TO THE GOD OF HOPE

WHO FILLS US WITH ALL JOY AND PEACE

IN BELIEVING, SO THAT 

BY THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

WE MAY ABOUND IN HOPE
(Romans 15:13)
The Feet of Theology
As I edited this collection, I searched for an appropriate title. One emerged quite naturally – Theology has Feet. That title happens to be the lead article of this collection, but it is also a theme that runs through most, if not all of my writings. As we live, we walk out our theology (it has feet!). More times than not, we have bad feet. In order to correct this, we need more than a comfortable pair of shoes, instead we need a change of direction. That change of direction is what the Bible calls “repentance.” Gospel proclamation calls for repentance. Gospel-focused living means on-going repentance. God is calling us to  live out our beliefs. What we say we believe shapes how we live (or at least it should!) Belief yields behavior; doctrine produces deeds; theology has feet.
These articles are a call to a better walk in following Jesus Christ.
For His Kingdom,
Stephen D. Cloud
November 2010
Theology has Feet
“Theology has feet,” is something I have said a number of times over the years. People always look at me strangely when I say it, so I usually have to explain myself. Theology is what we believe about God; and what we believe about God is walked out (it has feet) in our day to day life. There is however often a huge chasm between what we say we believe about God and how we walk. Mature faith is a quest to shrink that gap – the void between what we say we believe and how we behave.
 For instance, it is one thing to say that you believe in the sovereign providence of God. That God does “cause all things to work together for good.” (Romans 8:28) It is one thing to say you believe this, it is another to act upon it. It is easy to say it when things are going well, but when the wheels on the cart of our lives fall off and it is Humpty Dumpty time (time to put things back together), then is the real test of whether or not you believe that God is in control. When there are fair winds and following seas, believing in a good God who has a plan for our lives is easy. When the storms arise on the seas of our existence, then we find out what we really believe. Doctrine is demonstrated in deeds and belief as expressed in behavior – that is the feet of our theology.
In no area of theology is this disparity more apparent than in our application of the gospel. A central text in my understanding of preaching and ministry is 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 – All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. The gospel should shape our preaching, worship, ministry, and most especially our relationships. In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation is a central tenet of the Gospel. Yet church schism and family squabbles leave people who should be covenantally bound by the gospel with attitudes that makes them not want to even speak to one another. It happens time and time again, but what is most appalling is we are so content to leave it that way. We can find every excuse imaginable to not pursue reconciliation with our loved ones and fellow church members. Recently in one of my devotional readings I happened upon the story of David and Mephiboseth – And David said, “Is there still anyone left of the house of Saul, that I may show him kindness for Jonathan's sake?” (2 Samuel 9:1) Here is David, at the pinnacle of his power as king, who just one day happens to remember the promises he made with Jonathan and says, “is there anyone else in Jonathan’s house that I can practice the gospel with?” I am interpreting here. The Hebrew word rendered “kindness” in 2 Samuel 9:1 is actually the Old Testament word for “grace.” It is the loving kindness and mercy of God. David was in essence relentlessly pursuing reconciled relationships even with the descendents of Jonathan with whom he had covenanted such a relationship. Read the whole story of 2 Samuel 9 and you will find that David issues a search warrant for anyone who was a descendent of Jonathan and therefore, also of Saul. The usual custom of the kings of David's day was to have all such descendents killed for they were always a threat to overthrow the new king and reestablish the old kingly lineage. David however relinquishes his kingly rights and instead finds the lame son of Jonathan, Mephiboseth, and restores the lands and properties previously seized from Jonathan's heirs and goes beyond all this to invite Mephiboseth to eat at David's royal table. Mephiboseth is crippled, but a welcomed guest at David's supper table for the rest of Mephiboseth's life. That is gospel in action not just word. David's feat here exemplifies the feet of the gospel relentlessly walked out in grace-filled, gospel shaped living. The real question is do we have the heart to pursue with vigor the same in all our relationships? David didn't just sit around waiting for the gospel to happen, he walked it out in all his relationships?
Does your gospel have feet like that?
A Grief Observed
(This article and the next, “For Nate,” were my reflections after our first grandchild, Nate Garrison Cloud, died in his mother's womb, and was still-born on May 6, 2008)
My title reflects one of the classic works on grief written by C.S. Lewis. Lewis wrote A Grief Observed as a series of reflections on his experience of losing his wife to bone cancer. I am no Lewis, but these are some of my reflections having now observed grief up close and personal.
· People really struggle with what to say to you when they know you are hurting. Some say nothing. Others say too much. When you are bereaved, hearing someone else’s horror story (or victory story) is not what you need. One of the most meaningful statements made to me after our grandson died before he was born was – “I know I don’t know you and I don’t know your son and daughter-in-law all that well. I don’t know what to say, I can’t imagine what you are feeling, but I am sorry and I have thought about your family a lot today and prayed for all of you.” Just being there and letting the bereaved know you care is what counts. I was asked late in the day by a very perceptive young pastor – “how are you doing?” I don’t remember anything he said to me after that, but the fact that he asked was a great comfort.
· There is a sifting of relationships in grief. You will be surprised by who rallies around you. You will find new friends, some you did not know you had; and you will be disappointed by some you thought you could count on.
· Grief is a result of loss. Death is not our only source of grief. Losing a job, your home, or a friend to something besides death can result in grief. Life can many times be a cluster of the losses of grief. Those are really tough times.
· There is a difference between crying and weeping. The difference is not a matter of sound but of intensity. I have wept more since last Wednesday than I have during the sum total of my entire life.
· I cannot imagine facing what my family faced last week without the hope and promises of the Gospel. Paul said “If in this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.” (1 Corinthians 15:19) I more deeply pity those who do not have such a hope for this life and the next. I am now more constrained to share the Gospel with those whom God gives me opportunity. I want to look for those opportunities. 
· A Christian family is one of God’s greatest blessings. I am indeed a blessed man. May His Name be praised in both my joys and my sorrows!
· The church is alive and well. I watched a group of mostly 20’s – 30’s year olds rally around us, especially my son and daughter-in-law. They came to the hospital and the house; they fixed meals for us. They continue to be a source of strength and comfort to my family. I am not a young man anymore; and I am greatly encouraged that I see genuine Christian faith coming up behind me.
· I have a growing distaste for a Christianity that is all head and no heart. I am too well acquainted in my circle with a cold and calculating desire for theological accuracy that lacks warmth, vitality, compassion, and love. I am totally committed to sound theology. But Christianity is about a transforming grace that touches the whole man. It goes deeper than the mind. It converts the heart, redirects the will, and transfigures even our emotions. I would rather spend the day with a warm-hearted, deeply compassionate Armenian than a single minute with a hard-headed, cold-hearted Calvinist. My theological tradition is too filled with those who think theology is just a mind game. 
For Nate

