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To the Finishers—

 

my thousands of World Vision colleagues 

who labor so faithfully everyday:

 

•  that the love of Christ may be seen and felt by those with eyes to 

see, and

•  that the truth of the gospel might be heard by all with ears to hear

 

And to all those who have given sacrificially, loved unconditionally, 

and served Christ with humility . . . Those who have “left houses or 

brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or fields” for 

Jesus’ sake . . . Those who have gone to the broken places and the ragged 

edges of our world to seek the lost and to serve “the least of these” . . . 

Those who long for a day when they will hear the promised words:

 

“Come, you who are blessed by my Father, take your inheritance, 

the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I 

was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you 

gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I 

needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, 

I was in prison and you came to visit me.”

 

They,

•  who have laid down their lives,

•  who have loved what Jesus loves,

•  who have treasured what Jesus treasures, and

•  who have obeyed what Jesus taught.

 

They are the Finishers.
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And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world 

as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”

—Matthew 24:14

 

Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their 

synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and 

healing every disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, 

he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and 

helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his 

disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.”

—Matthew 9:35–37

 

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And 

how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? 

And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And 

how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written: “How 

beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”

—Romans 10:14–15

 

“As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.”

—John 20:21
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Introduction

 

 

Over the past few years, I have had the opportunity to meet and speak personally to thousands of people as I have trav-eled around the world on behalf of the world’s poorest people. Many of them have come up to me to tell me a bit about their own lives and how they have sought to put their own faith into action. There is a powerful common thread of longing that I hear from them—a yearning for a deeper sense of purpose and significance in their walks with the Lord. They want to discover that one thing that God is calling them to do. They long to feel that they are doing something important for God and that their lives really count for something. Many of them tell me they feel incomplete, as if something about their lives is unfinished. They are young and old, male and female, wealthy and not so wealthy. They are lawyers and real estate agents, homemakers and students, accountants and engineers, receptionists and CEOs. All of them want to experience the satisfaction of really knowing that their lives matter and that they are living in “the zone” of God’s calling and purpose for their lives. They want to feel complete and whole, living lives in which their faith is inte-gral and not just something they do on Sundays.

But if I have learned anything about the purpose, meaning, and significance of life over the years, I have learned that, for a Christian, it is not found in any job, even a job like mine. It is not found in any human relationship, no matter how important. Nor is it found in any accomplishment, no matter how significant. Meaning, purpose, and significance are found only by aligning our lives with God’s purposes in lives committed to following Jesus Christ. That bears repeating: The meaning, purpose, and significance of our lives are found only by aligning our lives with God’s purposes, in lives committed to following Jesus Christ.

xiii
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In other words, it is not our work that brings purpose to our lives; nor is it our spouses, our families, our educations, our abilities, our money, or our accomplishments. Rather, it is the purpose of our lives that brings meaning to everything else. And we find the purpose for our lives only in Christ. Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10). So why is it that so many Christians seem to lack that sense of fullness of life? They go to church, read their Bibles, and say their prayers but still feel that something is missing.

 

So why is it that so many Christians seem to lack that sense 

of fullness of life? They go to church, read their Bibles, and 

say their prayers but still feel that something is missing.

 

We all know the familiar expression “He can’t see the forest for the trees.” It is used to describe a person who is so absorbed in the things right in front of him that he has lost a sense of the bigger picture. I believe that this is exactly what has happened to many Christians in the twenty-first century—we have become so absorbed by the “trees” of our everyday lives that we have lost a sense of the bigger story within which our lives take place. We grow up, go to school, begin careers, get married, have kids, and struggle daily with life’s challenges. These are the “trees” of our lives that occupy most of our waking hours.

Our church lives aren’t all that different. We go to church each week, sing some songs, and listen to a sermon. Maybe we even pray before meals, read our Bibles daily, and participate in small group Bible stud-ies. But they can become just more trees in a life already cluttered with trees. What happened to the forest; what happened to the bigger story? Who are we? Why are we here, and where are we headed? How do we fit into God’s big story? A hiker who no longer has a sense of the bigger landscape around him becomes lost and confused, often wandering in circles because he is disoriented and no longer knows where he has come from or where he is headed. If we are ever truly going to find purpose and meaning in our lives, we first have to rise above the trees to rediscover the 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   14                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM

Introduction xv

forest—we have to understand what God is doing in the world and how we fit in.

Fortunately, as Christians, we have a way out of this dilemma. If God is the Author of the bigger story within which our own stories take place, if he is the Creator of the forest in which we all walk, then we can only find the deepest meaning and purpose of our lives when we discover the role he uniquely created for us to play in his bigger purpose. Doesn’t it make sense that the Author of the bigger story, the Author who created each of the characters in the story, would have a specific role for each of those characters to play?

The implication of this is profound. God created you intentionally to play a very specific role in his unfolding story. God didn’t create any extras meant to just stand on the sidelines and watch the story unfold; he created players meant to be on center stage. And you will only feel fully completed when you discover the role you were born to play.

 

God created you intentionally to play a very 

specific role in his unfolding story.

 

So just what is that unfolding story in which we are to play our parts? How do we discover it? Mary and Joseph played their parts. So did Peter, Paul, Luke, and John. But now, two thousand years after the resurrection, we seem to have lost the plot. Where are we now in the bigger narrative, and what is it that we are supposed to be doing?

As the title of this book suggests, there is some unfinished business for followers of Christ in our world:

 

And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as 

a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come. (Matt. 24:14)

 

This plain statement by Jesus in Matthew 24 lays out a simple premise: once the “gospel of the kingdom” has been satisfactorily taken through-out the world, the end will come. Jesus’ promise that the end would come 
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was not a bad thing. He was dangling a very large carrot in front of his church. He was referring to his grand promise to reconcile all things, to right every wrong, to wipe away every tear, to raise the dead to eternal life, to judge the wicked, to restore his creation, and to establish his won-derful kingdom forever and ever. He was promising to tie up all the loose ends of the big story and bring it to its amazing conclusion. But before all of this happens, Jesus called his followers to complete a crucial assign-ment he gave to them just before he left.

This assignment Jesus gave to the disciples just before his ascen-sion appears in several key New Testament passages and is generally referred to as the Great Commission. It was revolutionary in its vision. It involved going into all the world to establish and build a different kind of world order—one that Jesus often called the kingdom of God. It was a clarion call to follow him by joining him in his mission to reconcile humankind to God’s purposes. At its essence it was not a call to simply believe the right things; instead, it was a call to action to join God in his intent to form a new kind of kingdom that would become a blessing to all nations—one based not on land, politics, power, and dominion but on God’s truth, love, forgiveness, and compassion—a kingdom within kingdoms. It was not a call to give up on the world, now holding our “tickets to heaven” firmly in our hands and retreating into our churches. It was a call to go into the world to reclaim, reform, and restore it for Christ. It was a call to launch a revolution that involved nothing short of the overthrow of the prevailing world system. And before Jesus left, he commissioned his church to lead this revolution, promising that the very gates of hell would not prevail against it.

It is not an overstatement to say that the sole reason the church exists at all is to carry out this assignment; for once it is completed, the church will be dissolved into God’s eternal kingdom. Once the revolution is won, the revolutionaries are no longer needed. These were the marching orders that Jesus gave to his disciples. It was the single goal he gave them to accomplish. He told them he would return when the job was finished; and then Jesus left.
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Those first disciples were on fire. Nothing could stop them. The gos-pel had implications they understood. Within three hundred years, the gospel revolution had conquered the Roman Empire and changed the known world. Their radical lifestyles were characterized by a sense of urgency and divine purpose. Nothing was more important and no price was too high to pay. Many of the first disciples were martyred for the cause, but others rose to pick up the banner and lead the charge. But two thousand years later, the Christian movement, especially in the global north, has lost its sense of urgency. We’ve lost a sense of the plot and the big story—the arc of history. Affluent, comfortable, and distracted, Christians today seem to have lost the fire to change the world. The work of God’s kingdom lies unfinished, and God’s people seem to have lost their very sense of purpose in the world.

There is something terribly disturbing in this.

The very Son of God became flesh and lived among us. He died that we might find forgiveness and reconciliation with God. He commis-sioned us to bring this same good news to the nations of the world, yet we have failed to deliver. What happened to the revolution?

I believe there is a direct connection between the unfinished work of God’s kingdom and our sense of feeling incomplete in our Christian faith, because there is a connection between our story and God’s story. If we are not personally engaged in God’s great mission in the world, then we have missed the very thing he created us to do. We are like birds meant to fly but living in a cage; fish meant to swim but floundering on the beach. It makes sense when you think about it. If the Author of the universe cre-ated us to play a key role in his unfolding drama but we have failed to find our place in that story, then of course we would feel incomplete.

 

If we are not personally engaged in God’s great mission in the world, then we have missed the very thing he created us to do.

 

But it doesn’t have to be this way.

God created each of us uniquely, and he created us for a purpose. 
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This book is an invitation to discover the life that God created you to live. It’s not about failure and guilt but more about opportunities and joy, because God doesn’t coerce us—he invites us. He offers meaning, fulfillment, and significance in our lives but always gives us the option to decline, and sadly, many do.

Simply stated, the message of this book is that:

 

•  God has invited you join him in changing the world.

•  God has a dream for this world that Jesus called the kingdom of 

God.

•  God created you to play an important role in his kingdom vision.

•  And you will never find your deepest purpose in life until you 

find your place in building God’s kingdom.

 

Listen carefully to these next few statements: You don’t have to go to the Congo or to Uzbekistan to change the world. You don’t have to be brilliant to change the world—or wealthy or influential or a spiritual giant. But you do have to say yes to the invitation. You do have to be available and willing to be used, and you may have to pay the price that comes with following Jesus because changing the world and following Jesus isn’t easy and it doesn’t come cheap. There will be some sacrifice involved—there always is.

Our Christian faith is not just a way to find forgiveness for sin in order to enter eternal life, yet it is that. It is not just a system of right beliefs about ultimate truth and the order of things, though it is that. Nor is it just a way to find God’s comfort in times of trouble or a help-ful code of conduct for how to live a good and productive life, though it is those things too. Fundamentally, the Christian faith is a call to leave everything else behind, to follow our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and to join in the great mission of Christ in our world. It is a call to forsake all else and follow him. Only then will we become completed people— people living according to God’s deepest purpose for our lives.

In the chapters that follow I will ask you to come with me on a 
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journey to rediscover God’s vision for our world and his call upon your life. I will ask you to follow me through life’s most basic questions: Why are we here, what is our purpose, and what is God doing in the world? Then we’ll look at the pivotal significance of the life, death, and resurrec-tion of Christ within the expansive arc of God’s big story, from Genesis to Revelation. We’ll try to understand just why Jesus seemed obsessed by the coming of the kingdom of God and attempt to answer the perplexing question of why Jesus left so suddenly, just fifty days after his resurrec-tion. We’ll then explore the implications of the remarkable mission he imparted to those he left behind. And all along the way we will seek to discover what all of this means for us today, the followers of Christ in the twenty-first century. Where do we fit into this big story of God, how can we discover the role God created us to play, and what are the implica-tions of this for our lives, our world views, our careers, and our families? I invite you to revisit the breathtaking truth, the urgent mission, and the profound personal significance of our Christian faith as we seek to follow the One who died that we might have life and have it to the full.

We can rediscover this great calling upon our lives and reignite the revolution. The twenty-first-century church has everything required— the resources, the knowledge, the scale, the mandate, and the power of God’s Holy Spirit. All we lack is the will. It’s time to finish the job.

—Richard Stearns

Bellevue, Washington

June 2012
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1

 

 

The Meaning of Life and 

 

Other Important Things

 

At the deepest level, every human culture is religious—defined by 

what its inhabitants believe about some ultimate reality, and what 

they think that reality demands of them.”1

—Ross Douthat

 

I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.2

—Jesus

 

On Christ the solid Rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand.

—Edward Mote

 

A few years ago a new word came into our lexicon that character-izes our human preference to bend the truth to accommodate our desires. In 2006, Merriam-Webster selected the word truthi-ness as its Word of the Year. The word was coined by Stephen Colbert on his late-night political satire show in order to describe how politi-cians could bend the truth to support their actions. Here is the Webster definition:

 

truthiness, n. “the quality of preferring concepts or facts one wishes to 

be true, rather than concepts or facts known to be true”3

 

1
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When announcing that truthiness had been selected, beating out candidates such as google and terrorism, Merriam-Webster president John Morse commented, “We’re at a point where what constitutes truth is a question on a lot of people’s minds, and truth has become up for grabs. ‘Truthiness’ is a playful way for us to think about a very important issue.” 4 Important indeed.

 

What Is Truth?

 

Two thousand years before Stephen Colbert, Pontius Pilate asked Jesus perhaps the ultimate question: “What is truth?” Jesus had been brought to Pilate because, as the Roman governor, only he had the authority to order Jesus’ execution. Pilate didn’t know what to do with this political hot potato. He ended up having a conversation with Jesus and asked him just what kind of king Jesus was claiming to be. After all, it was danger-ous, and perhaps a little bit loony, for someone to call himself a king under the nose of Caesar, especially a man standing in shackles in front of a Roman governor. Jesus said to Pilate: “You say that I am a king. In fact, the reason I was born and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”

This prompted Pilate, perhaps a cynical politician, to reply with his timeless question, “What is truth?”5

People today are still asking that same question. Many more seem to be asking the question that comes before that question, “Is there any such thing as truth?” This is not a book on philosophy, so I won’t endeavor to make the lengthy philosophical argument required to fully answer this question. Rather, I will just appeal to your common sense. Of course there is truth. How can you make the statement “There is no such thing as truth” and then assert that your statement is true? It is virtually impossible to live our lives at all unless we make some assumptions about what is true and what is false, what is right and what is wrong. Most of us live our lives based on our understanding 
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that some things are true and good and other things are false and wrong.

 

Is there any such thing as truth?

