? | am
sure there is. | awaken each day to the reminder, to whom much is given, much is required. That
should matter much to us.

The Waiting Room (November 14, 2004)

We have been here before. Some things never change. People are camped out throughout the
area. Some are reading newspapers. One large family is receiving an update on the progress of
their loved one’s operation. A man is attempting to comfort a lady dabbing her eyes with a
Kleenex. A few people are trying to sleep. At least their eyes are closed. We are in the waiting
room at the Piedmont Hospital. Steve Barrett and his two daughters, Shay and Nikki, are
prepared for at least a three hour wait. Earlier we gathered around Linda for prayer as she was
being wheeled into the operating room. The latest MRI (just before the operation) did not reveal
any change in the walnut size tumor in the center of her brain. We prayed for God’s mercy, that
the surgeon will have the best use of his God-given skills and acknowledged our trust in God’s
infinite wisdom. The attending nurse listened patiently.

Steve is telling us about the gradual realization that Linda was developing some kind of
neurological problem. Her forgetfulness was beyond normal. At our age short term memory is
not what it used to be. This tumor appears to be nonmalignant, but it will be a very delicate
operation requiring state of the art microscopic instruments. Talking with family and old friends
helps. I look back on my parents’ surgeries and consider them to be some our closest of family
times. We prayed together, got caught up on the latest news about extended family members, and
visited our shared memories. But we would rather not be here. A Thanksgiving gathering is
preferred. There we can discuss our ailments, the cost of health insurance, and play with the
grandchildren. I think Thanksgiving is more like heaven (without complaints and ailments) with
the greatest joy of all, Jesus will be there. I like that thought. All of our pain and suffering will be
behind us. We will never run out of time for anything. God will have wiped away every tear
from our eyes, “there shall no longer be any death; there shall no longer be any mourning or
crying or pain” (Rev. 21:4).

Do the people in this waiting room know about the realities of eternity? Sometimes | think there
are fumes inhaled that create a loss of touch with reality (things as they actually are). Actually,
most people are drunk. There is little if any thought of heaven or hell, that we are all sinners, and
if we die in our unredeemed condition, we will spend an eternity in hell. Laughter, cell phones,
newspapers, and an approaching weekend of football don’t reveal what is a heartbeat away. The
fumes breathed are known theologically as the noetic (because of sin we don’t think right)
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effects of the fall of Adam into sin. We are born spiritually blind. Only God the Holy Spirit can
create the understanding needed to grasp the meaning of the cross of Christ.

The operation is over and the surgeon has told us that everything went well. The tumor, about
two inches in size, was removed through a three-quarter inch hole in the skull. It is amazing what
modern medicine can do, but all praise goes to God who makes it possible. We saw Steve heave
a sigh of relief as the doctor gave him the good report. Steve later interpreted that sigh as a
praise-the-Lord. It will take weeks of convalescence and the loving help of family and friends.
The walk through the valley of the shadow of death is never an easy one. But we need not fear
evil. Our Shepherd, the Lord Jesus Christ, is with us through the dark ravines of life when death
is a very real threat. He gives us courage to deal with all our fears whatever they may be:
impending death, loss of a loved one, job insecurity, prolonged illness, imminent surgery, a new
math class, a bully on the school bus. Whether God delivers us from an evil in this life or from
this evil world, we have the guarantee of His presence. Are we prepared for the dangers ahead?
Only the Lord can lead us through death’s dark shadows for He alone has conquered death. The
resurrected Christ was dead but is now alive forevermore. Savor this truth in the waiting room of
life.

A Thanksgiving Table (November 21, 2004)

Our increasingly secularized culture fails miserably in its encouragement to be thankful. It is
ironic that in such an affluent society as ours, there is so much complaint. The last several
months of hard-fought political campaigning gave us a steady diet of discontent with the
economy, health care, education, and you name it. We are also plagued with everybody’s
insistence on their rights. Government entitlements are traded for votes. The “right to happiness”
in our founding documents seems to have eclipsed thankfulness for the opportunities and
freedoms we presently enjoy. But the greatest tragedy of all is the absence of a national
acknowledgement of thanksgiving to God. The original intent of Thanksgiving Day was to give
thanks to God for plentiful crops. Interestingly, the World Book Encyclopedia (1975 edition)
tells us that “Thanksgiving is also a time for serious thinking, church services, and prayer.” On a
cold December day in 1619 English settlers near Charles City, Virginia stated in their charter that
there would be an annual day of thanksgiving to God for their arrival in the new land. We must
not allow the apostles of secularism to lead us away from a God-acknowledging time on
Thanksgiving Day.

May I suggest a psalm to read and ponder on Thanksgiving Day? Psalm 103 is a great hymn of
thanksgiving spoken by the psalmist to himself. It has been said that “he is cataloging the
goodness of God, enumerating his blessings, lest in a moment of depression or backsliding, he
should forget the source of his prosperity and take God’s grace for granted.” Take a careful look
at how David does this. His opening words remind us that thanksgiving is a self-administered
means of changing our outlook on life (vv. 1-2). Sometimes we have to shake off our apathy and
say what needs to be said. We must take charge of our minds and memories if we are to
meaningfully kindle our emotions. We dare not fall into the trap of threading mere words
through our lips while our hearts are far from God. Forgetting to acknowledge our God-given
benefits may be a sign of a deeper problem, namely, that we have allowed satisfaction with our
comforts to dull our spiritual senses.
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What are the benefits that come from God? In short, thanksgiving embraces the expanse of
God’s redeeming work (vv. 3-5). One’s relationship with God is the essence of our purpose in
life. Because of who God is, forgiveness is immediate and is the greatest benefit of all. But our
infirmities of body don’t go unnoticed. Physical healing comes from God though it may be
delayed or even denied (e.g., 2 Sam. 12:13-23). David was overjoyed with deliverance from a
pit. Perhaps this was a rescue from premature death (6:5; 28:1). Give thanks to the Lord for the
healings that He has granted us.

But is our thanksgiving based solely on what we get from God? There is something far more
important. We praise God for who He is. Thanksgiving sees the light of God’s mercy beyond the
rain shadow of human unworthiness (vv. 6-14). God’s grace to us is generous and His justice is
tempered with mercy. We are therefore assured that God designs our journey through life in
order to train us in righteousness. He displays His love and mercy upon us immeasurably and
understandingly. We can find no greater example of this than what God has done for us in Christ
on the cross. It was there that justice and mercy kissed. Pardon for sin is possible to those who
put their trust in the Son of God.

There is more. Thanksgiving chooses not to dwell on the boundaries of a fading life, but upon
life with God forever (vv. 15-18). Our lives, like grass and flowers, will wilt away in a short
time. But our response should be the enjoyment of God’s provision, never forgetting that His
blessings are contingent upon our obedience to His commands. God has a special love for those
who fear Him. Are you in awe of God, trembling at the thought of displeasing Him? There is a
cornucopia of good things that come to those who pursue God and His precepts.

There is no sound sweeter to the ears than the rising crescendo of praise to God from all creation
(vv. 19-22). No part of the universe is beyond the sovereign rule of God. Angels are invited to
join in the chorus of praise. One day a redeemed creation will add its voice to the swelling tide of
thanksgiving to the Lord who is worthy of exaltation. No child of God sings solo in the
congregation of all creation. Will there be praise in our hearts in this Thanksgiving and
Christmas season? Set your table this Thanksgiving Day with praise for God’s mercies. Read
Psalm 103 and join your voice with others in blessing the Lord. O come, let us adore Him!

The Dark Shadow of Discouragement (December 5, 2004)

We have all experienced it. It can knock the emotional wind right out of your sails. Everything
takes on a lack luster appearance. Where there had been enthusiasm and an optimistic spirit,
there is now a loss of zeal. A mood of pessimism takes over. The difficulties and problems that
had been there before are now suddenly blown out of proportion. They stand before you like
bullies daring you to do what needs to be done. You think about quitting, doing something else,
going somewhere else — anything would be better than your present circumstances. It is
discouragement, the loss of desire to go on because of a loss of hope.

“No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man” (1 Cor. 10:13). The biblical
record bears this out by revealing episodes of discouragement among God’s people. It was
discouragement that entered into Israel’s failure to enter Canaan. On the threshold of the
Promised Land, the children of Israel let the obstacles ahead keep them from achieving their
objective. Their attitude was marked by a lack of faith. The giants in the land (the sons of
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Anakim) intimidated them. They were afraid. They balked and consequently failed God. Forty
years later Joshua charged a new generation of Israelites to be strong, courageous, and not to be
dismayed (Josh. 1:9).

Elijah is an example of a servant of God who was ready to throw in the towel (1 Kgs. 19:4).
After a courageous, God-exalting confrontation with the prophets of Baal, Elijah ran for his life
when Jezebel put a price on his head. He became discouraged and wanted to die. Even the
Servant of God, the Lord Jesus Christ, encountered the temptation to succumb to the apparent
futility of His earthly ministry. Knowing that His mission was to show the glory of God, He said,
“I have toiled in vain; I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity” (Isa. 49:4). Jesus
expressed to the Father what He saw, which was little visible reward for His work.

There are a variety of roads one may take to discouragement. If my motive for Christian service
is to promote myself, | am a sure candidate for disappointment. Dependence on others rather
than on the Lord can lead to disillusionment. When somebody else fails, I quit. Anyone can fall
and fail you. But the Lord will never fail us. Physical and emotional fatigue contributes to
discouragement. Sleep loss, inadequate diet, and a lack of exercise is a sure recipe for
debilitating pessimism. Failure to meet with God in the Word and in prayer creates distortions in
the way problems are processed. Discouragement comes when | try to live without the resources
God has provided for preserving service. Unbiblical expectations and unrealized goals can cloud
the mind and warp one’s perception.

What is the cure for discouragement? In the first place, it must be remembered that struggling
with despondency is not in itself a sin. The Servant of God wrestled with “frustrations and
feelings of futility.” The crowds began to thin out (Jn. 6:67). He faced rejection, unbelief, and
misunderstanding. When He died, what had He accomplished? However, in the Servant’s
struggle with discouragement He did not sin (Heb. 4:15). He knew who He was and what He had
come to do. He entrusted His life and work to His Father. The words “yet surely” in Isaiah 49:4
reveal oceans of truth about the way Jesus dealt with discouragement as do the words “and My
reward (is) with My God.” He understood that it was for God to decide whether He had been a
failure or not. Peter captures the soul of Jesus when he says that Christ “kept entrusting Himself
to Him who judges righteously” (1 Pet. 2:23). There it is. Discouragement will be a part of life,
but it must not stay or be allowed to turn us from the work God has given us to do. When the
idea visits us that we have failed and have been unsuccessful, we must show it the door. Our
circumstances must be seen from the standpoint of God’s perfections. Stand with God in the
matter you are fighting. Revisit the truth that the work God has given you to do can never be a
failure. Keep on obeying God and move toward the light of faithful servanthood through and
beyond the dark shadow of discouragement.

My Brother’s Keeper (December 12, 2004)

| am the oldest brother of five boys. | was born in 1941. Tim was born in 1943. Because of this |
always had a playmate in those early years. We had many adventures together. He usually did
what | asked him to do which sometimes got us both in trouble. One of my earliest memories is
my asking Tim to climb on top of the chest of drawers. | told him if he would jump, | would
catch him. It seemed like a fun thing to do at the time. He jumped. I couldn’t stop him from
hitting the floor. I wasn’t much bigger than he. The floor came up to meet him. Our mother was
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not amused by our attempt at a circus trick. There was the time after a heavy thunderstorm we
went out to play in the ditch running fast with overflow. I told Tim not to follow me. But this
time he wouldn’t listen. He fell in the ditch and cut his head on some glass. With blood running
down his face we went to get some emergency help from our mother. Guess who got a scolding
for endangering his younger brother?