Your eyes saw my unformed substance, in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me when as yet there was none of them. (Psalm 139:16)


I met my first grandson today.  I had longed for and looked forward to meeting him.  We had prayed daily for him since we heard he was on the way.  His mom was sick for a while when she was pregnant.  She was sick and in pain, but he seemed to not even know the troubles his parents endured while waiting for him to be born.


My grandson’s fingers are long.  I thought about what a good baseball player he would someday be.  It’s in his blood; both of his grandfathers were good players.  His dad, uncle, and aunt were also.  His little hands just looked like they were ready for a glove and a bat.


Long fingers make for good piano playing also.  His aunt could teach him. He could be a pianist and a baseball player. Playing ball and playing music don’t have to be incompatible.


They put a blue hat on his head; I imagine a ball cap or even a straw hat on his head the first day I take him fishing.  His face is all scrunched up – he has that bulldog look just like his dad had when he was born.  My mind races thinking about all the things I will do with him, the things I will teach him.  The possibilities make more tears well up in my eyes.


The day I met my first grandson was the longest day of my life.  I have cried more today than all the days of my life together.  I feel like Jeremiah must have felt when he wrote, “Oh that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night” (Jeremiah 9:1)


“Her water has broken, y’all better come now,” came the midnight news.  We raced north hearing some encouraging news as we drove. “She is resting better; baby’s heartbeat is strong, things seem okay right now.”  It looked like a tough day, but I knew we were up for the battle.


Just after daybreak, our hearts would be crushed and sink deeply with despair.  “They can’t hear the heart beat.”  Hope against hope – the news never got any brighter.


The first time I met my first grandson – he was dead.  His six foot three inch dad laid his head on my shoulders and we wept together. I tried to find words to comfort a daughter-in-law who somehow kept saying “I am so sorry” as if she had done something wrong.  I still thought of baseball, fishing, and piano playing.  “Papa (my father-in-law)  is already in heaven, he will take care of Nate until we get there.”  These were the only comforting words I could think of in that moment.


Nate died in his mother’s womb just a few days short of being conceived six months earlier.  He was a handsome baby boy who never saw a day of life on this earth outside his mother’s womb.  

I have vowed to God almighty since that day that I would not let this pain go to waste in my life or the life of my family.  God has used this event to shape me, to sift me, and to refine me.  And God has taught me many things through this painful experience.

I have always been pro-life.  I believe that life begins at conception and the life of the unborn should be protected at all costs.  I believe that as Christians we are called to be the voice of the voiceless and the benefactor of the helpless, but I also believe that being pro-life means more than being anti-abortion.  How we treat children that are not aborted is very telling as to whether we are really pro-life.  How we care for the elderly is also related to this issue.  

I bewail even more now the fact that I live in a nation that says that our constitution gives a woman the right to end the life of a child inside of her.  What kind of a nation could make such an abominable decision?  What kind of judge could really think that such atrocious murder is somehow lawful?  When I think about the implications of living in such a nation, I wonder how God can even let the United States of America exist at all.  If we do not soon find sackcloth and ashes and put on the garments of repentance, God will have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah, but if I understand the Scriptures at all, one thing is clear – God makes no apologies.


As a pastor for over 30 years, I have done my fair share of funerals.  I have stood by more than a few caskets.  While I did not do Nate’s funeral, standing by my family before a shoebox-sized casket was not an easy task.  Other ministers opened the word of God and read of our hope in Jesus Christ.  We sang the contemporary song “How Great is Our God.”  I fight back tears now every time I hear the song, but I still do believe HE is great.  In HIM, we have a great hope.  I believe what the Scriptures say: HE is making all things new.  (Revelation 21:5)  HE will wipe away every tear from our eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away. (Revelation 21:4)
I will never forget the day I met my first grandson.  The blessed hope given to us in Jesus Christ holds the possibility I may meet Nate again.  I still plan on teaching him how to throw the guy out trying to steal second base, just like I taught his dad.  On the other side, we’ll catch a few fish also.  What life will be like on the other side is more than I can imagine, but I imagine it might be like this -- 

As I walked through the pearly gate, I first thought I was alone.  The cloudy fog suddenly broke and I stood in the midst of a beautiful baseball field.  A young boy approached me.  He looked to be about 14 years old.  His uniform was stained with clay; he looked like he had slid into second more than once.  He was dressed in catcher’s equipment.  As he walked closer I noticed that he had beads of sweat above his lip where some early signs of facial hair were evident.  His face was dirty too.  He looked like a kid who had been playing ball most of the afternoon.  He had the catcher’s mask pushed up over his face but still on his head.  He looked so much like Bryant, my son.  He looked the way Bryant did when he had called time out to go out to tell the pitcher to settle down and throw strikes.  He held a nearly new baseball in his hand.  The mitt was neatly folded, still on his hand, but held pressed against his left shoulder.  His right foot was turned inward a little.  His dark brown eyes sparkled as he said to me, “they told me you would be here today and that you knew how to make a good throw to second.  Could you show me?  I’ve been waiting for you to show me the right way?”  I said to him, “Show me what you have?”  He crouched behind the plate, rose and threw a nearly perfect throw to second.  “Can’t improve on that much, except let me show you how to get rid of the ball quicker.”  I took his mitt and another ball from off the ground nearby.  I crouched behind the plate as he watched me. “You have to come up throwing.  Shorten your motion and explode off that back foot like this.”  My throw bounced once before second base.  He laughed a little, but then took another ball and took his stance behind the plate.  He came up and threw a rope that crossed second base about knee high just to the right of the bag.  “Wow!” I said. “That was perfect!”   I put my arm around his shoulder as we walked off the field down a magnificent trail.  “What’s your name, son?”  He said, “You know who I am.”  I said, “It’s great to meet you again, Nate.  We’ve missed you so much!”  “I missed you too, Grandaddy.” 