 

Why is this matter of foundational truth so important? Because truth has implications. For example, if you believe human life to be of little value, you might become a murderer. Why not? But if you believe that human life is precious, you might instead choose to become a doc-tor. Every choice you make will be based on the foundational truths you have embraced. Everything in this book and, in fact, everything in almost every book that has ever been written, deals in some way with the ultimate question of truth and the meaning of life. They either speak directly to life’s meaning or they base their writing on some underly-ing assumption of meaning. Certainly every religious leader in the world represents his or her understanding of the true meaning of life to his or her followers. But the meaning of life is not a question only for religious leaders. Every talk show host, political commentator, journalist, school-teacher, comedian, celebrity, politician, mother, father, and bartender in the world bears witness to some definition—their definition—of the ultimate meaning of our lives. In fact, as I will try to demonstrate, every person who has ever lived has been confronted with the question “What does it all mean?” and has answered it one way or the other.

We all build our lives on some foundational assumptions about truth and reality, and those assumptions matter a great deal. If we build on a weak foundation, then what we build won’t stand firm. Jesus warned of this very thing in Matthew 7:

 

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into 

practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain 

came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that 

house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But 

everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into 
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practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain 

came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that 

house, and it fell with a great crash. (Matt. 7:24–27)

 

Building our lives on the wrong foundations has consequences, disastrous ones. That is why this first chapter is so important. It will become the foundation for understanding where we fit in God’s overall plan. So before we jump into a more specific discussion of the Christian worldview and its relevance in our world today, we need to have a first-things-first conversation about this meaning-of-life question that every person grapples with.

We believe that things like freedom, kindness, love, justice, and the dignity of human life are good and right. Don’t we even value honesty and truth telling itself in a person’s character? We form friendships with other people because we believe friendship is good. We work to earn a living because we judge that it is wrong to steal. We sacrifice for our chil-dren because it is the right thing to do. Our entire legal system is based on the notion that some things are true and right and others are false and wrong. How many tortured primetime crime dramas spend their full sixty minutes painstakingly seeking to determine the truth that will decide a person’s guilt or innocence?

People who say there is no truth are phonies; they actually live their lives based on things they believe to be true. And let’s dispense with the notion that something might be true for you but not for me. That may be accurate when describing why we prefer different foods or different music but not for ultimate issues. The law of gravity is not true just for me but not for you. And when it comes to God you can’t have it both ways. God either exists for both of us or God doesn’t exist at all. Both can’t be true.

The really annoying problem with the truth, though, is that it is true. And things that are true always put boundaries around us in ways we don’t always like. Truth is stubborn. Truth has implications. The law of gravity dictates that we can’t jump off buildings without consequence. 
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Moral truths require us to control our behavior. Who wants that? Human beings don’t seem to like anything that acts to impose restrictions on our behavior. Wasn’t that Adam and Eve’s problem with the apple?

Pontius Pilate nailed the key question: “What is truth?’ Truth was up for grabs two thousand years ago and it is up for grabs today. And yes, it is a very important issue.

 

Science Fiction

 

One of my guilty pleasures is collecting comic books from the 1950s and 1960s. I sometimes troll around eBay seeking to reacquire that special comic I once owned fifty years back, long ago discarded by my well-meaning mother. Little did she know that if she only had saved them, I could have put my children through college by selling the comics for tens of thousands of dollars. The ones I liked best were in the science fiction and superhero genres. They had titles like Journey into Mystery, Tales  to  Astonish, and Mystery  in  Space. The most imaginative ones transported readers beyond their comfortable surroundings to perceive reality in some new way that often involved aliens or time travel or the supernatural.

I’d like to combine comic books and theology for a moment in order to invite you to take a little journey of the imagination with me, one that I hope will cause you to see your life from a different perspective. I want you to imagine for just a moment how strange it would be if you went to bed tonight in your own home but woke up tomorrow morning on a different planet in a different part of the universe without any idea how you got there. I really want you to mentally put yourself there and begin to feel your emotions and hear your mind racing. Imagine that you find yourself in a closed room with just one window. Outside the window is a foreign landscape with strange features, bizarre architecture, and a race of nonhumans moving to and fro. There is a certain orderliness to the scene and to the purposeful movement of the inhabitants, but who they 
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are and where you now find yourself are baffling mysteries. Your pulse quickens, panic rises, and your mind races desperately to make sense out of this astonishing mystery. Where am I, how did I get here, and what’s going to happen to me now? Can you imagine just how utterly shocked and perplexed you would feel? If this actually happened to you or to me, we would totally freak out. A thousand questions would rush through our minds as we tried to puzzle it all out. In fact, at that moment, figur-ing out the baffling mystery would be the single most important priority of your life.

Are you finding this hypothetical situation hard to imagine? Well, I have news for you: that exact thing actually did happen to you . . . and to every person who has ever lived. Sometime in the past one hundred years you were born on the third planet from the sun in a solar system within the Milky Way galaxy, in a universe that is incomprehensibly vast. Think about it; all of us just woke up one day on planet Earth, with absolutely no idea how we got here. We woke up in a particular culture at a particu-lar time among a group of people who were there before we arrived. We awakened in the middle of an ongoing story that started long before we showed up and will continue long after we are gone. Of course, because we come into the world as infants, our situation is not nearly as shocking or abrupt as if we suddenly appeared on earth as an adult. Nevertheless, the mystery is just as profound, and every person must come to terms with it in one way or another, trying to make sense of it all.

And this mystery, our mystery, raises some pretty fundamental questions. Where did we come from? How did we get here? Why are we here? Who created all of this—the universe, the earth, the beauty and complexity we see in the world all around us? How did it all come into being? Who gave us the ability to think and reason? How is it that we have the ability to produce art and music, laughter and love, skyscrapers and iPads? What does it all mean anyways? What is truth? These are the deep questions of our very existence.

I want to suggest to you that our lives are part of a much bigger story—one that began in eternity and one that will continue indefinitely 
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into the future. And unless we understand how our story fits into this bigger story, we will live our lives with little sense of real purpose or sig-nificance, drifting through life like a ship without a rudder.

 

Unless we understand how our story fits into this bigger story, we 

will live our lives with little sense of real purpose or significance.

 

These foundational questions—about Why and How and Who— are common to all people from all ages. Every human being who has ever been born woke up into the same mystery. It doesn’t matter if we are referring to Pontius Pilate, Albert Einstein, Martin Luther King Jr., or Lady Gaga; every one of them also landed here in the middle of this mys-tery, and just like you or me, they had to struggle to make sense of it all.

So then, just how can we make sense of life’s greatest mystery? Essentially, there are only three choices people can make. Here they are:

 

Choice #1: Believe There Is No Story

 

In the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own 

evil desires. They will say, “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? Ever 

since our ancestors died, everything goes on as it has since the begin-

ning of creation.” (2 Peter 3:3–4)

 

We can choose to believe that there simply is no story or mystery to figure out and that everything we see and experience is totally ran-dom and without meaning. There is no truth. We are just a meaningless species on a meaningless planet in a meaningless universe. There is, therefore, no God and no real defining purpose to our lives.

When I was in college, there was a popular bumper sticker that summed this up succinctly—“Life sucks, and then you die”—quite a noble motto to live by.

But I think the best summary of this worldview that I have ever read came from an advice columnist named “Coquette,” who writes for the 
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online newspaper The Daily. A reader wrote in to ask a question about the significance of her life. Listen to how she answers:

 

Dear Coquette:

How do I accept that I won’t ever be great or outstanding? I always 

thought I had talent, and maybe I’m not bad, but a great many people 

are far better. I can’t stop thinking this and it’s causing me great 

anxiety.

 

Coquette:

Kill your ego, because nothing you do will ever matter. That’s OK, 

though. It’s not just you. It’s all of us. Its taken 100,000 years for our 

species to hump and grunt its way into momentary dominance on this 

pale blue dot, but nothing we’ve accomplished is all that outstanding 

when you consider that a Mall of America-sized asteroid is all it would 

take to turn humanity into the next thin layer of fossil fuels.

Greatness is nothing but the surface tension on the spit bubble of 

human endeavor. On a geological time scale, our measurable effect on the 

planet is a greasy burp. We are 7 billion tiny flecks of talking meat stuck 

to an unremarkable mud ball hurtling through space in an unimaginably 

vast universe for no particular reason. There is no difference between 

kings and cripples, my friend. We’re all the same hodgepodge of primor-

dial goo, and the pursuit of greatness is a fool’s errand.

Pursue happiness instead. Find peace in your insignificance, and 

just let your anxiety go. Learn to savor the likely truth that the sum 

total of human achievement won’t even register in the grand scheme, 

so you might as well just enjoy whatever talents you have. Use them to 

make yourself and others happy, and set aside any desire to be great or 

outstanding.

—Coquette (emphasis mine)6

 

What an inspiring philosophy to live by—we are just “7 billion tiny flecks of talking meat stuck to an unremarkable mud ball hurtling 
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through space in an unimaginably vast universe for no particular rea-son.” Now that makes me want to jump out of bed each morning to greet the day! People who believe Choice #1, that there is no story, often just ramble through life doing whatever feels good until the clock runs out. They have a mentality of “eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”

But because we don’t live in isolation, there are implications to Choice #1. A person’s view of truth always has consequences. What hap-pens when your actions and decisions come into conflict with mine? Since we are both just “tiny flecks of talking meat” spinning in the “same hodgepodge of primordial goo,” there is really no such thing as right or wrong, so the only mechanism to resolve our disputes is force or power; survival of the fittest. If you really believe that human beings are no more than flecks of meat, then taking a human life has no more significance than picking a mushroom or squashing an ant. One “fleck of meat” could form alliances with others to achieve their aims by overpowering another group of “meat flecks” with different goals. The group with the most power wins; right and wrong don’t even enter into the discussion. Choice #1 leads to a world without truth, and a world without truth leads to chaos. So what are the consequences of all of this? One just needs to look at the bloody and brutal course of world history to see the answer.

Coquette’s worldview is essentially the worldview of someone who is an atheist—life is pretty much meaningless and there is no higher purpose to our lives. Most atheists wouldn’t confess this philosophy as bluntly as Coquette does because it is almost too shocking to state out loud, and most reasonable people would think them mad. Frankly, I don’t think most atheists ever live their lives according to the inevitable conclusions of their own belief system.

One can’t really live a life faithful to a worldview of “meaningless-ness” without substituting some makeshift assumptions about meaning that do allow a person to function. Note that even Coquette recom-mends pursuing happiness and the happiness of others (in italics above) as a solution. She is essentially creating her own meaning because she 
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believes there is no meaning, which takes us to the next option for deal-ing with the great mystery of our existence.

 

Choice #2: Make Up Your Own Story

 

For the time will come when people will not put up with sound doc-

trine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them 

a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. 

They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. 

(2 Tim. 4:3–4)

 

True atheists, those who believe that there is no story at all, are actu-ally quite rare. Far more common are people who make up their own story and then live accordingly. They create a view of reality that makes sense to them; they develop a value system consistent with that view and then live into their own homemade reality. They decide not to think about the bigger mystery much at all, and they often don’t really care exactly how they got here or why they’re here. They make up their own story about what’s important and what brings meaning.

Donald Miller, in his book Blue Like Jazz, said that he realized one day that his life was like a movie in which he was the main star of every scene and everyone else was just a character in his movie.

 

Life was a story about me because I was in every scene. In fact, I was the 

only one in every scene. I was everywhere I went. If someone walked 

into my scene it would frustrate me because they were disrupting the 

general theme of the play, namely my comfort or glory.7

 

Now, people in this category are not necessarily selfish or egotistical. They can be quite pleasant and even admirable and inspiring. At their core they are quite practical: “I’m here. I have a life to live, so I am going to make some basic decisions about what I believe, how I will live, and what values will best guide me as I walk through life.” These are the “what’s right 
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for you may not be right for me” people. They essentially invent their own truth but don’t require or expect that others will necessarily live by it. They often begin sentences with “I think that . . .” or “I believe that . . .” They fill in the blanks with their own home brew. Here are a few of the manufac-tured “truisms” that might undergird the worldviews of these folks:

 

•  You should be able to do whatever you want as long as it doesn’t 

hurt other people.

•  The one who dies with the most toys wins.

•  Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.

•  We can all find God in our inner self.

•  t’s a dog-eat-dog world and only the strong survive.

•  I think that all religions are just different roads to the same truth.

•  Everyone should have an equal opportunity to pursue his or her 

dreams.

 

Note that some of these truisms are quite appealing while others are quite awful. The thing that they have in common is that they are all made up and arbitrary. They may or may not be true. They are made to create meaning for people who don’t really believe there is such a thing as absolute truth. Here is where our 2006 Word of the Year, truthiness, comes in handy.

 

truthiness, n.: the quality of preferring concepts or facts one wishes to 

be true, rather than concepts or facts known to be true8

 

To solve the great mystery of their lives, people who have chosen to make up their own story do so to create the meaning and purpose that their lives lack. I believe this may also speak to something innate within us that compels us to seek truth and meaning. The fact that we long for it so universally suggests to me that there must be such a thing as a truth and meaning that satisfies that longing, just as there is such a thing as food that satisfies our experience of hunger.
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So who are these people who have chosen to make up their own sto-ries about truth? Actually, this “make up your own story” approach to life’s great mystery can produce both monsters and saints. They could be drug dealers or human traffickers as easily as they could be homemakers or schoolteachers. They might be NBA all-stars or Fortune  500 CEOs. Usually they share the fairly universal human goal—happiness. It’s just that some pursue it through violence and crime and others through hard work and education. Some even find it in helping their fellow man and being generous.

People can live an entire lifetime pursuing happiness and fulfill-ment without really worrying about whether there is some deeper truth or bigger story that they might be a part of. They are the stars of their own movies, writing their own stories and making their own rules. For seventy or eighty years they move from one event to the next, like balls in a pinball machine, bouncing off bumpers with lights flashing and bells ringing all the way. They are busy racking up points and bonuses until the ball finally goes down the drain, the noises stop, and the lights go out. Game Over!

And then there’s the third option:

 

Choice #3: Become Part of God’s Story

 

Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he 

gave the right to become children of God. (John 1:12)

 

If you read a mystery novel, there is one thing you know for sure: someone wrote it; there was an author. The author creates the setting (the place where everything happens), the plot, and all of the characters in the story. The author gives each character unique characteristics and personalities and a role to play in the bigger story. And, perhaps the most significant aspect of this metaphor, every character is designed to play a key role. Let me underscore this one more time. If God is the Author of the big story and you are a character in that story, then it follows that the 
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Author created you to play a key role in his story! This is the theme I will develop more fully in later chapters.

