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INTRODUCTION
These essays were written over several years of pastoral ministry.  They were not originally written to be a book.  Once I started editing and compiling some of my writings, I began to see a pattern.  Many of my writings were about my work as a pastor.  Why do we do the work of pastoral ministry?  What are our Biblical models?  What keeps us going?  What makes pastoral ministry different from other vocations?  What makes a good sermon?  What makes the church a worthwhile institution?  Can the church be reformed (again)?  

These articles express my reflections over the course of several years of ministry.  My hope is that they will encourage others to reflect upon the Scriptural notion of being a shepherd of God’s flock.  While the main audience of these writings may well be pastors and other church leaders, some of the most thoughtful feedback I have received about these writings has been from lay people, men and women who support their churches, their pastors, and pray for the church and her ministers daily.  I write to these people also.
A PRAYER FOR THE CHURCH

O God of creation and re-creation, whose Son is the one who makes all things hold together, and Whose Spirit hovered over nothingness in the beginning, I pray to you that you would bless and enliven Your church, Your chosen and gathered ones.

Help Your people, O Lord, rediscover their calling as a kingdom of priests.  Ours is a ministry to intercede.  Teach us the great virtue of praying for each other, praying for needs not just our own, but for others.  Give us eyes not just with greater insight, but with greater compassion — to see the hurts and pains of others, to respond in service and to hold up in prayer these hurts to the One Who is the source of all healing.  

Give us a keen eye for those who are most vulnerable — unborn ones, little ones, poor ones, the fatherless, the orphaned, the widowed, the elderly and the sick.  And may our prayers be more for them and less for us.

Teach Your church, O Lord, the splendor of true worship, that our gathered praises are Your special delight.  Help us to long for the beauty of Your holiness, the foretaste of glory divine that is ours in worship.  Help us see there is a new song in the old hymn that proclaims a fullness of who You are and what You have done.  Teach us that true praise that befits your majesty must engage not just our emotions, but also our minds and our hearts.  Help us to long for a greater fullness in our partial praises.

Cause us to have circumcised hearts and ears.  Hearts set apart, ears cut loose from faint echoes of false voices. Make us attuned to the whole truth of Your word.  Teach us to express our love through quiet listening.  Give us set apart ears that long only for Your word — sung, prayed, and preached.  Help us listen also to ones closest to us —our wives, our children, and hear what they are really saying to us.

Purge us of past resentments.  Wash away the residue of subsided rage that so often is reignited within us.  Breathe deep within us a greater longing for deep repentance and the respite of reconciliation.  Help us to let it go, and move beyond our self-centered grievances.  Strip us bare of our gaudy garments of pride.  Clothe us in gospel fashion with humility, grace, and peace.

Help us embrace simplicity of life.  Teach us that new is not always improved or better.  Help us to learn the innovation of doing more with less.  In the midst of our vast busy-ness, slow us down.  Help us to reject the cult of speed that so often grips us.  Help us to know that time is Your creation.  Help us to embrace the gain of godly contentment.  Whether abounding or abased, help us see that we are blessed. 

We suffer from both ignorance and amnesia; Teach us that to look ahead we must first see behind us and peer within the portals of the past. Give us a greater appreciation for past monuments and a clearer vision of the paths of tomorrow in which You want us to walk.  AMEN!

STEERING CURRENTS
The hurricane season has been rough lately along the Gulf Coast.  I have boarded up my windows three times in the last two seasons.  Hurricanes are unpredictable menaces.  Weather forecasters track them, measure their intensity, and predict their paths.  

What allows a meteorologist to predict the location a hurricane will hit?  One of the major factors that enables these predictions is a hurricane’s steering currents.  Winds and pressures push and pull hurricanes in certain discernable directions.  Predicting the cone of probability and place of landfall is made possible by analyzing these currents, but there is a problem.

Some hurricanes have definite steering currents; others have erratic ones.  That is what makes the predictability of tracking these storms so illusive.  Steering currents are not always recognized and they can change.  Even as a storm begins to draw a careful bead on a particular region, steering currents can be hard to understand.  So there is always a margin of error in hurricane forecasting.  

Theology is our steering current in the church.  We normally move in certain directions based on the support of Biblical understanding and theological formulation.  The currents of our theology are often as erratic as a wobbly hurricane that cannot make up its mind where it is headed.  


Evidences abound on this matter.  For one, I am convinced that the current debate (that has been going on forever) about worship suffers largely from a lack of theological reflection.  We tend to think about questions like what do people like?  What will make them want to come to church?  What will attract the young people?  Too little reflection is done about what God wants from us in worship.  What does the Bible say about true worship?  Who are we to please by our worship?  What does our worship say about the God we worship?  These are theological questions that would be excellent steering currents to help us arrive at Biblical conclusions on worship, but such reflection is sorely lacking in the so-called worship wars.  We tend to ask man-centered questions about a God-centered endeavor. 


Another important area of church life that suffers from the lack of any serious theological reflection is the matter of leadership.  Who is qualified to lead the church?  Sadly in the past several decades, Biblical metaphors for church leadership have been replaced by business ones.  Pastors are expected to be corporate executives.  Ruling elders become supervisors of the pastor instead of co-laborers and co-shepherds in the church.  The business model has replaced the shepherding metaphor that is so predominant in the Scriptures.  Numerical growth has become the bottom line on the annual report that has no line item where Biblical fidelity can be recorded.  We seek growth without any serious theological questions about what we are growing.  


Serious and thoughtful theological reflection is conspicuously absent in the church today.  We have become like a hurricane that has no discernable steering currents.  We forget where we originated and certainly too often don’t have a clue where we are headed.


Whose fault is it?  Two groups qualify as culprits.  One group stands in the pulpit, the other sits in the pew. Pastors have been called to be shepherds not ranchers.  Jesus admonished Peter to “feed my sheep” not “drive my cattle,” or even “run experiments on my rats.”  We are the church’s resident theologians.  We must constantly be holding our lives and the church’s corporate life up to the light of the gospel and Biblical revelation.  That is our primary task.  When we don’t do it, it doesn’t get done. There is an absence of serious theological reflection among us.  One of my professors used to say, “Theology is about who God is and who we wish to God we were.”  Theology is our “God language.”  It has a dynamic of worship to it.  Theology is our “words about God,” but also our words to God. Is He pleased with what my theology says about Him?  


I am convinced that one of the main reasons pastors are not theologians in our day is that most congregations will not let them be.  Pastors are expected to do too many other things.  The busy-ness of most churches is maddening.  Our many meetings and perpetual programs scatter our already fragmented families and keep the shepherd on the run.  Serious theological reflection requires a certain amount of leisure.  When you are always feeling as if you need to be several places at once, it is difficult to think theologically, or for that matter, to think at all.  Pastors need some quiet and peaceful time to think and reflect.  It is too often not the pastor leading the sheep; it is the sheep driving the shepherd.  


There is a Biblical precedent here.  Pastors blame the church; the church blames the pastors.  But both are to blame.  Jeremiah said it this way -  

    An appalling and horrible thing
        has happened in the land:  

    the prophets prophesy falsely,

        and the priests rule at their direction;

    my people love to have it so,

        but what will you do when the end comes?  (Jeremiah 5:30-31)


Where are we headed in the church today?  What are our theological steering currents?  Who is setting the agenda?  

And one thing we need to always remember is when you are headed nowhere, guess what? You’ll get there.

KEEPING IT TOGETHER
No one would ever accuse me of being a neat freak!  Yet, I am also not into disorganization.  My psyche can take a little “creative clutter.”  Most jobs require some mess before progress is realized.  I usually have stacks on my desks, but I also know what is in the stacks!  I use the one minute rule for organization; when I cannot find something in one minute, I know it is time to straighten up and do some filing.  

Filing and sorting – using some paperclips, rubber bands, hooks, folders, bins – these all help us keep things together, preserve the information, and organize our lives.  After the first of the year, especially as spring approaches, the store aisles are full of plastic “keepers” of all sizes, as well as, a host of other organizational aides.  Such is life – to keep it together, you have to keep it together.

I recently purchased a small plastic box for the seat of my truck.  I have several CD boxes and cases, a phone book, a Bible, and some other books.  I grew tired of things scattering on the floorboard every time I stop suddenly; or when someone is riding with me, I always had to gather things up and move them out of the way.  I needed a box to keep things straight.

In Biblical studies, the box for sorting and filing is called theology, dogma, or doctrine.  The effort to understand the Bible and put things together and organize them has sometimes yielded creeds, such as the Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed, or confessions such as the Westminster (and the catechisms), Heidelberg, or Thirty-Nine Articles.  Other traditions have other confessions of faith.  These are the things people can agree upon as essential, commonly held beliefs that bind us together in unity.  Some in our day cry, “No creed but the Bible, no confession but Jesus.”  But even such a statement is a confessional formula (although a very narrow and immature one!) of what is important and how truth is conceived.  

There are several suggestive phrases in the Bible –

· Knowledge of the truth (Titus 1:1)

· Common faith (Titus 1:4)

· Sound doctrine (Titus 2:1, 1 Timothy 1:10)

· Sound words (2 Timothy 1:13, 14; 1 Timothy 6:3)

· Sound teaching (1 Timothy 4:3)

· The traditions (1 Corinthians 11:2, 2 Thessalonians 3:6)

· Whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27)

These phrases seem to indicate that there was a body of truth in the early church that served as an instructional guide or grid for the teachers, especially pastors, in the early church.  This summary of truth was “handed down.” The word translated tradition is an especially interesting one.  The word is paradosis in Greek and it means to hand down a teaching or tradition from one group or generation to another.  The passive form of the verb came to mean deliver or hand over as in arrest.  For instance in Mark 1:14, a form of this word is used of the arrest of John the Baptist.  It was after the arrest of John that Jesus began His own teaching ministry.  Now can you imagine the authorities issuing an arrest warrant for John the Baptist and saying? – We just want to arrest the vague idea of John the Baptist.  We do not want to be too specific or too detailed about it.  This is just a “good faith” gesture towards the general idea of John.  We do not want to appear to be dogmatic about this handing over; just some vague, non-specific John ideas will suffice.  Forget the camel hair and leather belt specifics; and you may take an exception to the diet of locust and wild honey, and especially the preaching about repentance.  So just go find a man named John and lock him up. Instead, I think they had a specific John in mind and wanted to apprehend him body and soul.  Anything less would not have been much of a handing over.

Now such sounds silly, but this is a serious silliness.  Too many people have the same idea about doctrine.  They want the light version – you know what I mean tastes great, but less filling.  Let’s not be too specific and surely no one is expected to accept (or should I say except!) a full-bodied “arresting” presentation of truth.  Subscription to something not taken seriously lacks both the integrity and the intelligence of the Biblical word tradition.  Bible study, teaching, and preaching that does not eventually lead to some collecting, sorting, filing, and preserving of truth is nothing but pious rambling that is “full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

PREACH, PRAY, PASTOR
I was licensed to preach (the first time) shortly after my eighteenth birthday.  Although, I have come to understand that the church should not have licensed me at such an early age and for other reasons as well, it undoubtedly did take, because I will be fifty years old on my next birthday, and have been preaching regularly since 1976.  I have ten years of formal education beyond high school leading to the earning of three degrees, all of them in some way connected to pastoral ministry.  I now serve on the Examinations Committee for the presbytery in which I serve.  I am the chairman of this committee that examines new minister candidates to qualify them for ordination and acceptance into the churches of the presbytery.

I am not trying to impress you with my education and experience, but simply to set up the purpose of this article.  With all of my background, I am not exactly sure what makes a good pastor.  Part of this is born of a cultural confusion.  The church has been bombarded, especially recently (at least the last twenty-five years) with conflicting models of ministry.  Churches have allowed the outside world to shape what they expect and look for in a pastor.  Most of these models are borrowed from the business world, and are not informed by the Bible.  We have a mentality that is very utilitarian – if it works and grows, or causes growth (numerical mostly), it must be of God.  

My confusion has led me to search and reflect.  I have noticed that this subject occupies a great deal of my study leaves or sabbaticals. This article is an expression of that reflection.

I will first talk about what a pastor is not.  He is not a CEO.  He is a man who is given “oversight” of a congregation.  That oversight might well entail work that is similar to the work of a Chief Executive Officer.  “Oversight” is both spiritual and administrative, but a man who is a good CEO would not necessarily make a good pastor.  CEOs can hire and fire.  They have the authority to make unilateral decisions that must be obeyed.  So often a CEO can say “it’s my way or the highway.”  I worked for a man once who owned a furniture store.  He was a successful business man.  He would tell us often, “There are two ways to do things – my way and the wrong way.”  Trust me -- he would not have made a good pastor in more ways than one.  Yet, there are churches who want such from their pastor.  I have however observed through the years churches that go out and find such a pastor often live to regret it.  The dusty shambles of dissention left in the wake of such leadership is most appalling.

Pastors lead a staff of mostly volunteers.  Even in a large church with multiple staff members, the pastor’s primary workforce is his congregation.  Volunteers don’t respond too well to – “there are two ways to do things . . .” I’ve seen it work, but the results are always bloody and confusing.  Guilt and coercion are poor motivators.  Such an approach gets results, but often the human toll is high and the results are not long-term.  I have said it before this way – a pastor is a shepherd, not a rancher.  Ranchers ride out onto the range with a semi-cowboy attitude observing what the herd is doing.  Ranchers drive the cattle.  Shepherds lead their flocks.  There is a vast difference between a shepherd and a rancher.