“Hey Nate, let’s go fishing this afternoon!”  “Sounds good to me Grandaddy.”  

A Exercise in Self-Discipline
This all started with one of my bright ideas (yeah, right!).  I had been challenging my congregation about committing to short-term missions.  I knew that this would take money, so my wife and I agreed to forgo my monthly reimbursable ministry expenses for the month of October and ask the church to set aside that money for mission trips.  I challenged the congregation with this and received some favorable responses.
I decided early in the morning on the Monday following my Sunday challenge to the congregation to see what else I could forgo and each time I let something go to put some money in an envelope equivalent to the sacrifice I made (they are not really sacrifices, just chosen inconveniences).  I wanted to play golf. I recently found out that I can walk 9 holes for $15.00 at a certain course.  I relinquished the golf (at least for Monday!), put fifteen dollars in the envelope.  I calculated the gas I would have burned to and from the golf course and put that money in the envelope.  I sometimes eat breakfast out and had let that go also this fine morning.  I put that money in the envelope for missions.  I fixed my own breakfast at home (not much self-denial I admit). I needed to go check a neighbor's pool that I had agreed to help get back into shape.  I decided to ride my bicycle not only to do the pool, but to the grocery store to pick up some things for supper (more savings on gas so more money went into the envelope).  The pool trip was uneventful.  On the way to the grocery store, a construction worker, let's call him "Mayhem", driving a huge work truck pulling a trailer, was looking at a list and talking on his cell phone.  I ride my bike facing the traffic like we are instructed to walk (opposite side of road).  You see I want to see the person who helps me meet Jesus a little earlier than I had expected.  The construction worker in the big truck is swerving over towards me and I am thinking about the possibility of cutting a new bike path off Gulf Beach Highway into Big Lagoon State Park. I can see the headlines now -- Pastor Killed Riding His Bicycle as He Practiced Self-Denial.  But wait, if he had hit me I would not have lived to write this article.  
        Back to the envelope.  I also have decided to go digital with some of my library.  I have put books on my PC now and was thinning out my library shelves.  A friend dropped by and saw one of my books I was going to get rid of and bought it.  He gave me $20.00.  We had discussed what I was doing and he suggested I put the twenty in the envelope as well.  By the end of the day, by simply thinking about my life and how I spend my time and money, I put over $60.00 in the envelope. First, I want you to know I am being seriously silly in this article.  I have not given up much, just a little money.  But I hope you see the point – that in just a matter of one day I came up with over sixty dollars that could be used for missions – by just simply thinking a little more about how I spend my money and more importantly how I spend my life.  What if several of us did this for several days, or for several months for that matter?  What would be the end result?  Just by simply saying "I don't have to have that today," we could raise a significant amount of money for missions and in the process be a little better off spiritually by at least stepping towards self denial and self control (Perhaps you are one of those extra frugal people that lives this way anyway, but I ask you -- what are you doing with the money that you save from your frugality?  Is it going towards something worthwhile?  Or is it just sitting in the bank drawing way too little interest?)
This little envelope exercise is partly due to my reading a book called Radical: Taking Back Your Faith from the American Dream by David Platt (by the way don't read this book, it will cause you to rethink everything you do and reevaluate everything you have.  Unless you really like to feel guilty and/or plan on making some major changes in your life -- DON'T READ THIS BOOK!)  In this book, Platt makes the following assertion about what we have done to the Jesus of the Bible We have fashioned Jesus into a nice, middle-class American Jesus:
A Jesus who is fine with nominal devotion that does not infringe on our comforts, because, after all, He loves us just the way we are. A Jesus who wants us to be balanced, who want us to avoid dangerous extremes, a Jesus, who for that matter, wants us to avoid danger altogether. A Jesus who brings us comfort and prosperity as we live out our Christian spin on the American dream. But do you and I realize what we are doing at this point? We are modeling Jesus into our image. He is beginning to look a lot like us, because, after all, that is who we are most comfortable with. And the danger now is that we will gather in church buildings to sing and lift up our hands in worship, we may not be worshiping the Jesus of the Bible. Instead, we may be worshiping ourselves.
The first of the Ten Commandments strongly warns us here: You shall have no other gods before me (Exodus 20:3). In the American version of Christianity especially, we are so consumed with self-centeredness, self-satisfaction, and self-sufficiency that self has become our chief idol. And we are so deluded by the glitz of the American dream that most of us do not even see that this is a problem.
          We indeed may worship ourselves, but we cannot save ourselves.