 

The Author created you to play a key role in his story!

 

You have probably seen The Lord of the Rings movie trilogy, and I hope you have read the books too. J. R. R. Tolkien, the author of those books, created an astonishing world called Middle Earth. It was a remarkable place filled with adventure and dragons and orcs and hobbits. It was a story of good versus evil, of kings and sorcerers, wizards and magic. And the characters in the book—Frodo, Gandalf, Sam, and many others— were placed in the midst of a big story unfolding around them that went back into time for thousands of years. Tolkien had created each of them to play some role in his sprawling epic story. And as we read about them, we realize that each of them struggled to make sense of the story and to understand just what his role should be. They couldn’t see the whole of the big story from the author’s point of view; they could only see the part that was in front of them with occasional glimpses of the broader narra-tive. But each character had to puzzle out the role he was meant to play based on the information he had.

Well, doesn’t it make sense that our story has an author too—one who created the world and the universe we were born into; one who cast the vision for the expansive plot and story narrative that has unfolded over eons of time; one who began the story and also will bring it to its conclusion? Doesn’t it also follow that this same Author/Creator gave life to each and every character in his story—to you and to me—and that he created each one of us with unique gifts, talents, and personalities, and that he placed us within his story in both space and time?

I want to be honest in stating that all of this requires a significant leap of faith. Philosophers have been debating the existence of God for millennia, and I will not bring an end to that debate here. But again, I want to appeal to your common sense—something philosophers don’t always have in abundance. Doesn’t it make a lot more sense to believe 
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that our story has an author than to believe that everything we see and experience is meaningless and without purpose?

In college I majored in neurobiology and animal behavior. I had the thrill of studying both the intricacies of the human brain but also the amazing variety and diversity in the animal and plant kingdoms. To be honest, at that time in my life I was an atheist . . . maybe an agnostic. I didn’t believe in God and I didn’t think one could prove the existence of God, so I made Choice #2. I decided to make up my own rules. But what kept nagging at me was that the natural world I was studying was filled with such beauty, complexity, and wonder that I could not help but speculate just how something so marvelous could have come into being. Did it really make any sense to think that all of this just showed up by accident; that the most beautiful painting I had ever seen didn’t have a painter? I could have described to you the detailed steps in the life cycle of the monarch butterfly and the amazing fact that more than 100 million monarchs mysteriously migrate thousands of miles each year and find their way to the same pine forests in Michoacán, Mexico.9 They weigh a fraction of an ounce, but they can navigate and fly several thou-sand miles to the same small patch of land every year. I could describe all of this, but I was at a loss to explain why and how there was such a thing as a butterfly to begin with. If you have ever watched TV shows like  Planet  Earth or The  Frozen  Planet from the BBC Natural History Unit, you cannot come away without being in awe and wonder of the incredible artistry and magic in our world. Does it make sense that the millions of plants and animals we see today; the remarkable music and artistry of human beings; the incredible civilizations of Egypt, Rome, Western Europe, China, and Japan; the technologies that created televi-sion, cell phones, computers, and spaceships; and incredible cities like New York, Paris, Rio de Janeiro, and Tokyo just happened? And even if you can swallow all of that, how can you possibly believe that the incom-prehensibly vast universe with its billions of galaxies, in which we float like a speck of dust, just appeared out of nothing?

Now I know that my little argument won’t convince the academics 
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who are battling this out in universities all over the world, but it usually makes sense to ordinary people who also can also look at our amazing universe and reach a similar conclusion—there has to be a painter; there has to be an author.

 

What may be known about God is plain to them, because God has 

made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s 

invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been 

clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men 

are without excuse. (Rom. 1:19–20 niv)

 

It takes a lot more faith to believe what Coquette believes—that there was no Creator and that we are just so much carbon chemistry swirling around a meaningless universe—than it does to simply believe that “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1).

We are told in the Bible that the crowning achievements of God’s creation, the lead characters in his story, are men and women—human beings. In fact, the Bible tells us that God created human beings in his own likeness, with the ability to think and reason, to create music and art and beauty, and with a spiritual nature that makes them different from everything else in creation. We are, in a real sense, God’s children.

We started this chapter with Pilate’s provocative question: What is truth? Now it’s time to listen again to the amazing statement by Jesus that provoked Pilate’s question: “. . . the reason I was born and came into the world is to testify to the truth. Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.” The big story of God came to a climax in the life and death and resurrection of Jesus. He is the truth; he is the story. “I am the way and the truth and the life,” Jesus claimed. “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).

The big story of God came to a climax in the life and death 

and resurrection of Jesus. He is the truth; he is the story.
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Truth Matters

 

The tragedy of modern man is not that he knows less and less about 

the meaning of his own life but that it bothers him less and less.—

Vaclav Havel

 

As Jesus said, we all have the choice to build on sand or to build on the rock of God’s truth. But Jesus doesn’t state that simply believing the right things provides the foundation of rock. He states that we have to believe his words and put them into practice.

 

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into 

practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain 

came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against 

that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. 

(Matt. 7:24–25)

 

Truth that is ignored is no better foundation for our lives than no truth at all. Jesus was proclaiming that truth has implications for con-duct. Truth becomes the foundation for our worldview, and worldview becomes the basis for our actions and behavior. We had better stand on a foundation of rock because we live in a world where the rain beats down, the waters are rising, and the winds will blow and beat against us. It is a world that unrelentingly assaults our senses and confronts our val-ues. It is a world filled with temptations—money, sex, power, fame, and pleasure. It is a world characterized by crime, violence, racism, poverty, injustice, inequality, and deceit. We live in a world that constantly chal-lenges our understanding of truth and demands that we make choices. And those choices matter.

This is the world into which every one of us woke up. This is the world in which each of us is seeking meaning and purpose. This is the world we, as Christians, were commanded to conquer in Christ’s name, armed with Christ’s truth, and motivated by Christ’s love.
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God’s Big Story

 

Even if there is only one possible unified theory, it is just a set 

of rules and equations. What is it that breathes fire into the 

equations and makes a universe for them to describe?1

—Stephen Hawking, astrophysicist

 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

—Genesis 1:1

 

Flying Saucers

 

As I went up to the spare bedroom this morning to begin writing, I announced to my wife that today I would try to explain the meaning of life and God’s big plan for the universe. I think that brought out a bit of a chuckle. Her advice was to keep it practical and down to earth and to tell some stories. Good advice. The only reason I want to talk about these bigger concepts at all is that I am convinced that the very real and practical issues we face in our lives have to be understood as they relate to the larger issues of meaning and order in the world. As I said in the previous chapter, the choices we make about real-ity matter. Truth matters. Beliefs matter. It matters whether Jesus was God’s Son, and what he taught us about truth matters a great deal. The truth has profound implications.

When I was a senior in high school, I had a running feud with my 

17
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English teacher. To be honest, I was a bit of a jerk, and I regularly made her life difficult by behaving badly and always disagreeing with her in class. I was always the contrarian. We all had to write a major research paper that year, and she told us we could choose any topic we wanted to write about. Other students chose to write about great books like Moby Dick or Crime and Punishment. But, of course, I had to be difficult. And so, when I had my meeting with her to get my topic approved, I reminded her that she said we could write on any topic; I announced that I intended to write about flying saucers. Yes, you heard me right: my senior English research paper topic was flying saucers. I could tell she was a bit peeved by this, but all she said was, “Stearns, it had better be good.”

And so for the next several months I read everything I could get my hands on about UFOs. I reviewed newspaper accounts of sightings and interviews with people who claimed to have seen them. I even wrote to the US government to get the official report of Project Blue Book, a seven-teen-year study by the US Air Force in which more than twelve thousand sightings were investigated to determine whether UFOs posed a national security threat. I really got into this. The more I read and learned, the more I wondered whether there really might be extraterrestrial life. I can even remember going out at night to gaze into the heavens for hours hop-ing that maybe I might see one of these UFOs myself, because if UFOs were real, it changed everything. It would change everything about our view of the world, because it would mean that we are not the only ones here and that something bigger was going on. So why am I telling you all of this? Be patient.

It was about five years later that I completed another research proj-ect. I was dating a young woman named Renee whom I loved very much. The only problem was that she was a committed Christian and I was an atheist. And to her, truth mattered a great deal—so much, in fact, that she would not marry someone who didn’t share the same view of truth. To her, the truth that God had sent his Son, Jesus, to teach us, forgive us, and offer us a new way to live changed everything about her life— including, unfortunately for me, her choice of whom she would marry. 
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Truth had consequences and implications for her life that were real and serious.

 

Truth had consequences and implications for 

her life that were real and serious.

 

Now I didn’t fully understand this. I was one of those “what’s true for you may not be true for me” kind of people. Why couldn’t we all just be happy? But I couldn’t just believe in Jesus just because he was a nice person and he made me feel good. As a guy with his college degree in neurobiology, I needed evidence that Christianity was actually true, because to me it seemed that Jesus wasn’t just asking people to believe in him, he was asking people to build their entire lives around him. He had claimed to be God, after all. And if I discovered that he was, in fact, God, then it changed everything. I couldn’t just wake up the next morning, brush my teeth, and go to school as if nothing had happened.

And so, prompted by my love for the girl I would someday marry, I decided to research the claims of this whole Christianity deal. I read about fifty or sixty books over the next few months, trying to learn as much as I could. I read everything from comparative religion and phi-losophy to archaeology, science, faith, apologetics, and history. My mind raced as I considered, maybe for the first time ever, the fundamental questions of our lives. Where did we come from? How did we get here? Is there a God? What happens when we die? How should we live? What does it all mean? This is not a book about apologetics, so I won’t try to summarize all that I learned. But I will share my conclusion.

I came to believe that the most plausible explanation for the universe was that God was real and he had created all that we see; that there was a painter behind this incredible painting, an author behind this aston-ishing story. I also came to believe that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed God incarnate—that God had taken human form in order to inaugu-rate a new and deeper kind of relationship with us. I based my belief on both historical evidence for the resurrection and also the inherent ring 
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of truth I found in Scripture. It felt right and felt true. It had a depth and solidity to it, a consistency that almost spoke for itself, kind of like what Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence—that “we hold these truths to be self-evident.” The truth of the teachings of Jesus felt some-how “self-evident.” The evidence for the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus seemed as unimpeachable as the evidence that Julius Caesar had been the emperor of Rome. And so I knelt before the God of the universe one day in West Philadelphia and said, Yes! Yes, I am your child. Yes, I want to know you and learn from you, and yes, I want to live every day of my life with you, yes! And I also knew that my life would never be the same, because Jesus changed everything.

Okay, so where do the flying saucers come in? In those first few months after committing my life to the truth of the message of Jesus, I was irrepressible when speaking to others about what I had discovered. I was just so excited and so eager to share what I had found with those who hadn’t found it. I felt as though I had found a cure for cancer and just had to tell everyone the incredibly good news. I am sure that I was almost insufferable to be around. One night I was having a lengthy debate about all of this with a friend who just didn’t understand why I was so worked up. He was also one of those “what’s true for you may not be true for me” people. So I came up with this example to try to get him to understand. I said, “I want you to imagine that tonight as you drive home, a real UFO appears in the sky ahead of you, and to your shock and dismay, it lands in the road in front of you. You stop the car, quivering in the presence of this astonishing and inexplicable sight. And then an extraterrestrial being actually comes out and walks toward your car. It communicates to you where it is from and why it has come. It tells you to communicate this same information to others and says that some day it will return. Then it returns to its ship, lifts off, and disappears into the night sky.”

I asked my friend what he would do if that happened to him. I suggested that it would be the defining moment of his life and that he would probably spend the rest of his life telling others what he had seen and heard, whether they believed him or not. I asked him if it wouldn’t 
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change everything. He agreed that it probably would. “So,” I said to him, “now you know how I feel about Jesus Christ.

A person who had the experience of meeting an extraterrestrial as described above would become a changed person. He could no longer just wake up and brush his teeth and go to work everyday like other people. He could no longer sit in an office or a classroom all day as if nothing had happened. It would truly change everything. It would change his understanding of reality, his fundamental worldview, and the very meaning, purpose, and mission of his life.

So if a UFO sighting would have such profound implications for someone’s life, what about the appearing in time and space, in human form, of the creator of the universe? What if this same God-man taught amazing truths, lived a remarkable life, and actually rose from the dead? Might that not also have some implications for life as we know it? No, after encountering Jesus you can’t just go back to your old life. That’s not an option. It changes everything. The Apostle Paul had just such a super-natural encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus. That encounter not only changed Paul, the changed Paul then changed the world. His encounter was that profound.

 

No, after encountering Jesus you can’t just go back to your 

old life. That’s not an option. It changes everything.

 

By the way, I got an A on my research paper. And I don’t think any-one would be more surprised that I became an author than my high school English teacher.

 

Meet the Author

 

In short, I had always believed that the world involved magic: now I 

thought that perhaps it involved a magician. . . . I had always felt life first 

as a story: and if there is a story there is a story-teller.2—G. K. Chesterton
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In chapter 1, I outlined the three different choices people can make when confronted with the incredible mystery of our very existence: believe there is no story, make up your own story, or become part of God’s story. If you have chosen one of the first two, the rest of this book won’t be terribly relevant for you. So let me assume that you believe that God is the author of the big story. The question then becomes, how do I find out more about the story the Author is writing?

And here I have to make a practical leap. I will focus in this chapter on the narrative of the Christian faith and story. This is not a book on comparative religion, nor is it a book trying to prove the existence of God. There are many fine books on these topics one can read. Instead, I will assume that you are a person who has already accepted the basic Christian narrative as being true but wants to understand its implica-tions for your life in a deeper way. If you haven’t accepted the Christian story as true, you can still read on, of course, and maybe even learn some things about the Christian worldview you didn’t know before.