As we got older Tim became quite valuable to me as a catcher for my imaginary baseball games.
| always wanted to play baseball. Tim was not so enthusiastic, but he was cooperative. | had him
squat down on the back side of the sewer cover (manhole cover as it was known to us then) as
home plate. | pitched and called the balls and strikes and won every game until Tim got tired and
went in the house. One of our last adventures was a hike we decided to take while our family was
camping in the Smokey Mountains. We got bored, and it occurred to us that if we walked a little
(so it seemed) distance up the mountain we could get a great view of the campgrounds. We
headed up the path. It wouldn’t take long. The woods got darker. Suddenly, we thought we heard
something. Maybe it was a bear. We took off running all the way back to the camp site. In the
meantime, a posse composed of our parents and a Forest Ranger had been looking for us. Our
father’s fury will go down in family lore. We didn’t think we were lost. We knew where we
were.

College came for Tim and me. We set off in different directions. | was preparing myself for full
time Christian work. Tim went to a Christian school that became a stumbling block to him. He
quit going to church. He struggled with the absolutes of Christianity. Tim ventured far from God.
He carried a lot of anger toward our father (his own words). The Bible was not to be trusted. Our
grandmother died praying for Tim’s reconciliation with God. I also prayed and longed for a
relationship that didn’t have a God-hole in it. In the last few years something amazing has
happened. I will quote Tim’s words as they appeared in an article he wrote for a well-known
devotional guide. “But when I turned to the Lord and began seriously to read and study the
Bible, I learned that I am never abandoned or alone. God is our true and reliable father and will
never leave us, even in our darkest hours.” I can’t wait to see our grandmother as we rejoice
together in what God has done.

The drama of redemption starts out with a story about two brothers. The relationship ended
tragically. Cain killed his brother Abel. When asked by God where his brother was, he
sarcastically replied, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Cain lied about his brother’s whereabouts and
topped off his fratricide with an insolent evasion of his responsibility. Human sin ruptures
relationships. But thankfully reconciliation is possible by the grace of God. As of this writing |
will be going to spend a few hours with Tim before his heart surgery. We will talk about our
growing up years together. I will tell him that I love him. We will pray together. | am my
brother’s keeper.

The Grinch Who Stole Christmas meets Charlie Brown (December 19, 2004)

There is a lot of grousing over who stole Christmas. Did the Grinch do it? Was it Hollywood?
Perhaps it was the ACLU. They are certainly among the usual suspects. | should explain myself.
There is an argument going on over the place of Christmas (or any religious holiday) in our
pluralistic society. The secularists seem to be in a full court press to make the weeks between
Thanksgiving and December 25 free of any public displays of Christianity and its Christmas
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traditions. The bank teller and the salesclerk wish us a “happy holiday.” One gets the impression
that some higher-up in the business has sent word out that “happy holidays” is not as likely to
offend customers as does “Merry Christmas.” Manger scenes certainly must not be seen on
government property. Christmas music is edited to eliminate Christian themes. We are subjected
to endless renditions of “Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer” and “Frosty the Snow Man.” The
public school scene is a minefield of potential offenses. Depending on the school’s principal,
“winter break” is preceded by Santa Claus, elves, and cookies. The no-offense Christmas season
is a conflicted one for sure.

And we must not forget the movies. Gene Veith in his recent article in World Magazine entitled
“Empty Bromides” calls attention to the annual serving of seasonal film flicks. There is
“Surviving Christmas,” “Christmas with the Kranks,” “Polar Express,” and perhaps the most
dismal of all, “Bad Santa.” As Veith points out, “The secularized Christmas seems to be losing
its jolliness.” A brief survey reveals anti-Christmas movies that frequently wallow in sappy
sentimentalism. The hollowness of a Jesus-less Christmas is sure to yield an abundance of empty
stockings.

But rather than spending precious time lamenting the loss that has been suffered, there is
opportunity waiting in the wings. The steadily encroaching tide of secularism needs to be met by
Christians incarnating the Christ event. The early church was born and thrived in a pagan world.
Christians distinguished themselves by displaying Christ in their daily lives. They spread the
good news that a Savior had been born, who is Christ the Lord. He laid down His life for our
sins. He was raised from the dead. To believe on Him is to enjoy the forgiveness of sins and
everlasting life. The world has no message that is a match for this. Generosity and abounding joy
are hallmarks of a Christ-transformed life. As we show love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control, Christ makes His appearance. No court of
law can keep that from happening.

Invite non-Christians into your home. Let your warm hospitality melt the suspicions and
isolation, hanging like ice-cycles in our neighborhoods. Exalt Christ by bearing verbal witness to
the meaning of His life, death, and resurrection. Let us make sure that our children and
grandchildren know who the Christ child was, what He came to do, and what He will do in the
future. If we allow Christmas to be merely a body-wearying, mind-numbing pursuit of gifts, we
are betraying the Redeemer who bought us with the greatest gift of all. I love the scene in Charlie
Brown’s Christmas. Charlie can’t find anyone to explain to him the meaning of Christmas.
Finally, Linus comes to him dragging his blanket and sucking his thumb. He immediately
informs Charlie that he can tell him the meaning of Christmas. Linus walks out onto a stage and
quotes Luke 2:8-14. Christmas is about Christ. Linus walks off the stage blanket in hand and
thumb in mouth. Point made. Did the Grinch steal Christmas? I don’t know. But one thing I do
know. Linus has told us where we can find it.

Resolutions (December 26, 2004)

New Year’s resolutions. The very words send a shiver up the spine of many. Memories of
resolutions made and resolutions broken litter the landscape of our minds. Well intended resolve
for a new and better year often founders on the shoals of old habits that stubbornly hang on,
malignant laziness, or unreasonable expectations. But for whatever reasons, we tend to shy away
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from making written goals that we aspire to pursue. It is my proposal that we revisit the subject
of resolutions.

Jonathan Edwards has distinguished himself in American history as a theological giant. His life
and writings have preached to millions. Edwards was a pastor, theologian, philosopher, and saint
extraordinaire who lived by resolutions that he wrote out as a young Christian (age nineteen).
Though his life was relatively short (he died at the age of fifty-four in 1758), he left a witness of
devotion to God that should inspire every child of God. He wrote out seventy “Resolutions”
composed with the solemn reminder: “I am unable to do anything without God’s help.” A brief
survey of some of these resolutions will help us to reevaluate our own spiritual vitality and,
hopefully, commit ourselves to greater love and allegiance to the Lord Jesus Christ.

“I1. Resolved, that I will do whatsoever I think to be most to God’s glory and to my own good,
profit, and pleasure, in the whole of my duration, without any consideration of the time, whether
now or never so many myriads of ages hence. Resolved to do whatever | think to be my duty,
and most for the good and advantage of mankind in general. Resolved to do this, whatever
difficulties I meet with, however so many and how ever so great.” It was Edward’s determination
to spread God’s fame and seek the good of others no matter what the cost. Savor that thought for
a moment. | must not approach life as merely a collection of days. Instead, | must see it as one
grand story drawn together by an overarching purpose. Do | see my life and the coming year that
way? Or have | given myself over to a life-game of trivial pursuit?

“3. Resolved, if ever I shall fall and grow dull, so as to neglect to keep any part of these
resolutions, to repent of all I can remember, when I come to myself again.” We are to take our
sluggishness and sin seriously. In the words of the Puritans we need to do some “soul-vomiting”
during our journey to heaven. When was the last time you fell down on your knees and asked
God for forgiveness for a sin you have committed?

“5. Resolved, never to lose one moment of time; but improve it the most profitable way 1
possibly can.” Do I know how to manage my time without being a crank? I think it is a good
habit to regularly pause and evaluate the way | am using my time. How much time do | devote to
mental bubble gum?

“17. Resolved, that I will live so as I wish I had done when I come to die.” Can I single out those
attitudes and sinful habits that will one day cause me great grief? We need to determine God’s
priorities for us and let them define our lives.

“18. Resolved, to maintain the strictest temperance in eating and drinking.” Ouch! We live in a
land of full pantries and refrigerators. Does my appetite rule me? Do | overindulge? We all need
to commit ourselves to eating healthfully. Do I love God with all my heart and all my stomach?

“24. Resolved, whenever I do any conspicuously evil action, to trace it back till I come to the
original cause; and then both carefully endeavor to do so no more, and to fight and pray with all
my might against the original of it.” Yes, there is the danger of introspection, but we Americans

tend to live at such a fast pace that we don’t examine our hearts (desires and motives) as we
should.
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“28. Resolved, to study the Scriptures so steadily, constantly, and frequently that [ may find, and
plainly perceive myself to grow in the knowledge of them.” Did I read my Bible through this
past year? We have a new year in front of us to spend meaningful time in the Scriptures.

“67. Resolved, after afflictions to inquire what I am the better for them, what good I have got by
them, and what I might have got by them.” If we really believe that an infinitely wise and loving
God is sovereign over our circumstances, should we not trust God in the most difficult of times?
“It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn Thy statutes” (Psa. 119:71).

“70. Let there be something of benevolence in all that I speak.” May God give me the grace to
use my tongue for the encouragement and faith-building of others.

O Death, Where Is Your Sting? (January 2, 2005)

The death of a father and grandfather in a head-on automobile accident, the death of a local
businessman after a year-long bout with cancer and failing kidneys, the death of a twenty-nine-
year-old mother after two years of battling Hodgkin’s disease, the death of a twenty-year old,
only son, in an automobile accident. These have been in our family’s personal experience during
the Thanksgiving and Christmas season. Beyond this circle of death are the scores killed weekly
in Iraq and within the last week the tens of thousands in southern Asia swept into eternity by
killer tidal waves. Still other headlines stand gloomily in the background; Baghdad blast that
kills 29, fetus-snatch suspect appears before Judge. Bad news is nothing new, but sometimes it
reaches deafening proportions with death always standing there with its sickening grin. The king
of terrors ultimately silences every tongue, snatches children from their parents, severs
marriages, and leaves incalculable grief in its wake. The poet, Shelley, grasps the reality of
death, “Death is here and death is there. Death is busy everywhere, all around, within, beneath,
above is death and we are death.”

If your worldview is defined by belief in human evolution, death is reduced to various forms of
roadkill. Naturalism views death as the extinction of personality and individuality. If we are
matter and nothing else, death is merely the exclamation point at the end of a hopeless life. The
dirty little secret of humanists (those who view God as a wish-fulfillment) is the cold assertion,
as stated in the Humanist Manifesto II, “...there is no credible evidence that life survives the
death of the body.” To Eastern Pantheistic monism (Hinduism and Buddhism) death is framed in
terms of karma (you are getting what you deserve) and reincarnation (recycled existence without
any pardon for sin). The bleak summation of a monistic interpretation of reality is that “no
human being in the sense of individual or person survives death.” According to an Islamic
worldview, death takes one either to paradise or hell based upon good works weighed out by
Allah.

When we invite the Christian worldview into the room with the Bible as its final authority, we
are given the truth about death. God decreed that death would reign as the penalty of sin (Gen.
1:27-28; 2:17; Rom. 5:12; 6:23; 7:13). Adam and Eve were created able not to sin. They were
warned that death would come if they disobeyed God. Satan denied the possibility of death (Gen.
3:4). The Evil One always wants us to avoid the reality of death. Adam and Eve experienced
death when they willfully disregarded God’s command and ate the fruit from the tree of good
and evil (Gen. 3:7, 19; 5:5). A state of spiritual death occurred immediately. Physical death
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began its ugly work. The curse of sin and death enveloped the entire creation. Man, the sinner,
gave himself over to rebellion against his Creator (moral evil). Nature fell under the bondage of
decay (Rom. 8:19-22). The earth groans (natural evil). The animal creation became red “in tooth
and claw.” Cats eat birds, weeds take over the garden, and drought and blight kill crops.
Tornadoes destroy property and lives, mosquitoes bite and infect with malaria, earthquakes move
the ground, and tsunamis sweep away property and lives.