What is Worship?
          Many of you may not be aware, but I did advanced studies in the area of worship leadership leading to a Doctor of Ministry degree from Beeson Divinity School at Samford University in Birmingham.  I went back to school in the mid 90's primarily because of my interest in studying in this area (this by no means makes me an expert in this area.  Worship is however a topic I have done considerable thinking about).  Then as now, worship was one of the topics that churches were wrestling with.  If you know your Church History well, this is not a new struggle for the church.  I grew up in the church during the seventies singing Kum Ba Yah and Pass it On, as well as the great hymns of the church.  I learned to play the guitar as a young boy and have been playing and singing in churches now, as well as preaching, since the late 70's.  I have seen a lot of worship transitions during my ministry. 
        We often ask a vast array of questions when it comes to the way we worship.  "Is it contemporary or traditional?"  "Will the young adults like it and want to come to church?"  "Will our senior adults ask for ear plugs and stop wanting to come to church?"  It is not that these questions are invalid, it is that they are not the most important question.  The most important question is "Is it worship?"
          I have long held that what is most lacking in our discussions on worship is a Biblical and theological understanding of the subject.  We want to talk about whether we like the music or not and never get around to asking is it a Biblically appropriate expression of worship?  Colossians 3:16 should be huge in our discussion -- Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your heart to God.
Several key notions about worship emerge from this text.  First, singing in the church is a way of teaching.  It is focused on the word (the content of Scripture) and the Word, Jesus Christ.  Does the song teach the Scriptures and does it exalt Jesus Christ (or God the Father and/or God the Holy Spirit)?  Whether I like the song or not, this is a much more important question about any song sung in church.  Whether the piano is too loud, there are congas, or a guitar should not occupy too much of our attention. If the song does not teach the truths of the Bible, then how the song was accompanied does not really matter. 
Second, Colossians 3:16 teaches that there should be variety in our sung praises.  The text mentions psalms, hymns and spiritual songs.  Psalms are songs that are founded upon the words of the Biblical book of Psalms.  I cannot buy the exclusive Psalm argument (those who believe that we should sing only the Psalms in worship), although I will be the first to say that we do not do enough with the Psalms in our worship either in spoken or sung terms.  Hymns are stately, full-bodied expressions of Biblical teachings about God and his word.  There has always been lots of discussion about what Paul meant by "spiritual songs."  At the very least, we can say that Paul understood that the music of the church was an on-going endeavor.  The canon of Scripture is closed, but the body of songs that the church sings is an unending task that the Spirit of God continues to inspire.  One thing is very clear -- Paul understood that the songs of the church were varied.  They were not all psalms, all hymns or all spiritual songs.  We are in error when we focus on only one kind of singing.
 