So how do we begin to wrap our minds around the story of God? Perhaps you’ve heard the expression “We don’t even know what we don’t know.” I have used it in a business context for years, and it essentially means that when we face a major new challenge for which our under-standing is woefully inadequate, we don’t even know enough to fully appreciate what we don’t know. It’s an expression that humbly confesses ignorance in the face of something very big and very complex. That’s the way I feel about God. The God who created the universe is so big, so powerful, and so far beyond my ability to comprehend, that I don’t even know what I don’t know about God. I can no more comprehend God’s ways than my dog Sophie can comprehend my ways—though Sophie is intellectually much closer to me than I am to God. This was said well by God himself through the prophet Isaiah:

 

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

neither are your ways my ways,”

declares the Lord.
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“As the heavens are higher than the earth,

so are my ways higher than your ways

and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isa. 55:8–9)

 

The truth is that the only things we can really know about God are the things he has chosen to reveal to us in one way or another. We can discern things about God from observing what he created. When we see the world around us, we see vastness, complexity, power, order, beauty, creativity, precision, and majesty. And all of these words say something about the Creator. We can also, of course, understand God in spiritual ways as we pray and meditate on his Word and seek his company daily. But the most specific things we can learn about God come from those things he has chosen to reveal directly to us through the story of Scripture. The sixty-six books of the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, were given to us by God as the record of God’s dealings with mankind. Without them we would understand very little of God’s character, his motives, or his plan, which is exactly why God had it written down for us.

A “dirty little secret” is that few Christians have read the Bible cover to cover. One source claims that less than 10 percent of professing Christians have read the entire Bible. Many have set out with the best intentions only to spin off the road in a fog of confusion somewhere in the book of Leviticus. Many more of us have read the New Testament all the way through, probably because the tightness of the storyline, the accessibility of its writing style, and the dramatic appearance of the main hero, Jesus. Most of us have sampled the Old Testament like we might a buffet dinner—a helping of Psalms, a few stories about David and Moses, and maybe a dollop of Esther or Nehemiah on the side. The result is that most Christians don’t have a good grasp of the broad storyline from cre-ation to consummation. But here is the problem with that: we can’t really understand the mission of Jesus unless we understand that he was the ful-fillment of the entire Old Testament story. And if we don’t understand the mission of Jesus, we won’t understand the mission he gave us to fulfill. We have to know the big story to understand where our personal story fits in.
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In a moment I will try to summarize the broad outlines of God’s big story in a simple way, but before I do it is important to make a few key points. First, we will always be tempted to ask the question “Why did God choose to do it that way?” We might ask, for example, why did he make the universe so large, or why does life seem so rare in the known universe? We might ask why he made the sky blue and the grass green. And we might also ask why he chose to allow evil to exist, why he gave us free will, why he chose to reveal himself so slowly over thousands of years instead of all at once. We always want to know why he chose to do things the way he did. There are an infinite number of scripts he could have written, but for reasons only God understands, he wrote this one. And here’s the point: no matter which script he chose, we would always wonder why he didn’t choose a different one, one that maybe made more sense to us. The only real answer is that he is God and we are not. We are a lot like children who keep asking their parents, “Why?” And some-times parents just have to answer, “Because I said so.” So as you read more about the big story of God, focus less on the why and more on the how—how you fit in to the amazing story of God’s love.

Here is my attempt to summarize the plotline of the sixty-six books of the Bible. Obviously it can’t include everything, but my hope is that it will help you see the bright line of God’s incredible love for us and gain a sense of where the story is going next.

 

Love Story

 

The story of Scripture is the story of a Father’s love for his children. It’s the story of a Father faithfully reaching out to the children who rejected him. It is the story of a loving God who never gives up.

In the beginning God created the universe and everything in it. And he took joy in all that he created. He created Adam and Eve—man and woman—in his own image with mind, body, and spirit to enjoy in rela-tionship as a father enjoys his children.
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God was present with them in the special place he had made for them to live, Eden, and his wish was that they would flourish as they enjoyed the great inheritance he had provided. He desired that his chil-dren would work as his partners to oversee and manage the kingdom he had created, to manage the family business. He gave them their assign-ment and explained to them the kind of relationship he desired, one governed by the respect and obedience a father deserves.

But when tempted to disobey God by the evil one—a fallen angel whose bitterness compels him to attack all that the Father loves—they strayed and made a terrible choice, a choice to do it their way instead, a choice of disrespect. They weren’t satisfied with God’s way and wanted more power and more control. They broke off the good faith relation-ship with their own loving father. This broke God’s heart because their actions would have terrible consequences. They would tragically come to understand this as they lived apart from God and began to see the implications of their own willful behavior.

And the consequences were dreadful—broken relationships with their father, broken relationships with each other and with their chil-dren after them, selfishness, greed, strife, and even murder and death in the family. They got just what they had desired, a chance to do it their way. And all God had created fell into brokenness with them. But God still loved them as a father always loves his children, and he was heartbroken.

As the years passed, despite their widespread wickedness and dis-obedience, God offered his children many opportunities to return to him and live under his loving authority once more. He called out one man, Abraham, and promised that he would become the father of a new nation, Israel, a nation of God’s own people, set apart from the evil and rebellion that had consumed the human race like a virus. And he prom-ised Abraham that this new nation would someday be a blessing to all of God’s children. Israel could reestablish the goodness of God’s kingdom and live as a nation of God’s children under the authority of their Father-King again, as Adam and Eve once had. But Israel struggled, and they, 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   25                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM 26 Unfinished

too, strayed and made the terrible choice to do it their way instead, a choice of disrespect.

Abraham’s great-grandson Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt by his own brothers, and Israel spent the next four hundred years in captiv-ity in Egypt. Israel would have to wait if they were to fulfill God’s desire for them.

Then God heard their cries and sent another man, Moses, to free his people from their captivity. Moses intervened on their behalf and led them through the waters of the Red Sea to safety. But still they doubted, disobeyed, and complained.

Seeing their confusion and knowing the nation of Israel would need a constitution and laws to guide them into right behavior, God gave them the Law, the Torah, at Mount Sinai. If they were to become God’s kingdom people, they would need to understand God’s truth and God’s justice. He taught them right from wrong, goodness and truth. He taught them symbolically, through the bloody sacrifices of bulls and lambs, that their sin had consequences, and he showed them what that meant. Blood crimes required blood sacrifice. This would remind them that their own sins would have to be dealt with if their relationship was to be restored. Sin has consequences. Moses then led them through the wilderness for forty years to teach them again how to trust, obey, and rely upon God. He led them to the brink of a new promised land where they could live in safety and prosperity in relationship with their father God. But even after all of this, Israel turned away from God’s love, just as Adam and Eve had before them, and chose to disobey and live according to their own desires.

 

If they were to become God’s kingdom people, they would 

need to understand God’s truth and God’s justice.

 

Then they demanded a king so that they might be like the other nations. And God granted them a king, first Saul and then David, son of Jesse, who was the greatest of Israel’s kings. But over hundreds of years 
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most of their kings led them away from God. They were conquered by other nations. God was again heartbroken by their stubborn ways. Over the ensuing years, God sent them prophets to warn them and correct them, but they wouldn’t listen. Israel and her kings had failed again to submit to God’s authority and to become God’s beloved kingdom that would restore God’s rule and become God’s blessing to the nations of the world.

So God went silent for almost five hundred years. He had a different way that he would reveal at just the right time.

 

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

neither are your ways my ways.” (Isa. 55:8)

 

He broke the silence with the cry of a baby, born in a manger in the town of Bethlehem, at the zenith of the Roman Empire, an empire which represented the epitome of mankind’s corrupt rule over the earth, with its lust for power, violence, greed, and oppression. God decided it was time, time for a revolution, a revolution to overthrow, once and for all, the perverted kingdoms conceived out of mankind’s selfishness and greed. It was time to reveal God’s values, God’s justice, and God’s way. It was time to establish God’s reign, build God’s kingdom, and enthrone God again as king. It was time for a rescue mission for all God’s children.

The story of Scripture is the story of a Father’s love for his children. It’s the story of a Father faithfully reaching out to the children who rejected him. It is the story of a loving God who never gives up.

And as the ultimate act of love, God’s own Son, Jesus, would lead the rescue—fully God and fully man. God became flesh. It was too impor-tant to be entrusted to anyone else, too vital to be left to chance. Born of the Holy Spirit, the babe in the manger would rescue God’s children. Jesus would fulfill Israel’s destiny to be a blessing to the nations.

 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that who-

ever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16)
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Jesus would lead the revolution. But it was not a revolution about land and power and control; it was a revolution of love, obedience, peace, and restored relationships. Jesus modeled a different way to live and a different way to love. He spoke of a new kind of kingdom in which con-ventional wisdom would be turned upside down. The hallmarks of God’s kingdom would be love and forgiveness, sacrifice and service, justice and fairness. Love would be the coin of the realm, and people would love their neighbor as God loved them. The poor would be lifted up, the sick healed, the weak cared for. It was a vision of a different kind of society governed by God’s highest values, and everyone, not just Israel, would be invited to become its citizens. His kingdom would now come; his will would now be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

It was the good news that the prophets had spoken of, the good news that a new king would arise out of the stump of Jesse, the line of David, who would sit on Israel’s throne and be a blessing to the nations. God himself would do it by sending his own Son to take on human form and lead us out of our own darkness. It was a chance for a new beginning.

Jesus lived and taught and astonished by speaking with truth, show-ing compassion, and performing miraculous signs. He gathered around him disciples, the soldiers of his revolution, twelve men who would lead the charge. For three years he poured his life into them, teaching them in the ways of this new kingdom. They were twelve men who would rep-resent the twelve tribes of Israel. He was preparing them to proclaim his new kingdom after he had paid the price for sin and evil, and after he had left them. Jesus demonstrated the hallmarks of God’s new king-dom—feeding the hungry, healing the sick, caring for the poor, casting out evil spirits, and demonstrating the unconditional love of God to all he encountered. No man had ever lived or spoken this way. And he pre-pared the twelve to carry on after he left.

But mankind was so twisted in its rebellion that even God’s own Son was rejected—by the world and by Israel. The evil one from the garden of Eden was again trying to thwart the goodness of God. But God knew that this would happen; he knew that his own Son would be rejected, 
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but he had decided long ago that he would restore his relationship with his children in a costly way, by himself taking the punishment for their rebellion, because he could not bear for them to be punished so harshly. God’s justice was pure, and it required that the crimes of humanity be addressed. Taking the place of one of the lambs sacrificed in the temple for the sins of Israel, Jesus would pay the terrible price. He would be the Lamb of God sacrificed once and for all to pay for the sins of God’s children.

So Jesus submitted to those who called for his head. The very leaders of Israel demanded his death, and he consented. They could not know it, but it was the only way to remove the horrible guilt of God’s children, to pay the awful price, and to restore them in relationship with their loving Father. Even one of the twelve betrayed him.

 

It was the only way to remove the horrible guilt of 

God’s children, to pay the awful price, and to restore 

them in relationship with their loving Father.

 

Then his disciples watched in horror as he was arrested, beaten, tried, nailed to a cross, and brutally killed. And as he gave up his spirit, they gave up their hope. The revolution was over, and all was lost.

The story of Scripture is the story of a Father’s love for his children. It’s the story of a Father faithfully reaching out to the children who rejected him. It is the story of a loving God who never gives up.

But God . . . God was not finished. The plot took a dramatic turn. The good news of God burst forth in all its fullness. After three days in the cold tomb, life coursed again through the body of Jesus. The penalty now paid, justice now satisfied, and death now defeated, he arose. The story would not conclude here and the revolution would not end. Indeed, it had just begun.

He rallied the astonished disciples, explained the incredible events, and showed them how all that had happened had been predicted by the prophets. The good news of God was that they could now proclaim and 
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build God’s beloved kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven.” They were to go into the world to establish God’s rule by announcing the good news of God’s forgiveness and inviting all people to enter into this new way of living. A new Israel, fulfilled in the person of Jesus, would now become a blessing to the nations. A revolution to overthrow the kingdoms of this world and spread God’s new kingdom would be launched—and they would lead it. A new kingdom of God’s children would now be established and it would demonstrate a new way of living, a new society under God’s will. Jesus called it the church.

The eleven were excited to have Jesus leading them once again. Now everything would be possible. But they did not fully understand what God had planned to do. Just forty days after he rose from the dead, Jesus left them again. But before he left, he gave them this job to do. He told them to build God’s new kingdom to the far corners of the earth, to proclaim the good news of God’s forgiveness, to demonstrate God’s love through their lives and words and deeds, and to make new disciples of all nations by teaching others all that he had taught them. He bid them to invite everyone to accept his good news and enter his kingdom. He told them that he would be with them always because he would send them his spirit as their comfort, help, and guide, and he said he would return when the job was done. And then . . . Jesus left.

 

He told them to build God’s new kingdom to the far corners of the 

earth, to proclaim the good news of God’s forgiveness, to demonstrate God’s love through their lives and words and deeds, and to make new disciples of all nations by teaching others all that he had taught them.

 

For the first time since the garden of Eden, the dark shadow of sin and guilt had been removed and the sunlight of God’s grace and forgiveness shone. Our sin and guilt had been forgiven, erased. God’s intervention had removed the one thing that had separated us from our Father. Our freedom had been won, our salvation secured. We, as God’s children, could now go into the world free and without guilt, to proclaim the good 
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news of forgiveness, to demonstrate the Father’s love to all, and to invite all of God’s children to come home to the Father’s warm embrace. God’s kingdom had come; God’s will could now be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Two thousand years later, we are his children in this generation; we are his church. But the job he gave us to do remains unfinished. It is our turn now . . . our time to lead God’s revolution.
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3

 

 

Why Did Jesus Leave?

 

The birth of Jesus is the sunrise in the Bible.1

—Henry Van Dyke

 

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a 

cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into 

the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white 

stood beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand 

here looking into the sky?”

—Acts 1:9–11

 

One question that has captivated every generation of Christians since the first century is the question of when Jesus will return. Specific predictions of the actual date of Christ’s return have been made in virtually every generation since the Christ’s departure at the ascension, but they became intense just before AD 1000 and AD 2000—at the end of each millennium. The Left Behind series, which told the story of the last days and the second coming of Christ, debuted in 1995 and became a publishing phenomenon, reportedly selling more than 65 million books. In 2011 there was media frenzy over Harold Camping’s prediction that the rapture2 and judgment day would take place on May 21, 2011. When it did not, Camping revised his predic-tion to October. The fact that you are reading this book indicates that Camping was wrong again.