Is there any hope for this curse-ridden creation and death-plagued humanity? There is. The irony
is that the end of death is found in death. The death of Jesus Christ is the moral and spiritual
center of the universe. The death of death has occurred in the death of Jesus Christ (Rev. 21:22-
23; Heb. 2:14; 2 Tim. 1:10). Spiritual death (the separation of man from God) is abolished
through faith in Christ (Eph. 2:1-3). Physical death is defeated through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead (1 Cor. 15:20-28; Jn. 5:21-28). The second death can have no power over
the believer because of his union with Christ (Rev. 20:6; Rev. 2:11). By submitting to death
Jesus Christ triumphed over it. The sting of death has been removed by His atoning death.
Freedom from the fear of death is found through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.

When we look into the faces of those who have been brutalized by death, the love and
compassion of Christ should flow from us. We will reach out in mercy to help relieve the
physical pain and misery. We will give of our resources. We will show up in some way to help.
We cannot remain as bystanders offering theological explanations. We will be moved to support
those in the body of Christ who are near the human devastation. We will increase our efforts to
take the gospel of Jesus Christ of those who have survived and who will one day themselves die.
They must know that the sting of death has been removed in Jesus Christ.

Tsunamis (January 9, 2005)

| cannot get that huge wave out of my mind. | have seen the footage of the tidal waves rushing
over land, buildings, and people. But there is that one still picture of a solid wall of gray water
about thirty feet high, poised to devour anything and everything in its path. By now we have all
been drawn into the pain and suffering that has been visited upon the millions along the
shorelines of South and Southeast Asia. Disasters are not respecters of persons. Hindus,
Muslims, Buddhists, and Christians have experienced devastating losses. The problems of evil
have also rolled in with the waves. There is the immediate, experiential problem of evil that
wells up in the heart of a brother whose sister has been swept away into a watery grave. There is
the problem of evil as an intellectual puzzle. Why is there evil in this world? There is the
problem of evil people preying upon the hurting in humanitarian scams and child kidnapping.
There is the problem of natural evil. What is wrong with nature? How did it get this way? As one
journalist has said, “Why us? Why here? Why now?”

Interviews have been conducted to elicit explanations from those of various faiths and
philosophies regarding the human tragedy of killer tsunamis. Hindus speak of the power and
capricious nature of the gods. These angry gods must be placated. Buddhists talk in terms of
karma and the necessity of generating “good merit that can be transferred to the deceased as a
positive force in their next lifetime.” This would seem to mean that if enough good is done in
this life, you won’t live in a fishing village on the Indian Ocean in the next life. The Muslim
interprets the destructive tsunami as the will of Allah giving the survivors an opportunity to gain
merit for the judgment day to come. Interestingly, there is a rumor passing through Muslim
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communities that the deadly tsunami was a judgment on Muslims and infidels for moral
compromises. Some Muslims are even saying that the earthquake that triggered the tidal waves
was due to a joint American and Israeli nuclear test.

Jesus Christ was interviewed by some of His contemporaries regarding two incidents of disaster
and death (Luke 13:1-5). The first was the slaughter by Pilate’s soldiers of innocent Galilean
worshipers. The second was that of a tower that fell killing eighteen people. The implication was
that the victims deserved their death due to some sin they had committed. “Did God judge them
for excessive sin?” Jesus’ answer is most illuminating. The death of anyone reveals the sinful
condition of every human. A natural disaster, like a deadly tidal wave, exposes the mortality of
humanity. People die every day but when thousands die at one time it is particularly poignant.
Jesus does not say that those crushed by a falling tower did not deserve their fate. He widens the
issue. We all deserve to die because we are all sinners. So, what should we do in response to
wars and natural disasters? We are to repent. It has been said that a tragedy is a loudspeaker “to
call attention to our guilt and destination.” D. A. Carson has pointed out our flawed thinking. “It
is a mark of our lostness that we invert these two (peace and tranquility and pain and death). We
think we deserve the times of blessing and prosperity, and that the times of war and disaster are
not only unfair but come perilously close to calling into question God’s goodness or his power —
even perhaps, his very existence. Jesus simply does not see it that way.” This is not to say that
Jesus ignored the necessity of kindness and compassion toward those who are suffering. There is
the parable of the Good Samaritan which tells us to love our neighbor. But what Jesus is
emphasizing in Luke 13 is the recognition of the seriousness of our condition. Without
repentance for the sin of rebellion against God and His salvation in Jesus Christ there is a death
that will be eternal. To die physically without having placed one’s faith in Christ is the greatest
of all disasters.

There is a lesson to be learned from the animal kingdom. It is extraordinary that there has been
very little loss of animal life in the tidal waves that hit the shores of Southern Asia. Elephants
actually broke their chains and ran to higher ground five minutes before the tsunami hit land.
Some special sense of impending danger drove them to a safe place. While we show compassion
and minister to the victims of disasters, we must never forget the far greater message bound up in
nature’s groaning and mankind’s mortality. Sinners must turn and run to the higher ground of
God’s forgiveness (Rom. 3:20-26). Flee now from the wrath to come.

Slavery, Segregation, and the Church (January 16, 2009)

Hooded, sheet-wearing, Bible-quoting racists (Ku Klux Klan), cross-burnings on Stone
Mountain, segregated public transportation (“Colored sit from rear to front. Whites sit from front
to rear”), water fountains, restrooms, schools, and churches. This was the South where | grew up.
A popular swimming lake (located near what is 1-285 and the airport today) displayed a sign at
its entrance prohibiting “colored people and Jews” from enjoying the cool waters in the hot
southern summer. As a boy I looked at the sign, was grateful I wasn’t excluded, and went
swimming. How easy it is to not have a problem with other people’s problems. I remember the
janitor at the church | attended. Lij (short for Elijah) could stay in the men’s room and clean up
the church building, but he and his family weren’t welcome to worship alongside white folks.
But things began to change with Rosa Parks and the Montgomery bus boycott. The Civil rights
activism led by Martin Luther King Jr. with its boycotts, sit-ins, marches, and eventual
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legislation changed society’s segregationist ways. There is still a lot of well-disguised racism,
but race relations are markedly improved over what they were during the days of Jim Crowe.

An embarrassing chapter in the struggle for racial equality in America has been the oftentimes
feeble response of the church. The political activism of evangelical Christians since the 1980s
was absent in the 1950s. Whereas many pulpits throughout the South had sought to justify
slavery prior to the Civil War, their spiritual descendants did the same with segregation. | was
once told by a student at a well-known Christian university that God said, “Remove not the
ancient landmark, which thy fathers have set” (Prov. 22:28). This was an attempt to use the Bible
to “prove” racial segregation.

The child of slavery, racial segregation, presented a formidable challenge to those who worked
for racial reconciliation in the body of Christ. It was African American pastors and churches that
led the way to end racial discrimination. Sadly, I didn’t see many of my white brothers and
sisters in Christ rise to the occasion. | heard sermons on the Tower of Babel (a favorite
segregationist text) and eloquent appeals from well-known Bible teachers to resist racial
integration. | do not wish to villainize my spiritual fathers. In many ways they unwittingly
planted the seeds of racial reconciliation. They did this by their evangelism and world missions
zeal that reached across racial lines. They taught me the Scriptures that began a transforming
work in my life (though they did not see the racial implications of what they were teaching). It
was not until 1961 while in college that | began to awaken from my benign segregationist
slumber. | read the book, Black Like Me, in which John Howard Griffin, a white man, told how
in 1959 he had darkened his skin and traveled the South as a black man. My white eyes were
beginning to open to what had been the invisible world of the southern black. In 1964 while in
seminary | became friends with John McNeal, a married black student from middle Georgia. For
the first time in my life | had a friendship with a black brother in Christ. My world and my plans
for the future were being reordered.

The journey from slavery to segregation to racial integration is not over. As one generation was
blind to the evil nature of racial discrimination, what is it that we do not see? We can pass
judgment on those who failed to acknowledge and repent of racist attitudes. But how
comfortable are we with the materialism that infests modern society? The unborn are aborted and
it is gauzed over as a woman’s reproductive health issue. Appeals are made to let scientists
experiment on human embryos. This is not to say that Christians have overcome racial prejudice.
How many churches continue to leave “transitional” neighborhoods for the safety of another
white ghetto? The vast urban areas of our cities go without a strong gospel witness because of
crime problems. African Americans, Hispanics, Caucasians, and all other racial and ethnic
groups in the body of Christ must work together to pray for reformation and revival in the
church. | pray that the progress we have made in racial harmony will not be wasted in the
lukewarmness of compromise with a culture that is not a friend of the truth. And woos us above
all else to be comfortable.

The Return of Moloch (January 23, 2005)

Shelomith and Abigail were brimming with delight as they compared their pregnancies and
childbirth stories. They laughed over the adventures of their baby girls, who were only a few
months old, and dreamed of who these darling children would grow to look like (her mother’s
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eyes, her father’s nose), and what roles they would play in the community of Israel. But one
evening Abigail’s husband, Shema, hot and tired from another seemingly hopeless day in the
sun-parched field, brought sad and chilling news. It had been decided. There was no other way.
Their young daughter, Timna, must be taken and given as an offering to the god Moloch. The
priest had announced that children must be sacrificed if there was to be rain which the nation so
desperately needed. The parched land cried out for ground-soaking rains. Only the gods could
give it. Abigail wept upon hearing what was to be done with her bright-eyed baby girl. She
looked into her little girl’s face. Her mind was racing with ways to avoid this awful thing. But
the decision had been made. Shema and Abigail both knew that their child like others in Israel
would have to pass through the fire if Moloch’s blessings were to be received. They wrapped
Timna in the blanket especially woven for her birth. They walked silently together down the hill
to the valley of Ben-hinnom. They could hear drums, bells, and chanting. With his priest
attendants standing by there stood the image of Moloch before them. With one final look into the
innocent and angelic face of Timna they presented her to the priests, who with prayers to the god
for renewed fertility and prosperity, laid their firstborn in the fire-reddened arms of Moloch,
protector and provider. The gift of this young life would help to insure blessings. Abundant
harvests would replace the barren fields. They watched without visible emotion while the flames
reduced their baby to ashes. Moloch had been given their most treasured possession. Now what
would he give in return, hopefully peace and plenty.

This true-to-life story was probably repeated thousands of times (Jer. 32:35; Lev. 18:21; 20:2-5;
2 Kgs. 23:10). Could such a horrible ritual take place in our day? I tell you it does. It takes place
in the killing of millions of unborn children every year in America in the name of the god of pro-
choice. How many aborted babies are offered on the altar of personal rights deemed more
important than the rights of the unborn? Life is given by God. He created life (Gen. 1:26-27;
2:7). Our every breath is a manifestation of life given by God. What makes human life sacred? It
is because every man, woman, and child are made in God’s image. God is the author of human
life. The high value of human life is reflected in the incarnation of Jesus Christ. “For God so
loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not
perish but have eternal life” (Jn. 3:16). The wonder of what God has done for sinful human
beings, who deserve only death and eternal judgment, is seen in the everlasting gift of
forgiveness and joy through faith in Jesus Christ. Bound up in this sublime gift is also the
resurrection of our bodies. Through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead we have the
promise of our own resurrection body.