Lastly, notice how Paul ends this verse with the phrase with thankfulness in our hearts to God.  The two words to God indicate that worship should be God-ward not man-ward.  There is a fine line here.  If you look closely at the book of Psalms, the language is often in the first person "I", but even in such Psalms the movement of praise in the song is from "I" to "Thou" -- it is personal, but still God is the focus in the message of the song.  There are too many contemporary songs sung in the church that are expressions of the glorification of self not the glorification of God (there are some hymns like that too!).  Such singing may be popular, but it is not Biblical, and it does not belong in the church.
Car Talk
I have recently spent far too much time getting hot, sweaty, and greasy working on my old fleet of cars and trucks (the ones we drive at our house).  My dad was once an auto mechanic and he taught me enough that I am dangerous around a broken down car.  I know just enough to try things on my own that I probably should leave to the professionals.  My adventurous spirit has gotten me into a few tight spots where professionals had to be called in, but it has also taught me to be a better, let's say, "amateur mechanic."  My grown kids overestimate my skills more than I do myself.  They call me from out of town -- "hey Dad, my car is sounding like this, what's wrong with it?  "I don't know hold the phone a little closer to the engine and I'll tell you."
But I digress, my old fleet of cars have been causing lots of pains to the point I have been fighting a war of conscience.  I hear the voice of Dave Ramsey (a very fine Christian financial expert) telling me "don't do it, Steve, you don't need a car payment."  There have been days recently when I have wanted to slap Dave with my sweaty greasy hand!  Should I fix the old clunker one more time or is it time to buy a new one?
Whether it means having sweaty greasy hands or enjoying the feel of new Corinthian leather beneath me, the voice I need to hear most is the voice of God in Scripture:
Do not love the world or the things in the world.  If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.  For all that is in the world -- the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions--is not from the Father but is from the world.  And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever (1 John 2:15-17).
The stuff we can hold sometimes has more of a hold on us than we have it.  New stuff and old stuff alike take up way too much of our time and energy.  Things become the focus of our attention and relationships recede in our priotities.  This keeps happening until what is especially important in the house called reality, our relationship with God, is pushed out onto the porch of our day to day existence.
I'm thinking today, I'll put the tools away; leave the garage behind, and go sit on the porch for a while.
Porch of His presence,
Shed of Light,
Portico of delight.
Confessions of a Glad Pastor
           I was ordained (the first time) in August of 1980.  I began working in churches in the summer of 1977.  So I have been at this for a while.  As I have now begun my fourth decade of church ministry, I want to share with you some of my thoughts.
          Maybe it’s getting a little deeper into my fifties or just plain old nostalgia, but I have recently been reflecting a great deal on ministry, church, and how I have lived out my calling.  If God gives me strength and lets me live to an average age, I am definitely well into the second half of what I am here for.  So maybe that is why I am thinking like this.  As I have done this reflecting, here are some things I have learned -- (by the way, I currently serve a congregation that is the most loving, supportive, and affirming people I have ever been associated with in the church, so I do not write these things to receive compliments from them.  This article is for my fellow pastors and for those who want to love their pastor better.)   
· Being a pastor is a great honor and privilege.  I would not want to be anything else.  I tried stepping a half step away once but quickly learned that I could not be content doing anything else.
· I have been a school administrator, taught school, loaded watermelons, built piers and sea walls, painted houses as well as done some industrial painting.  I have worked in a factory (paper mill); I have cut yards, done janitorial work (the only thing besides ministry that I have a decent resume for); and I can truthfully say that being a pastor is the most demanding profession I have ever undertaken.  It demands a great deal of a man in both his mind, body, and spirit.  It wears me out, but I enjoy the wear.
· The only thing tougher than being a pastor is to be a pastor's wife or a pastor's child.  Somehow we made it through with our kids -- all of mine are believers and still actively engaged in their churches (and I very thankful to God for blessing me in this way).  Pastor's families often view up close and personal the worst the church has to offer.  I am very thankful to God that this did not turn my kids or my wife away from Him or His church.  There however were too many days that their dad was drained from and distracted by church things.  Thanks to their Mother they all turned out to be pretty good kids.  When one of my kids was little, we were listening to a song that talked about a "godly wife."  The little child asked me "Daddy, what is a golly wife?"  I said then and even more now -- that is your mom -- she is both golly and godly.  Churches expect too much of the pastor's wife.  If she is a good wife to the pastor and a good mother to his children, churches ought to thank God for that and leave the pastor's wife alone.  Her best service to the church is the service she gives in her own home to her own husband and family.  I have been in few situations where I have said "if you have a problem with me that's okay, but don't take it out on my wife or my kids, because if you do, I might forget for a moment or two I am your pastor."  No one ever called the bluff, because they could tell by the look in my eye that I was not kidding.  Every husband, not just pastors, are called by God to keep watch over their families.  That might at times require a kind of justified aggressive vigilance.
· A man who is not a consistent shepherd of his own family is mostly worthless to the church.  I think the Scriptures teach this and too few pastors heed the warnings in the Bible that tell of the consequences of not being a good shepherd at home.  I often said early in my ministry "God called me first to be a good pastor to my wife and kids."  After saying this once in a church meeting, a church leader asked me "where is Jesus Christ in that statement?"  I did not even understand his question and I am quite sure that I do not want to.  I also believe that God would never ask me to do something that would keep me from being a good shepherd at home.  I have tried to live consistently by that for the past thirty years.  I am in no way disappointed by the results.  And I thank God more and more for showing me that early in my ministry.
· Preaching is a craft and art that no one ever masters.  It is hard work.  To communicate clearly in writing or in speech is no easy task.  I thrive on trying to do it well, but I am never satisfied with a sermon.  The greatest compliment I ever received was when someone once told me, "when you preach, you speak to my mind and my heart."  That is the aim of good preaching -- it aims for the mind and the heart, but with the understanding that only God can move both in a meaningful way. All preaching takes place in the Valley of Dry Bones (Ezekiel 37).  Nothing happens much until the Spirit comes.  Being a Pastor is a lonely profession.   Because so much of a pastor's life is spent with people, this seems like a contradiction. Yet, pastors uniquely deal with things that few people really can identify with or understand.  An older minister (much older than me) recently said to me and another pastor "if a pastor needs a pastor, he should not be one."  That is a very arrogant statement and a notion that has contributed greatly to pastors leaving the ministry or badly failing in other ways.  The loneliness of the profession may not excuse the departures or the failures, but it at least plausibly explains why so many pastors leave and/or fail badly.  I have been privileged to have a few listening buddies along the way.  Every pastor needs one, but they are not easy to find in ministry.  Pastors tend too much to be loners in the midst of the people they serve.  No man can stand well for very long without some accountability and support around him. 
· Every church should provide their pastor with an annual study leave that is not considered vacation time.  Two weeks is a good target to try to hit.  This should be time for the pastor to go away from his usual duties and routine and spend some concentrated time in prayer and study.  I have been privileged to do this a few times.  When I did it, I believe that not only was I helped greatly, but the church received a greater benefit.   
· Preaching and pastoral care are not the same thing, but they are inseparable.  Good preaching is the best pastoral care a pastor can render.  I count it a privilege to have stood by more than few dying saints on hospital beds.  I consider it an honor to be with those who are sick and needy as much as I count it a privilege to stand behind the pulpit each Sunday.  Yet I would still say that the church would be better off and would move ahead significantly if more church members would have this attitude and say to their pastor -- "I don't need you to be my buddy; I don't care if you come by and drink coffee with me;  Don't come to the hospital for this;  Instead, pastor, I want you to go and lock yourself in your office or go somewhere that is quiet. Seek the face of God in prayer; bury yourself in the word of God; saturate your mind with the truths of the Gospel, and then share with us the fruit from this encounter this Sunday."