I have come to express what I believe pastoral ministry is all about in what I call the three P’s – pray, preach, pastor.  While seemingly impractical, it is what I believe the Bible teaches about pastoral ministry.  

Am I a man of prayer?  Do I model a prayerful approach to all things?  Is it evident to the congregation that I am devoted to prayer?  Do I encourage them to pray?  Do I regularly remind them to pray?  Do I regularly withdraw from the busyness of life and enter the solitude of being in the presence of God?  Do I encourage and challenge my congregation to do this?  These are important questions for a pastor to ask.    

Preach – I have come to the conclusion that if I devoted myself to this one aspect of ministry I would stay constantly busy.  As a person who has gone to school and taught school, let me tell you a bit about the process of preparing a good sermon.  I am a pastor and a writer – and I have concluded this – the mechanical preparation of one sermon is equal to the preparation of the writing of a 10-12 page research report.  Even if a preacher does not prepare a full manuscript of his messages, if he devotes himself to the art of good preaching, he will expend about the equivalent of time, research, thought, and organization in one sermon that it takes to write a 12 page paper.  Imagine preparing three 12 page papers every week, every year (except for vacation and other leave).  You may say ask why I say three.  Because most pastors in smaller churches preach or teach twice on Sunday and once on Wednesday night.  They may teach at other times as well.  And I find the same can be said of the preparation of a good Bible study.  If you do it correctly, you could again yield a 12 page paper.  That is why I say if a pastor devoted himself just to the preaching of the word, he would be a busy man.  

Yet, this is not the main reason a pastor should devote himself to the primacy of preaching.  The preaching of the gospel and the proclamation of the word of God is the life blood of the church.  Without the faithful public proclamation of the word of God, the church becomes something besides church.  How often it is we read in the Pastoral Epistles – “preach the word.”   “Devote yourself to teaching.”  “Devote yourself to sound doctrine.”

· 1 Timothy 4:6 If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed. 

· 1 Timothy 4:11 Command and teach these things. 
· 1 Timothy 4:13 Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. 

· 1 Timothy 4:16 Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers. 

This is just a sample of a prominent strand of teaching that runs through the Pastoral Epistles (1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon), but notice that Paul tells Timothy within the space of less than a dozen verses four different times, four different ways – PREACH.  Notice also the strong verbs used of doing this preaching -- “train,” “command,” “teach,” “devote,” “persist.”

If you are a pastor, devote yourself to preaching.  “Persist” in this as your ministry.  If you are a church member, encourage your pastor to do this.  Don’t make demands of him that will take him away from making this a priority in his ministry.  If you will encourage your pastor to devote himself to preaching, the church will be blessed by it.  In the preaching of the word, there is Holy Ghost electricity that will shock the church and bring it to life.  That electricity will provide both light and heat.  It illumines and energizes every important thing the church is about.  Martin Luther said it this way – “Christ is present, where His word is preached.”  What could be more important for the church than for Christ to be present?    

Pray, preach, and lastly pastor – I re-read Richard’s Baxter’s, The Reformed Pastor, over the past two weeks.  The book is divided into two main parts – The oversight of ourselves and the oversight of the flock.  Baxter was particularly successful in visiting in homes.  His work the Reformed Pastor details the importance and practicality of pastoral visitation.  When Baxter visited, he and the other pastors of his church helped “catechize” the children.  They instructed the moms and dads how to practice family devotion and have family worship.  Baxter’s fifteen year ministry Kidderminster, England brought about a dramatic change in the city.  Before Baxter, the city was spiritually dead, immoral, and culturally backwards.  Baxter’s ministry brought significant change, change that remained long after Baxter’s pastorate.  Baxter pastored a church that had an attendance of nearly one thousand, yet a great deal of his ministry was devoted to pastoral visitation.  

One small aside – J. I. Packer says of Baxter – “Baxter was a big man, big enough to have big faults and make big errors.”  Cannot that be said of every pastor?       

Of the three P’s, pastor, especially when it comes to visitation may be the most difficult to implement.  Dramatic changes in lifestyle have occurred since Baxter’s day.  Families are seldom home.  When they are, they really do not want to be bothered by the pastor.  There is a rush to do homework, wash the dishes, and do the laundry.  Everyone is run ragged from taking little Johnny and Janie to and from soccer practice and other organized sporting activities.  Most families who are blessed enough to have both a mom and a dad present have two working parents.  Both parents work outside the home.  This makes the pace of family life significantly different than in Baxter’s puritan age.

While preaching is an expression of pastoral care, pastoral visitation is invaluable to the ministry of being a pastor, but it is an aspect of pastoring that must be “persisted” in.  Small group gatherings help facilitate this kind of ministry.  To “persist” in pastoral visitation is a frustrating endeavor these days.  

I have had mixed success in small group ministries.  First, the pastor cannot be expected to be involved in every small group ministry of the church.  If he does, he will run himself even more ragged and will not “persist” in praying and preaching.  I have tried a small group approach by scheduling a time at the church called “Coffee with the Pastor.”  It is a ministry that involves a set time for anyone to drop by and have a cup of coffee with the pastor and chat.  It opens the door for more specific and private pastoral care.  Even this approach requires a certain persistence and patience.  While I have had significant pastoral encounters with individuals in my Coffee with the Pastor meetings, I cannot tell you how many times I have had coffee alone in this effort.  More times than not, no one comes.  The sheep are difficult to pastor these days, because they are hard to catch.

Pray, Preach, Pastor – the three p’s.  They are so easy to get away from, but I keep coming back to them, and I have concluded that when it comes to being a pastor nothing else matters very much.  

GOSPEL-SHAPED PREACHING
Frank Allred in his The Eclipse of the Gospel:  An Assessment of the Gospel in Today’s Church prefaces his book with a recounting of a total eclipse of the sun that darkened southwest England to the Bay of Bengal, near India on Wednesday, August 11, 1999.  Allred writes –

Elsewhere in the land, where the eclipse was not total, sunlight turned to twilight.  It was a vivid reminder of our dependence on the sun for light and life.  To me it was also a vivid reminder of our dependence on the gospel for our spiritual light and life.  The creeping shadows were a symbol of spiritual darkness that is slowly spreading across the United Kingdom. (p. 9)

Such a spiritual eclipse is certainly not limited to the United Kingdom but extends at least as far as across the Atlantic to the United States.  Allred asks, as should we all, “How did it happen?”

Why is the church so impotent?  Why are we forever trying to find ways to change people?  Why is it so hard to get people motivated to do the work of the church together?  Why are we not seeing people receive Christ as their Savior?  When I read the Book of Acts and compare it to what I have mostly experienced the past twenty-five years of being a minister of the Gospel, I cannot help but ask what went wrong?

Much of the blame can be laid at the feet of ministers who have catered to “felt needs” of the culture of Narcissism.  Our “we are the center of the universe” thinking has turned the church into an entertainment establishment.  The church too often neglects prayer, forgets spiritual disciplines, and eclipses the gospel with a “busy-ness” that is mostly amusement instead of spiritual nourishment.  Our feel-good messages titillate more than teach, and cajole a false self esteem more than condemn sinful behavior.

Too many sermons follow the popular lines of “Let Me Help You Feel Better about Yourself.”  Or if guilt is to be used, it is “I Can Make You Feel Guilty for Not Tithing or Teaching That Sunday School Class.”  Or yet again a popular eclipsing of the gospel is “Let’s Get the Vote Out and Elect God’s Man for the Office.”  Cultural accommodation and political agenda replaces faithful proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  I believe that the gospel has profound social applications, but the gospel inspires, directs, and enables such applications.  We cannot do what the gospel implies unless we have first heard and embraced the gospel.  Gospel is not theological lecture; it is not a motivational speech for middle managers; gospel is a life-altering, reality-reorienting message about a Savior whose grace is greater than all our sins and a sufficient basis for hope in this life and the next.  There is certainly an eclipse of such preaching in the church today.  When one honestly considers our neglect of the gospel, the resulting darkness of the world and the spiritual apathy of the church, while alarming, should be expected.  The life of the church is the gospel.  It is what makes the church the church.  Without faithful gospel preaching, the church loses its purpose and direction and its motivation for holy and devout living.  Is it this where everywhere?  No.  But eclipse is an apt metaphor.  Even in an eclipse, the sun is shining somewhere, but the dim darkness in most places cannot be denied.

What happened to the power of the church?  After Acts even, there was a day when chimes were heard in most communities.  The ringing of bells marked the passing of hours and people knew what time it was, even setting their clocks by the ringing of the hours heard throughout the community by the clarion clang of the church’s bells.  In many ways the world now tells the church what time it is, instead of the church setting the agenda.

Paul said, For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God for salvation for everyone who believes, to the Jew first, and also to the Greek (Romans 1:16 ESV).  Power is dunamis in Greek, the word from which we get our word dynamite.  What happened to the dynamite church?  Could this tiny text hold the key to answering the huge questions we have been asking?  Is the church powerless because it has become to some degree gospel-less?

New Testament scholars have long recognized a distinct pattern in the proclamation of the early church. In Acts particularly, the speeches or sermons all follow a discernable pattern that scholars call kerygma. The Greek word kerygma means “to announce” or literally “to trumpet forth” a message. The etymology is rich. It recalls a time when news was spread by messengers who would get people’s attention by blowing the trumpet before telling the news. So the word for trumpet became so closely associated with the process that to “trumpet” became synonymous with “announce.” This word also became one of the primary words in the New Testament for preaching.

In 1936, C. H. Dodd, in his seminal work, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Development, summarized the sermons of Peter in the book of Acts in a familiar six-fold pattern –

· The age of fulfillment, the Messianic age, has dawned.

· This has happened through the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus, as testified by the Scriptures.

· Jesus has been exalted to God’s right hand as Lord, and as head of the New Israel.

· The Holy Spirit’s activity in the church is the sign of Christ’s present power and glory.

· The Messianic age will shortly reach its consummation in the return of Christ.

· Forgiveness and the Spirit are offered to those who repent.

John R.W. Stott has rightly concluded, “Our struggle today is how to be faithful to this apostolic gospel, while at the same time presenting it in a way which resonates with modern men and women” (Stott, The Message of Acts, IVP, 1990, p. 79).

My conviction is that gospel preaching today, while it may be presented in many different fashions, must follow explicitly the discernable pattern of the preaching in Acts.  If not, our preaching degenerates into something other than faithful gospel proclamation.  Stott again is helpful in pointing in such a direction –

· Two events (Christ death and resurrection),

· As attested by two witnesses (prophets and apostles),

· On the basis of which God makes two promises (forgiveness and the Holy Spirit)

· On two conditions (repentance and faith, with baptism).

Stott’s constructs are a helpful and suggestive outline of what preaching the gospel means.  But his conclusions are even more profound –

We have no liberty to amputate this apostolic gospel, by proclaiming the cross without the resurrection, or referring to the New Testament but not the Old, or offering forgiveness without the Spirit, or demanding faith without repentance.  There is a wholeness about the biblical gospel (Stott, p. 81).

The amputation of the gospel that Stott refers to has reached a point of mutilation of the gospel in too many pulpits.  We have done this in several specific ways.

First, we preach an empty hope without grounding it in the sacrifice of Christ’s cross.  Hope is an essential element of a joyful and holy life.  But to have hope, we must have a reason or sure ground of hope.  Hope is not just feeling better about things.  In fact, true hope may have little to do with feelings at all.  Our ground of hope is that God has taken the initiative to do for us what we could not or would not do for ourselves.  Grace is God’s preemptive strike against sin’s strongholds in the bunkers of our hearts.  There is rest and restoration in such hope.  This is the “good news” of the gospel.  We cannot call men and women to commitment and sacrifice that lacks the buoyancy and energy of resurrection hope.

Second, we preach part of the Bible often neglecting the more demanding themes and difficult passages.  There is little balance in too much of our preaching.  The framework of the gospel is built from Old Testament wood, cut with a prophetic saw, and nailed with covenantal insight.  Gospel is history that begs the question, “Who is this Jesus?”  Gospel is not good advice, seven habits, or three easy steps.  It is a story about a Savior.  To embrace the story is to be changed.  When the gospel is preached, a call for repentance is imperative.  The gospel is not just information.  It is transformation.  The gospel is not so much about new knowledge as it is about fresh acknowledgement in which any thing less than a whole-life response is unacceptable.  Too much preaching today is “sugar stick” homilies that neglect the whole counsel of God’s word.  We stick to the safe and familiar texts of especially the New Testament without pluming the depths of the whole word of God – Old and New Testament.  We preach a cheapened version of the gospel that makes no demand for discipleship, and we get what we have asked for in shoddy commitment and easy believism.  There is a dearth of scriptural aptitude and spiritual vitality.  A half-baked gospel is no gospel at all and is like cotton candy.  It tastes good, but will not satisfy true and deep spiritual hunger.  And it will not nourish the soul.

We have the mistaken notion that the gospel is for unbelievers and that there is something more and deeper for believers.  Believers are admonished to move beyond the milk of the word and begin eating the meat of the word. But even this passage in Hebrews 5:12-6:9 ultimately culminates in the writer of Hebrews hope that his readers would achieve the things that accompany salvation (6:9) You see we do not go deeper than the gospel; we go deeper with the gospel.   A careful reading of the Scriptures reveals that the ground of right living is always gospel-shaped.