When does human life begin? The Bible is not ambiguous about this. The fetus is described as a
person. It has developed all its human physical characteristics by about eight weeks (Jer. 1:4-5;
Lk. 1:41-44). The biblical ethicist, J. J. Davis, is certainly right when he says that the “biblical
writers saw a continuity between the prenatal and postnatal states.” God’s hand is seen in the
development of the fetus in the womb (Psa. 139:13-16). David saw his dignity, his value, his
meaning in life as arising from God’s involvement in the development of life in the womb. This
truth is the occasion for praise, gratitude, and worship.

Where do the Scriptures lead us in this matter of the fetus and the question of whether it is fully
human? The benefit of any doubt regarding the fetus should go to the fetus. We should treat the
unborn as human, since in the words of one theologian, “it is highly likely that God regards a
fetus as a person capable of (at least potentially) that fellowship with God for which man was
created.” Such a critical issue as human life being at stake demands that fetal life is treated as
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infant life. Would we not act on the presumption that an unconscious person is alive and not treat
him as dead till proof is certain? If one is driving and sees what may be either a pile of rags or a
child lying in the street, one will assume it is a human. What logic is it that treats the unborn as
disposable when God counts it as life given by Him? The gods of our age have made the
innocent and defenseless in the womb as potential offerings. These child sacrifices are most
often for something other than saving the life of the mother. We have become all too comfortable
with Moloch’s flames.

Ambulances and Hospitals (February 13, 2005)

Everything seemed to be normal. | finished teaching two classes, rode the shuttle to the
Charleston airport, and ate a bite of supper before the flight to Atlanta. And there is where the
problem began. I have eaten hundreds of tuna fish sandwiches in my life, but this one was not
going to let me forget it. The catch of the day (or was it the catch of last year?) was sitting heavy
on my stomach all the way to the Jackson-Hartsfield airport. Eric, Cheryl, and my three
grandsons took me with them to a restaurant on Virginia Avenue. I didn’t eat. I observed and felt
miserable. The next thing | knew an Atlanta City policeman offering explanations of what may
have happened. I had passed out and broken into a cold sweat. The officer was trying to reassure
me. It was kind, but it didn’t help. I passed out again. My brain needed oxygen. Thankfully, an
ambulance came and picked me up. | had wondered what it would be like in the back of one of
those fast rides to the hospital. During the next four hours my body was ravaged by all that a case
of food poisoning can do. The next day and a half the ice storm of January 2005 was viewed
from my hospital window.

Since my siege of sickness, you have told me of similar stories of bouts with bad food.
Apparently into many lives some food poisoning must come. | think of all the places and things |
have eaten and had not experienced any trouble, certainly not like this. It presented me with a
first; an ambulance ride to a hospital of someone else’s choosing. But my relatively brief crisis of
physical suffering has been a useful instructor. It has given me the opportunity for some lessons
in the school of affliction. How fragile our physical well-being is. It can change without much
notice. This doesn’t necessarily mean that God is suddenly displeased with us. Among other
things it is a jolt of reality. We are mortal. We get sick. We will not die healthy. “But we have
this treasure (the gospel of Jesus Christ) in earthen vessels (our frail and fragile human bodies) (2
Cor. 4:7).

| am thankful for the emergency medical help available. If we are going to need an ambulance,
we want it to be in the U.S.A. What would we do without nurses? They were there to see if |
needed anything, to give counsel, and take vital signs. There is no place like home, but a good
nurse can stand in the gap. Think of our missionaries and what they may have to deal with in
medical emergencies. Many of us have been in some of those places and our prayers should be
much better informed as a result. Loving, helpful, and caring brothers and sisters in Christ are
emergency personnel in their own right. Those men who came to me in my weakest moments
were God’s representatives in a special way. How does God show us mercy? It is through His
servants who clean up our messes.

Thank God for a loving family. In the providence of God, Eric was with me through the early
hours of my ordeal. He accompanied me to the hospital, stayed by my side, and slept in a
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straight-backed chair and on the floor in my hospital room. He was sacrificial, thoughtful, and
protective. | am blessed. Our circumstances are always under the guiding hand of God. Though
Beth was unable to be there, she was eager to come home and be the mercy-giver she has been so
often in the past. Her loving and kind ways are evident in Eric and Miriam.

Our church family surrounded me with concern, prayers, help, calls, cards, and visits. A gift of
bananas helped me through a day when the need for some nutrition exceeded my appetite. Two
men even braved the ice storm to bring me a green plant. I have cherished memories of God’s
abundant care through Christ’s body. Where is God in our suffering? One place for sure is His
presence in His children.

The last several months seem to have had more than their share of physical infirmities. Funerals,
brain surgery, heart by-pass surgery, automobile accidents, and cancer have made their
appearance. This is not the way things are supposed to be. Suffering was not a part of paradise.
But when Adam and Eve rebelled against God, pain, suffering, and death descended upon
creation. Non-Christian world views simply don’t have an adequate answer to the great
symphony of sorrows and sighs that plague humanity and nature. There is only one way in which
we may set our moral and spiritual compass in the face of evil. It is the cross of Christ and the
empty tomb. Ambulances and hospitals should make us thankful for the conquest of evil in the
death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. We will all be sick at some time in the future,
and we will all die. But through it all Christ comforts us by His promises and people and is
waiting to receive us into His heavenly presence.

Poison lvy (February 20, 2005)

When my grandchildren come to visit and want to walk in the woods, the first talk we have is
about poisonous plants. | show them poison ivy and explain how harmful it can be. It grows on
vines twining on tree trunks and can spread out over the ground. The carbolic acid in poison ivy
can create a lot of human misery. If you have ever been afflicted with a case of poison ivy, you
can remember the itching, reddened skin, and the blisters. | have known some people who have
gotten it in their eyes. You don’t want this to happen to your children or grandchildren. The plant
easily disguises its danger. Its leaves are red in the early spring, then shiny green, and in the
autumn, it turns red or orange. If you are going to venture into the out-of-doors, you need to
recognize poison ivy’s three leaflet design and beware.

But there are even greater dangers facing our children and grandchildren. We must prepare them
to detect those ways of thinking that will do harm to soul. Like poison ivy there are poisonous
systems of evil thought spread out over the landscape of life. One of the most pervasive injurious
philosophies is the thought that all that exists is matter. Matter is all there is, and that’s all that
matters. It is presented more deceptively beautiful than that but make no mistake about it. It is
deadly. The famous astrophysicist, Carl Sagan, articulated this viewpoint rather bluntly: “The
Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.” One abysmal teaching of naturalism is its view
of death. There is no life after death. In the words of Bertrand Russell, “No fire, no heroism, no
intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave.” Try to let that
thought bring comfort to you on your death bed. To ignore the eternal is the greatest of tragedies.
This interpretation of reality can be found in theology (atheism), ethics (ethical relativism),
biology (Darwinian evolution), and economics (socialism). It flourishes in state colleges and
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universities. There are even forms of it in Christian educational institutions. There is no safe
place.

Another variety of noxious thinking is commitment to pleasure seeking. The idea is that life is to
be defined in terms of personal fulfillment through the experience of pleasure and the avoidance
of pain. This is not a new concept. It is as old as Satan’s appeal to Eve in the Garden of Eden;
“Eat this fruit and you will be happier than you imagined possible.” The tricky thing about a
philosophy of self-gratification is that few will claim to be card-carrying pleasure-seekers. They
will instead be found pursuing pornography wherever it can be found, living from one movie or
one great meal to the next one. Feelings drive them. They seek those things that make them feel
good; methamphetamines, cocaine, marijuana, alcohol, and sexual partners outside of marriage.
Hedonism is encountered wherever one turns. It is the premise of countless television
commercials and movies.

A first cousin to hedonism, which is essentially a philosophy of despair, is the outlook on life
that says nothing has meaning. Hopelessness feeds the pleasure-seeking mentality. But it also
nurtures the dark, angry persuasion that nothing is valuable. Contemporary art and music are
filled with gloominess. The philosophical term for this is nihilism (the rejection of objective
reality, moral, laws, etc.). Nihilism is naturalism’s (secular humanism) gift to the world. If we
are as humans nothing more than a highly sophisticated form of chemical soup, then let’s just go
ahead and plan our funerals. The attempt to live as if life is meaningless may be appealing to
some, but it is unlivable. It is futile to deny our very nature which demands meaning.

That everyone has truth in their own way is a poisonous perspective of recent vintage. It sounds
user-friendly and offers the appearance of solving the truth wars. Instead of there being only one
true truth there are many truth constructs. According to this reasoning, objective truth does not
exist. Abby (“Dear Abby”), a queen of newspaper advice, says “in my view, the height of
arrogance is to attempt to show people the ‘errors’ in the religion of their choice.” Though Abby
is not counted among the academic elite, she has expressed the judgment of what is known as
postmodernism. If you have wondered how and when the values of “tolerance,” “openness,” and
“inclusion” were crowned, you have to look under the rock of denial of all absolute truth claims.

These are only a few of the poisonous systems of thought that are calling for the allegiance of the
next generation. We have some work to do. Our youth need to see a Christianity that is the real
thing. They need answers to their questions. They need to be thoroughly grounded in the faith of
historic Christianity. They need to know how to recognize the poison ivy of thinking that only
increases the pain of hopelessness. “O taste and see that the Lord is good; how blessed is the man
who takes refuge in Him!” (Psa. 34:8).

Give Me Some Men (February 27, 2005)

What is masculinity? The last three decades have seen countless magazine articles and books
devoted to answering this question. What role does nature and nurture play in what it means to
be a man? The president of Harvard University has found himself in the midst of frenetic media
attention over a statement he made regarding the possible lack of aptitude of women in math and
science. Was he suggesting that the brains of men give them an advantage in math class? The
pendulum of persuasion swings back and forth regarding the differences between men and
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women. At the present time advancements in neurological studies are revealing some interesting
things. Men excel at thinking in three dimensions (men love maps, but I think we knew that).
Some psychological tests have shown that females are better at reading the emotions of people.

Another dimension to what constitutes masculinity and femininity is found in education. The
claim has been made that there is a war against boys (The War Against Boys by Christina Hoff
Sommers). The contention is that a “misguided feminism is harming our young men.” Boys are
competitive, full of energy, and many have a hard time sitting still in class. Put them in a
classroom where there are girls and watch some of the differences. The girls sit quietly, pay
attention, and do their homework. Educators are concerned by the fact that boys are less
committed to school than girls. One survey has shown that by twelfth grade, males are four times
as likely as females not to do homework. Many boys have been medicated for “hyperactivity.” In
some ways | am not surprised. Recess and out-of-door activities helped keep my generation of
males naturally “sedated.” Today I see many young boys getting very little exercise. Computer
games, electronic toys, and television have become more interesting than ball games in the yard
and adventures in the woods.

But what should really concern us is the need for young men who will step forward as leaders.
True masculinity is not merely physiological. Men are to be leaders, protectors, and providers by
God’s design. This requires courage, informed risk- taking, strength of character, and sacrifice. If
we are going to rear a generation of godly men who know the true meaning of masculinity, we
need to follow the biblical paths of wisdom. Boys must grow up in homes where God-honoring
masculinity is modeled by dads. Divorce and single parenting are not the pillars of society. If
boys are going to learn how to be men, they must have it modeled for them. Much of the gender
confusion in our day is directly attributable to broken homes and absent fathers. It has been
observed that “hypermasculinity (i.e., “macho posing of aggression, violence, and predatory sex
canonized in rap music”) is one indication that boys are not learning how to be men. Another
attack on true masculinity is sexual promiscuity. Sex outside of marriage with either a female or
a male is a repudiation of true masculinity. A promiscuous male “sexual athlete” is a corruption
of God’s design for male sexuality.