· Have you told your Pastor lately you love him?  Have you written him an encouraging note?  Have you let him know you support him and pray for him?   Allow me to encourage you in this way -- if you love your church and want it to move forward, then love your pastor and let him know you pray for him and that you appreciate him.   
The Absence of Compassion
When He went ashore He saw a great crowd, and He had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And He began to teach them many things. (Mark 6:34) 
When He saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. (Matthew 9:36) 
What is our response to the sinfulness of others? Is it a Christ-like response?
Jesus’ disposition towards the waywardness of others was that he had compassion on them. The phrase is actually one word in Greek; and it is a beautiful word. It denotes a deep feeling of concern. Such compassion is a lasting emotion that is deeply felt to the pit of the stomach. It is a heartache that can be felt to the very core of our being. That is the kind of compassion Jesus had when he saw the people hungry, helpless, and wayward.
Our responses are too often different. We are callous, condemning, disappointed, or aggravated. Have you ever noticed that when we see the sins of wayward sheep we often seem angry that they are wayward? “They should know better.” “They made their beds hard now let them lie in them.” These statements reveal hearts of self-righteous judgment not hearts of gospel-driven compassion. Priestly ministry is described by these words: He can deal gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he himself is beset with weakness. Hebrews 5:2
The words used in these passages about shepherd-less sheep are interesting: harassed, helpless, ignorant, and wayward. These realities in others elicited deep compassion from our Lord. 
What emotions do they bring forth in us?
“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 Buildings
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 were a church without a church 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 Temple was destroyed in A.D. 70). 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 buildings have too often 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. 
We need to revisit and re-vision the word church in a Book of Acts-shaped way. 
Cash for Clunkers?
At my house, we drive clunkers. The only “cash for clunker” program I support is the regular repair bills that come from driving cars that all have at least 175,000 miles on them (I have one that has over 200,000!). While a new car would be nice, I do not think it is the government’s business to give money to encourage me to buy a new car.
“Why?” You might ask. Whenever the government gives something, they must first take something or at least plan on taking it from the present taxpayers later or future taxpayers (our children and grandchildren) years from now. The government has no money except what it can raise. Uncle Sam’s revenue is called “taxes.” We so easily forget this.
In 1 Samuel 8:10-18, there is an interesting conversation that takes place between the prophet Samuel and God. God tells Samuel to inform the people what it will mean to have a king. The passage begins with this assertion: he (the king) will take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to his horsemen.” Kings need soldiers. Guess where those soldiers come from? The king takes them from the citizens. In the rest of the passage the verb “take” is used five additional times to describe the actions of a king. One verse asserts “he will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards.” That is what Kings (governments) must do in order to provide for their subjects. In order to give, they must first take.
This of course is not all bad. We need government, but we must also keep in mind the limited function of government. Every time there is a need for some kind of help in our nation, we too often say “the government needs to do something about this.” We need to stop saying this without also asking the question, “Can the government do something about this?” And if the answer is yes, “how much is it going to cost, and who is going to pick up the tab?” Remember, the government only has what first it takes. 
One more thing -- Our true social security is not in the promise of government. It is in the sovereign power of God. 
A Constraining Love
For the love of Christ constrains us (2 Corinthians 5:14) 
My grandfather owned land that was part pasture, part woods. It was good hunting land and I was taught by my father and grandfather to hunt. As I grew older, I was allowed to go alone. My grandfather’s land was fenced. I remember him telling me once that if I ever got lost on his land not to panic. He said, “Just walk until you come to a fence, follow the fence around to the gate, and you find your way back home.”
Sure enough, while hunting alone, a late afternoon grew cloudy. Darkness loomed a bit earlier than usual. I started my way home only to find that everything looked different. Nothing looked familiar. Fear and confusion set in. My heart pounded. I wanted to run and yell for help. Then I remembered my grandfather’s advice. I calmed down a bit and walked for a while until I found a fence. I walked along the fence. Things began to look more familiar. It was not long until I reached the front gate from which I could see my grandfather’s house.
Paul speaks of the constraining love of God in 2 Corinthians 5:14. The notion is that it is God’s love that “fences” us in. We usually think of law, not love constraining us (and it does), but here Paul says that the love of Christ hems us in. Whenever we feel confused and panicked, God’s love provides boundaries and security. For a time we may seem to wander aimlessly with increasing fear, but God’s love is all around us and we will not go far until we run right back into the loving arms of an all-knowing, all-powerful God.
Do you sometimes feel you have lost your way? Are you going through a time of confusion and fear? The Bible assures us that, although these times come, God’s love is a sure reality that we can count on. The words of a hymn ring so true –
O Love that wilt not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in Thee;
I give Thee back the life I owe,
That in Thine ocean depths it flows may richer, fuller be.
O Joy that seekest me through pain, 
I cannot close my heart to Thee;
I trace the rainbow through the rain,
And feel the promise is not vain that morn shall tearless be.
Football Talk
The pre-season NFL controversy is not whether Brett Farve will play this year, but over the use of foul language. Rex Ryan, the coach of the New York Jets, is prone to use very foul language when addressing his players. Tony Dungy, former Indianapolis Colt’s coach, said publicly that he would not hire Ryan as an assistant because of Ryan’s prevalent habit of cursing. Dungy, when he coached, did not use such language and insisted that his coaches and players also refrain. Both men are successful coaches; so this matter has been much discussed by sports news media. Does Rex need to clean up his act (or his mouth!)? His mom weighed in on the issue first and she says Rex needs to “reel his foul tongue in.” Is Rex’s mom right? Is Tony Dungy being “holier than thou?” 
Opinions are opinions; they differ from person to person. Last year there was a study that indicated that using foul language had a therapeutic benefit of relieving stress. The deeper issue is not what makes others happy or what makes us feel better – the ultimate issue is what is it that pleases God? What does God say about the use of foul language? The Bible has a great deal to say about the words that come out of our mouths –
Matthew 12:33-37 
"Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or make the tree bad and its fruit bad, for the tree is known by its fruit. [34] You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks. [35] The good person out of his good treasure brings forth good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure brings forth evil. [36] I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, [37] for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned." 
James 3:5-12 
So also the tongue is a small member, yet it boasts of great things.
How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! [6] And the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell. [7] For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, [8] but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. [9] With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. [10] From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so. [11] Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and salt water? [12] Can a fig tree, my brothers, bear olives, or a grapevine produce figs? Neither can a salt pond yield fresh water. 
Foul language, whether on the athletic field or in everyday life, offends God. Foul language reveals a foul heart that is in need of cleansing. Foul language unveils a heart that badly needs fixing. Coach Rex Ryan ought to listen to his mother; he would do well to listen to Tony Dungy, but mostly he needs to listen to God.
The Hill Called Difficulty
In Pilgrim’s Progress there is a scene in which Christian has just encountered three individuals, Simple, Sloth and Presumption.  He no sooner gets past these three fellows than he encounters two more characters named Formalist and Hypocrisy.
  