As exciting as the question of the Second Coming is, I have come to believe that there is an even more profound question that needs to 

32
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be answered first. It is a question that is absolutely fundamental to the understanding of our faith, but it is a question that I don’t think I have ever heard anyone ask, and I don’t remember ever hearing a sermon preached on it. This question is not when Jesus will return, but rather, why did Jesus leave in the first place?

Stop and think about this for just a moment. Why did Jesus leave?

 

Why did Jesus leave?

 

If you consider the sweeping meta-story of Scripture that I described in the last chapter, it culminates in the most dramatic event in all of his-tory, the incarnation of God in human form in Bethlehem.

We know the story so well: the babe in the manger, the shepherds abiding in the fields, the three wise men and the heavenly host of angels declaring the long-awaited promise: “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10–11 niv).

This incarnational moment has been called the very “hinge of his-tory”3—God coming to dwell among men. No other event and no other person has so shaped world history. The story of Christ has rightly been called “the greatest story ever told.”4 But we may know the story too well. We have heard it so many times and seen it commercialized in so many ways that it is difficult for us to truly hear it without our twenty-first-century filters.

Allow me to take you back in time to help you hear the story as the disciples might have experienced it. I want you to experience it as if it were a mystery unfolding. Remember, the disciples did not know how the story would end as we do today when we look back on it. I want you to see the sheer drama in this story with new eyes.

The once great nation of Israel had been trampled by a succession of empires and now lived under the boot of what was the most powerful empire of all, Rome. For centuries they had cried out to God for deliver-ance from their oppression. The prophets had foretold a savior, a messiah, 
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who would be a king again on David’s throne. He would someday liber-ate and restore the fallen nation of God’s chosen people, and they had been waiting and longing for hundreds of years for this messiah/king to appear. And then, just about thirty years after that miraculous night in Bethlehem, which very few people were even aware of, Jesus burst onto the scene, publicly declaring in the local synagogue in Nazareth that he was the fulfillment of those messianic prophecies, that he was the Christ the Jewish people had longed to see for centuries. He was the king who would restore Israel. It was shocking. But instead of reacting with joy, “They got up, drove him out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order to throw him off the cliff. But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way” (Luke 4:29–30).

And then, to demonstrate indisputably that he was indeed the long-awaited Messiah, he began to perform what would become a torrent of miracles—healing the sick, blind, and lame, feeding the thousands, casting out demons, walking on water, quieting a storm, turning water into wine, and even raising the dead back to life. His teaching and ser-mons were astonishing in that they cast a vision for an entirely different way for people to live, a radical new way that would be pleasing to God and attractive to all men and women. For three years he canvassed the countryside preaching, teaching, and healing. He shockingly claimed the power to forgive sins, something only God could do. Though the Pharisees and chief priests opposed him and felt their power threatened, Jerusalem and the surrounding towns were literally buzzing with news of these events, and thousands began to seek him and follow him. Jesus even made the outrageous claim that he was God’s Son. Unimaginable. Unprecedented. Stunning.

He selected twelve men to live within his inner circle—to travel with him and be taught by him. These twelve had a ringside seat to the most amazing series of events the world had ever witnessed. Try to put yourself in their sandals. They, despite being ordinary men—fisher-men, tax collectors, zealots—had been chosen to be discipled by Rabbi Jesus. They were witnesses to his miracles and were privy to his most 
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private teaching. They imagined that Jesus would come to power, over-throw Rome, and free Israel from her captivity. They even argued over which of them would have a higher rank in Jesus’ new kingdom. But they misunderstood.

Just when the disciples felt certain that Jesus would liberate the Jews from Rome, the unthinkable happened. There was a startling and unex-pected twist in the developing plot. Jesus, Messiah and king of the Jews, was betrayed by one of the twelve and arrested one evening near the Garden of Gethsemane just outside the walls of Jerusalem, where he had gone to pray. Arrested? How could this be happening? Why didn’t he use his powers to escape? What would become of the revolution to overthrow Roman oppression? What would happen to them, the disciples? In con-fusion and fear they scattered. And then, to their growing horror, within a matter of hours Jesus was brutally beaten, sentenced to death, nailed to a cross, and murdered. Not possible! It could not end like this. But his dead, cold, and mutilated corpse was anointed with oils and spices, wrapped and bound in linen, and sealed in a stone tomb. Game Over!

I don’t think we can possibly imagine the depth of the disciples’ despair. Their hopes and dreams were crushed. Their teacher and friend was dead. The messianic King of Israel had been snuffed out like the wick of a candle. There would be no freedom for the captives, no day of the Lord’s favor, no victory over Rome, no growing movement of followers with Jesus at the lead. Everything they had believed and hoped for was gone forever. I can think of no story in all of history more tragic. And so they slinked away in their grief. They feared even for their own safety, so they fled and hid. The bad guys had won. It was over.

We can only surmise what must have gone on over the next several days. Peter, the courageous one, had denied even knowing Christ, fear-ing that he too might be arrested and killed. Presumably the others had gone into hiding as well. Words like devastated, grief-stricken, confused, fearful, and demoralized don’t even begin to capture their emotions. Everything they had hoped for was gone. But they misunderstood.

Three long days went by, and one last outrageous and totally 
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unexpected twist of the plot took place. Inside the bleak stone tomb, the cold corpse of the dead Messiah stirred. Energy coursed through it; a transformation took place, and Jesus stunningly rose from death itself on that first Easter morning. The stone was rolled back; he emerged victorious from the tomb: “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death is your sting?” (1 Cor. 15:55). Jesus had conquered death itself and returned to his disciples.

There is no more dramatic story in all the world. Can you even try to picture first the awe, and then the joy that the disciples must have felt? It would be hard to exaggerate the depth of their emotional reaction. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Every hope that had been dashed was suddenly alive again. Jesus was indeed the Messiah-King, and his resurrection changed everything. It still does.

We are told in Scripture that over the next forty days Jesus continu-ally appeared to them and spoke about the kingdom of God. God was about to do something totally new and different. Their sense of antici-pation for what might come next must have been growing and building toward a fever pitch. Jesus was back and the revolution was back on track. And then it happened.

Forty days after his miraculous resurrection, the risen Jesus led the disciples to a familiar place on the Mount of Olives. He spoke a few words about the promised Holy Spirit and about how the disciples were to be his witnesses to the ends of the earth. Then, as Acts 1:9 tells us, “He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.” That’s right. Jesus just left.

Seriously? After all of the incredibly dramatic events, thousands of years of prophecy fulfilled, the incarnation of God in human form, the public ministry and profound teaching of Christ, the astonishing signs and miracles, and finally Christ’s brutal death followed by the unprec-edented resurrection . . . he just left? That’s it? That’s how it ends?

Now I don’t know about you, but I would have written a very dif-ferent ending to this story. I would have expected that the resurrected Christ would now bring history to its conclusion. The atonement had 
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occurred; our sins had been paid for. Didn’t Jesus himself say, “It is fin-ished”? Why not just go directly to Matthew 25’s judgment scene—do not pass go, do not collect $200? Gather the nations, separate the sheep from the goats, get the judgment behind you, and set up your eternal kingdom forever and ever, Amen. Now that makes sense. Why not tie it all up in a neat bow and end it right then and there?

But no. Instead, Jesus chose to leave.

 

Why not tie it all up in a neat bow and end it right then 

and there? But no. Instead, Jesus chose to leave.

 

Now I want you to put yourself in the place of the disciples at that moment. Try again to imagine their confusion. Here is what Acts 1 tells us: “They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky?’” (vv. 10–11).

They were astonished, bewildered, dumbfounded, flummoxed, flab-bergasted, stunned, and stupefied. This  can’t be happening! Now what will we do? I have this mental picture of them staring blankly with mouths hanging open, looking at the sky. Would any of us have been any less perplexed? But if we are brutally honest about the church today, two thousand years later, many of us are still perplexed and staring blankly at the sky, not quite knowing what to do.

Why did Jesus leave?

When will he come back?

And why were we left behind?

I want to suggest to all followers of Christ that, not only does the very mission and purpose of the church depend on the answers to those ques-tions, but so, too, does the purpose and meaning of our individual lives. If we don’t understand why Jesus left, then we will never understand the significance of our lives in Christ today.

Now listen, because here is the answer: I believe Jesus left because there was something critical he intended for his disciples to do. There 
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was some unfinished business for his church to take care of. He was very specific about just what he wanted done, and he said he would return when that business had been completed. This was not something new that he hadn’t told them about. Jesus had spent three years preparing his disciples for this critical mission. He spoke about it constantly, and in his last days with them he promised them that the Holy Spirit, a helper and comforter, would come with power to be their guide.

As I stated earlier, “that thing” that Jesus left us to accomplish involved establishing and building the kingdom of God on earth. For three years Jesus had cast his compelling vision of a different kind of kingdom, one that did not involve land, control, or power. It was a vision of a new way for God’s people to live under God’s authority and rule. It would be different from every other earthly kingdom because it would turn the world’s values on their head. It meant revolution; not a revolution of force and violence but a revolution of values and ideas. Just as the fall from the garden had resulted in sin, death, and separation, Jesus’ revo-lution would result in peace, love, and reconciliation. Men and women could now live in a restored relationship, not only with God but also with each other.

The kingdom of God would be composed of God’s people, forgiven and empowered, living according to God’s values in communities he called  church. And Jesus’ dreamed-of kingdom would explode like a mustard seed, which begins as “the smallest of all seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds come and perch in its branches” (Matt. 13:32). I believe that Jesus envisioned his new kingdom transforming the world much as the com-ing of spring transforms the frozen landscape after a long and brutal winter; the snow and ice retreat, the waters flow again, and new life springs forth with an outrageous display of beauty, blossoms, and fruit. The kingdom of God would launch a peaceful assault on the power structures that ruled human empires, but they would resist that assault with violence. The revolution would be bloody, but Jesus assured the disciples that the very gates of hell would not prevail against it. After 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   38                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM

Why Did Jesus Leave? 39

spending three years equipping them for this great task and showing them the way, he took them up to the Mount of Olives and gave them their marching orders:

 

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 

them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with 

you always, to the very end of the age. (Matt. 28:19–20)

 

Then Jesus left.

 

How Does This Change the World?

 

A penny will hide the biggest star in the universe if you hold it close 

enough to your eye.5—Samuel Grafton

 

So what does the sudden departure of Jesus two millennia ago have to do with us in the twenty-first century? How should it affect the way we live our lives and our understanding of purpose and meaning? The answer lies in our worldview. As Christians we must see the world and our purpose in it differently than others do. The Brazilian theolo-gian Frei Betto made the observation, “The head thinks where the feet stand.”6 This is profoundly true. If you are North American or European, think of how different your worldview might be if you had been born and raised in

 

•  Afghanistan,

•  China,

•  Gaza or the West Bank,

•  Russia,

•  North Korea, or

•  Ethiopia.
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Different cultures, different economies, different governments, different religious roots, different languages, different foods, differ-ent realities. No wonder there is conflict in our world. Even within the USA, someone born and raised in Beverly Hills is going to have a very different worldview than someone raised in rural Mississippi. But geography is not the only thing affecting worldview. Your race, eco-nomic status, gender, health, and family situation deeply affect your worldview. Stand in another person’s shoes and your head will think differently. The notion of worldview turns out to be quite profoundly important as we seek to see the world more like God sees the world. Here’s a definition:

 

worldview: the overall perspective from which one sees and interprets 

the world

 

Whether we acknowledge it or not, every one of us has a worldview, and it influences almost every dimension of our lives: our attitudes, our values, our decisions, and our behavior. It influences that way we relate to our neighbors, our communities, and even other nations. It influ-ences our education, our career choices, and the way we use our money. Perhaps most importantly, our worldview even influences the way we understand our faith. That is why the key issue of foundational truth discussed in chapters 1 and 2 is so very important.

So what then does this “forest” or big picture of God’s story and the mission of Jesus now tell us? How should it shape and inform Christians in the twenty-first century? I have tried to establish that the very mean-ing of our lives ultimately depends on understanding the big story that the author of the universe is writing. If we are characters in this story, created specifically to play a key role, then the ultimate meaning in our lives must be found by discerning where our story intersects with God’s big story. Authors do not create characters with no purpose and no role to play. We looked at the sweep of what God has been doing in our world from creation and the subsequent rift between God and his children 
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through the many overtures of our patient Father God to pursue recon-ciliation with his children.

Finally we looked at the dramatic sending of God’s own Son, Jesus, on a rescue mission to offer forgiveness and a new way of living in God’s kingdom and under God’s rule. But remarkably, God chose not to end the story and tie up all the loose ends with the death and resurrection of his Son. Though Jesus’ work of atonement was complete and the forces of evil had been dealt a fatal blow, the story did not end with the resurrec-tion. Instead, the triumph of Jesus from the grave actually started a new chapter. And this new chapter began with the startling decision of Jesus to physically depart, leaving all of his followers behind. His one final act was to give them a mission in the world, an assignment he wanted them to undertake. There were specific tasks he wanted them to finish. And they could accept this mission with all of its consequences or they could walk away and return to their previous lives as fishermen, laborers, and tax collectors. He gave them a choice.

And they made it. They chose obedience. The once scattered and fearful disciples returned to Jerusalem, gathered together and prayed constantly, selected Matthias to replace Judas, and then waited for the gift of the power of the Holy Spirit whom Jesus had promised. Ten days later, just as Jesus had said, the dramatic arrival of the Holy Spirit occurred on what we now call Pentecost. From that day on, we read in the book of Acts that the disciples proclaimed the gospel with revolutionary fervor throughout Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria, and to the ends of the known world. They were driven. Nothing was more important. Their worldview had been shattered by the amazing events of Jesus’ death and resurrec-tion, the new truths he taught about God, and the urgent mission he had given them to accomplish. The gospel, the good news of Jesus as King and Messiah, had implications they now understood. None of them just went back to the lives they’d had before Jesus called them; how could they? That was no longer an option. Everything had changed. The truth had implications.

In the twenty centuries that have followed, nothing has changed and 
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everything has changed. The vital mission given by Jesus to his follow-ers is still in force. Every single teaching and instruction is still in effect. Truth doesn’t change, but the world does. Today our worldviews have been assaulted by a thousand different competing influences. It is so very easy to be seduced away from God’s truth, even when we have tried to build our foundation on the rock.