For instance, how does Paul address the problem of sexual immorality.  We tend to moralize.  We warn young people of the dangers of STD’s and teen pregnancy.  We tell them, you shouldn’t because you might get a disease or get pregnant.  Paul on the other hand tells us to —

Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body. [19] Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your own, [20] for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body. (1 Corinthians 6:18-20 ESV)

Paul reminds us of the redemptive purchase and the redemptive purpose of the gospel in our lives.  That is why we should flee sexual immorality—because we are not our own, we were bought and paid for.  That is what happened to us when we heard and received the gospel.  That is the basis for right living.

How does Paul address godly living in the home?  What does he have to say about how to have a good marriage?  We tend to tell couples that they need to communicate better; that they need to get away together occasionally; and when they are having difficulties, that they should seek a good marriage counselor.  All of this is fine and good, but Paul addresses the marriage and family quite differently—He tells husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself for the church and that the wife is to be submissive to and obedient to the husband as the church is to the Lord.  So, again we see that the basis of having a good marriage is to have a gospel-oriented marriage.  What shapes our marriage is the same as what shapes the church?  It is our relationship to the Lord and what makes that possible (the gospel) that serves as the shaping reality of marriage.  Paul even concludes this great passage with the words, this is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and his church (Ephesians 5:22-33 especially verse 32).  

The gospel is dynamite.  It blasts away our sin, and it blasts open a path of righteousness in which we must walk.  We never outgrow the gospel.  It is the formative shaping reality of what God wants for us.  The gospel brings us into the kingdom and continues to be that which makes kingdom living possible.  The gospel is the gate into, but also the path of right living.  To fail to recognize and to preach and practice it has robbed the church of its vitality.  We become power-less to the extent that we are gospel-less.


The pattern of the early preaching of the apostles should be a benchmark to our preaching.  We must not only repeat the content, but also follow its pattern in all our proclamation. All our preaching and teaching should be kerygmatically shaped.

Gospel preaching not only follows and represents this pattern, but is shaped by this pattern. We do not proclaim some fantasy of philosophy. Christianity is rooted in a historical event in the person and work of a historical figure. Gospel preaching focuses on the life, ministry, and atoning death of Jesus Christ. We must tell and re-tell what he did, what he said, and why he died. And especially, the mystery of his atoning death must be central to our proclamation. 

While we are witnesses ourselves, our primary task is to point out that the Scriptures, Old and New Testament, point to and bear witness about Jesus Christ. We sometimes forget that the Bible of the early church was the Old Testament Scriptures. They preached Christ from the Old Testament. And we dare not be guilty of the two- fold error of preaching the old as if the new did not exist or preaching the new as if the old has been ripped from our Bibles.

While Scripture portions may have their place in the printing industry, they have no place in the preaching endeavor. A New Testament, even with the Psalms and the Proverbs, is barely but a third of a Bible. Christ did not live and die in a historical vacuum. Gospel preaching must be rooted in salvation history.

The promise of the gospel must also be central to our proclamation. The promise is two-fold, forgiveness and the gift of the Spirit.  Grace provides both pardon from our sin and power over our sin. Our guilt is absolved; and our wills are resolved to new obedience. Forgiveness is a central promise of the gospel. It is paramount to our understanding of the salvation offered to us by God through Jesus Christ. But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:8 ESV)

Such forgiveness provides the foundation for all our relationships. We are made new in Jesus Christ. But that newness lays claim to how we relate not just to God but to each other-

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. [18] All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; [19] that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. [20] Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. [21] For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:17-21 ESV)

God forgives, and insists on personal reconciliation. If we live in constant unrest and discord with our fellow man, if there is deep-set, long-term bitterness in our personal relationships, if grudge after grudge remains unresolved in our lives, then we have not comprehended nor been apprehended by the grace of God offered in the gospel. Yet week after week we gather in churches with unresolved issues within our families and with each other as God’s people. Such disregard for the central message of gospel reconciliation is a travesty. It is a betrayal of the true gospel and a blatant affront to God.

The ministry of reconciliation is hard work. It is a labor we perform not on our own. The early kerygma emphasized the work of the spirit. The spirit of God prompts the desire for reconciliation and also provides the resolve for renewed relationships. Our sin nature is divisive at heart. Unchecked it produces strife in our natural and spiritual families. As we stand each week and preach the gospel, we must never forget that we are preaching to a gathered people who are mostly in a state of both spiritual and sociological unrest. Both the vertical and horizontal dimensions of our lives are embattled.  The two-fold promise of the gospel provides the foundation for redeeming those embattled and embittered relationships that forever are our problems. 

In all the churches I have ever been a part of there was always the well-intended desire to have meaningful ministries. Youth ministry, Senior ministry, Music ministry, Mercy ministry, Women’s ministry, Men’s ministry, and on and on it goes.  But we must always remember that ours is first and foremost Gospel ministry, and if we do not faithfully practice the ministry of reconciliation, we have no ministry at all. We may indeed have semi-religious activities, but we have no ministry unless gospel-led reconciliation is at the heart of what we do and who we are.

 “ACTSING” OUT


Don’t e-mail me.  My spell check is working!  We some times describe unusual behavior of children as “acting out.”  Children do not have a monopoly on “acting out.” There is plenty of it in the church among the big children we allegedly think are adults!


I want to suggest a slight variation on the phrase.  Let’s stop the “acting out” and start “actsing out.”  “Actsing” as in we need to take our cues for church from the Book of Acts.  


I have been preaching and teaching from Acts in our evening services (Sunday and Wednesday Evening).  I want to share some of what I mean by “Actsing out.”  


As I preach and teach Acts (actually all books of the Bible), I work from the premise that “then is now and they are us.”  It does not take much imagination to see that the people of the Bible are just like we are and the problems they faced were not much different than the ones we face.  


We have to get to the end of Acts to see the theme of Acts. At the end of Acts we read –

Acts 28:30-31 

    [30] He lived there two whole years at his own expense, and welcomed all who came to him, [31] proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance.

He is Paul.  He is in Rome, the center of the then known world preaching the Gospel with all boldness and without hindrance.  Acts is about the church preaching the gospel with boldness and preaching it without hindrance.  Acts is a story about how the Spirit of God led the church to overcome hindrances to the gospel.  Their hindrances are our hindrances; how they overcame theirs will be how we overcome ours.


Acts 1:6-26 represents a 50 day waiting period.  There were 40 days between the Resurrection and the Ascension (Acts 1:3) and 10 more days between the Ascension and Pentecost.  Four important events took place during this period of time –

· The Disciples received a commission (Acts 1:8)

· They witnessed the Ascension (Acts1:9-12)

· They prayed for the Spirit to come in power (Acts 1:13-14)

· They replaced Judas with Matthias as an Apostle

In Acts 1:6, the Disciples asked Jesus one last question before his Ascension.  “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom of Israel?”  John Calvin said, “There are as many errors in their question as there are words.”  The verb, the noun, and the adverbial clause are all wrong in the question –

· The verb “restore” meant they were expecting a political and territorial kingdom instead of a spiritual one.

· The noun “Israel” meant they were expecting a national kingdom instead of an international one.

· The adverbial clause “at this time” meant they were expecting something immediate instead of gradual.

Jesus corrects their understanding (and ours!).  The Kingdom of God would be spiritual, international, and gradual.  Stott comments --  

The Kingdom of God is His rule set up in the lives of His people by the Holy Spirit.  It is spread by witness, not by soldiers, through a gospel of peace, not a declaration of war, and by the work of the Spirit, not by force of arms, political intrigue, or revolutionary violence.  At the same time, in rejecting the politicizing of the kingdom, we must beware of the opposite extreme of super-spiritualizing it, as if God’s rule operates only in heaven and not on earth. The fact is that, although it must not be identified with any political ideology or program, it has radical political and social implications.  Kingdom values come into collision with secular values.  And the citizens of God’s kingdom steadfastly deny to Caesar the supreme loyalty for which he hungers, but which they insist on giving to Jesus alone.

(John Stott, The Message of Acts, IVP – I have gleaned many of my insights from Stott’s excellent commentary)

The Disciples had been told that they would be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria, and to the uttermost parts of the world. Their witness would start in their own zip code, but certainly it would not end there.  The Kingdom of God would not be just a Jewish mission.  This was what God intended all along.  Listen with new ears with what God said to Abraham when he called him –

Genesis 12:1-3 

    Now the Lord said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you. [2] And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. [3] I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed." 

From the beginning, God intended his people to have an international, missional focus.  It started in Genesis not in Acts.  Just like the Disciples we just don’t seem to get this notion.  

God wants his church to face outward in mission not just inward in ministry. I find four very practical applications to this passage –

· Waiting and praying are not periods of inactivity, but are times of preparation.  We wait and pray to gain insight, direction, and energy.  We do not wait to procrastinate, but as preparation to go.

· Our nationalistic ambitions, whether they be focused on Israel, the United States or any earthly nation are hindrances to the Gospel.  Our patriotism too often borders too close to the idolatry of civil religion.  In our life styles, we too often honor the flag more than the Cross.

· No matter how serious we are, how focused we are, or how prepared we are, we will not be successful without the blessing of the Holy Spirit.  Acts is not The Acts of the Apostles, rather it is The Acts of the Holy Spirit.

· The Spirit-led church is always moving away from itself.  The Spirit-led church is facing outward not just inward.  Some of us think that the word missional was coined in the last few years.  God’s focus has always been missional, we just keep missing the point.  Abraham didn’t quite get it; and it took some timely church funerals (Annanias  and Sapphira in Acts 5) and some harsh stone throwing (Stephen in Acts 7) for the church in Acts to begin to get it.

I don’t know about you, but I think its past time for the church to stop “acting out” and start “actsing out.”
CHURCH BUILDING
I have led two major church building projects.  So what I am about to say is not jealousy or sour grapes.


Both times I led these projects, before it was all over, I concluded that building projects in a church (or church school) are like black holes.  A black hole in astronomy is believed to be a space where the gravitational pull is so great that gravity literally sucks up all the light and energy in a given space resulting in a “black hole.”  That is why I call buildings in churches “black holes” -- they absorb all the light and energy around them!


As I read the book of Acts, I have come to understand that God gave the early church a message, the Gospel, and a methodology to spread the Gospel, small groups.  They did it without a building.  The early church was a church without walls – they did not have the “edifice complex” of the modern church in the United States.  They met in the upper room (Acts 1:13); they attended temple together and met in their homes (Acts 2:46; 5:42); they ministered in a place called Beautiful Gate (Acts 3:2); and they gathered outside the temple in an open courtyard called Solomon’s portico (Acts 3:11, 5:12).  Yet they grew from 120 to 5,000 in just a short period of time (Acts 1:15; Acts 2:41; Acts 4:4).


There is a vast difference from the way we do church and the way they did church.  You might argue that they had a temple to attend so they had a building, but if you know your history that didn’t last long either.  The big difference between them and us is that they created structures to support people and did not create structures for people to support.  In the modern church in America, we have created structures, both physical and organizational, that require lots of time and treasure to maintain.  Ministry becomes feeding the organizational machine.  I understand that we need structures and we need organization, but how efficient and effective are the ones we have created?  


I would warn you – don’t answer that last question unless you are prepared to think very differently about what church is all about.


Walls are like fences.  They often serve only to keep people out or even worse keep people inside.  Our church building walls have become both. It is almost impossible to get anyone to think about the word “church” without thinking about a building.  Our loyalty has been transferred from The Lord of the Harvest (Matthew 9:37-38) to (in too many places) a half-filled building near you.   


My 25 year old son tells me that in his subdivision he would guess that only about 1 out of every 4 households attend church regularly  That’s in Auburn, Alabama which is pretty close to the buckle of the Bible belt!  And Pensacola, Florida is no different, or for that matter Baldwin County Alabama, or where you live.


We need to revisit and re-vision the word church in a Book of Acts-shaped way.  

 PENTECOSTAL TONGUES

Pentecost is about the Holy Spirit.  Regardless of your theological persuasion, most, if not all, interpreters of Scripture would agree with that statement.  Pentecost was a fulfillment of Jesus’ promise –

Acts 1:8 

    But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth." 

John 16:7-15 

    Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you. [8] And when he comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: [9] concerning sin, because they do not believe in me; [10] concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you will see me no longer; [11] concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world is judged. 

    [12] "I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. [13] When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. [14] He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. [15] All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 

Pentecost was also a fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.  Peter begins his Pentecost sermon with this assertion –

Joel 2:28-29 

    "And it shall come to pass afterward,

        that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh;

    your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,

        your old men shall dream dreams,

        and your young men shall see visions. 

    [29] Even on the male and female servants

        in those days I will pour out my Spirit.

Pentecost teaches that the Holy Spirit is integral, strategic, and indispensable to what the church is and what the church does.  Stott says –

Without the Holy Spirit, Christian discipleship would be inconceivable, even impossible.  There can be no life without the life-giver, no understanding without the Spirit of truth, no fellowship without the unity of the Spirit, no Christlikeness of character apart from the fruit, and no effective witness without his power.  As a body without breath is a corpse, so the church without the Spirit is dead.  (John Stott, The Message of Acts, p. 60).
Acts 2 has three sections –

· Luke’s description of the Pentecostal event itself (Acts 2:1-13)

· Peter’s sermon (Acts 2:14-41)

· The effects of Pentecost on the Jerusalem church (Acts 2:42-47)

The most controversial aspect of Pentecost focuses on the nature of the tongues or languages spoken at Pentecost.  Acts 2 is much like the book of Revelation in the church – the church is divided into two camps – those who make too much of Pentecost in one camp and those who are nervous and who even at times ignore this part of the Bible.  As with the book of Revelation, neither extreme is desirable.