Our young men need older men who have a proven record as moral leaders and faithful
providers. Future fathers must grow up with men around them who are loyal to their wives and
know how to take responsibility for children. Younger men need to see single men who take
their celibacy seriously by seeing it as a means of serving God in extraordinary ways (1 Cor.
7:32). The husbands of tomorrow should have as their heroes husbands who cherish their wives
by protecting them, providing for them, and laying down their lives for them. Do we want to see
our boys grow up to be men in the truest sense? Then we must give them an example. Yes, of
course, boys need their mothers. The identity of true femininity plays an integral role in male
social development. But boys are forged into real men by knowing what it means to provide
moral and spiritual leadership in the home, by abstaining from sexual relations before marriage,
by taking financial responsibility for their wives and children, and by seeking to please God in
all things.

The words of an old song serve us well. “Give me some men who are stouthearted men, who will
fight for the right they adore. Start me with ten who are stouthearted men and I’ll soon give you
ten thousand more.” Christ’s men are men after God’s own heart. They want what God wants
and will settle for nothing less. They have a ravenous appetite for righteousness. They rise up
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early in the morning and meet with their God. They lead their family in worship. They are
unashamed of the gospel of Christ. They will stand up for justice. They will show mercy. They
will tell the truth. They will stand against evil. Give me some men who are stouthearted men for
the glory of God.

A Conference for Shepherds (March 13, 2005)

On Tuesday morning, March 1, Justin and Brook, Bryan and Carla, Van Edwards, and Beth and |
took a flight to Los Angeles, California. We attended the Shepherds’ Conference at the Grace
Community Church. Upon arriving late in the afternoon, we found ourselves in heavy traffic. It
took us two hours to go twenty miles to our evening meal at the home of Bill and Donna
Shannon. We were greeted with warm hospitality and a delicious taco salad. Early the next
morning after a dawn’s early, light run we drove to Grace Church and registered for the five-day
conference along with 3200 other pastors. It was non-stop from there. Our days were filled with
general sessions, seminars, and frequent visits to the bookstore. This was not a short-term
missions’ trip. It was a pastor’s briar patch (remember Brer Rabbit?). Good Bible preaching,
God-exalting music, meals with friends, free books, and bookstores. Preachers were born and
bred for this kind of pleasure. But Van is an example that you don’t have to be ordained to enter
into the love of the truth and desire to be a faithful shepherd.

John MacArthur spoke on the Book of Jude (“The Long War on the Truth””). We were reminded
of the danger of spiritual terrorists who are engaged in a “relentless siege on the truth.”
Subversion of the gospel message, self-fulfillment theology, and the development of the “seeker-
friendly church” movement serve as a test of the doctrinal discernment of Christians. Style takes
precedence over substance. Personal experience and feelings are trumping Bible exposition.
Instead of contending for the faith, the church is compromising with error. Pastor MacArthur
called upon shepherds to protect their flocks from untruth. The words of Jonathan Edwards ring
in our ears, “In like manner should ministers travail for the conversion and salvation of their
hearers. They should imitate the faithfulness of Christ in his ministry, in speaking whatsoever
God has commanded him, and declaring the whole counsel of God.”

In the general session of Thursday morning R. C. Sproul delivered the first of his two powerful
messages on justification by faith alone. The vital Christian truth has been a life-long passion of
Dr. Sproul. In no uncertain terms the difference between the Roman Catholic view of
justification by faith was contrasted with that of the Reformers. Perhaps a brief test at this point
is what we need at Berachah. Is there a difference between believing the sinner is saved by faith
or by faith alone? Are we made righteous at conversion or are we declared righteous? Is
imputation essential in God’s work of justification of the sinner? Is there a difference between a
profession of faith and a possession of faith? We must allow such questions to drive us to the
Scriptures to understand, in Jude’s words, “our common salvation.”

The three to four hundred pastors’ wives in attendance were given the added delight of
participating in a noon tea catered by Command Performance, the official caterers of the Reagan
Library. Patricia MacArthur spoke. Beth, Brook, and Carla sat with a lady from the Ukraine.
They were encouraged to hear of the changes taking place in that country under their new
president. Many of you prayed for the December 29, 2004 elections and can thank God that the
new administration is seeking the Christian ethic in public and private life.
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I must not forget the seminars. Joe Francis, a teacher at the Master’s College and associated with
the Institute for Creation Research, and Stephen Boyd, professor of Old Testament, gave an
excellent examination of the claims of theistic evolution. And in case you didn’t know it, there
are very few Christian colleges committed to an early earth creation interpretation of Genesis.
Many Christian colleges teach that God used evolution to do His creation work. | was able to
think back over my own experience with Christian fundamentalism from the 1940s to the present
day. Phil Johnson, editor of many of John MacArthur’s books and long-time staff member at
Grace Church, lead a seminar session entitled “Dead Right: The failure of Fundamentalism.” It is
possible to be right in a wrong way. The failure to distinguish between primary and secondary
doctrines, the lack of accomplished theologians, and a ruthless response to fellow Christians with
whom there were disagreements have all contributed to the death of the fundamentalist
movement.

It was a memorable week filled with God-exalting worship, Bible-rich teaching, and warm
Christian fellowship. Thank you, Berachah church family, for making it possible for your fellow
servants and under-shepherds of God’s flock to get our spiritual batteries recharged.

The Road to Easter Sunday (March 20, 2005)

The days of the week are more than mere time markers. God entered into the creation of the
world by way of a week of six workdays and a day of rest. Man’s work week has been
historically, at least where the Jewish and Christian influence has been significant, a reminder of
God’s creation week.

The week of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ has forever changed the way we
think about Friday and Sunday. It was on Friday that the Savior of the world finished His
redemptive work on the cross. On Sunday morning Jesus came out of the grave. The first day of
the week is a cherished day. It is a day of new beginnings, hope, and the promise of eternal
fellowship with God. Sunday is a sweet day to Christians for all that it represents. The bodily
resurrection of Jesus makes it so. But it would be good for every believer to go through what has
come to be called the Passion Week. | recommend that we become very intentional about the
way we think, live, and worship in the week leading up to Easter Sunday. Consider it a road to be
traveled with its God-given memories and meaning. We will walk through each day according to
the traditional view that Jesus was crucified on Friday, Nisan 15.

Sunday (Palm Sunday) was the day of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem. The clouds of the
death of the Servant of God were gathering over the city of Jerusalem, but to see and hear the
crowds on that day you would not have known it. The Sanhedrin was plotting Jesus’ death. Jesus
of Nazareth was Israel’s true King, but few, if any, seemed to grasp the meaning of His festive
entrance into the holy city. The crowds did not understand. The disciples were ignorant. The
religious leaders were angry. Jesus was in tears (Lk. 19:41-44). The crown rights of God’s
Servant did not satisfy the expectations of the spiritually blind. His rights to the throne of David
would have to be purchased through the suffering of His atoning sacrifice. On this Palm Sunday
let’s reflect on the fact that the answer to the human problem is the defeat of sin and death, not
political triumph.
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On Monday Jesus returned to Jerusalem. He passed an unproductive fig tree and placed a curse
on it. When Jesus came to the Temple courtyard, He vented His anger at what religion had done
to His Father’s house. The Lord of the temple took a whip and drove out the money changers.
The cleansing of the temple was an exhibition of its kingdom intent (Hag. 2:9; Mal. 3:1; Isa. 2:2-
3). At the second coming of the Messiah, He will take His place in the millennial temple and the
Word of God will go forth from Jerusalem. On Monday let’s pray in a special way, “Thy
kingdom come.”

Jesus passed the withered fig tree on Tuesday and declared it an object lesson in faith-driven
prayer. The disciples were given a vivid memory of the truth of the power of God demonstrated
in the response to faith. A series of controversies marked Jesus’ day in the temple. He gave His
last public discourse and revealed important prophetic truth to His disciples on the Mount of
Olives. In the Messiah’s teaching on authority and the colossal hypocrisy of the Pharisees a stake
was driven into the heart of an apostate Judaism. Jesus was David’s Lord, but the Pharisees were
blind leading the blind. The destruction of Jerusalem would serve as a paradigm of the events
preceding the coming of the Son of Man coming in the clouds with great power and glory (Mk.
13:26). On Tuesday let’s ponder the shortness of time and the significance of the age in which we
live.

Wednesday seems to have been a day of quiet. Jesus probably spent the day in Bethany awaiting
His rendezvous with death. Thursday evening Jesus met with His disciples in an upper room on
Mount Zion, preparing them for His sacrifice for sin and the days beyond. Heavy hearts were
encouraged. The Holy Spirit was promised. The Passover meal was eaten and explained in
startling terms. The bread and the wine were vivid symbols of the Savior’s broken body and His
spilled blood. On Thursday let’s rehearse the glories of the gospel. Gather the family and give
thanks to God for the all-sufficient, atoning death of Jesus Christ that brings us the forgiveness of
sin.

And then it is Friday. Good Friday it has been called. It is good because of what was
accomplished, but it was bad because of what sinful men did to Jesus. The King of the Jews was
scourged for our redemption. He was pierced through for our transgressions. The physical
suffering was excruciating. But the greatest horror was the judgment of God that fell upon Jesus
for our sins. It had to be this way because He was opening a new and living way to God (1 Pet.
3:18; Heb. 10:19-22). It was Friday and He cried from the cross, “It is finished.” Wherever we
are on Friday at about 3:00 p.m. let’s offer up praise to God for the Savior who has taken our
sins that we might have God'’s righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). Then we must wait for Easter Sunday
morning. You know what happened then. Let’s meet at the empty tomb.

A Matter of Life and Death (March 27, 2005)

There are crises that, in a unique way, reveal our beliefs in an immediate way. These index crises
expose one’s worldview; what is right, what is wrong, and in the Terry Schiavo case, what is the
value of human life? It’s difficult to sort out the real issues from the more peripheral ones
because so many have said so much in the last week. Did Terry Schiavo say that she would
rather die than live in a “vegetative state?” Is she aware of her surroundings (family, caregivers,
etc.)? Is no hope of recovery or improvement grounds for removing her feeding tube? Has the
government (legislative or judicial) over-stepped its bounds? Is the sanctity of marriage under
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attack by those who want to deny Terry Schiavo’s husband the right to make medical decisions
on her behalf? Do her parents have any legal or moral rights in this matter? Is quality of life a
determining factor in whether one should live or die?

Mercy killing is not a new phenomenon in our society. Dr. Kevorkian’s suicide machine, books
such as “Final Exit,” and Clint Eastwood’s Academy award winning, “Million Dollar Baby,”
have all pushed the right-to-die movement forward. Terry Schiavo’s now famous case has
revealed in a new and horrifying way the extent of the moral anarchy of our age. But the
question that stands first in line is: “Is mercy killing ever morally permissible or justifiable (and)
are there cases where it would be morally obligatory to remove a patient’s suffering?” A
Christian response is necessary.

There are moral absolutes. God has established a moral creation because He is a moral Being.
The Terry Schiavo story has become the occasion for a major worldview clash (Christian theism
versus naturalism). The principle of life informs a Christian belief. God gives life and only He
can authorize any taking of human life. Human government does not have autonomous rights. It
cannot create rights. Suicide is wrong because it is self-murder. The sanctity of human life has its
roots in Christian teaching. The principle of death is an issue. Death is not a friend but an enemy.
The last enemy to be destroyed is death and that will happen because of the death of death in the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Those who have not experienced God’s pardon of sin in
Christ and who are counting on their own good works to take them to heaven are deluded. The
gaping jaws of eternal separation from God in hell await those whose only preparation for
physical death is a living will.