As followers of Christ, we should want to embrace his view of the world. We should want to see the world as he must see it, love the world as he loves it, and live in the world as he would want us to live. We should weep for what he weeps for and treasure what he treasures. But if we are to see the world through God’s eyes we have to see through different lenses. The truth still has implications.
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4

 

 

Magic Kingdom, Tragic 

 

Kingdom, and the 

 

Kingdom of God

 

We see people and things not as they are, but as we are.1

—Anthony de Mello

 

Most Americans are still drawing some water from the Christian 

well. But a growing number are inventing their own versions of 

what Christianity means, abandoning the nuances of traditional 

theology in favor of religions that stroke their egos and indulge or 

even celebrate their worst impulses.2

—Ross Douthat

 

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because 

they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.

—Matthew 9:36

 

Two Churches, Two Sundays

 

Jesus wept. (John 11:35)

 

43
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Sunday, December 5, 2010—Port au Prince, Haiti

We left early that morning to make the circuitous drive through the rubble-strewn streets of Port au Prince to a tent camp a few miles out-side of the earthquake-ravaged city. The Corail Camp was just one of the locations to which earthquake refugees had been moved after losing their homes to the devastating January 12 quake. More than two hun-dred thousand had died that day.3 Eleven months later, these refugees were the “lucky ones.”

We entered the Corail Camp just before 9:00 a.m. Crude tents sprawled as far as the eye could see. Perhaps ten thousand people now lived on this barren patch of dust and dirt, a city of victims, a city of pain and loss. We watched as hundreds of people, dressed in their best white shirts and blouses, found their way through the maze of tents toward a larger tent structure—a makeshift church of scrap lumber, corrugated tin, and UN tarps with a rugged cross atop it. Renee and I entered this little chapel with perhaps three hundred souls gathered to worship. And worship they did. We were about to learn a transforma-tive lesson about the power of the gospel. For more than two hours they poured out their praise—and their pain—to the One who was pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities, and through whose wounds we are healed.

It was hard to comprehend. How, I thought, could  these  broken people, who had lost so much, still sing their praises to God? Sitting in the front row on rough wooden benches were, not one, but six amputees. Men, women, even a little girl of six; each had lost a limb that day eleven months earlier. Still they sang praises. One strong and dignified woman led the choir; we would later learn that her name was Demosi. She stood out above the others in her bearing, passion, and fervent praise. But she stood on just one leg and clapped with just one arm. Demosi had lost both arm and leg on that day. But there she was, leading the choir with energy, and clapping her one hand to her shoulder in praise to her Lord. What a beacon, what a light for her people! She who had lost more than all the others showing them how to live in their new normal.
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How, I thought, could these broken people, who had 

lost so much, still sing their praises to God?

 

After two sermons by two pastors and more than two hours of wor-ship and praise, we walked with Demosi back to her small tent. Eight feet long by six feet wide and perhaps five feet tall, this structure was where this single mother of two now lived and raised her two young girls.

Sensing we were in the presence of one of God’s great servants, Renee and I sought to understand. Her smile was infectious. Demosi had lost more than just two limbs that day. She had also lost her home and her job and had then spent the next eleven months living in this tiny tent. How, then, could she smile? We could detect no bitterness or depression. Instead, she was grateful—grateful to God because he had spared her life that day. He had given her a second chance. Demosi was filled with hope, not bitterness. She looked forward to receiving a prosthetic arm as she had a leg, to becoming a seller in the market, and perhaps to receiving one of the twenty-by-twenty slab homes World Vision was building nearby.

She was so much better off than those who had died, she told us, because she had been spared and given another chance to raise her girls and serve her Lord. Demosi knew there was work to be done, and she was thankful that God had given her an opportunity to do it. She could now be the light in this dark place, giving hope to the others who had also lost everything. Her suffering could now be used as a blessing to others.

As we sought to understand this great soul, Renee asked her what she would want us to say about her to people back in America. Demosi smiled her great smile and said, “You tell them you’ve met Lazarus, and she is back from the dead!” Back from the dead to serve the God she loves with the life she had been given.

 

Sunday, December 12, 2010—Seattle, Washington

Seven days later, we were back in Seattle and on the way to our very different church.
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It was the advent season, and our sanctuary was stunning: adorned with garlands and poinsettias, candles in each of the stained glass win-dows, festive banners draped from the ceiling, and two twenty-five-foot Christmas trees up front, each festooned with hundreds of lights. One of the largest pipe organs in America filled the church with beloved Christmas hymns—“Hark the Herald Angels Sing” and “Joy to the World.” The adorable children’s choir came in dressed in their Sunday best and sang “Go Tell It on the Mountain.” It was beautiful. On any other Sunday this would have been a blessing to me and Renee. But somehow, seven days after the worship service in Haiti, it felt wrong.

As the service ended, with lots of smiles and Christmas best wishes, people streamed out of the church and into their cars. Undoubtedly many of our fellow worshippers left the church that day and went to the shopping malls to finish last minute Christmas shopping; others went home to watch football games on their large screen TVs.

Two different churches on two different Sundays. Something just felt wrong, and I imagined a tear running down the face of God as he looked upon these two very different expressions of his church. This couldn’t have been what God had in mind when he sent us into the world to build a new kind of kingdom by establishing his church.

 

A Clash of Kingdoms

 

If you are a Christian or even if you are not, you can’t help but feel some moral discomfort in reading this little parable about two Sundays and two churches. Human suffering always makes us uncomfortable.

What must God think? What must God feel? How would God want us to respond? Surely my illustration raises profound questions for those of us living and worshipping somewhere like Seattle. But most of us are so far removed from the Demosis of our world that we no longer even see them. Our worldviews have become distorted because of our context. Truly, as Frei Betto observed, “The head thinks where the feet stand.” 4
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How can we make room for this distortion within our worldviews? How can we hold in one hand the truth that Jesus loves the poor, the widow, and the orphan, yet hold in our other hand the tickets to our upcom-ing Disney vacation? Disparity makes us uncomfortable, especially when we know we could do something about it. So what does our faith mean in the face of this kind of disparity? Again, if we are to build our lives on the foundation of God’s truth we must learn to see the world as he sees it. Should we not weep for what he weeps for and treasure what he treasures? Should we not “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33) rather than kingdoms of our own making?

 

Disparity makes us uncomfortable, especially when 

we know we could do something about it.

 

The Magic Kingdom

 

Prosperity knits a man to the World. He feels that he is “finding his 

place in it,” while really it is finding its place in him.5—C. S. Lewis, 

The Screwtape Letters

 

Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not 

consist in an abundance of possessions. (Luke 12:15)

 

As the father of five children, I was often asked by my kids when we could all go to Disney World. Every time one of their classmates would go there on a family vacation we could expect to hear their impassioned nag-ging. I thought that I was actually quite shrewd in the way I handled this. We have five children, and I always promised that our family would go as soon as their littlest brother or sister was out of diapers. I explained that it wouldn’t be much fun if we had to deal with a baby the whole time we were there. Of course, just as the youngest was turning three and seemed old enough to go, we would have another baby. Sarah, our oldest, finally 
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concluded that she would never go until she was married with children of her own. But when Sarah turned sixteen, our fifth and youngest, Gracie, was turning three and finally old enough to go. And so we went.

Disney World has been called “the happiest place on earth,” and own-ers take great pains to make sure that every variable is controlled to make your visit the best possible experience. And of course, when you enter the gates you do enter a Magic Kingdom that really lives up to your highest expectations, especially if you are a kid. It is a world filled with dazzling attractions: costumed characters, adventure and thrill rides, entertain-ment experiences, evening fireworks, tempting foods, and astonishing buildings and structures epitomized by Cinderella’s Castle. Even for a grown-up it is a pretty exciting experience. Inside Disney World every-thing is controlled. The streets are perfectly laid out, and everything is spotlessly clean. Every aspect has been created with enjoyment in mind so that “guests” can leave their cares at the door and escape whatever challenges they have left behind outside the gates to the Magic Kingdom. Here’s an odd thought I had: What would a person be like if they had been born and raised inside the Magic Kingdom and had never seen the outside world? Since our worldviews are shaped by our contexts, imagine what a distorted worldview they might have!

Any wealthy western country can easily produce what I call Magic Kingdom Christians—Christians who have been sheltered and shaped by their affluent culture. Magic Kingdom Christians tend to see the world as a gigantic theme park. It is a world filled with all kinds of rides, attractions, and destinations to enjoy. They live in comfortable houses or apartments and own one or more cars. They have two hundred chan-nels of cable TV. They enjoy going to movies and out to dinner. Magic Kingdom Christians live in a reasonably safe, predictable, and orderly world in which their government oversees the national interests, laws are generally respected and enforced, schools are provided for all children, and the basic necessities of food, water, and medical services are gener-ally available. With those things taken care of, they can now channel their energies enthusiastically toward “the pursuit of happiness.”
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They may enjoy golfing or skiing or tennis and might very well belong to a health club. They often take wonderful vacations, sometimes to a lake or the shore or a resort nearby but sometimes to places like Hawaii, Paris, Rome, Hong Kong, or Bermuda—exciting destinations with enchanting sights, scrumptious restaurants, luxurious hotels, and fabulous entertain-ment. For those with more adventurous tastes, there are African safaris, ecotourism, and other exotic expeditions. It’s all there to enjoy.

Magic Kingdom Christians live in a world of art, literature, and beauty . . . a world of culture, knowledge, human achievement, and technology . . . a world of business, entrepreneurship, wealth, and capi-talism. It’s a world of possibilities. Their children have rooms full of toys, video games, computers, and iPhones. They play on soccer, bas-ketball, or baseball teams, depending on the season, and they often take lessons in piano or dance or even kung fu. Magic Kingdom kids are encouraged to dream about what they might become and then to go chase their dreams.

In the Magic Kingdom people struggle with first-world problems: where to go for dinner, how to best decorate their homes, where to invest their excess money, what kind of car they will drive, where to go on their vacations, which diet and workout regimen is most effective, and how much money to leave to their children. It is pleasant in the Magic Kingdom. In fact, it’s one of the happiest places on earth.

 

It is pleasant in the Magic Kingdom. In fact, it’s 

one of the happiest places on earth.

 

Magic Kingdom churches can be quite appealing as well. They sometimes have fabulous buildings, state-of-the-art sound systems, and multimedia projection systems. Sunday morning can feel like a glorious concert or a Broadway production. Some even have coffee bars and restaurants to entice people to come and spend the day. Their youth groups have summer camps and winter ski weekends. Each Sunday a parade of shiny new cars fills their parking lots as the faithful come 
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to worship and praise God for all of his goodness. Magic Kingdom churches are great places to escape from all of the ugliness we read about around the world.

Yes, life in the Magic Kingdom can be a pretty sweet ride. The great thing about the Magic Kingdom is that it is open to everyone—that is, as long as you were born in the right country and can afford the price of admission. Living in a Magic Kingdom society profoundly shapes a person’s worldview. It affects the way we look at every dimension of our lives: our values, our expectations, our priorities, our money, our poli-tics, and yes, even the way we see our Christian faith.

When we visit Disney World, we understand that we have entered an insulated bubble that does not reflect the reality of the world outside its gates. Those of us who live in Magic Kingdom countries need to under-stand that we, too, have lived our lives within an insulated bubble that does not reflect the reality of the rest of the world. After an hour or two at Disney World we can almost forget what lies outside its gates. Imagine how much we can forget when we spend our whole lives there.

 

The Tragic Kingdom

 

There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and 

lived in luxury every day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, 

covered with sores and longing to eat what fell from the rich man’s 

table. (Luke 16:19–21)

 

In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the 

world. (John 16:33)

 

Outside the borders of the Magic Kingdom there is another real-ity. Demosi and her two daughters in Haiti live in what I sometimes call the Tragic Kingdom. They live on the very margins; each day is a struggle just to survive. Many who live here are followers of Christ as 
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well, worshipping and praying to the same God and reading the same Bibles. Let me take you on a brief tour of the Tragic Kingdom.

We can begin with the ravages of natural disasters such as the earth-quake that struck Haiti in 2010 and devastated Demosi’s little family. If you watch or read the news at all, you certainly are aware that in recent years we have witnessed debilitating floods, earthquakes, famines, and tsunamis that have traumatized millions, not to mention the wars, civil wars, and insurgencies that also ravage people’s lives. World Vision responds to more than eighty natural and man-made disasters every year, affecting between 100 and 200 million people. But these numbers don’t even begin to describe the scope and the scale of the numbing amount of human suffering in our world.6

In the Tragic Kingdom millions of people go to bed hungry each night.7 In fact, about 1 billion people today are chronically short of food, many slowly starving to death. That’s three times the population of the United States. More than one out of four of the world’s 2 billion chil-dren are underweight or stunted.8 Today, as I write, there are severe food shortages in Somalia, Niger, Mali, North Korea, and Sudan, to name only a few.

Lack of clean water may be an even worse problem for Tragic Kingdom citizens, as almost a billion have no access at all. Instead, they walk miles each day to dip their buckets in filthy, bacteria-ridden water that makes them sick and kills their children.9

Let’s add to our list of woes the violence and tension in the Middle East, nuclear tensions with Iran and North Korea, the ongoing conflict in Darfur, and the twenty-year war in the Congo. During these twenty years, tens of thousands of women have been brutally raped; it’s a war that has taken 5 million lives, but most Americans have never heard of it.10

In the Tragic Kingdom people struggle with the consequences of ethnic and religious hatreds and violence; the blight of human traffick-ing; pandemic diseases like AIDS, cholera, and tuberculosis; the serious effects of climate change; and the staggering problems faced by the world’s 18 million orphaned children.11
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Are you feeling the heaviness yet? I’m not done. To fully appreciate the sheer dimensions of the suffering in our world, we must understand how broadly the pain extends. More than one-third of the world’s popu-lation lives on less than two dollars a day, and more than three-quarters live on less than ten dollars a day—three-quarters!12 That bears repeat-ing: 75 percent of the people on our planet survive on less than ten dollars a day. What does this do to alter your worldview? If you earn an income of forty thousand dollars, you make more money than 99 percent of the people in the world. An income of just thirteen thousand dollars places you in the top 10 percent.13 The Tragic Kingdom is much, much larger than the Magic Kingdom.