The lesson of tongues is one of the most important messages the church needs to hear today.  The central message of tongues is in Acts 2:4-8

And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance. [5] Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven. [6] And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each one was hearing them speak in his own language. [7] And they were amazed and astonished, saying, "Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? [8] And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language? 

Pentecost was about speaking and hearing.  It was a miracle of both.  There were those who spoke in other languages that were not their native tongues;  and there were those who heard the message.  

Pentecost is where sanctified speech unites with anointed hearing.  Communication results – a message is sent and received.  God does something miraculous on both ends.  He inspires the speaking and illuminates the hearing.  Those of us who preach and teach are hopeful of this Pentecostal effect.  Without Pentecost, we stand in the shadow of the Tower of Babel.

I tend toward this covenantal interpretation of Pentecost. Pentecost is God’s reversal of Babel (Genesis 11).  
· Babel is where everyone is talking but no one is hearing.  At Pentecost, some were speaking, but all were hearing.  

· At Babel, man desired to build up to God, but God looked down on this tiny tower of man’s ambitions.  At Pentecost God looks down, but also comes down by His Spirit.  

· God was displeased when he looked down at Babel.  At Pentecost, He was pleased because “they were all together in one place.”  (Acts 2:1)  

· At Babel there was confusion; at Pentecost there was amazement.  
When we preach or when we hear preaching we either stand under a shadow of confusion called Babel or we experience tongues fired by the Holy Spirit and ears opened by the same Spirit.  Pentecost is always a miracle; it is a miracle of speaking and hearing.  Several years ago, I wrote a poem around Christmas time that illustrates the contrasts between Babel and Pentecost –

BABEL SOUNDS

 “And ever o’er the Babel sounds the blessed angels sing.”

(from the Hymn – It came upon the Midnight Clear)

Swells of information,

Waves of sound,

Crashing on calloused shores of meaninglessness;

Lots of talking,

Little listening,

All mouth, no ears.

Confusion.

Knowledge without wisdom,

Information without transformation,

Lip radio playing loud,

No heart antennae,

Poor reception

Turn it off.

Gibberish.

Silence is golden,

The place one hears whispers,

Shalom.

Man-made Pentecost is Babel all over again.  Only God can cause the Pentecostal effect.  
What else might the Pentecostal effect cause us to consider? 
· Our churches need to be language schools.  We usually leave this to our missionary agencies, but is this not what the church is -- a missionary agency?  We must get away from the provincial nature of saying “if they live in our country, they need to learn our language.”  Practically speaking this may be true, but Pentecost would lead us to say “since they are in our country, we need to learn their language.”  Churches sometimes teach “English as a Second language.”  The Pentecostal Church (not the Denomination but the church shaped by the message of Pentecost) may well teach “Spanish as a second language.”  Or even more importantly we may need to teach “Arabic as a second language.”  Pentecost teaches us that our truest “Home Land Security” is in preaching the Gospel to those who need to hear it in a language that they can understand and hear.  Then our adversaries are wounded by the Spirit’s sword but learn the Proverb “faithful are the wounds of a friend.” (Proverbs 27:6)  Jesus said,

Matthew 5:43-45 

"You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' [44] But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, [45] so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. 

One of the most loving things we can do for an enemy is to hear him and let him hear us. If we evangelize our enemies, we will not have to kill them.

· The church shaped by Pentecost is transformed from provincial to cosmopolitan in character.  When Luke looked from his horizon at Pentecost, he saw people from every corner of his world.  People from all over where present in Jerusalem.  Luke greatly emphasizes this (Acts 2:5-11).  Because they could not pronounce gutturals and swallowed their syllables, Galileans were thought to be backwoods Palestinian rednecks.  They were looked at as uncultured and uneducated (Stott, The Message of Acts quoting Longnecker).  Pentecost teaches us that a clear and sharp message is a matter of the Spirit of God not the lilt of the tongue. 

· The church shaped by Pentecost will be led by men who are 110% sold out to bold, clear, persuasive, and passionate preaching.  A Pentecost-shaped preacher rejects being cute and entertaining. He tenaciously pursues words that resonate with God’s truth not man’s eloquence.  I am quite sure eloquence was present at Babel, but no one was listening or hearing so it did not matter.  Preaching that matters is Gospel-shaped, Gospel-focused, Gospel-saturated (see Peter’s sermon in Acts 2).  There is always a beautiful simplicity to true proclamation of the Gospel.  An old friend of mine use to say about preaching – “if you are shooting over someone’s head, it’s the aim not the ammunition.”  The aim of great preaching is for both the mind and the heart.  Pentecost teaches us that neither can be hit without the Spirit of God.  The ammunition of great preaching is plain Gospel simplicity.  I am finding that there is a genuine eloquence in such preaching that is not contrived.  Nothing is more beautiful than to just say it and it be heard.  That is what Pentecost was (and is) all about. 
· The church shaped by Pentecost will not let man-created, man-centered social norms, customs or events, political correctness, or personal preference get in the way of the message of the Gospel.  When the mission and message of the Gospel is the focus of the church, such a church is always reforming by looking perceptively and creatively at what the church is doing and how it is accomplishing its mission.  Pentecost begs the question in the words of one of my pastor/friends to ask “how big is our we?”  The church shaped by Pentecost has a pervasive “we-ness” that concentrates on the proclamation of the Gospel.  Anything that gets in the way of the focus must be set aside with a deep repentance which will lead us to stop thinking that our tiny backyards are the whole world.  How I talk about me is not what the church is about.  The church is also not about how we talk about us or how we talk to us.  How we talk about God and His gospel is our proper focus. Pentecost forces the issue even further.  The church shaped by Pentecost rivets its attention upon how we talk about God and His Gospel to those who need to hear it most.  Focus requires pushing some things to the periphery of importance and aiming at the target.  When you aim at everything, you seldom hit anything.  The bull’s eye for the church is the Gospel.               
THE CHURCH AS RAINBOW COALITION

On two recent occasions, I have seen something wonderfully different happen in church.  The first time was in an ecumenical Thanksgiving service in Lillian, Alabama.  An African-American choir sang “How Great is Our God.”  We are singing this song at our churches now (but in a much different way!).  This past Sunday, we had our Angel Tree Christmas Dinner.  For those of you who do not know, Angel Tree is a ministry of Prison Fellowship (begun by Chuck Colson) in which individuals can purchase Christmas gifts for children who have either a mother or father in prison.  The gift is purchased, wrapped, and delivered by someone on behalf of the mother or father who is in prison.  All of our families (except one) came to our dinner this year.  It was such a joy to just back up and see the church building filled with such a marvelous array of people who were white and African American sitting at tables together and eating a meal.  On both of these occasions, I witnessed what church really looks like.


Sunday, for the most part, is the most segregated day in our nation.  African Americans seldom worship with white folks like me, but when we do, it is a wonderful sight to behold!  It certainly is a true picture of how God would have us see His church and His kingdom.


Pentecost was an occasion that brought together a vast array of people from all over-- Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven (Acts 2:5).  Pentecost fulfilled a promise made by God to Abraham when He called Abraham to follow Him – in you all the families of the earth will be blessed  (Genesis 12:5).  Future worship in heaven is described like this -- 

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and crying out with a loud voice, "Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!" (Revelation 7:9-10)


What we think is unusual, the Bible actually portrays as the norm.  God has a people from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages.    To see African Americans, Hispanics, and whites (and other nationalities as well) together worshipping God, singing songs of praise, eating a meal together, and hearing the Gospel is what should be ordinary and often, not extraordinary and occasional.


I just cannot give up on the idea that this can and should happen with greater frequency and regularity before we get to heaven.

THE JERUSALEM COUNCIL IN ACTS 15:1-16:5 –
A Model for Preserving the Truth of the Gospel and the Unity of the Church

The significance of the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:1-16:5 cannot be overstated.  The situation was critical.  As Stott puts it –

Gentile converts were being welcomed into the fellowship by baptism without circumcision.  They were becoming Christians without becoming Jews.  They were retaining their own identity and integrity as members of other nations.  It was one thing for the Jerusalem leaders to give their approval to the conversion of Gentiles but could they approve conversion-without-circumcision, of faith in Jesus without the works of the law, and of commitment to the Messiah without inclusion in Judaism?  Was their vision big enough to see the gospel of Christ not as a reform movement within Judaism but as good news for the whole world, and the church of Christ not as a Jewish sect but as the international family of God?  These were revolutionary questions which some were daring to ask. (John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts, IVP, 1990, page 241)

Many interpreters of Acts recognize that Acts 15 is a turning point, a centerpiece, watershed of the book, “the episode which rounds off and justifies the past developments” in Acts and “makes those to come intrinsically possible.” (Stott).  

This does not exaggerate the importance of Acts 15.  Before Acts 15, Jerusalem is still the center of the church, and Peter is its primary spokesman.  After Acts 15, Peter disappears and Jerusalem recedes into the background.  Paul now becomes the church’s primary voice, and Rome appears on the horizon.  Acts 15 is not only important historically, but more importantly theologically.  The crucial importance of the first Ecumenical Council held in Jerusalem is paramount.  The unanimous decision of the Apostles and Elders “liberated the gospel from its Jewish swaddling clothes into being God’s message for all humankind, and gave the Jewish-Gentile church a self-identity as the reconciled people of God, the one body of Christ.” (Stott)

Here is a brief sketch of Acts 15 –

The Problem (Acts 15:1-4)

Some “troublemakers” (Galatians 1:7, 5:10) came down from Judea to Antioch.  Those “troublemakers” had actually gone out of the church at Jerusalem, but without “instruction” or official sanction.  It should be noted that the problem addressed in Acts 15 was the result of internal turmoil in the church and not external pressure or persecution.  The problem that plagued Paul’s missionary work came from Jerusalem and followed him to the Council (Acts 15:5)


Scholars are often troubled by the absence of Paul’s mention of the Jerusalem council in any of his letters.  It is obvious that Acts 15 parallels the situation Paul refers to in Galatians 2:11-16.  Much of the tension is alleviated if one entertains the notion that Paul wrote and sent Galatians on his way to the Jerusalem council.


The ones who unofficially took it upon themselves to leave Jerusalem and go and straighten Paul out claimed to have been sent by James (Galatians 2:11-12) but were not so sent (Acts 15:24).  In essence, they sought to set two apostles (James and Paul) at odds with one another.  They were Pharisees and zealous for the law; and they were teaching that, unless you were circumcised according to the Mosaic Law, you could not be saved.  Circumcision became a condition for salvation.  Stott again states well the crucial issues at stake here.  The Judaizers were saying that “Moses must complete what Jesus had begun, and let the law supplement the Gospel.  The issue was immense.  The way of salvation was at stake.  The gospel was in dispute.  The very foundations of Christian faith were being undermined.”

Paul and Barnabas had every human reason not to look to Jerusalem for help solving this problem.  The Judaizers apparently came from Jerusalem claiming official sanction.  According to Galatians 2, Peter set a bad example by hypocritically withdrawing from table fellowship with the Gentiles when the Judaizers were present.  One could almost say that Paul had every reason to say “forget Jerusalem, Jerusalem is the problem here.”  Paul and Barnabas recognized and submitted to the Jerusalem Apostles and Elders to clarify doctrine, end controversy, and promote peace.   These are the tangible blessings of following the pattern set forth in Acts 15 – doctrine is clarified; controversy is ended; and peace is promoted.

The Debate (Acts 15:5-21)


The resolution to this problem was not so easily reached.  Acts 15:6-7 tells us, the apostles and elders were gathered together to consider this matter.  And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them.  What follows are three summary speeches:  one from Peter (Acts 15:7-11); one from Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:7-11); and one from James (Acts 15:13-21).  Peter relates his experience at Cornelius’ house (Acts 10).  Paul and Barnabas report about their Gentile mission; And James concludes or summarizes the conclusions of the council by pronouncing – and with this the words of the prophets agree (Acts 15:15, ESV).  James (or the Council’s) conclusions were not based on “I think” but on “the Bible teaches.”  

The this of this passage is monumental.  For the issues clarified are at the heart of the gospel – Are we saved by sheer grace and through Christ crucified?  Has Jesus’ death and resurrection accomplished everything necessary for our salvation?  Or are we saved partly by grace and partly by good works or religious performance? Is justification by faith alone and salvation by grace alone?   At stake at the Jerusalem Council was the truth of the Gospel and the future of the Church, and the solution was sought and found through careful consideration of Scripture and critical evaluation of apostolic experience.


Presbyterians lean heavily upon Acts 15 as a Scriptural warrant for how we organize the work of our churches.  We must therefore pay all the more careful attention to the lessons here, and there are some permanent and practical lessons to be gleaned from Acts 15 that inform the work of our sessions, presbyteries, General Assembly, and even commissions of these courts.  The permanent and practical lessons may be summarized as –

1. The gospel needs no supplement; nor can we make the gospel a supplement to any other social or cultural accommodations.  No matter where we are or what we do, the heart of the church must be what Peter says in Acts 15:11 – But we believe that we will be saved through grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.  Any departure or deviation from this central truth must be confronted strongly.