Murder is wrong. Scripture forbids the taking of innocent life of creatures made in God’s image.
It is not a coincidence that many of those who want Terry Schiavo to die are also advocates of
abortion on demand. The principle of suffering is vital. Suffering can be an opportunity to glorify
God. Affliction can have meaning because of the meaning of Jesus Christ’s death on the cross.
Joni Eareckson Tada is a living testimony how “God transformed an immature and headstrong
teenager into a self-reliant young woman who is learning to rejoice in suffering.” I am not
surprised that a culture of death is developing. Suffering without God is a bleak outlook.

Healing and loving caregiving are also potent factors in times of great pain. God may choose to
heal. Recovery is sometimes possible and should not be ruled out. Comfort and help for the
hurting are always right. Even in those cases where recovery and improvement may not be
possible, merciful care should be given. And for the Christian there is always the hope of a future
resurrection body when all things will be made new. The principle of precedent should guide our
thinking as well. This is sometimes called the wedge principle or the slippery slope argument.
The practice of so-called mercy Killing sets a dangerous precedent. It all starts with an attitude
that there is such a thing as life not worthy to be lived. In the words of one ethicist, “One might
want to limit the breadth of the category of people who qualify for euthanasia, but once it is
decided that certain people are to die, it is hard to find any logical grounds for keeping others
alive.” While there seem to be some legitimate legal concerns involved in Schiavo’s case, there
are those guilty of moral turpitude seeking to hide behind the skirts of a judicial process. It is
possible to be legally right and morally wrong.

The confusion over which handicapped and incapacitated people get to live and those who
should die is a dilemma of modern man’s own making. The inability to think discerningly and



141

morally is due to the judgment of God (“Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of their
hearts ...” Romans 1:18ff). When man wants to live without God there will be nothing but the
increasing loss of moral perspective. So then, is the removal of Terry Schiavo’s feeding tube a
merciful act? No. What man calls mercy may not be mercy. It may be murder. But God has
revealed His mercy in His Son, Jesus Christ. The empty tomb of Jesus Christ offers us our only
hope in a world that views personal existence as only a matter of life and death.

Sing Like We Believe It (April 3, 2005)

The last fifty years have brought significant changes in the way Christians do congregational
worship. Much of this change has come within what is known as the Free Church tradition. By
Free Church is meant those churches that have stood outside the established Church of England
and have come to comprise much, if not most, of American Protestantism. During the 1800s the
views of the revivalist, Charles G. Finney, began to make their impact on congregational
worship. The sermon was preceded by “preliminaries” and followed by what was often a lengthy
invitation. This model of still followed in many churches today. The 1960s saw another wave of
change in congregational worship. A greater variety of musical instruments made their
appearance. The overhead projector and power point made it possible to project the words of
hymns and gospel songs on a screen. Worship teams and more enthusiastic singing began to
characterize the Sunday morning worship service. These and other changes in music style have
contributed to what has come to be called “worship wars.” Connecting the word “war” with
worship seems strange, but there have been problems. How a church does its music has become
the occasion for congregational civil war. Some of the battle lines have been generational in
nature, with the youth wanting a different musical experience than their parents and
grandparents. But that doesn’t explain everything. If the Bible is to inform and circumscribe our
corporate worship, we must do our thinking along its lines.

How does music fit into our worship of God? The early church was born with a song in its
mouth. Paul and Silas sang during the night while in jail in Philippi. The Corinthian and
Ephesian congregations were admonished to sing with spirit and mind fully engaged making
melody with the heart to the Lord. True worshipers are singers of spiritual songs to the Lord. The
Holy Spirit makes it possible to sing joyfully unto the Lord and joins believers together in mutual
encouragement and edification. Worshiping in song is to be the declaration of biblical truth in a
variety of musical styles and songs. The Word of Christ is to enrich our public worship (Col.
3:16). Speaking to one another in song can take place through a wide range of musical styles and
forms. As singing people, we value diverse expressions of love for God. This would include the
voice (solos, choir, ensembles, duets, trios, etc.) and other instruments (piano organ, guitar, wind
instruments, percussion instruments, etc.). The musical styles and songs of God’s people with
any musical instrument must always be for the purpose of glorifying the Lord Jesus Christ. This
is accomplished when the heart is prepared. If our music is merely artistry, ability, and show,
then it is not truly Christian. Christian music is not for entertainment. It is for the exaltation of
God. Hypocrisy produces music that is out of harmony with God. We honor God when we offer
thanksgiving to Him in the name of Christ. Hearts that are filled with delight in God cannot help
but break out in exuberant praise.

The application of these fundamental truths regarding our worship in song should affect us in
many ways. The Christian ought to come to Sunday worship already a worshiper the other six
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days of the week. To sit or stand alongside other believers in a worship service and stare off into
space, daydream, and mindlessly thread words through one’s mouth is a mockery of God-
inspired worship. To sing a familiar hymn or chorus and not have a clue as to what we just sang
is scarily easy. The mind is to be engaged when we sing, savoring the precious truths that fall
from our lips (1 Cor. 14:15). We are to listen to ourselves and our fellow believers as we sing
unto the Lord. But singing is not just a matter of the mind. If our hearts are filled with joy, then
our cups will run over. This would mean strong singing, even if you can’t carry a tune. If you
want to raise your hands while singing as an expression of adoration of God, then do it. If others
around do not do the same, don’t let that become an issue. The enjoyment of God can show itself
in different ways through different personalities, but it must always be the offering of genuine
devotion to the Lord (Jn. 4:24). Allow brotherly kindness and love guide you in the way you
participate in worship. Be open to a variety of musical expressions in worship. One of the
reasons music is the occasion for conflict is because our basic response to music is emotional.
But that must not be allowed to define our level of involvement.

As you enter the next worship service bring the following things. Bring biblical truth to inform,
guide, and pulsate at the center of your singing. Bring a sense of responsibility for your thoughts
and concentration on the words being sung. Bring an awareness that God is our audience. Bring a
singing, worshipful heart. Martin Luther’s words are worth remembering, “If any would not sing
and talk of what Christ has wrought for us, he shows thereby that he does not really believe.” We
are believers. Let’s sing like it.

The Death of a Pope (April 10, 2005)

Roman Catholics throughout the world are mourning the death of John Paul Il. He has proven to
be the most popular Pope in modern times. Since his ascendancy to the papacy in 1978 he has
won the admiration of Catholics and many non-Catholics by his moral courage, congenial
manner, intelligence, and ecumenical bridge-building. The praise that has been heaped upon him
since his death reflects more than mere media over-speak. Pope John Paul Il was liked by many.
One thing that has especially endeared him to so many was his willingness to stand up to
tyrannical, atheistic Communism. He is credited, along with Ronald Reagan and Margaret
Thatcher, as contributing to the demise of the Potemkin Village of the former Soviet Union. The
facade of the “worker’s paradise” needed some international leaders who were willing to stand
up to the bullying tactics of the Soviet leaders.

The non-stop news regarding John Paul 11 has exposed the viewing public to Catholic teachings,
tradition, and rituals. While much of it is somewhat curious to the non-Catholic, one thing is
patently clear. The Roman Catholic Church believes in the primacy of the papacy. According to
its teachings the Pope is the visible head of the church, Jesus Christ being its invisible Head. The
word “pope” comes from the Latin word “papa”, which means father. He is also known as the
Bishop of Rome. The succession of popes through the centuries has lent itself to the appearance
of an unbroken authority of the Roman Catholic Church. This sense of tradition, stability, and
authority has appealed to many who are dismayed over the moral, spiritual, and ecclesiastical
anarchy of our age. Even some well-known evangelical Christians have renounced their
Protestant heritage to join the Roman Catholic Church.
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How did the papacy arise in the church? The Roman Catholic Church claims that the Apostle
Peter was the first Pope. This special authority given to Peter is said to be taught in Matthew
16:17-19 and John 21:15-17. This is obviously no inconsequential assertion for it serves as a
basic doctrinal plank in Roman Catholicism’s belief regarding authority. Catholic dogma says
the Church is the final authority and the Pope is the Vicar of Christ, the “divinely appointed
guide to the faithful.” The Pope is considered to be infallible in matters pertaining to faith and
morals when he speaks ex cathedra (out of the chair of Peter). The Roman Catholic doctrine of
papal infallibility was defined in 1870 and is part of a fundamental difference between Roman
Catholicism and Protestants, namely, the matter of authority. To understand Rome’s view of
ecclesiastical authority one must picture a pyramid with the authority of the Church at its apex
and the Bible and tradition in the lower two corners. According to this view the Church has given
us the Bible and claims the right to interpret the Bible for us. This is in total contradiction to
what the Bible teaches about itself and the matter of doctrinal authority. Belief in matters of faith
and morals resides in the Scriptures, not in popes, church councils, or tradition (2 Tim. 3:16-17).

The doctrine of papal infallibility and the attendant belief in the final authority of the Church
over the Bible is theological fiction. It is in glaring contradiction to “the faith which was once for
all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). The Word of God stands over the Church. The Scriptures are
the infallible authority for the Pope and everyone else. It is the Bible that is to bind the
conscience, not the Church, councils, traditions, or popes. The grand gospel truth of justification
by faith alone is a testimony to the fallibility of the Church. It was the Roman Catholic Church
and Pope Leo X that anathematized Martin Luther and his followers for championing the truth
that salvation is found in Christ alone, by grace alone, by faith alone, and not in the sacramental
system of Rome. This one doctrine alone stands as a continental divide between those who
believe the gospel and those who do not. Roman Catholics, Protestants, and anyone else who
desires to be the friend of God and enter into His heaven at death must repent of all attempts to
gain a righteous standing before God by baptism, going to Mass, penance, indulgences, or any
other works. At the moment of faith in Christ one is declared righteous, “clothed with the
righteousness of Christ.” Any pope, pastor, theologian, church member, or idol worshiping
pagan who wishes to pass through the gates of heaven into God’s holy presence must come the
same way, by the merits of the Lord Jesus Christ and the infinite worth of His all-sufficient
atonement.

The death of Pope John Paul Il with all its pageantry, ritual, and lines of mourners is a window
through which every candidate for death must look. We will all die. Millions may not attend our
funeral, but the one final assessment of our standing before God that matters most, is that of God
Himself. If you died today, are you clothed in the righteousness made possible by the finished
work of Jesus Christ? Only those properly attired may enter into His presence.

By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed (April 17, 2005)

The hangman’s noose, the gas chamber, the electric chair, lethal injection, a firing squad, and the
sword have all been instruments of capital punishment. They do not conjure up comfortable
feelings. Having to put someone to death, though government is given that right, is not a
pleasurable thing. God, the one who has ordained capital punishment, has said that He takes no
“pleasure in the death of the wicked” (Ezek. 18:23). Society is deeply divided over the
legitimacy of the death penalty. Those who think it should be abolished argue that it is barbaric,
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discriminatory, and fails as a deterrent to criminal violence. We are hearing arguments that the
United States is out of step with the more civilized nations of the world who have abolished the
death penalty, and that its continued use is keeping America from being a human rights leader.

The highly publicized case of abortion clinic bomber, Eric Rudolph, has raised the question
again. Should society put to death those who have been found guilty of murdering their fellow
citizens? Is it a contradiction to say that one believes in the sanctity of human life and yet argues
for the use of the death penalty? To further complicate matters, even certain religious leaders tell
us that the idea of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” is antiquated and should yield to a more
enlightened approach to the punishment of criminals. Those who are advocates of capital
punishment are made to appear as unmerciful, backward, and unenlightened. But what is the
truth? Is there any moral sanity that can guide us through the critical issues of life and death? A
Christian worldview holds the keys to morally sound and truthful conclusions.