And finally the most terrible statistic of all: nineteen thousand chil-dren under the age of five die every single day of preventable causes, simply because they are poor.14 That’s almost 8 million children every year, one every four seconds. This is something God sees every moment of every day. Is this what you see?

Churches in the Tragic Kingdom often don’t even have a building or Bibles to read, let alone sound systems, PowerPoint screens, and latte bars. Some pastors of Tragic Kingdom churches perform funerals more often than they hold worship services—many for toddlers who have died of malnutrition, respiratory infections, or unbelievably, simple diarrhea. In the Tragic Kingdom there aren’t any vacations from the hard work of daily survival. Sick, hungry, downtrodden, and often persecuted and oppressed, these church members gather each week on the very brink of survival to praise God while crying desperately that he will send help.

Surely something is very wrong in a world where these tragedies play out daily and with such staggering frequency. And yet this is the same world into which one-half of the world’s children will be born, a heart-breaking world that kills their hopes and dreams. Most Magic Kingdom Christians don’t know much about the Tragic Kingdom; in fact, they go out of their way to avoid it. That’s because it is terribly unpleasant, and even acknowledging it takes them out of their comfort zones. Back in the days when Haiti was a resort destination, vacationers would be picked up 
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at the airport by the resort’s shuttle bus. The bus windows were blacked out to prevent people from looking out. It was just too disturbing for the guests to see the awful poverty en route to the beach resorts. Most of us who live in the Magic Kingdom have blacked out our windows too.

 

Most Magic Kingdom Christians don’t know much about the 

Tragic Kingdom; in fact, they go out of their way to avoid it.

 

The Kingdom of God

 

I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. (John 10:10)

 

As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. 

(John 17:18)

 

There is a third way. God’s way. God’s worldview. The kingdom of God.

The world doesn’t have to be this way. In fact, God does not want the world to be this way. There is a different way of living, a different vision of human thriving. Jesus called it the kingdom of God.

In the gospel accounts, Jesus spoke without ceasing about the king-dom of God or the kingdom of heaven. You could say he was almost obsessed with this single topic. It is mentioned more than 125 times in the New Testament, and most of the mentions are by Jesus himself. If you picked up your Bible and read just the four Gospels, looking only for references to the kingdom, you would come to perhaps a surprising conclusion: the central mission of Jesus’ incarnation was to launch God’s kingdom on earth.

In sermon after sermon, parable after parable, Jesus cast a breathtak-ing vision of this kingdom to everyone who would listen. It was Jesus’ vision of a new way of living, a new dream for human society that turned the values of the world upside down. Men and women would live under 
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God’s authority and be governed by God’s rules. It was to be a kingdom without borders, a kingdom within kingdoms, which would survive, grow, and flourish apart from the rise and fall of human kingdoms.

Every citizen of this new kingdom would be equally loved and valued: rich or poor, slave or free, Jew or Gentile, male or female, black or white. The rich would share with the poor; the healthy would care for the sick; the strong would protect the weak. His kingdom would be characterized by the attributes and values of God himself: integrity, mercy, compassion, forgiveness, faithfulness, justice, and love. Jesus’ followers would love their enemies, be generous with their money and possessions, live lives of integrity, and seek justice for all. It was not some pie-in-the-sky dream of a kingdom in the clouds; it was a concrete vision of communities of God’s people established in every nation of the world. God’s people living in God’s way would be a blessing to their neighbors, resulting in people of all nations being drawn into God’s expanding kingdom.

Jesus had come to fulfill the covenant that had been established with Abraham, that through Israel all nations would be blessed. The Messiah had come to provide open access to God’s kingdom—one not based on land, politics, power, and dominion, but instead a kingdom based on God’s truth and God’s values.

Just how central was the idea of the kingdom to Jesus’ thinking? In Luke 4, after Jesus had performed several miracles, the people of Capernaum tried to get him to stay with them, but Jesus rebuked them, saying, “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other towns also, because that is why I was sent” (Luke 4:43, emphasis mine).

Did you catch that? Jesus was sent to “proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God.”

I will write much more about the kingdom of God and the invitation of God in chapters 5 through 7, but let me point you now to two more references. The first is from Acts 1: “After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3).
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Jesus had risen from the dead and had just forty days left with his disciples, but the key thing he wanted to speak to them about was the kingdom of God!

And then, as we saw in the last chapter, before Jesus left he com-missioned his followers to take this good news of the kingdom of God to the whole world and to make it a reality. He essentially said, “Go, do what I’ve told you to do, teach what I’ve taught you to teach, act as I’ve taught you to act, and love as I’ve shown you to love. Build my kingdom in all the nations. This is what you were made to do” (Matt. 28, author’s paraphrase).

Let me underscore the breathtaking significance of this. The Son of God, the Creator of the universe, the Author of life, gave this specific assignment to every one of his followers just before he left. And he said he would return when it was completed. The implication was that this specific request of Jesus would not only become the central mission of our lives but it would also provide for us the deepest purpose and mean-ing we seek for our lives. Just as God created birds to fly and fish to swim, he created us to live as citizens in his emerging kingdom and to invite others to join us. That is the assignment he gave to us. The corollary of this is that if we are not fully engaged in this great mission of God in our world, we will miss the very thing he created us to do.

 

Just as God created birds to fly and fish to swim, he created us to live 

as citizens in his emerging kingdom and to invite others to join us.

 

Jesus was clear. He did not commission us to return to our old lives as if nothing had happened. He did not commission us to become finan-cially independent and retire to Boca Raton. And he did not commission us to simply go to church on Sundays and sing songs. He called us to go into the world and change it by proclaiming the good news of the king-dom of God, modeling a different vision of community, and inviting others to join it. It was nothing less than a calling to partner with God in establishing a new world order. That was the mission.
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The first disciples did change the world. In fact, no movement in the history of human civilization has changed the world more profoundly than that born of the small band of men and women who followed the carpenter from Nazareth. Within three hundred years the gospel revolu-tion had conquered the Roman Empire and changed the known world. Their radical lifestyles were characterized by a sense of urgency and divine purpose. Nothing was more important and no price was too high to pay. Churches were established wherever the gospel was preached, and we are told that the number of believers grew geometrically. The revolution swept through the Roman Empire like a virus. The early church was aggressively opposed by the Jewish authorities and brutally persecuted by Rome. As evidence of this, history records that all but one of the twelve disciples died as martyrs for their faith while John, the twelfth, died in exile on the Island of Patmos. The revolution was costly. But the exuberant expansion of the church dramatically altered the course of world history as it spread across the Middle East, East Asia, Europe, and North Africa. The king-dom of God that Jesus imagined had established outposts and penetrated thousands of national, tribal, and ethnic groups across the globe. Those first disciples had fought the good fight, run the good race, and passed the baton to the next generation and that generation to the next.

Two thousand years later, we now hold the baton. But the passion and vision seem to have faded. In large swaths of the church, the fire has died down and the trail seems to have grown cold. It should be disturb-ing to us that somehow this central mission of Christ, this compelling vision of God’s kingdom breaking through, this call to overthrow the values that govern human society, this radical call to discipleship has become tamed, domesticated, and polite. In the twenty-first century, the revolution has dissipated because we have deserted the front lines and retreated to the safety of our careers, our families, and our one-hour Sunday services. What if Peter and Andrew had returned to their fishing, Matthew to his tax collecting, Paul to his prestigious role as a Pharisee? Many of our churches are no longer the boot camps established to equip us for battle; they’re spiritual spas designed to enhance our well-being 
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and give us a glow at the beginning of our week. We sing a few songs, shake a few hands, and listen to a pleasant homily. The call of Jesus to lay down our lives, take up our crosses, and share in his suffering no longer echoes from our pulpits.

 

Two thousand years later, we now hold the baton. But the passion 

and vision seem to have faded. In large swaths of the church, the 

fire has died down and the trail seems to have grown cold.

 

We, as followers of Jesus Christ, have failed to do this one thing he commanded us to do. We have failed to obey Christ’s commands to live radically different lives, to build and establish the kingdom of God, to make disciples in all nations, and to demonstrate his love to a hurt-ing world. And in failing to do these things, we have not just failed our Lord but also the Demosis of this world . . . and we have failed ourselves. Christ did not call us to retreat from the world’s pain but to enter it. He called us to go. The twenty-first-century church has everything required to finish the job—the resources, the knowledge, and the mandate. But the great mission given to us by Christ lies unfinished.

It is time to relaunch.
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5

 

 

The Mission of God

 

And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world 

as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.

—Matthew 24:14

 

God leaves us here because He has a mission for us to fulfill. We 

aren’t here by accident; neither are we here simply to enjoy the 

good things life has to offer. We are here because God put us here, 

and He has a sovereign purpose in keeping us here. It’s true for us 

as individuals, and it’s true for His body, the Church, in all of its 

fullness. As Jesus prayed just before His arrest and trial, “I am not 

praying that You take them out of the world . . . As You sent Me into 

the world, I also have sent them into the world” (John 17:15,18).1

—Billy Graham

 

“The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come 

near. Repent and believe the good news!”

—Mark 1:15

 

How is it that so many of us have missed this central message of Jesus—that the kingdom has come near? These were the very first words recorded by Jesus in the very earliest gospel, the gospel of Mark. It is first an announcement of an astonishing new devel-opment (the kingdom of heaven has come near) followed by the response required (repent and believe the good news). Just five verses earlier Mark 

58
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tells us that immediately after John had baptized Jesus “he saw heaven being torn open” (Mark 1:10). In a very real way God was demonstrating that he was breaking into human history in a literal as well as spiritual sense; the kingdom of heaven was now accessible, torn open, and his Son, Jesus, had made this possible. Jesus’ call to repent was more than merely a call to feel remorse or regret for our sins; it was a call to change our minds, to exchange our agenda for his; it was a call to reorder our lives in the face of God’s dramatic news that his kingdom was now available to all. Eugene Peterson paraphrases Mark 1:15 this way: “Time’s up! God’s kingdom is here. Change your life and believe the Message” (msg). Jesus called us not just to believe but also to change our lives.

I argued in the last chapter that Jesus seemed to be obsessed with this notion of the coming of the kingdom of God. He spoke about it inces-santly, illustrated its characteristics using multiple metaphors, and literally declared that the main mission of his incarnation and death on the cross was to open the way for men and women to gain access to God’s kingdom. Then, before he left, he commissioned his disciples to take his kingdom message to the four corners of the earth to make more disciples and to establish kingdom outposts called churches wherever they went. So why is it that the kingdom of God plays so small a role in the thinking of twenty-first-century Christians? In all my years as a Christian, I have listened to thousands of sermons, and I can’t remember even one that explained to me that the central mission of Christ and the purpose he gave to his church was to proclaim, establish, and build God’s kingdom on earth. Nor have I ever heard that the sole purpose of my life as a follower of Jesus is to join him in this mission; that this is the very reason I was created. Somehow that baby got thrown out with the bathwater in my Christian education.

 

The central mission of Christ and the purpose he gave to his 

church was establish and build God’s kingdom on earth.

 

Now I want to be careful here not to be too harsh on the earnest and sacrificial efforts of the church to build, establish, and model Christ’s 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   59                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM 60 Unfinished

kingdom either now or in the past. Today there are more than 2 billion people who identify themselves as Christians in our world, making the Christian faith the largest of the world religions.2 It would be virtually impossible to overestimate the cumulative impact for good in our world that followers of Christ have done in his name over the centuries. And while it is popular to criticize Christians for the evil done in the name of Christ, any truly objective analysis of the positive influence of Christians on human society would decisively dwarf the negatives. But we also have to be honest and ask whether the twenty-first-century church is as committed to Christ’s kingdom-building mission as was the church of the first century. We live in a unique time in history in which virtually every dimension of human endeavor has been advanced: communica-tions, travel, education, medical solutions, agriculture, nutrition, child development, economics, and even government. Christians themselves have more access to Scripture and biblical teaching in hundreds of lan-guages than in any previous generation as well. Today more is possible than ever before.

So why then has progress stalled, particularly in the churches of the global north? I want to argue that we have misunderstood one of the core tenets of our faith—the gospel story itself—and that this misun-derstanding has derailed the achievement of Christ’s Great Commission. We have misunderstood the gospel to be simply the good news that our sins can be forgiven and that we can enter eternal life by believing in Jesus Christ, period. And while this is an important element of the gos-pel, it is not the whole gospel.

 

The Hole in Our Gospel

 

In my first book, The Hole in Our Gospel, I argued that most American Christians have embraced a diminished view of the fullness of the gos-pel, or good news, of the story and message of Christ. I argued that if we saw the gospel as simply a quick transaction with God in order to have 
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our sins forgiven so that we might get our ticket to heaven, then we had embraced not the whole of the gospel but rather a gospel with a hole in it—a fairly gaping hole. And yet that is exactly how many Christians view the gospel of Christ. I do a deal with God, buy the fire insurance policy, put it in my drawer, and then I can go back to the party. Sure, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to go to church now and then to dip my feet into spiritual waters, and it wouldn’t hurt to pray from time to time, but basically, with my salvation secured, I can now get on with my life. This is what Dallas Willard refers to as the “gospel of sin-management.”3 We simply have a personal sin problem and this gospel offers a quick and easy solution. Just take the antidote and get back to living your life. I am a bit less polite and call it a dumbing down of the gospel.

Scot McKnight talks about the difference between a disciple and a decider: “Most of evangelism today focuses on getting someone to make a decision; the apostles, however, were obsessed with making disciples.” 4 Jesus called us to be disciples and make disciples, not just be deciders.

Deciders just believe the right things; disciples seek to do the right things. Disciples are dedicated to learning their Master’s truths so they can imitate their Master’s life. Disciples seek to embrace their Master’s mission and serve their Master’s purposes. Disciples try to plan their entire lives around Jesus’ teaching and commands. Deciders have their own plans for their lives and invite Jesus to bless them. Jesus had some harsh things to say about deciders.

 

Why do you call me, “Lord, Lord,” and do not do what I say? (Luke 

6:46)

 

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of 

heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 

Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy 

in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name 

perform many miracles?” Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew 

you. Away from me, you evildoers!” (Matt. 7:21–23)
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Deciders are like those in Jesus’ parable of the sower who “hear the word; but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, making it unfruit-ful” (Mark 4:18–19). Deciders have repeated the sinner’s prayer and have simply said “I do” or “I will” to the Master’s invitation. But merely say-ing the sinner’s prayer no more leads to a life-changing relationship with Christ than simply saying “I do” leads to a long, successful marriage.