2. While theological truth and practical policy are not the same, they go hand and hand.  In many ways, practical policy should be an expression of theological truth.  The issue before the Jerusalem council was two-fold – 1. How can the church be united without compromising the gospel?  2. How can the integrity of the gospel be defended without sacrificing the unity of the church?  That is the genius of the Jerusalem council.  By careful consideration of the problem, the honest presentation of facts without careful spin, vigorous debating of the issues, seeking answers from practical experience viewed through the lens of Biblical truth, the Jerusalem council was able to answer satisfactorily both questions.  Gospel truth was affirmed and church unity was preserved.  Both were desired; both were possible; and both were achieved. 

3. The twin towers of gospel integrity and church unity were made possible by some practical truths we can glean from Acts 15 and Galatians 2.  
· From the start, Paul and Barnabas recognized and submitted to the authority of the Jerusalem apostles and elders.  There is no Biblical evidence that Paul and Barnabas were coerced into this submission.  If anything, they had every human reason to reject the authority of Jerusalem.  The problem came from Jerusalem to begin with.  It was a problem that attacked the very heart of the gospel.  It was a problem that was compounded by deceit (the claim of the Judaizers that James had sent them) and by duplicity and hypocrisy by a key figure from Jerusalem (Peter’s refusal to eat with Gentiles when Jews were present).  One might say that Paul and Barnabas had every reason to say “forget Jerusalem, let’s keep preaching the gospel.”  Yet they did not.  The situation parallels the attitude too many of us too often have about Presbytery – “why go to Presbytery?  They can’t help me.  In fact, they are the problem.  What do they know about what’s going on in my ministry and with my congregation?”  That is one of the most amazing things about Acts 15.  In spite of all their disappointments about the Jerusalem church, Paul and Barnabas still submitted to the authority of the Apostles and Elders and sought their help solving this critical theological dilemma.  I often hear statements like – “what business does the session have telling me . . . ?”  “Is it really any of Presbytery’s business what we are doing?”  Practically speaking where would the church have gone in the first century had Paul and Barnabas operated based upon such assumptions?  Or for that matter where has such thinking taken us today?  Whereas the way of the Jerusalem council led to the affirmation of theological and doctrinal integrity and the preservation of Christian fellowship, the rampant individualistic attitude of many ministers and their churches today results in the opposite – a compromised gospel and a seriously divided and schismatic church.  The practice of congregational church polity coupled with a rejection of the confessional and connectional nature of our Faith often results in what the Jerusalem council avoided – a gospel diminished by addition and a church multiplied by division.

· The need for honest and vigorous debate coupled with profoundly practical and theological reflection, but such is not accomplished overnight.  I believe that the debate at Jerusalem was in all likelihood heated.  The text tells us in summary –
· There was full disclosure – they (Paul and Barnabas) declared all that God had done with them (Acts 15:4)
· The apostles and elders considered this matter (Acts 15:6).
· And after there was much debate (Acts 15:7a)
· And all the assembly fell silent, and they listened to Barnabas and Paul (Acts 15:12)
· Relevant Scripture was applied to the situation (15:16-18)
These summary statements do not tell us everything that was said.  But considering the issues at stake, coupled with the strong personalities involved, I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall that day!
· The necessity of on-going oversight and teaching. The whole process described in Acts 15 – 16:5 was work that required a considerable investment of time.  Paul and Barnabas put their ministries on hold to travel to Jerusalem.  From Antioch of Syria to Jerusalem, they traveled over 300 miles.  They first encountered opposition from Jews in the region around Antioch of Pisidia which is over 600 miles from Jerusalem.  Going back to Jerusalem was time consuming and tiring.  It certainly was not a convenient thing for them to do.  The work of the Jerusalem Council was meticulous and intense.    The decision was written down in a letter (Acts 15:22-29) that stated that the position of the council and affirmed the mission of Paul and Barnabas.  The Jerusalem Council also sent two representatives, Judas and Silas, to accompany Paul and Barnabas.  And the work of Judas and Silas is wonderfully described to us by Luke with these words, And when they had read it (the letter), they (the church at Antioch) rejoiced because of its encouragement. And Judas and Silas who were themselves prophets, encouraged and strengthened the brothers with many words.  And after they had spent some time, they were sent off in peace by the brothers to those who had sent them (Acts 15:32-33). 
Following the model given to us in Acts 15 will also be a time-consuming labor.  It will require that our local ministries sometimes be put on hold while we attend to the business of our Presbyteries and its commissions and committees.  Such is “church work” as much as what we do in and with our local congregations and such work is worthwhile and fruitful.  It yields the fruit of a united, rejoicing, encouraged, and strengthened church that can freshly embrace the true gospel with integrity.  

DOXOLOGICAL EVANGELISM

1 Corinthians 14:24-25 

But if all prophesy, and an unbeliever or outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is called to account by all, the secrets of his heart are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will worship God and declare that God is really among you.

The context of 1 Corinthians 14 is Paul’s discourse about tongues in the church. It is essentially a discussion about plain language verses confused language in proclamation, but it is also a discussion about the serious intent of worship.  Paul believed that if the word of God was truly central to the worship service, unbelievers would be convicted, called to account, fall on their face, worship God and declare that God is really among you.  


Is such worship possible today?  Of course it is. What keeps such worship from happening?


One of the great hindrances to true worship today is a pervasive irreverence that permeates our culture and invades our churches.  What would most unbelievers observe about worship today?  They would see that we are more interested in the coffee cup in our hands than we are in hearing the Call to Worship.  They would see that the chat we are having with our friend is more important than preparing to dialogue with God.  They would see that if the service or sermon gets a little long our minds turn from feasting on the word to beating the Baptist to the buffet line.  They would see that we are more interested in analyzing the pastor’s demeanor than in listening to his preaching.  They would see that we stand, glare, and gawk instead of joining in joyful praise when we are invited to sing a new song that is not in the hymn book.  They would see that we bow before the altar of personal preferences more than we do before the King of Kings.  


Reverent worship is seeker friendly because it invites the unbeliever to consider the Gospel.  True worship is gospel re-enactment.  It is Christ-centered and gospel rich. It makes unbelievers uncomfortable in a good sort of way because it invites them to consider or at the very least begin to consider that God is really among us.


Edmund Clowney called reverent worship doxological evangelism.  The word doxology means more than the little hymn we sing after the offering.  Doxology literally means word about the glory.  Our doxology is our theology about worship.  Doxology is the words, ideas, moods, and intents that drive our worship of God.  Our doxology needs to be governed more by Biblical theology and less by cultural accommodation. In an effort to not offend outsiders, modern worship too often moves dangerously close to being offensive to God.  If I have to make a choice, I would rather offend a visitor than I had to offend God.  

I don’t think I have to make a choice.  A discernable serious intent ought to be evident in our worship.  Such intent will make unbelievers uncomfortable, but uncomfortable in a good sort of way.  As the secrets of their hearts are disclosed, they might actually fall on their faces before God.  


When the coffee cup and chatting stop being the focus and reverent worship begins to be our aim, our worship will begin to evangelize the lost.  We will be able to invite people to church and their lives might actually be transformed.   Our worship needs to be shaped by Hebrews 12:28-29 –  

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire.

Such an approach to worship will make both believers and unbelievers awestruck.  And oh how we need to be struck with awe about our awesome Savior!

THE WATERS OF MERIBAH:
When Our Leaders are Human.

(My interest in this Biblical text was prompted by a sermon I heard on CD by Dr. Bryan Chapell, President of Covenant Theological Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri.  I do go beyond Dr. Chapell’s sermon in this article.  If there is any fault in my presentation, then blame me, not Dr. Chapell.)

The Hebrew word Meribah means quarreling.  Numbers 20:1-13 records the story.  It is an interesting one.  

The story begins with a matter of fact obituary – And Miriam died there and was buried there (20:1).  And that’s it.  No eulogy; no mention of a wake or funeral; no grief support group for Moses to attend.  His sister died.

His sister, Miriam, was, in all likelihood, the one who hid baby Moses to protect him from Pharaoh’s death verdict (Exodus 2).  Although Miriam was sometimes a critic of Moses’ leadership (Numbers 12), she, along with Moses’ brother, Aaron, was a strategic part of Moses’ support team.  I do not think too much can be made of the fact of Miriam’s death in understanding the rest of Exodus 20.  Moses was no doubt in grief; he was hurting, feeling the loss of a beloved sister and trusted helper.  It does not excuse his disobedience, but it helps us understand Moses a bit more in this text.

We sometimes forget that our leaders are human; they, like everyone, are subject to the frailties, disappointments, and losses of life.  We say we know this, but seldom actually practice it in our forbearance toward our pastors and other church leaders.  I remember an incident from my first pastorate after seminary.  I was in my mid-twenties -- young, strong, and fit.  But I had a new church and a new baby who didn’t sleep that well at night.  One Sunday night as I finished the evening service, I began to explain to those present that I would be on vacation the next week.  I told them I would be away but explained in usual fashion how I could still be reached.  I laughingly said, “I need a vacation, I’m a bit tired and need to rest some.”  After the service, an older lady came up to me and said, “I really think that you should not tell us you are tired.  We always need to know our pastor is strong.  We don’t need to hear about your personal problems.”  

I have thought about this incident many times since.  Sometimes it seems the way the church looks at its leaders indicates the assumption that before seminary graduation minister candidates have surgery to remove their personal feelings and any other indications of their own human frailties.  But the class where that surgery takes place is not a required course in seminary, and as a result few pastors take it!  Moses sister died, it had to affect him.  Otherwise, he would be something less than a man.

So Moses had to bear his personal grief along with a grumbling group called the children of Israel in a desert wilderness.  The people grew thirsty.  There was no water, and they began to complain:

Numbers 20:3-5 And the people quarreled with Moses and said, "Would that we had perished when our brothers perished before the Lord! [4] Why have you brought the assembly of the Lord into this wilderness, that we should die here, both we and our cattle? [5] And why have you made us come up out of Egypt to bring us to this evil place? It is no place for grain or figs or vines or pomegranates, and there is no water to drink." 
The emphasis is on “YOU” (Moses).  All this is Moses’ fault.  Moses initial reaction is commendable.  He and Aaron withdraw, and fall on their faces before God.  God honors this intercession and the glory of the Lord appeared to them (20:6).

God gives Moses specific instruction.  Moses was to speak to the rock and water would come forth for the people.  Somehow Moses got mixed up.  He spoke to, or actually scolded the people, and struck the rock twice with his staff.  Nonetheless, water came forth from the rock and the people, as well as their livestock, were satisfied.  

Then what seems to be a rather severe and unfair judgment takes place. God says that because of his disobedience, Moses would not be the one to lead the children of Israel into the Promised Land.  Dr. Chapel interprets Moses disobedience in light of 1 Corinthians 10:4 that tells us that Christ is the rock.  Was Moses so severely judged because he felt he needed to be the one who got the credit for God’s mediation and provision?  After all, Moses was the one being blamed for the problem.  Should he not also get credit for the solution?  Moses began to think alone the lines of “to me alone be the glory” instead of “to God alone be the glory.”  That may well help us understand more the severity of the judgment.  At the same time, God may have been doing Moses a favor.  There is also grace and mercy in the judgment.  Read the book of Numbers up to chapter 20, and you will see what I mean. Moses being relieved of his duty may well have been more blessing than curse!  

Bryan Chapell has another keen insight at this point.  Although we may think it somewhat unfair (and I think we must be careful using the word “unfair” in relationship to an action of God), we need to remember who is telling this story.  Who traditionally is believed to be the author of Numbers?  Numbers is the fourth book of the five books of Moses called the Pentateuch (Genesis – Deuteronomy).  Moses is the author.  He is telling the story.  He is the one who thought it important that we know that this happened.   Moses is telling us perhaps that it is okay to tell the story of our failings; and how that, even in our failings, God provides.  That is the wonder of how God operates, He mostly has chosen to work through imperfect people to achieve His perfect will.  This applies to all of us, but especially to pastors and church leaders.  God’s provisions are not dependent upon our perfection as God’s leaders.

In the story of Meribah, God’s provisions are more than adequate.  They are abundant.  If you look at the census in Numbers 1 & 2, you find that the total number of fighting men at that time among the children of Israel numbered 603,550.  This did not include the tribe of Levi, nor did it include women and children.  Of course this generation perished in the wilderness wanderings, but this generation also reproduced.  So we can assume that there was at least the same number of people at Meribah as there were among those who first attempted to enter the Promised Land.  It would be no conservative estimate to say that there may have been at least a million people plus their livestock at Meribah. To quench such a thirst takes lots of water! That is what makes Numbers 20:11 so amazing -- 

And Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock with his staff twice, and water came out abundantly, and the congregation drank, and their livestock. 

Abundantly is the key word.  God took a tired, disobedient, grieving Moses, and through him provided abundantly for the people.  There is a message of hope here for both church leaders and church members.  God is not dependent on our finesse, wit, training, skill, or even our obedience to do His work.  That is why it is okay to tell the story of our hurts, disappointments, loses, and failings.  Such honesty is made possible by a grace that is so much more abundant than our ability or disability.

Let all God’s people say, AMEN!    

WHO TELLS US WHAT TIME IT IS?


I grew up with church chimes.  Everyday at 9 a.m., 12 noon, 3 p.m., and 6 p.m. the chimes at the Methodist church not far from my childhood home would chime.  Without a watch or clock, playing outside in the hot Florida summers, we always knew what time it was by the chiming of the church bells.  