Formalist and Hypocrisy were born in the land of Vain-glory (interestingly by their own admission!). Formalist and Hypocrisy tell Christian that the narrow gate is too far away so "let's just jump the fence" and take the short cut.   Pilgrim says to them --
I walk by the Rule of My Master, you walk by the rude working of your fancies.  You are counted Thieves already by the Lord of the Way, therefore I doubt you will not be found true men at the End of the Way.  You came in by yourselves without His direction; and shall go out by yourselves, without His mercy.
After dealing with Hypocrisy and Formalist, Christian comes to the hill called Difficulty.  This is what Christian says as he ascends the hill of Difficulty --
This Hill, though high, I covet to ascend,
The Difficulty will not me offend.
For I perceive the Way to life lives here:
Come pluck up my Heart, let's neither faint nor fear;
Better, though difficult, the Right Way to go,
Than Wrong, though easy, where the End is Woe.
To this I have added my own verses (Bunyan is better!):
The hill called Difficulty is the way of the cross,
On this way all else is loss.
Help me to see each day as I live
On this narrow way, grace You give.
No matter the loss, no matter the pain,
On the hill of Difficulty, let me find great gain.
The hill called Difficulty is journey, not game;
Men may deceive, slander, and defame;
Use this difficulty, my wayward heart tame,
With Your Holy fire my kept heart aflame.
Help my walk not waver, be ever the same,
To Your Name alone be glory, not shame
Many of you are walking the hill of Difficulty. My prayer for you today is that you will walk and not waver and give glory to His name. Remember God’s promise Romans 8:28: And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 
The Blessings of Low Self-Esteem
I am often asked “what is a good book to read?” Two must-read books I have recently recommended are by the same author. Both The Prodigal God and The Reason for God are by Pastor Timothy Keller of Redeemer Church in Manhattan. These books are rich with great insights about the Gospel and its implications for our lives.
In The Reason for God, two chapters stand out. The one called “The Problem of Sin” and the following chapter “Religion and the Gospel” are excellent. In the chapter on sin, Keller tells the story of a young man who was speaking at his first AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) meeting. He spoke confidently of how all his mistakes were due to the weaknesses and betrayals of others. He spoke of how he was going to prove all of those people wrong. An older gentleman leaned over and whispered to someone near him and said – “I used to feel like that young man before I achieved low self-esteem.”
The story illustrates one of the marked differences of understandings held today, some within the church itself. What is man’s real problem? Is it economic in nature? Is man nothing but a victim of his circumstances? What does it take to live our “best life now?”
The old man’s response was more than a good line. We are constantly being told “take control of your life” or “believe in your own potential.” The old man at the AA meeting took refuge in the doctrine of sin – such pride is the enemy of hope. The old man’s joke about self-esteem illustrates what many of us have learned the hard way – no one can save himself with self-effort. Such efforts lead to an even deeper lost-ness – we can get to the point of being so lost in self that we don’t even realize we are lost. Liberation is not when I think more of myself or less of myself. Instead, true freedom comes when I think of myself less, period. Keller describes it as “I don’t need to notice myself – how I am doing, how I’m being regarded—so often.”
The founders of all religions were established by teachers who thought they could show the way to salvation. The exception is Christianity – the true Christian faith asserts that Jesus actually is the way of salvation Himself. This is what Jesus meant when He said –
And he said to all, "If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself? (Luke 9:23-25)
Manger, Cross, and Crown
· He hath opened heaven’s door, and man is blessed forevermore (Good Christian Men, Rejoice)
· Veiled in flesh the God-head see; hail th’ incarnate Deity (Hark! The Herald Angels Sing)
· Born Thy people to deliver, born a child and yet a King. (Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus)
· He rules the world with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove the glories of His righteousness and wonders of His love (Joy to the World! The Lord Is Come.  This day is born a Savior of a pure virgin bright, to free all those in him from Satan’s pow’r and might (God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen)
These are all phrases from Christmas carols. Notice how they point not just to the manger, but also to the cross, the empty tomb, and tell of the whole redemptive story of Jesus Christ. 
Too often in the modern telling of the Christmas story we get stalled at the manger. Christmas is a wonderful story, but the story is but a major piece of a larger picture of God’s redeeming love for humanity. Jesus was born for a redemptive purpose. His birth was followed by an exemplary life, an atoning death, and a victorious resurrection. To tell the Christmas story without also telling the rest of the story is to make Christmas a neat and engaging story, but one that misses the point by miles.
This year, as you sing the great Christmas carols, notice how most all of them tell the complete story of redemption. The hymn writers never left Jesus in the manger. Let’s not leave Him there either.
He hath opened heaven’s door, and man is blessed forevermore.
Let us truly rejoice in the whole story of Christmas. The story of Christmas is the story of a manger, a cross, and an empty tomb.
Micah Mandate
George Grant calls it the Micah Mandate (the title of one of his books). What is the Micah Mandate? It is summarized in Micah 6:8 -- He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God? One aspect of this mandate is that we love mercy. We often refer to our benevolence giving – the help we give to the needy – as Mercy Ministry.
Unfortunately, too many churches see this as an optional activity. Mercy ministry is an inconvenient thing we do. We have to do it, but we often don’t want to. Mercy Ministry is something we hope to get around to, but it is not a priority. We have other more important things to do in church.
The care of the needy however is not to be viewed in this manner. Psalm 68:5 and Psalm 146:9 summarize important Biblical imperatives – Psalm 68:5, Father of the fatherless and protector of widows is God in his holy habitation. Psalm 146:9, The Lord watches over the sojourners; he upholds the widow and the fatherless, but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin. In the Old Testament, special protection was to be rendered to the most vulnerable like the orphan and the widow; and special hospitality was to be shown to sojourners or strangers (see Exodus 22:21-24; 23:9). This important concept finds even clearer and fuller expression in the New Testament (See 1 John 3:16-18; James 2:14-17; Romans 12:20-21; Matthew 25:31-46). 
The word mercy in Micah 6:8 is actually the Old Testament word for grace. I would remind all of us – God’s mercy is undeserved. When we demonstrate God’s mercy therefore, we stop judging people because they made desperate choices that have often led to the tragic circumstances they now live with. What if God were to say to you or me, “I would help you, but you brought this on yourself?” 
Mercy ministry is a tangible expression of the faith and works principle. James says if you say you have faith, show me your works. One of the examples he cites of faith and works is – James 2:14-17: What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and filled," without giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 
Mercy ministry is not just something we can or should do, it is something we must do.
Looking Down and Around, but Not Up
Daniel 4:28-32 
All this came upon King Nebuchadnezzar. [29] At the end of twelve months he was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, [30] and the king answered and said, "Is not this great Babylon, which I have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory of my majesty?" [31] While the words were still in the king's mouth, there fell a voice from heaven, "O King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is spoken: The kingdom has departed from you, [32] and you shall be driven from among men, and your dwelling shall be with the beasts of the field. And you shall be made to eat grass like an ox, and seven periods of time shall pass over you, until you know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will." 
King Nebuchadnezzar knew both great power and great humiliation in his life. In the scope of one day, he went from being the King of a powerful empire to living like a beast of the field. His humiliation and demise resulted from a misplaced confidence in self. By exclaiming is not this great Babylon, which I have built by my mighty power . . . for the glory of my majesty? Nebuchadnezzar forgot that God is the one who rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom He will. Iain M. Duguid, in his commentary on the book of Daniel says –