The sanctity of human life requires capital punishment (Gen. 2:17; 9:5-6). Man has been made in
the image of God. Violence in the form of murder is an outrage against God. It has been wisely
noted that “murder is wrong because it is killing God in effigy.” One of the first directives given
to Noah as he embarked upon a new world was the right of government to take the life of those
who have shed the blood of their fellow man. The global flood of Noah’s day was brought on by
the evil and violence of the pre-diluvium civilization (Gen. 6:11). God ordained capital
punishment for the nation of Israel for a number of offenses (Deut. 17:12; Lev. 20:15-16; EX.
22:19). While Israel’s law is not necessarily to be the law of non-theocratic nations, certainly it
can be said that the death penalty is not inherently morally wrong. The teaching of Jesus does not
set aside the Old Testament mandate for capital punishment (Matt. 5:21-22; Jn. 8:1-11). Jesus
was not critical of Israel’s use of the death penalty. Murderers were to be judged according to the
Mosaic Law.

Human government is given the right to take human life for a justifiable reason (Rom. 13:1-7;
Acts 25:11). Human government is ordained by God and its laws are to be obeyed (unless they
are commands to break God’s laws). When human laws are broken, government has the right to
use force as punishment. That is the significance of the symbol of the sword in Romans 13:4.
Paul is affirming the right of government to take the life of a criminal. Such abiding truths as
justice and personal responsibility are foundational to the case for the morality of the death
penalty. Retribution and the right of government (but not individuals) to exact vengeance for
crimes committed are not only right, but necessary for the protection of law-abiding citizens. The
nation that forfeits its responsibility to hold people accountable for their actions in relation to its
laws is committing social suicide. If someone commits a crime freely, he is morally responsible.
Attempts to mitigate the crime of murder by appeals to rehabilitation and supposed developing
moral sensitivities are brutal and confused. It was Adam Smith who said, “Mercy to the guilty is
cruelty to the innocent.” We should find no comfort in the arguments of legal and ethical
standard bearers who tell us that violence only begets more violence. The agenda behind such a
shallow bromide is not in the best interest of justice and mercy.

Are the lives of convicted criminals “more worth preserving than the lives of an indefinite
number of innocent victims”? Is the purpose of the penal system to rehabilitate? Is overlooking a
capital offense a loving thing? Is it possible to create a legal system that can eliminate all human
error in criminal convictions? Is capital punishment an appropriate response to evil? The answers
to these questions demand moral clarity, but that cannot come about until the issue of ultimate
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authority is resolved. Is moral law based on the opinions of man or upon the character of an
infinitely wise and just God?

Polished Brass and a Sinking Ship (April 24, 2005)

There is a particular view of eschatology (premillennialism) which has been criticized for its so-
called pessimistic view of the present and future. The premillennialist position believes that Jesus
Christ is coming again and will, after a time of Great Tribulation, set up His kingdom on this
earth. However, before Christ returns, moral, social, and spiritual conditions will worsen
significantly. There will be a time of apostasy in the church (1 Tim. 4; 2 Tim. 3). This apostasy is
defined as “a departure from truth previously accepted, involving the breaking of a professed
relationship with God.” It is dispensational premillennialists who are especially singled out for
criticism. Dispensationalists believe that the kingdoms of this world will fail and come to an end
before the millennial kingdom, which is a literal kingdom of a thousand years (dispensationalists
hold to such core teachings as keeping the church and Israel distinct, a consistently literal
interpretation of Scripture, and the glory of God in His kingdom plan). During the Great
Tribulation the professing church will align itself with ecumenical and anti-God forces (Rev. 17).
This scenario is in stark contrast to the dreams of a one-world ecumenical brotherhood of
modern globalism. One well-known evangelist, a premillennialist, from a generation past is
widely reported to have said that we should not bother to polish the brass on a sinking ship. The
sinking ship is this world which is doomed to be judged by God. The brass polished would-be
efforts to make this world a better place to live. That is an oversimplification, but the idea is,
why waste one’s time trying to save the world when it is sinners who need to be put in the
lifeboats of eternal life?

Those who espouse other eschatological systems prefer to see themselves as more optimistic
about the present and the future. Postmillennialists, who believe that Christ will return after the
Millennium (but not a literal thousand-year time period) see this world as becoming better and
better as the gospel is spread throughout the world. A Christianized world is expected according
to this view. But premillenialists have been accused of being unnecessarily gloomy for other
reasons. There are those who believe that Christians have a cultural mandate to establish the
Lordship of Christ over every area of life - politics, medicine, education, literature, economics,
etc. The basis for this view is found in Genesis 1:26-28. Since many Christians who are
premillennialists have not been particularly socially active and have concerned themselves
primarily with evangelism and world missions, they are seen as having contributed to the
secularization of society.

How is the Christian to live in this world in view of his belief in the Second Coming of Christ? A
survey of the New Testament yields keys to understanding how the believer in Jesus Christ is to
live in a world destined for judgment. The key word is “watchfulness,” which is being alert to
the times in which the believer lives. There is the danger of becoming intoxicated with the spirit
of the age and of becoming complacent and careless in the seasons of life (Mk. 13:5, 9, 13; 2
Tim. 3:1-9; 1 Pet. 1:13; 2 Pet. 3:4). Watchfulness involves commitment to a fervent, consistent,
and biblically informed prayer life (Lk. 18:7; 21:36; 1 Pet. 4.7). Watchfulness means that the
tears of our grief and earthly sorrows fall into the hands of a loving and returning Savior (1
Thess. 4:13-18; Phil. 3:20-21; Rom. 8:18-23; Jas. 5:7). Earthly affliction is the waiting room for
our entrance into the delights of Christ’s kingdom. Watchfulness means that the truth of the
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coming Messiah and His coming kingdom is to be taught with clarity and consistency, and power
(Acts 28:31; 2 Tim. 4:1-2). Watchfulness means that we are to be resolved in our warfare against
the tyranny of sin (Rom. 13:11-14; 1 Thess. 5:1-11; 2 Pet. 3:11-15). God’s children will fight sin
in the hand-to-hand combat of their personal lives and in the world around them. They will not
look the other way while innocent infants are killed and ripped from the womb. The social evils
of racism, child abuse, and the break-down of the home will not be allowed to strut around on the
stage of life uncontested. Christians owe everyone, saved and unsaved, the debt of love.
Watchfulness means that we are to be sobered by our accountability to the returning Savior and
driven to please the one who will reward the faithful (Matt. 25:14-29; Heb. 2:5; 10:37-38; 2 Cor.
5:10; Rev. 22:5).

Yes, this world is a sinking ship (1Jn. 2:17; 2 Pet. 3:7). It has a rendezvous with the holy God of
heaven. This is reason enough for Christians to call all sinners to the lifeboats of eternal life. Is
caring for AIDS patients, adopting orphans, holding up a standard against the pornography
industry, challenging the pernicious evil of Darwinism, and helping unwed mothers merely
polishing the brass on a sinking ship? No. It is the self-sacrificing love of Christians calling
desperate, soon-to-drown sinners to the hope that is in Christ Jesus. Christians, man the lifeboats
- the Savior is coming.

Eve, the Mother of Us All (May 8, 2005)

Even with a biblically informed mind, it is difficult to imagine what Eve’s early life was like.
Think of it. She was created out of Adam’s rib. When Adam woke up, there she was, a woman of
incomparable beauty, health, and intelligence. Evolutionists owe Eve an apology for their ape-
like makeovers. Actually, Darwinists don’t believe in a biblical Eve in any sense. One of the
latest theories is that our 10,000 great-grandmother was only one of a number of muscular food
gatherers who could have torn animals apart with her hands. But God says that He fashioned (the
Hebrew word is banah meaning to fashion or build) Eve from the physical body of Adam and
brought her to him (Gen. 2:22). The rental DVD of this story and scene would not stay on the
shelves. Whatever she looked like, the man was very impressed, to put it mildly. He broke into a
poem of thirteen words which roughly translated means, “Wow!”

How long was Eve in Eden before she encountered the Tempter? We don’t know. But it was
probably not long. As we all know the first mother did not do well on her first test. She took
Satan’s bait, disobeyed God, and ate the forbidden fruit. Eve was voluntarily deceived (2 Cor.
11:3). As one commentator has succinctly stated, she listened to the creature rather than the
Creator, followed her impressions rather than instructions, and made self-fulfillment her goal.
She was a thoroughly modern woman. Eve’s sons and daughters should take warning. When
God’s authority is rejected and replaced by a lesser god, there will be the devil to pay. Mothers
who think they know better than their Creator and lead their children to believe that meaning and
happiness can be found outside of God are sad stories in themselves.

Eve’s story is sad because she failed her children, the entire human race. Even though Adam
bears the final responsibility for our imputed guilt and inherited sin (Rom. 5:12), Eve’s gullibility
lives in infamy. Eve bore many children, but two sons are on the first page of her family aloum.
Did she actually think Cain would be the deliverer promised by God (Gen. 3:15)? Eve was the
first mother to bear children with a sinful nature. She was also the first mother to endure the
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heartbreak of a rebellious son. Cain murdered his own brother out of anger over God’s rejection
of his self-styled worship. What grief it must have been for the mother of all living to watch the
sin she had helped to spawn cut down her beloved Abel.

Our mother Eve speaks from the grave. A woman can have a lavish table of the grace of God
spread out for her, and yet lose it all by believing what is not true. Mothers who listen to their
own hearts rather than an infinitely wise God sow the seeds of their own sorrow for generations
to come. A mother can be sweet, thoughtful, compassionate, and self-sacrificing, but if she does
not know God’s salvation in Christ, she cannot give her children what they need most, God’s
love in Christ wrapped in a motherly heart. If Eve could give her testimony, she would tell of
God’s merciful provision of clothes for her nakedness (Gen. 3:21). Her original attire had been
made of fig leaves (an attempt to solve their problem of shame and guilt). But man-made religion
will never solve the sin problem (Gen. 3:7). The story of redemption is bound up in the words,
“The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them” (Gen. 3:21).
The mother of a sinful human race witnessed the shedding of blood to clothe her. The animal
skins were more than a fashion statement. There was more to her covering than met the eye. The
clothing was symbolic of her redemption on the merits of Christ’s future sacrifice upon the cross
(Rom. 3:25). Is it not possible that Adam and Eve received instructions concerning the necessity
of animal sacrifices as a part of worship?

What is Eve, the first mother, saying to all mothers? The best dressed woman is clothed in the
righteousness of Christ. The legacy of the mother of us all is the hope brought through
motherhood. The first gospel proclamation was attached to Eve’s childbearing when God
announced condemnation upon the serpent, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise you on the head, and you shall bruise him
on the heel” (Gen. 3:15). The seed of the woman, Eve, would deliver a final and fatal blow to
Satan at the cross. Eve’s motherhood brought more than a sinful race. It eventually gave us the
Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. It was He who purchased Eve’s redemption and destroyed the
works of the devil (Heb. 2:14; 1 Jn. 3:8). The mother of us all is a story still being told.