There was a time in our not so distant history when church bells rang to not only mark the hours of the day, but also to announce the coming of important news.  The absence of church bells chimes a new era for the church, and one of the important questions that we now face is – Who tells us what time it is? 


Seasons come and go; days become months and months become years.  You may notice that I said nothing about weeks, and there is a reason.  Seasons, days, months and years all have a basis in the creation.  A day lasts a certain number of hours; a month is made up of a certain number of days that has both a solar (sun) and lunar (moon) foundation.  Months in an oddly arithmetic way become the foundation of a year which also has a foundation in the creation.  The question that must be asked is “why are there seven days in a week?”   Nothing in all of creations mandates that there are seven days in a week.  We could just as easily divide our months and years into weeks of three days, five days, ten days – you pick a number, it does not matter. 


Days, months, and years have a basis in creation.  Seven days in a week have a basis in the Creator.  Whether we acknowledge Him or not, God has left us a built in reminder that we often accept without question.  God created the world in six days and rested on the seventh.  This then becomes the basis for how we count days into weeks.  So even without church chimes, God is ever so subtle in reminding us that He is the Lord of time.


Yet, even with this reminder, I sometimes wonder who tells the church what time it is?  Not long ago, the church told the world what time it was.  Sadly, today the world tells the church.  I remember an incident from my early days as a pastor.  One Mother’s Day, I did not preach a “Mother’s Day” sermon.  Mother’s Day was acknowledged in other ways in the service, but my sermon was not a typical Mother’s Day message.  One lady in the church took great offense at this and told me “I can’t believe you did not preach a Mother’s Day service.”  I was sick a week or so later, and she informed me that God was punishing me for not preaching a “Mother’s Day” sermon.   


It is amazing to me how we have let the secular calendar set the agenda for our preaching and worship.  In essence, the world tells us what time it is and we accept the time zone the world lives in.  Think about it, we have Memorial Day, Fourth of July, Labor Day, Veteran’s Day, Valentines Day, President’s Day, and on and on it goes.  Is the church to acknowledge these secular celebrations?  Should they become the basis for our worship and our preaching?  I think not.  To follow such an agenda is to take advice from a world that needs badly to reset its watch!  Sunday is Resurrection Day; it is the Lord’s Day; and that is the only thing we need to celebrate.

Even our so-called religious holidays can badly miss the mark.  Christmas and Easter both have their foundations in pagan not Christian practices.  They are simply pagan celebrations that the church has baptized and tried to make holy.  We keep trying to put Christ into a Christmas that he simply does not fit into.  Now mind you -- both the Incarnation (Christmas) and the Resurrection (Easter) are things I believe, and I believe should be celebrated, but why in December or March or April?  The Incarnation and Resurrection should be acknowledged, celebrated, and preached upon regularly.  There is nothing particularly wrong with preaching on them in December and in the early spring, but these major theological themes are worthy of year-round consideration.


Am I being theologically nit picky?  I think not.  Historic Presbyterianism has long held to the Regulative principle of worship.  The Westminster Confession of Faith states – 
the acceptable way of worshipping the true God is instituted by Himself and is so limited by his own revealed will, that He may not be worshipped according to the imagination and devices of men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible representation, or any other way not prescribed by Holy Scripture (WCF 21:1).  
The Westminster divines understood that man’s depravity was such that if worship was not regulated, our sinful minds and wills would lead to idolatry.  Left on our own to worship “any way that is sincere” man will always choose to worship in an idolatrous manner.  The Regulative principle is not as confining as some would make it, but neither can we afford to ignore this principle.  It is an important theological concept. I see it as a specific application of the Reformation Sola – Scripture Alone.  If we believe that Scripture Alone should be the foundation of our beliefs and practices, then Scripture Alone should be what regulates our worship.  The Regulative Principle is a specific application of Scripture Alone to worship.  It is but one aspect of a larger theological concern of the Regulative principle of Scripture.  Simply put the Regulative principal of worship is the belief that God has a right to tell us how He wants to be worshipped, and that He has told us in the Bible alone.  

I once advocated using elements of the Christian Year or Liturgical calendar as a guide to preaching and worship.  The liturgical calendar begins with Advent/Christmas, followed by Epiphany, Lent, and Easter.  Even this Christian way of marking time can be an imposition upon Biblical worship and the faithful and thorough exposition of the word of God. There are some beautiful liturgical elements to this tradition of worship, but it can lack the simplicity, integrity, and God-centeredness of Biblical worship.

Ultimately we would do well by simply celebrating THE LORD’S DAY.  As we make God revealed in Jesus Christ the central reason we worship and His word the only vehicle of that worship, God is honored and we escape the trappings of idolatry that so easily ensnare us.  We also will redeem the time.  By worshipping in manners prescribed by Scripture alone, we give a purer expression of worshipping in spirit and truth.  God has the right to tell us how He wants to be worship.  He has.  The Bible, not the secular calendar, has set this forth.  While I do not think it prudent to stick our heads in the sand and pretend that the secular calendar does not exist, we have been called to live in a sacred time zone that is worlds apart from the agenda of this world.  To let pagan celebrations and secular holidays become the basis of worship is to sell out to a world that has no regard for the pure worship of God.  The bells of truth and pure worship need to be rung by the church today.  We do need to reset our clocks, check our calendars, but mostly we need to find a good compass.  The bigger question may not be what time it is, but in what direction are we headed?

THE BOOK OF GALATIANS AS A MODEL OF MINISTRY
I have been doing some reading and reflecting in Galatians lately.  Galatians is unique in many respects.  Among Paul's writings, it stands out as an odd departure from the way Paul usually addressed the churches to which he wrote.  Paul characteristically begins his epistles with some sort of encouraging and affirming commendation of the church.  For instance, he begins First Corinthians, I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, [5] that in every way you were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge (1 Corinthians 1:4-5 ESV).  Considering the enormous problems that were present at Corinth, this was quite a compliment.

 
Paul, however, began Galatians - I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel (Galatians 1:6)  We must remember that this terse beginning was warranted. The church at Galatia was not being plagued with rifts, divisions, and immorality present in Corinth, but instead the Galatian church was in danger of embracing a perverted gospel that ceased to be gospel at all. The church at Galatia was plagued by those who had diminished the gospel by addition.  They were adding circumcision to the gospel as a requirement for salvation.  The gospel alone was not sufficient for salvation.  Gospel alone would not save.  Gospel plus circumcision would.  The Good News was perverted through subtraction by addition.

 
So Paul was justified in his anathemas - twice Paul says, If any one is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed (1:8, 9).  Paul's feelings are even more vivid later in the book of Galatians where he asserts, I wish those who unsettle you would emasculate themselves! (Galatians 5:12)  When you are talking about circumcision and you say you hope the knife slips, you are talking about a serious matter!

 
It is interesting how Paul ends Galatians.  Galatians 6 is considerably more comforting and reassuring in tone.  Paul begins chapter 6 with, Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness.  Bear one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ (Galatians 6:1-2).  And then he says later in the chapter, and let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give up.  So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith (Galatians 6:9-10)

 
There is a balance in Paul that is often missing in us.  Paul could deal with serious problems in the sternest way and not lose pastoral sensitivity.  There is an underlying gentleness to even his harshest words.  Paul had a balance that is often uneven in our ways.  We tend either to stand for nothing or fall for anything.  We either neglectfully look the other way when people are in obvious sin, or we are excessively harsh in correcting those who go astray. As I frequently remind my own congregation - sheep are dumb, blind, and helpless animals - and all of us are sheep -- we are his people, the sheep of his fold (Psalm 100:3b)  God calls us sheep because we are like them – we are dumb, blind and helpless.  We cannot help but go astray, that is our nature.  Left to ourselves we do what sheep do – We stray.
 
Oh that we would learn this Pauline balance, especially those of us who are shepherds!  We need it in dealing with each other and in dealing with our flocks.  Paul was bold enough to confront and sensitive enough to comfort.  Pastoral ministry is both.  It is afflicting the comfortable; it is comforting the afflicted. 

 

 

FOOD FIT FOR A KING
Much has been said recently about “worship wars.”  Those who know church history well will tell you such battles have been waged for ages.  When Calvin introduced the singing of metrical Psalms to the church, the worship and musical purists of the day referred to the lively singing as the “Genevan Jig.”  Once critic of Isaac Watts, said that Watts writes “whims” not “hymns.”  Neither critic meant it as  a compliment to Calvin’s Psalter or Watt’s hymns.  One might argue that the intensity of the battle of late has been particularly harsh.  The battles are often generational (what the older people like versus what the younger people want).  Or the arguments are cast between traditional and contemporary, whether the worship service is “seeker-friendly” to those outside the faith.


Perhaps it would be better to change the metaphor.  Instead of worship wars, let’s talk about worship as a meal.  Certainly the church is fed and nourished by the way it worships.  It is the wrong for us to ask first, “What did I get out of the worship service today?”  The deeper more appropriate question is “What did I give God in worship today?”  Not so much in terms of money, but did I give God appropriate praise?  Were my actions and attitudes, my words and my thoughts, my songs and my praying, my listening to His word an expressed sacrifice of praise to God?  As always, when we approach worship from the perspective of what we give instead of what we get, we end up the greater beneficiaries.  And therefore, we are fed by our worship.  If worship is a meal, then true worship is an exquisite meal; it is a full-course feast.


The distinctions between true and false worship are more vivid than blurred.  It is the difference between cuisine and chow, between silverware and plastic, between fine china and styrofoam, between crystal goblets and Dixie cups, between fine dining and the buffet line.   


I applaud the efforts of many today in the contemporary worship debate.  Striving for relevance in a world that increasingly ignores the church is a worthwhile effort.  There is an apologetic quality to the best of those who seek to be contemporary.  Defending, preserving, and presenting our faith in a winsome and convincing fashion can never be underestimated.  Such efforts must surely affect how we will worship. Sometimes I have asked, “How far should we go?”  I remember reading in one of George Barna’s book, “There is a fine line between clever marketing and compromised spirituality.”   In the debate about worship, I wonder how many times we have crossed that line?


Too many people in the church today have a donut and danish appetite when it comes to what is served each Sunday.  “Did you eat your vegetables?” is hardly heard over the tumultuous voices asking, “Can I have another piece of cake?”  We have become so enthralled with entertainment in our culture, that anything that might cause us to think more deeply must give way to the titillation of amusement.  In the process, the pew becomes a concert seat, the pulpit a stage for a play, and somewhere in the process, the gospel is pushed to the vestibule and replaced with short sermons addressing “felt-needs” accompanied by songs of vain repetition with catchy tunes.  Too few church leaders have the courage to address this cultural malaise by simply telling people like good parents tell their kids – “Cake is not good for you, eat your vegetables.”


If worship is a full-course meal, then I would suggest that much of the contemporary praise and scripture songs are like appetizers.  The better ones are tasty treats, and served appropriately make your mouth water for the main course.  Problems arise, however, when we gorge ourselves on the appetizers and do not leave room for the main part of the meal.  You could take two dozen of the most popular praise choruses, and if you honestly weighed them against the theological depth of one great hymn, you would discover that the choruses just do not measure up theologically.  The church that does not sing the great hymns is serving up an unbalanced diet of sweets and treats that may be palatable to the contemporary tongue, but will result in anemia and malnutrition for those who eat the appetizers, but skip the main meal.


YES, I am saying that the Psalmody and hymnody of the 16th-19th centuries is a better quality theologically and musically.  God has not closed the canon on great church music yet, but I find that the richest cuisine being offered today on the church music front are Psalms and Hymns being recast and reworked musically, but largely untouched lyrically.


When it comes to worship, we need to help people discover a discipline that leaves the donuts and Danishes on the tray; and we need to help the church rediscover an appetite for the rich cuisine of true, Biblical, God exalting, Christ-centered worship.
WITH REVERENCE AND AWE –

Towards a Theology of Worship


Worship is about who God is and how he has revealed Himself.  Worship is doxological.  Doxology literally means “word about the glory.”  Someone recently wrote of worship – “Doxology encompasses the full gamut of praise to God and can be referred to as ‘the theology of worship.’”   God has revealed Himself in His word (special revelation) and in His world (general revelation).  Worship is man’s response to that revelation.  Man must, however, render “acceptable worship.”  For the Bible says –

Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire. (Hebrews 12:28-29 ESV).  
Worship involves revelation and response. Worship is therefore a theological endeavor.  Worship is theology and theology is worship.  Sinclair Ferguson is fond of saying – “The goal of theology is the worship of God.  The posture of theology is on one’s knees.  The mode of theology is repentance.”  In our worship, we express who we believe God is.  There is a tremendous truth in the observation – “Let me see you worship and I will tell you who your God is.”  Worship is a relentless theological endeavor.


But, theology is both formal and informal, written and unwritten.  In fact, one may argue that the most important theology is unwritten.  Far too often, there is a chasm between what we say we believe and how we actually live (or worship).  A maturing faith works at closing the gap.  There is that theology which we say we believe and the one we actually act upon.  It is the one which we act upon that is most obvious in the way we worship.


There is an abundance of books and articles these days on worship.  Most of them can be categorized as either innovative or corrective.  They seek either to introduce novel or nuanced understandings of worship (innovative) or they seek to criticize and correct a trend in worship.  Few books on worship are prescriptive.  Some of these books actually prescribe a proper Biblical and theological approach to worship.  Almost all the serious books about worship decry the lack of theological reflection upon the task of worship, but most of them avoid the issue of theology or pay only a one chapter tribute to developing a theology of worship.