It is worth noticing where Nebuchadnezzar’s eyes are directed at the beginning and end of his time of judgment. At the beginning of the episode he is on a lofty perch, the rooftop of his house, from where his eyes roam sideways and downwards, comparing his glory to that of other men and glorifying himself. He thought of himself as the center of the universe, the tree from which everything else receives it sustenance. This is exactly what pride does: it locates the self at the center of the universe, glorying in its achievements, and putting everyone else in second place. Its eyes are always directed sideways and downwards, comparing ourselves with others, and endlessly trying to outdo them. In its very nature, pride has to be cleverer than someone else, or more attractive than other people, or a better cook, or a faster runner, or a more skillful gardener, or whatever. Pride is never satisfied in what has been accomplished because its essence always lies in defeating others, not in achieving the things itself. The eyes of pride are thus always fixed on myself and my performance, in a way that leaves no room for looking upwards to God.
All of us tend to view life from lofty perches of pride. Our eyes are fixated looking down on others; or we are constantly looking around hoping to see and hear the applause of this world. When we look up to the God who is the maker of heaven and earth, self recedes to its proper place in the created order. When God is at the center, everything else in life finds it proper place and balance.
This episode in Nebuchadnezzar’s life ended much differently -- Daniel 4:34 
At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most High, and praised and honored him who lives forever,
Where are your eyes looking today? Down and around like Nebuchadnezzar before his great fall? Or upward to God, the Most High?
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. 
Real Change
With the beginning of a new year, most of us will resolve to make changes in our lives. As we think along these lines, it would be good for us to think about what real change is.
Often we think about change as altering our circumstances. “If I had more money, my life would be better.” “If I had a better job . . . “ “If I were married . . .” We think of change as change of circumstances.
Sometimes we think of change in terms of our behavior. “I should be more patient with my wife or with my children.” “I need to eat better and exercise more.” “I should not let those people bother me.” In this way of thinking, change is again a matter of externals.
Change of circumstances or change of behavior are only part of what is needed if we really want to change. The Bible emphasizes the need for new behavior that is built on the foundation of the grace of God at work to change our hearts. God does this internally through the work of His Spirit. His Word also challenges the way we think. The Word and the Spirit work together. We begin to change at the level of our heart about what we worship and cherish at any given moment. This change is radical and leads to repentance. We must let go of what we have cherished in the place of God. This vertical change then leads to new behavior and transformation of our circumstances. Any approach to change that focuses on externals only, is doomed to failure.
The gospel of Jesus Christ is the foundation for real change. If we really want to keep the change in this New Year, we must first begin to see change as something that happens inside out, not outside in. Change of heart leads to lasting change of habit.
Talkative
In John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, there are many interesting characters. Talkative, one of those characters is not only interesting, but he displays one of the shortfalls of many. Talkative is a very engaging fellow, but Christian recognizes his true character:
He is for any kind of company and any kind of talk. He prides himself on being adaptable. Like a chameleon, he changes his color every time he changes his environment. He can talk just as easily in a tavern as he is talking to you, and the more he drinks the more he talks. Pure religion has no place in his heart, in his house, or his daily living. His religion is only in his tongue. He uses religion for pastime conversation to entertain.
Religion can become a word game. Christianity for some is nothing more than a few nice talking points that seldom if ever touch day to day living. This shallow expression of faith is too popular, but nothing new. Jesus said of the Pharisees: they preach, but do not practice (Matthew 23:3). The Apostle Paul stated: for the kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in power (1 Corinthians 4:20). The Old Testament Prophet Micah put it this way:
He has told you, O man, what is good;
and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God? 
(Micah 6:8)
It is not that our words are unnecessary or unimportant, but talk is cheap if it does not yield an obvious expression in our actions. James describes true faith like this -- 
If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person's religion is worthless. Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world (James 1:26-27).
True faith is talkative but also “walkative.” It is demonstrably evident in one’s deeds.
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 church 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 these 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 or 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 truer 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 Oil of Grace
2 Corinthians 12:9-10 
But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. [10] For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
In another place there was a fire burning against a wall and one continually throwing water on it. But the fire still blazed higher and hotter. “What is the purpose of that?” asked Christian. Interpreter said – The fire is the work of God’s grace in the heart. The person throwing water on it is the devil. Still, you see, the fire burns brighter. Come around the wall here and you will see why. (On the other side of the wall was a person secretly pouring oil on the water). This shows you why it is hard for the tempted to understand how God’s grace is secretly maintained in the soul. This is the way Christ continues to supply grace in the soul of the believer through all the cold showers of the world and the temptations of the devil. (From Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan) 
I am currently reading a book about suffering in which the author builds around the theme of a very powerful notion – the cross of Jesus Christ is God’s constant reminder that He is most present with us when He appears to be the most absent. It is this powerful notion that Paul embraces in 2 Corinthians 12:9-10. We tend to believe that great faith would enable us to escape difficulty, when the greatest evidence of our faith is when to the glory of God we endure hardship not escape it. 
Too much preaching today focuses on a “glory theology” that suggests that if we have enough faith, God will take away all our sorrows and give us abundant material blessings. The Bible does not teach this; and the reality of life does not affirm this error. 
God does meet our needs, but most of us sooner or later have to distinguish between needs and wants. God thankfully does not always give me what I want, but He graciously provides for my needs. He does answer my prayers, but He also graciously regularly tells me “NO” or “WAIT” or “NOT THIS WAY.” 
It is in these painful, but true, lessons that we often feel the cold water of Satan’s assault. Yet we also can know the soothing anointing of the oil of grace that not only comforts us, but keeps kindled the fire that enables us to keep going. The key word in Pilgrim’s Progress excerpt is the word “secretly.” God sustaining grace is often done mysteriously and behind the scenes, but the oil of grace will not let the fires of faith be extinguished even by the cold cascade of Satan’s assault.
In his “thorn in the flesh” experience, Paul knew both realities – Satan’s cold water constantly hits us with startling and stinging realities, but the oil of grace also continually, but secretly fuels the fire of our faith. There is always more oil than water, but to see this you have to step behind the wall of pain. 
Thy Will be Done
Yours alone – not my ways
Not just some, but all my days
Thy will be done
Your glory only, to me none
My fatal enchantments first
My life then, far worse
My daily life becomes a fray
We worship our work, at worship we play
His – not our ways
Not just some, but all our days
Thy will be done
Your glory only, to me, none.
This race that I run
No lasting prize ever won
Help hold my heart from every sway
Each moment and word help me weigh
His – not our ways
Not just some, but all our days
Thy will be done
Your glory only, to me, none
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