The Meadowlark (May 15, 2005)

| enjoy birds, all kinds of birds, especially songbirds. Wouldn’t it be exhilarating to just go up
into the air over the tops of the trees or fly the straightest line to your destination looking down
on all that traffic? But we are not birds. God has created them and their melodies for our
pleasure. Even as | write this, | am hearing at least four different songsters. | even have a
Songbird Symphony tape my daughter gave me. The birds sing against the background of a
gurgling brook. The songs of birddom have been the background songs of my entire life. The
whip-poor-wills filled the woods by the hundreds with their evening calls as I slept on the porch
at my aunt and uncle’s home. I miss the whip-poor-wills. They are not heard in the Atlanta area
as they once were. There was the canary at my grandmother’s house. With morning light
streaming into the kitchen her pet canary sang its happy song. There were the Blue Jays. | have
mixed emotions about them. They are a sassy bunch. They would aggravate me making all that
“jay-jay” noise outside my window when I was a teenager trying to sleep-in on a summer’s
morning. The mockingbird is special. One of them can imitate the songs of 32 different kinds of
birds in 10 minutes. What a repertoire. A mockingbird offers its rich sound on warm, moonlit
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nights in the spring. They are very territorial creatures. | have watched one attack himself in the
reflection on the hub cap of my car.

It was only this week that | encountered one of my favorite songbirds. | was jogging slowly in
the grass cooling down after a run when | was startled by a meadowlark making its see-yeeeer
whistle flapping its wings as if it were hurt. It’s wing appearing to be broken. They do this when
they are trying to protect their young. I had come close to stepping on her nest of four white eggs
in the grass. Mother meadowlark was doing her best to lead imminent danger away from the next
generation of cheerful singers. The truths of God are scattered all over nature. God likens the
protective care of His people to mother bird spreading her wings over her young (Deut. 32:11-
12; Ex. 19:4; Psa. 17:8; 36:7; 57:1; 63:7). One of the best known of these sweet reminders of
God’s enduring care and guiding providence is found in Psalm 91:1 and 4. Insecurity plagues the
human race. It is one of sin’s children. You can see it so plainly in children. They love a familiar
place and the knowledge that father and mother are near. One of the best gifts loving parents can
give to their children is the security of loving attention and assurances that all is well.

The words of the psalmist are calmingly reassuring, “He will cover you with His pinions, and
under His wings you may seek refuge.” They tell us that God is “our shelter when the winds
begin to howl; under God’s providence we are defended, protected, perfectly safe — someone else
IS in charge - someone big, strong, and experienced, who never goes off duty.” These words from
Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. are true to biblical realities. Insecurity is remedied by understanding the
kind of protection God gives His children. When God’s providence smiles in the deliverances
from danger God gives, we are to rejoice. But there are times when His providence frowns and
we trip and fall and break an arm, when a burglar breaks into the house, and other injurious
things happen. What are we to make of these? The promise of God’s shelter in the storms of life
must not be twisted into a guarantee that nothing harmful will befall God’s people. Psalm 91
gives only part of the picture of God’s providence. Sometimes we get migraine headaches and
cancer under His wings. But that does not betray our reason for faith in Him. Bad things can
happen to good people, but God has not abandoned them. We have the promise that “God causes
all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those called according to His
purpose.” Hold on to that. God’s wings are never folded. He never forsakes His young. Even in
pain and death He is with us. He doesn’t explain everything to us, but we know that “no final
evil will befall us.” Nothing can separate us from the love of Christ.

Faith doesn’t necessarily make brain tumors go away. It doesn’t keep us from automobile
accidents. Faith knows that God knows what He is doing. He is trustworthy even though we walk
through the valley of the shadow of death. Evil can do some awful things to us. But when the
storm is over and the footfalls of danger have gone, we have come closer to our Lord who has
endured the greatest of suffering for us. The cross and the empty tomb guide us to our heavenly
resting place. He was broken for us that we might live. That little meadowlark was reminding us
that our loving Father will never leave us or forsake us. God is a God worthy of our trust.

My Little Church (May 22, 2005)

Last Sunday made me feel happy. We had sung good hymns, heard God’s Word, baptized a new,
young believer, placed our bids on pies and babysitting services for the kingdom’s sake, and
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listened to two of our young men tell us about the needs in New Guinea and how to discipline
ourselves for godliness. At the end of the day I told Beth, “I like my little church.”

Before we go any further some words need explanation. The word “my” is technically not
correct. The church belongs to Jesus Christ. He is the Head of the church and does not share that
position with anyone else. My church is the one where | am a member, attend, and serve as one
of the elders. The word “little” is a comparative term. The church where we are active
participants is not as big as a lot of churches, but it is larger than many others. In comparison to
what are known as “mega-churches” (thousands in attendance), “little” is the appropriate word.
Little does not imply inferior, weak, or unimportant. It is an expression of affection.

The word “church” also needs to be defined. A local church according to biblical standards is
made up of professing Christians (1 Cor. 1:2). The basis for belonging to it is a relationship to
Jesus Christ. Christians are related to one another in a family (“household,” 1 Tim. 3:15). A local
church will have meetings with some regularity (Rom. 16:5). It will be somewhere, but it does
not require a permanent building. Its members will meet as often as is necessary, but it does not
exist to merely meet. A local church will have some form of organization (Phil. 1:2). Elders and
deacons have been ordained by God as the primary functioning officers. But they do not serve
alone. Christ has distributed individual spiritual gifts to function for the building up of the
church. The gifted will serve in a variety of ways. A local church will observe the ordinances.
New converts will be baptized as a public confession of their faith in Christ (Matt. 28:19-20).
There will be fellowship around the communion table to celebrate the redemptive work of Christ.
And finally, a local church will devote itself to the apostles’ teaching (Acts 2:42). Solid
instruction in the Scriptures is life-giving blood for the church that exists in its meetings for the
purpose of equipping the saints for the work of the ministry (Eph. 4:11-12). The local church
exists in the world for the purpose of taking the gospel to the ends of the earth (Matt. 28:19-20).

I love my little church. It is not perfect. No church is. But it is filled with people who crave the
exposition of God’s Word, who serve faithfully, who give generously, who pray regularly, who
share the gospel with their families, friends, and neighbors, and who respond to the needs of
others. Sunday school teachers labor week after week to pass on God’s eternal truth to the next
generation. A Missions Team works hard at missionary care and world missions ventures. The
Bosnia Team organized a Sunday dinner and a silent auction that was delightful to watch. People
were drawn together in a God-honoring project of sending ambassadors of reconciliation to the
Muslim people in war torn Bosnia. This is only some of the body-life spiritual energy expended
week after week. My little church encourages me.

There are those who are attracted to the so-called “mega-churches.” If you have entertained such
a thought, there are some questions you should ask yourself. Will you know everyone in the
congregation by name? Will they all know you? Will you be accountable to anyone? Yes, that
word “accountable” is often overworked and misused, but it does communicate an important
biblical truth. Part of the “one-anothering” of local church body-life is accepting responsibility
for growing in the faith and being meaningfully involved in the lives of others. Will the pastor of
the mega-church be available for counseling and encouragement when you are struggling with a
problem? Will you be leaving a ministry gap for someone else to fill? Praise bands, gigantic
media screens, movie clips, drama teams, and short sermons may attract the thousands, but don’t
forget the thousands of smaller congregations faithfully carrying out the Great Commission of
Jesus Christ.
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Does my little church need to grow in grace, change, be ready to reinvent itself, repent, and seek
revival? It does, if it is going to be the kind of church that pleases Jesus Christ. The words of the
Head of the church must always be bound up in our self-examination. There is the danger of
leaving our first love (Rev. 2:1-7). The church must beware of any tolerance of doctrinal error
(Rev. 2:12-17). It must be on guard against the sins of the culture becoming sins of the church
(Rev. 2:18-29). Spiritual deadness and lukewarmness are an ever-present danger (Rev. 3:1-22). |
love my church so much that I pray for you daily that we will not dishonor the Lord of the
church. May God grant us joyful persistence in seeking the lost, building up the saints, and
planting other little churches throughout the world.

To the Class of 2005 (May 29, 2005)
Dear Class of 05,

Well, you made it. By this time, you have either graduated or will graduate from high school
soon. You have come a long way from your kindergarten days. Think of what you have had to
do, all those bus rides, school lunches, new subjects (remember the day you started doing
fractions?), new teachers, new friends, and tests. Yes, | know some of you are home schoolers
and you have a different history. There was no home schooling available in my youth. The only
ones who stayed at home from public school were those playing hooky (this was one of our
words. It means to skip school.). If you have come up through home schooling, you have
received many benefits from it. The constant caring supervision by concerned parents is a gift
from God. Be thankful for it.

It’s hard for me to imagine that you were probably born in the late 1980s. Ronald Reagan was
President. When | started the first grade Harry S. Truman was President. Things have really
changed haven’t they? You are the first generation to grow up with the computer. And you
wonder what it must have been like to have only three channels on television. But all this is not
the most important thing about graduation. I, a member of the class of 1959, have some words of
advice. | hope you will give them some consideration. No doubt your parents have already told
you most of these things, but please allow me to reinforce their wisdom.

Know God! I hope you already know a lot about God. It has been the responsibility of your home
and your church to instruct you concerning the character and ways of God. Do you know all of
His attributes? That’s very important, but that is not all. Your knowledge about God is to result
in a closer personal relationship with Him. The better you know God, the more passionate you
will be about spreading His fame. The wonder of wonders is that we can be friends with the
sovereign God of the universe (Jn. 3:16; 17:3). Those who do not know God’s salvation in Jesus
Christ are starting out life alone. That’s a scary thought. Make it your life’s goal to be a carrier of
the good news of the gospel.

Get wisdom! That is not original with me. Solomon said this, thousands of years ago to his son
(Prov. 3:13). When | was a young Christian (in my late teens), | started asking God to help me to
know how to live life. | prayed for wisdom hundreds, if not thousands, of times. You will need
the skill of knowing how to make the right kind of decisions. Ask God to give you the
discernment to pick the right kind of marriage partner. Don’t let mere emotions make the
deciding call. You will need wisdom in choosing friends, reading the right books, what college to
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attend, how to rear your children, and hundreds of other matters. Don’t allow yourself to live
Biblelessly. You will pay a high price for such negligence. Resolve to read the Bible through
once a year for the rest of your life. When we get to heaven you can let me know how you did.

Get yourself prepared! Prepared for what? Prepare to serve God and people. What does this
require? It may include college, military service, or some kind of vocational training. Don’t settle
for just immediate personal comforts. Discipline yourself. Learn a foreign language, how to
swim, how to fix electrical problems, how to cook, how to build a house. Take advantage of the
opportunities you have. Try to be well-rounded. Read good books. Develop your gifts. All of this
is part of being a good steward with what God has given you (Matt. 25:14-30). Look for people
who have something to teach you and listen to them. Don’t let the thirst for entertainment turn
you into a turnip.

Hate sin! You may say, doesn’t everyone hate sin? No, they don’t. There are thousands of ways
we can break God’s law, and they are all gift wrapped. That’s the way sin is. It is appealing. If it
weren’t, we wouldn’t be in the mess we are in. Wisdom teaches that disobeying God is not
something to be treated lightly (Prov. 14:9). Pornography, cheating, adultery, lying, and greed
have enslaved their millions. Don’t let drugs and alcohol take charge of your life. The road to a
wasted life is not without its warning signs. The fool ignores them and goes on to personal ruin.

The class of 1959 had its dreams. Many said that they didn’t need God, and set out on life’s
journey without Him. Others were smitten by the joy of knowing God. This didn’t make their
lives easier, but it made the way pleasant because of God’s friendship. I pray that when the
winter of your life arrives that you will have lived it always hungering for more of God.

Because of God’s grace,
Pastor Dial
Class of 1959

Precious Remedies against Satan’s Devices (June 12, 2005)

Thomas Brooks, a puritan pastor in the seventeenth century, has written a book that describes
spiritual warfare with the greatest of understanding. It is entitled, Precious Remedies Against
Satan’s Devices. It is a classic and should be read by every Christian. Too many Christians have
a woefully inadequate view of Satan’s strategy. The way some contemporary Christian writers
have spoken of “spiritual warfare” you woul