Since worship is a theological endeavor, two questions should always guide our practice of worship –

1.  What does our worship say to God?

2.  What does our worship say about God?

Sadly, the worship debate of recent years has focused too much on other questions; “What do people like?”  “What draws the biggest crowd?”  “What makes the young people happy?”  Such questions are consumer-oriented and man-centered.  Man-centered questions cannot lead us on a God-centered task like worship.  We must be constantly asking about our worship, is it “acceptable worship, with reverence and awe.”  The deeper question about worship is not “Do we like it and enjoy it?”  But “Does God like it and enjoy it?”  Worship must be grounded therefore upon serious theological reflection.  The sooner we discover “it’s not about me!”  How much better off we will be 

IN SEARCH OF TRUE COMMUNITY
Most of our modern conveniences come at considerable cost; and I am not talking about dollars and cents!  Your paycheck can be automatically and electronically deposited into your bank account.  While still in your pajamas, you can pay bills, order clothes and things for the house, transfer funds from one account to another, and even buy and trade stocks.  When you need gas, you can pay at the pump, get back in your car, and drive away without contact with another human being.  From your home computer, you can order new clothes, do your banking, research any subject, shop for a new or used car, send and receive e-mail, “chat” and never come face to face with another human being.  All of these things can be done without enjoying the warmth of the human touch, hearing the voice of another person, experiencing a smile, a firm handshake, or a friend pat on the back.  Our “progress” has been costly. It has eroded our sense of community; while making our lives more convenient, it has also made our existence depersonalized, isolated, and even lonely.  

I remember well my first banking experience.  I made some money and put some in a savings account.  It was called a “passbook” savings account.  After my opening deposit, I was given a deep blue passbook protectively inserted into a clear plastic sleeve.  The next time I went to put money in, I had to go inside the building, wait my turn in line, and go up to the teller, who knew me by name.  She then took my passbook, recorded my deposit, put the book back into the sleeve, smiled and said, “thank you Mr. Cloud, is there anything else I can do for you?”  The end of each quarter of the year was a special treat for she not only recorded my deposit, but also entered the interest my account had earned.  The first significant withdrawal I ever made from the account was to buy an engagement ring for the woman I have now been married to for over twenty-five years.  The President of the savings and loan knew me by name also.  I played baseball with his son, Jay, who threw a very fine curve ball.

Call me a dinosaur if you like, but I do not think we are better off with all these modern gadgets and conveniences.  I would gladly trade my cell phone for a few more payphones that actually had phone books.  We have traded community for convenience, and the transaction has exacted a heavy cost.

In the first chapter of Genesis, God’s awesome acts of creation are recorded.  Each day is punctuated with a visual benediction.  God saw what He had made and it “was good.”  (Genesis 1:4, 1:10, 1:12, 1:18, 1:21, 1:25, 1:31 – “very good.”)  God also made another startling observation.  In Genesis 2:18, God observed “it is not good that man should be alone.”  Man was created for community not isolation; and there is a maddening isolation in modern life.

The church in this age has a unique opportunity to offer community that calls people from their isolated cocoons to meaningful relationships.  This is not a new offering on part of the church.  One of the summary statements that describes the early church is found in Acts 2:42 – 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

Then in Acts 2:44 we are told “all who believed were together and had all things in common.”  “Fellowship” and “together” indicate community.  They belonged to God and to each other in a “blessed tie that binds.”  

On one hand, I will grant you that too many people slip into church onto the back pew, and then out the door at the end of the service with little or no human contact.  On the other hand, there is the possibility of shaking a hand, hugging a neck, or being greeted by name with a smile.  Church offers many people the only meaningful human contact they have all week. In our increasingly convenient but isolated lives this may well be one of the major things the church needs to accentuate.  The possibilities are multiple.  The need is immense.

PREACHING TRUTH IN A WORLD OF FEELING
Romans 10:14-17 But how are they to call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? [15] And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!" [16] But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, "Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?" [17] So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. 

In our culture, the question “how do you feel about it?” has replaced the question “what do you think about it?” As a result, decisions are too often made based on emotions instead of truth.  This has been true of our culture for nearly fifty years now.  The effects of this way of deciding are far-reaching especially for the task of preaching.  

One of my study leave practices is to listen to at least one sermon a day.  I am thankful that we live in a day with the abundant accessibility of hearing good preaching.  With tapes, CDs, and the internet, we can unearth a wealth of modern as well as historic preaching.  I listened to four sermons today.  Two of them were my own, so I am not sure that really counts as four (maybe ten in terms of endurance!).  I do this because I think it is important that I listen to preaching.  I am not after ideas.  I just happen to believe what is stated above in the verses from Romans.  God himself has placed a high premium on preaching (not the preacher), but such a regard is not so in the society in which we live.

Imagine taking someone to the Grand Canyon for the first time, and after seeing it, the person you were guiding saying, “that was interesting.”  I heard R.C. Sproul say once that too many people in the church are so “laid-back” their picture ought to be in the dictionary beside the words “laid-back.”  Modern responses to the sermon too often teeter somewhere between “ho-hum” and “interesting.”   These doldrums are buttressed by a “make me feel good” attitude that could care less about truth or anything that might challenge us to think, let alone be called to repentance and action.  People want sermons that make them feel good, or at least better, not ones that make them think.  There are exceptions, but by and large I do not think I’m being too hard on our culture or our churches. 

I am not sure I know the answer to this crisis.   I recognize other factors from both the pulpit and the pew that contribute to this, but those are issues for other articles (or books!).  I am planning on sticking with God’s plan.  He says preaching is important.  So I’ll do it, and I’ll listen with both heart and head 

In the denomination where I serve as a pastor, pastors are installed each time and in every church that calls them as pastor. At the Installation service questions are asked of the congregation.  Two of those questions are –

· Do you promise to receive the word of truth from his mouth with meekness and love, and to submit to him in the due exercise of discipline?

· Do you promise to encourage him in his labors and to assist his endeavors for your instruction and spiritual edification?

I think these questions should be asked every Sunday.  Actually, they are.  It is how they are answered that is the real question.

CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?
“So what is the right way to listen to a sermon?  With a soul that is prepared, a mind that is alert, a Bible that is open, a heart that is receptive, and a life that is ready to spring into action.”

(Phillip Ryken, Senior Pastor, Tenth Street Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania)

The quote at the top of this article is from a side-bar on the Alliance’s home page.  Ryken is, in my estimation, one of the best preachers breathing.  He has ministered to my own soul through CD and print many times.  And his quote about, “how to listen to a sermon?” is an expression of his deep insight and crisp wording.  

I will elaborate point by point Ryken’s pithy and true statement.  And I believe that the problem in the church today is that while Ryken is right, what he says is not how most people listen to a sermon.

First, we should listen to the sermon “with a soul that is prepared and a mind that is alert.”  I recently preached on the fourth commandment, keeping the Sabbath.  One of my main points was the need to prepare for the day of worship.  While modern American culture has certainly run rough shod over the fourth commandment in how we have come to spend Sunday, it is what we do on Saturday that often robs us of Sunday vitality.  Our constant obsession with “amusing ourselves to death” (Postman) has become our Saturday job. We work so hard at our playing that we have little energy left to do anything more than mindlessly play at our worship. Or Saturday becomes catch up day.  Our hectic, modern pace leaves little time for household chores.  Mom and dad, as well as every young teenager work, work, work.   So Saturdays are spent washing clothes, cleaning house, cutting grass, trimming hedges and straightening the garage.  We work so hard on our supposed day off that we are usually exhausted Saturday evening; and we carry the residue of our fatigue with us to church on Sunday morning.

The best Sabbaths or Lord’s days will, in the Jewish tradition, begin at sundown the evening before. Until we learn to gear down on Saturday, we will not be able to ratchet up on Sundays.  Because of how we spend Saturdays, few of us make it to church on Sunday with a prepared soul and an alert mind 

Second, a sermon should be heard with an open Bible.  Taking a Bible to church on Sunday is a healthy practice.  Open it, and read the text along with the pastor.  But the deeper question is, how open has that Bible been all week?  It seems silly and simplistic to keep saying to the people of God – “Read your Bible.”  It is however obvious this basic element of spiritual discipline is not being practiced. Study after study indicates a dearth of Scriptural aptitude in the modern pew.  One study I recently read indicates the lack of Bible knowledge in our day.  When asked to name one of the Ten Commandments, one of the most frequently given answers was, “God helps those who help themselves.”  Not only is that not one of the commandments, it contradicts the sweep of Biblical teaching.  The overwhelming message of the Bible is that God helps those who cannot help themselves.  “God helps those who help themselves” may at times be good advice, and it is the creed of American culture, but it is not one of the Laws God gave on Mount Sinai.

And here is the challenge of preaching and teaching in our day.  “Who is Moses?”  “And what is Sinai?”  “Commandments? – What commandments?”  These are sadly all areas that we have to address.  I preached for the first time in May of 1976.  This spring I will have been preaching for thirty years.  And the one thing I have come to understand about preaching in the modern age is to assume that my listeners know nothing when it comes to the Bible.  I hope this does not come across as condescending.  It is rather a deep concern for the church.  When preaching today, we can ill afford to make passing Biblical illusions.  If you say something about the Law, you had better explain what you mean.  If you say something about the “balm of Gilead,” or even the “tree of good and evil,” you best explain what you mean.  This is not “dumbing” down the sermon.  Rather it is dealing honestly with a cultural malaise when it comes to basic Bible knowledge.

And even if you are privileged to preach to a congregation that has some depth of Biblical aptitude, few people in the pew today have read the Bible deep enough and long enough to see the unilateral messages and covenantal integrity of the Old and New Testaments.  They may have dissected and analyzed verses, but they have not done the work of serious theological contemplation that moves from what the text says, to what the text means, to how the text should be lived.

Lastly, the sermon should be listened to “with a life ready to spring into action.”  In the words of James, we must be both hearers and doers.  While there is great virtue in listening to good preaching.  Preaching, if it is Biblical and gospel-driven, will always call for repentance.  Repentance is the Scriptural word for change.  The Hebrew word has the notion of turning around, returning.  It is the idea of being on the wrong road, heading in the wrong direction, and making a u-turn to head back in the right direction and to the proper path. A good sermon always asks for some change of attitude, disposition, action, or direction of life.  One deceptive way we hear sermons today is exposed by this notion.   I often hear people’s compliments (and complaints!) about my preaching.  “Good sermon,” preacher; “you’ve really been preaching some good ones lately.”  I have often thought to myself when I have heard such accolades, “Oh really?  Get back to me in a couple of years, or for that matter a couple of days or weeks, and let’s discuss if it was a good sermon or not.”  

God’s change agent is the Holy Spirit.  The sermon itself cannot change a man.  The Holy Spirit working in the word of God can, but when we truly listen to a good sermon, we cannot keep doing the same sinful things.  Modern Protestantism particularly has made listening to good preaching a virtue in and of itself.  We have made listening to sermons and doing Bible studies a leisurely sport, a hobby, and a good way to pass the time, but there is no particular virtue in hearing that does not issue forth in doing.  Again, the Biblical languages leave us no wiggle room.  In Hebrew, the word, to hear, is identical to the word to obey.   In Greek, the word, to obey, is a compound form of the verb, to hear. The Bible makes no such distinction between hearing and obeying.

Two Larger Catechism questions particularly address this –
· Question 155 asks, How is the Word made effective to salvation?

The Spirit of God makes the reading, but especially the preaching of the Word, an effective means of enlightening, convincing, and humbling sinners; of driving them out of themselves, and drawing them unto Christ; of conforming them to His image, and subduing them to his will; of strengthening them against temptations and corruptions; of building them up in grace, and establishing their hearts in holiness and comfort through faith unto salvation.

· Question 160 asks, What is required of those that hear the Word preached?  It is required of those that hear he Word preached, that they attend upon it with diligence, preparation, and prayer, examine what they hear by the Scriptures; receive the truth with faith, love, meekness, and readiness of mind as the Word of God; meditate, and confer on it, hide it in their hearts, and bring forth the fruit of it in their lives.

When it comes to sermon listening, the proof is not in the pudding, but in the fruit.  We must strive to bring forth the fruit of it in our lives.  Sadly, there is too little of this kind of listening in the church today.

TITUS – MODEL PASTOR IN A MUDDLED CHURCH
Most pastors today are forced to think more about the question of their vocation because we live in a day where new models have been embraced by the church itself.  The modern church has embraced non-biblical expectations for their pastors.  The business or CEO model of the pastor has in many ways replaced the Biblical model of shepherding.  Modern models for pastoring too often come from the business world instead of the Biblical word.  Many pastors therefore often labor in the midst of competing expectations of what pastors feel called to do and what the church expects.  But how do we escape?  My personal reflections on this subject take me to the Scriptures.  In every Bible I own there are passages and books that are crinkled, worn, and stained with oils from my hands.  I frequently pay contemplative visits to passages like 2 Corinthians 4, Ephesians 4, and the books of 1 & 2 Timothy.  Whenever I become confused about who I am and what I am called to be, I often turn to the Pastoral Epistles of 1 & 2 Timothy.  Recently I paid a visit to one of the other pastoral epistle, the book of Titus. Titus is tucked behind and often overshadowed by 1 & 2 Timothy.  Paul’s advice to Titus, however, provides much insight to the nature of pastoral work.

One of the key passages in Titus describes the qualities or qualifications for being an elder.  Paul uses two of the major words for the pastoral office in this book, elder and overseer. In Paul’s usual style, just as he outlines the characteristics of both elders and deacons in First Timothy, Paul sets before us both negative and positive qualities for the elder/overseer.  In Titus 1:6-9, Paul lists these qualities.  They may be categorized in the following way—

Negative prohibitions

· Not given to debauchery

· Not insubordinate (this is mentioned at least three times in 1:3, 1:10, implied in 3:1)

· Not arrogant

· Not quick tempered

· Not a drunkard

· Not violent

· Not greedy

· Not an empty talker

· Not a deceiver

· Not given to upsetting whole families

Positive qualities

· Above reproach (mentioned twice 1:6 and 1:7)

· Husband of one wife

· His children are believers

· Hospitable

· Lover of good

· Self-controlled

· Upright

· Holy

· Disciplined

· Holds to and teaches sound doctrine

Several other suggestive truths come from the book of Titus that enlighten us to the work of the elder/overseer.

Titus was in a difficult place.  He was left by Paul on the island of Crete to help strengthen the work of the church planted there.  

· Titus 1:5 

    This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and appoint elders in every town as I directed you— 

· Titus 1:10-12 

    For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision party. [11] They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching for shameful gain what they ought not to teach. [12] One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, "Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons." 
· Titus 1:16 

They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. 

What pastor in his right mind would want to serve a church on such an island, but that was where Titus was.  What he had to deal with was anything but an ideal situation.

As most Pastors know, however, sooner or later, we all end up on the island of Crete in our ministry.  Either our whole church experience like Titus’ is Createn or we hit upon periods in our pastorates that are Cretan in nature.  Titus was in no easy place to minister.  At some point in his ministry, every pastor can identify with Titus.  Like Titus, we all do some time at First Church, Crete.  That is why I entitled this article, Titus – Model Pastor for a Muddled Church.

In the midst of this muddle situation, Paul gives Titus some very suggestive advice.  I see Paul’s advice in four different admonitions that can be derived from the text.

· to be committed to and teach sound doctrine

· to teach salvation that expresses itself in both faith and works

· to be committed to mediation and reconciliation

· to practice a ministry of both exhorting and rebuking.

First, Titus was to be committed to teaching sound doctrine.

· Titus 1:1 

    Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 

· Titus 1:4 

    To Titus, my true child in a common faith:

    Grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Savior. 

· Titus 2:1 

    But as for you, teach what accords with sound doctrine. 

I take the phrases knowledge of the truth, common faith, and sound doctrine to suggest that there was for Titus a body of truth or set doctrinal formulations that he was to adhere to and articulate.  Paul does not tell him to teach the scriptures or preach the word.  Paul certainly expected Titus to be doing so, and I think we can assume that the knowledge of the truth, the common faith and sound doctrine were derived from Scripture. 

Biblical preaching must always sooner or later take the leap into practical application and doctrinal formulation.  When we say that we adhere to Sola Scriptura, Scripture Alone, we are not saying that doctrinal formulation should be avoided.  One classic example is our belief about the Trinity.  One of the central truths of the Bible is the orthodox belief of the Trinity.  Yet the word Trinity is not to be found anywhere in the Bible.   It is however an essential truth derived from the teaching of Scripture.  The word Trinity became necessary because of what was written all over and all through the Bible.  Even in theological traditions which claim that the Bible is there only creed, doctrinal formulation is an essential and necessary result of sound, Biblical preaching and teaching.

It is interesting that the Pastoral epistles especially make several references to a body of doctrinal truth that both Timothy and Titus are admonished by Paul to not only adhere to, but also to articulate in the preaching and teaching task—
· 2 Tim. 1:13-14 

    Follow the pattern sound words of that you have heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. [14] By the Holy Spirit who dwells within us, guard the good deposit entrusted to you. 
· 1 Tim. 1:10 

    the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine, 
· 1 Tim. 6:3 

    If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, 

· 2 Tim. 4:3 

    For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, 

References to a body of doctrinal truth are not limited to the Pastoral Epistles—

· 1 Cor. 11:2 

    Now I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered them to you. 

· 2 Thes. 3:6 

    Now we command you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received from us. 

· Acts 20:27 

    for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God. 

(bold for author’s emphasis)

The phrases sound words, sound doctrine, sound teaching, the traditions, the tradition, whole counsel of God all seem to point to a body of truth that was either written or oral that served as a summary of biblical teaching that was to serve as a guide to the pastor/teachers of the early church.  

In our moral relativistic age in which we seldom recognize any absolute truths, doctrine, confessions and creeds have become anathema.  We often hear phrases like, “no creed but the Bible, no confession but Jesus.”  And many adherents of such statements lay claim as well to one of the Reformations great solas – The Bible Alone.

History bears the fact however that the reformers were the great confession writers.  Luther and Calvin both advocated catechetical instruction.  The reformed tradition, while holding to the principal of scripture alone, produced numerous catechisms and confessions.   One of the hallmarks of these traditions is the insistence that the teaching ministers of these churches adhere to and vow that they accept the teachings of their

confessions and catechisms as an accurate summary of what is taught in the scripture.  

The word sound in Greek comes from the word from which we get our word hygiene.  The word in the Gospels is used of the people Jesus healed like the women with the flow of blood, and the cripple at Bethesda.  Sound doctrine is clean, healthy and whole.  Stott aptly describes it –

In the Pastorals, however, the adjective (sound) is applied several times to Christian doctrine, which is healthy or wholesome in contrast to the sick teaching of the deceivers.  Further, Christian doctrine is healthy in the same way as the human body is healthy.  For Christian doctrine resembles the human body. It is a coordinate system consisting of different parts which relate to one another and together constitute a harmonious whole.  If therefore our theology is maimed (with bit missing) or diseased (with bits distorted), it is not ‘sound’ or ‘healthy’.  What Paul means by the sound doctrine is what he elsewhere called the whole counsel of God, the fullness of divine revelation.  (John R. W. Stott, The Message of 1 Timothy and Titus, The Bible Speaks Today, IVP, 1996, p. 186)

The second ordination vow of teaching elders, ruling elders and deacons in the Presbyterian Church of America asks –

Do you sincerely receive and adopt the Confession of Faith and the Catechisms of this Church, as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures; and do you further promise that if at any time you find yourself out of accord with any of the fundamentals of this system of doctrine, you will on our own initiative, make know to your Presbytery (or Session) the change which has taken place in your views since the assumption of this ordination vows?

(BCO 24:5)

Joseph Pipa points out several functions of creeds and confessions in the church. (See Joseph A Pipa, Jr., The Confessing Church, presented to the PCA General Assembly, June 2001)  First, they promote unity.  With their confessions, creeds, catechisms, confessing churches are not adding to the Bible, but are simply saying, “this what we believe that the Bible teaches.  If you are joining with us, you need to be aware of these things.”  The oaths that leaders take as officers of a confessing church do not bind their conscience to a man-made doctrinal formulation.  Instead, they safe guard the purity of the teaching of the church.  Those who join the church are not asked to assent to the doctrine.  They are simply asked to give a credible profession of faith before the officers of the church (see BCO 57-5).  And then they are to give due heed in studying and considering the doctrine set before them by the elders.  Pipa goes on to point out two other very important functions of creeds, confessions and catechisms.  Second, they are sources to teach the Bible; and third, they are means to defend the faith.

To make myself more clear, in the theological tradition I am in, if Paul were writing to Titus today, he would tell Titus, preach the word, but also teach the Apostles’ and Nicene Creed; and make sure your people regularly are taught the Westminster Confession of Faith, and the Larger and Shorter Catechism, and don’t forget to teach them about the Book of Church Order as well.  Or as you preach the word and dissect its meaning, make sure you also put it together in a coherent, reasoned way.  Be a preacher and a theologian!  The Cretan nature of the church is set straight by doctrinal preaching.

Second, Titus was to teach doctrine that led to a balance of faith and good works.  Several key passages set this notion before us –

· Titus 1:1 

    Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 

· Titus 1:16 

    They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. 

· Titus 2:14 

    who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. 

· Titus 3:1 

    Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good work, 

· Titus 3:8 

    The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, so that those who have believed in God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things are excellent and profitable for people. 

· Titus 3:14 

    And let our people learn to devote themselves to good works, so as to help cases of urgent need, and not be unfruitful. 

Good works are the result of the teaching of sound doctrine.  Good works accompany the sanctifying process of salvation that results from the preaching and teaching of sound doctrine.  Good works, while not a requirement of salvation, are the result of salvation.  Paul never taught a works righteousness; but he also never taught an empty faith void of good works.  
This balance of sound doctrine between faith and good works is beautifully expressed in our catechism. Question 82 of the WSC makes is abundantly clear we cannot be saved by good works –

Can anyone perfectly keep the commandments of God?

Since the fall of man, no ordinary man can perfectly keep the commandments of God in this life, but breaks them every day in thought, word, and action.

But the catechism goes on to explain further in other questions the vitality of sound doctrine and faith is expressed in good works –

What is sanctification?

Sanctification is the work of God’s free grace by which our whole person is made new in the image of God, and we are made more ad more able to become dead to sin and alive to righteousness
(Question 35 of the Westminster Shorter Catechism in Modern English)
What is repentance unto life?

Repentance unto life is a saving grace, by which a sinner, being truly aware of his sinfulness, understands the mercy of God in Christ; grieves for and hates his sin, and turns from them to God, fully intending and striving after a new obedience.

(Question 87 of the WSCME, underlines for author’s emphasis)

The results of sound doctrine and true faith are -- as we grieve for and hate our sin, and turn from them to God, we fully intend and strive after a new obedience, and are made more and more able to become dead to sin and alive to righteousness.

This is the kind of sound doctrine that Titus was to preach and teach.

Third, Titus was to be a mediator and reconciler.

· Titus 3:2-3 

    to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all people. [3] For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. 

· Titus 3:9 

    But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless. 

As Titus appointed new leaders he was to look for men who were not insubordinate (1:5, 1:10).  He was to warn those who caused division.  In fact, Titus is given a very direct admonition in Titus 3:10

    As for a person who stirs up division, after warning him once and then twice, have nothing more to do with him, 

Titus was to be a peacemaker; and if necessary a peacekeeper (like a sheriff!).

Fourth, Titus was to be exhort and rebuke both the leaders and the congregations on the island of Crete.

· Titus 1:9-10 

    He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. 

    [10] For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision party. 

· Titus 1:13 

    This testimony is true. Therefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith, 

· Titus 2:15 

Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you. 

Paul uses two words to describe what Titus was to do.  One, exhort, is a word that denotes comfort and consolation.  It is a form of the word that Jesus uses in the gospel of John to describe the work of the Holy Spirit, or paraclete.  It means literally, to be called along side of, to urge, comfort, and encourage.  Most people understand this role of the pastor.  They want him to be nice, to encourage them.  To be like a good, big brother and help them, understand them, and show compassion.  And such is the work of any good pastor.  

But Titus was also to rebuke.  Rebuke is a word that denotes harsh warning, even caustic confrontation.  If exhort is to be at someone’s side, rebuke might be understood to be in someone’s face challenging them, even scolding them.  A good pastor does not do this by his own authority, but with the authority of the word of God.  With Biblical admonition comes the comfort of the word, but also the challenge of the word.  Good preaching comforts the afflicted and afflicts the comfortable.  

We live in a day where few in the church recognize the need of rebuke from the pulpit and from the pastor.  In our day of floating in a sea of moral relativism, the teaching of the church and the preaching of the pastor is too often looked upon as just another truth in the volatile marketplace of ideas.  We can take it or leave it.  The issue of pastoral authority lies at the heart of most of our problems in the church.  Too many church members see the pastor as just a nice guy there to help them when they need him, but they really don’t have to listen to him or heed, let alone, obey his warnings.  

I recently participated in the installation service of a new pastor in our presbytery.  In such a service, the pastor is charged with his new duty, but so is the church that is calling the new pastor.  Listen to the words of two of the questions asked to the congregations when they call a pastor –

· Do you promise to receive the word of truth form his mouth with meekness and love, and to submit to him in the due exercise of religion?

· Do you promise to encourage him in his labors, and to assist his endeavors for your instruction and spiritual edification?

(BCO 21:6)

Some would perhaps use that old schoolboy argument that respect has to be earned.  Yet that is not what the installation vows say, and it is not what the Bible teaches.  We are to respect the authorities, both civil and church, that God has placed over us –

· Romans 13:1-7 

    Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. [2] Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. [3] For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, [4] for he is God's servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. [5] Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscience. [6] For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. [7] Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. 
· 1 Peter 2:13-17 

    Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, [14] or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good. [15] For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish people. [16] Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. [17] Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor. 
Respect is due to Pastors, not because they are perfect, but respect is due because of the position to which God has placed them.  One of the first word processors I owned had a very limited vocabulary in the memory of the spell check.  I was writing one day and used the word pastoring.  The spell check on the word processor saw it as a misspelled word and suggested that perhaps I meant pestering.  There are many times in a minister’s true work that he must be about both pastoring and pestering.  

Paul is urging Titus to be a model pastor in a muddled church.  He urges Titus to be about four tasks –

· to be committed to and teach sound doctrine

· to teach salvation that expresses itself in both faith and works

· to be committed to mediation and reconciliation

· to practice a ministry of both exhorting and rebuking.
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