A marriage is built on thousands upon thousands of daily expres-sions of love and sacrifices made for the ones whom we love. In strong marriages, we reorder our entire lives around the desires and expecta-tions of our spouses. Everything changes. We can’t just say “I do” and then do whatever we please. Can we put ourselves first, be unfaithful whenever we want, spend our time and our money to suit our whims, ignore the deepest desires of our spouses, and still claim that we have fulfilled our wedding vows? Of course not. Neither can we say “I do” to Jesus and then live our lives ignoring his desire for obedience and service. There are dramatic and serious implications to saying “I do” to our spouses, and there are dramatic and serious implications to saying “I do” to the Lord of the universe. It’s not enough to be a simply a decider; Jesus wants disciples.

 

It’s not enough to be a simply a decider; Jesus wants disciples.

 

This same sin-management understanding of the gospel also dumbs down the Great Commission. If the gospel just requires someone to make a decision, then the Great Commission is about making more deciders, not disciples—selling more fire insurance policies.

 

Therefore go and make deciders of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 

them that obeying everything I have commanded you is optional. And 

surely this fire insurance policy will remain in force always, even to 

the very end of the age.
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Now it’s simple. We don’t have to bother with that part about “mak-ing disciples” and “teaching them to obey everything he commanded.” We can accept Jesus as Savior, but we don’t have to accept him as Lord. This dumbed-down gospel is a lot easier to swallow than the high-fiber, whole-grain version. It’s a gospel quite comfortable with the status quo. It doesn’t make any demands on our lifestyle or behavior, and it lets us do whatever we want with our money; feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, or taking a stand against injustice in our world—all strictly optional. If only the disciples had understood this, they surely wouldn’t have had to give their lives for the cause. Why so radical? Selling cheap tickets to eternal life needn’t upset anyone. All they had to do was just simply say “I do.”

There’s only one problem with this gospel; it wasn’t the gospel Jesus preached, and it lacks the power to change the world and win it for Christ. What happened to Jesus’ vision of the kingdom of God coming now, on earth as it is in heaven? What happened to the great mission of Christ to transform human society, model the values of God’s kingdom, make disciples of all nations, to love our neighbors and to care for the poor? And what about his assertion that his church would storm the very gates of hell? What happened to the revolution? Surrendered. That is why it is so very important to get the gospel right, the “whole gospel,” because without real disciples the revolution dies.

 

Without real disciples the revolution dies.

 

I have to make a confession here. I spent most of my Christian life understanding very little about the significance of God’s kingdom to the mission of the church. I had also distilled the gospel down to the simple good news that Christ had died for my sins and I could now be forgiven. And because I was forgiven, after I died I would be admitted into God’s kingdom. I had reduced the Great Commission down to the idea that all Christ wanted us to do was to tell others the same good news. I had embraced the call to make a decision for Christ rather than the call to 
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become a disciple of Christ. To be sure, becoming a disciple of Christ begins with a decision, but it must be followed by a radically new way of living under God’s authority, God’s truth, and God’s values.

In other words, the good news of the gospel is not that I can enter God’s kingdom when I die; it is that Christ’s death and resurrection opens the kingdom of God to me now. For the first time since the fall, men and women can now have access to God directly and can live under God’s rule with God’s Holy Spirit in their hearts to guide them and teach them. The good news of the gospel is that the doors to God’s kingdom have been flung open and we have all been invited in!

 

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us 

into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, 

the forgiveness of sins. (Col. 1:13–14)

 

The Whole Gospel

 

So if the gospel is more than just a fire insurance policy or a sin-man-agement strategy, what is it? The gospel is the whole story of Jesus, that God’s kingdom has now come and that Jesus is king. It is the whole story I told in chapter 2:

 

The story of Scripture is the story of a Father’s love for his children. 

It’s the story of a Father faithfully reaching out to the children who 

rejected him. It is the story of a loving God who never gives up.

 

Ever since the garden of Eden and the broken relationship caused by the sin of Adam and Eve, God has longed to reestablish direct fellowship and communion with men and women. He has desired to reconcile and restore his relationship with his children. If you think about it, every overture made by God from that moment forward was an invitation, calling his children back into relationship with their Father.
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Ever since the garden of Eden . . . God has longed to reestablish 

direct fellowship and communion with men and women.

 

•  Abraham was called out of the nations to become the father of 

a new people, Israel; a people whom God would invite back into fellowship and who would live again as God’s children.

•  Moses rescued Israel from captivity and called them out of one 

kingdom, Egypt, to become a new kind of kingdom; a kingdom of God’s children living in accordance with God’s truth.

•  The Law was given to them at Sinai, constituting the legal system 

of God’s new kingdom and providing the moral and ethical guidelines that would govern them.

•  First the tabernacle and then the temple were established that 

God might again dwell in the midst of his children.

•  Priests were established and animal sacrifices were ordained 

to remind God’s children that their sins were serious and still required atonement.

•  Israel was then cleansed in the wilderness and led to a promised 

land, a place where God’s new kingdom could thrive and flourish.

•  Kings were anointed to govern God’s children with righteousness 

and justice and to uphold God’s laws and values.

•  Prophets were sent again and again to call God’s children 

to obedience and to warn them about the consequences of disobedience.

 

I want you to see that every one of these gestures was an attempt by God to give his children a second chance, and a third and a fourth, to live again in harmony with their father in a way that would enrich their lives as they were meant to be lived. Every overture was a call away from the kingdoms that men had established to rule the world and into the 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   65                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM 66 Unfinished

kingdom that God sought to establish, in which he would reign with love and justice. And each time God’s children rejected his offer.

Now I don’t know why God chose to do this so many times over so many years. Surely he knew what the outcome would be. I imagine that God did it in order that we might realize the futility of our efforts to ever earn our way back into fellowship with him. As a parent, I some-times allowed my children to do things their way just so they could learn for themselves that their way was not the right way or the best way. Sometimes those lessons are only learned the hard way.

And so finally, after hundreds of years of failed attempts by God’s children to establish a kingdom in which they might live under God’s rule under God’s terms, God, remarkably, intervened. The arrival of the kingdom of God in Jesus was like that of a government in exile breaking through to establish its rightful authority, to overthrow the established regimes and liberate the people living in bondage. God undertook a res-cue mission that would offer his children a final chance to be reconciled. The rescue mission would leave nothing to chance. God would lead it by taking on human form; he would send his own Son to accomplish it. And it would be costly.

 

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ 

died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, 

though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. (Romans 

5:6–7 niv)

 

Like Moses before him, Jesus would lead his people out of captiv-ity. His blood, shed on Passover, would protect them from the angel of death just as the lamb’s blood had protected Israel’s first born on that first Passover. And just like Moses, Jesus would lead his people to the promised land where they could finally establish a kingdom under God’s rule. But this time the result would be different.

God’s invitation to enter his kingdom was something the Jewish prophets had dreamed of and longed for. It was something new, something 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   66                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM

The Mission of God 67

not before possible. For the first time since the fall in the garden, it was an opportunity to become truly reconciled with God. But it was not possible until God made it possible. All previous attempts at reconciliation had failed because they had relied on man’s efforts. This time it could suc-ceed for three reasons. First, God removed the dividing barrier that had separated us from his love in the past by offering a full pardon for our sins and substituting his Son to pay our penalty. Second, the life and teachings of Jesus modeled how men and women could enter his kingdom and live differently than they had before. And third, God’s spirit would now liter-ally dwell within us, giving us the power to actually live this way.

This third point is no small thing. Ever since the fall, the relationship between God and men and women had been broken. We no longer had unfettered access to God. In the Old Testament, God’s presence was con-fined symbolically to the holy of holies behind a thick curtain within the temple. A priesthood was established to be the intermediary between God and man. And only the high priest of Israel on the one Day of Atonement each year, after sacrificing a perfect lamb, could enter the holy of holies in God’s presence to seek the forgiveness of sins for the nation.

Just as God had announced at Jesus’ baptism that the kingdom of heaven had now been torn open, so too would Jesus’ atoning death for our sins tear open and restore open access to God by removing the bar-rier that separated us—our sins. And so at the very moment of Christ’s death on the cross—the perfect sacrifice—something astounding hap-pened in the temple in Jerusalem:

 

It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until 

three in the afternoon, for the sun stopped shining. And the  cur-

tain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus called out with a loud voice, 

“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” When he had said this, 

he breathed his last. (Luke 23:44–46, emphasis mine)

 

The curtain, the temple, and its priests and sacrifices were no lon-ger needed. Nothing now separated God from his children. The perfect 
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sacrifice had been made and the payment for sin had been paid in full. Now men and women could enter more freely into God’s presence and live securely under his authority. At Pentecost, just a few weeks later, the Holy Spirit of God came with power. Now God would dwell within each of his children. Our bodies, not the temple, would become the new dwelling place of the Spirit of God, and we could now enter fully into God’s kingdom in a new relationship with God to live again in harmony with his purposes. We had been rescued.

Nothing now separated God from his children.

 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citi-

zens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as 

the chief cornerstone. (Eph. 2:19–20 niv)

 

The gospel of the kingdom, then, is the whole story of Jesus:

 

•  that the Messiah, the king of Israel, sent by the Father, has come,

•  that he fulfilled God’s promise that through Israel all the nations 

would be blessed,

•  that he has died so our sins could be forgiven,

•  that he has risen so death would be defeated,

•  that he has given us direct access to the kingdom of God, the rule 

of God in our lives through the Holy Spirit,

•  that he has taught us how to live,

•  that he has commanded us to obey,

•  that he has invited us to join him in proclaiming and establishing 

his kingdom in all the world:

•  announcing God’s forgiveness,

•  demonstrating God’s love,

•  upholding God’s justice, and

•  inviting others to join his kingdom,
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•  and that he has commanded us to “go and make disciples of all 

nations.”

 

The gospel is not just one part of this story; it is the whole story. It is the whole story of Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham that his descendants would be a blessing to the nations. The “gospel” or “good news” of the kingdom was the story that the king had come and that the kingdom was now open and available to all. We cannot cherry pick the parts we like and ignore the parts we don’t. Forgiveness and salvation are crucial parts of the whole story of Jesus, but they are not the whole story. We cannot limit Jesus to being our Savior but not our Lord and King. When we say yes to Jesus, we say yes to his forgiveness, but we also say yes to his commands and yes to his kingdom. We merge our stories into his story and join the unfolding plan of God to establish and grow his kingdom—“thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven.” We must renounce our citizenship in this world and irrevocably enter his kingdom.

 

The gospel . . . is the whole story of Jesus as the 

fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham that his 

descendants would be a blessing to the nations.
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6

 

 

The Invitation of God

 

It may be hard for an egg to turn into a bird: it would be a jolly 

sight harder for it to learn to fly while remaining an egg. We are 

like eggs at present. And you cannot go on indefinitely being just 

an ordinary, decent egg. We must be hatched or go bad.1

—C. S. Lewis

 

Who then is the faithful and wise manager, whom the master 

puts in charge of his servants to give them their food allowance at 

the proper time? It will be good for that servant whom the master 

finds doing so when he returns. Truly I tell you, he will put him in 

charge of all his possessions.

—Luke 12:42–44

 

In Philippians, Paul speaks of Jesus’ followers as citizens of heaven: “Above all, you must live as citizens of heaven, conducting yourselves in a manner worthy of the Good News about Christ” (1:27 nlt). This metaphor is helpful in understanding God’s expectations of us as we seek to live as good citizens of the kingdom of God. Someone who applies for citizenship in the United States first makes a decision that they want to leave their former “country” behind and become a citizen of this new country called the United States. After satisfying the requirements of citizenship, they are then issued a certificate of citizenship, which gains them not only free access to their new country but also access to all of the rights and privileges of its citizens with the expectation that they will strive to fulfill the responsibilities citizens are expected to bear. These include abiding by 

70
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the laws of the land, paying taxes to support the costs of the country, and contributing to the collective good—for example, working, volunteering, raising responsible children, and being good neighbors. But imagine for a moment if a person, having decided to become a citizen of the United States, never moved in, never took up residence, never took advantage of the many rights and privileges of citizenship, and never performed any of the duties of citizenship. He has his certificate, but he has chosen not to use it. He is, in effect, still living as a citizen of his former country. Technically he has become an American, but he is so in name only.

Regarding entrance into the kingdom of God, Jesus’ death on the cross to atone for our sins made it possible for us to get our “certificate of citizenship” in his kingdom. But his expectation is that we will not only move in but also renounce our former citizenship; that we will become fully engaged citizens, enjoying our new rights and privileges, abiding by the laws of his kingdom, contributing to its growth and prosperity, and even becoming its ambassadors to those who live outside of God’s kingdom. Jesus wants us to enter into a new way of living in the here and now, empowered by the Holy Spirit, living under God’s rule and authority, forsaking the influence of other kingdoms, and taking up the full responsibilities of our citizenship. Tragically, many Christians make the decision, get their certificate, but never really move in to become full citizens of God’s kingdom.

Perhaps an even better metaphor is that of enlisting in the army dur-ing a time of war. When a soldier enlists, he makes a commitment to turn his life over to a higher authority. From that date forward, every-thing about his life is governed by that authority. He doesn’t get to decide where he will live, how he will spend his days, or what his priorities will be. All of those former rights are relinquished at the time of enlistment. He goes where the army sends him, wears what the army gives him, is trained according to the army’s purposes, and embraces the army’s goals and mission. His mission is to win the war, and he is expected to die for the cause if necessary.

When one enlists in the military, he gives up his rights as they pertain 
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to his career, time, money, priorities, and even his family and identity. Imagine someone enlisting and then informing his superiors that he has decided to live in Hawaii, work as a stock broker, join a country club, and take a month-long vacation every year to travel abroad. Can you spell court martial?

 

Join with me in suffering, like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No one 

serving as a soldier gets entangled in civilian affairs, but rather tries to 

please his commanding officer. (2 Tim. 2:3–4)

 

How much more serious, then, is our commitment to follow Jesus Christ, to embrace his mission in the world, and to take up our crosses daily as we serve and obey the one who laid down his life so that we might be able to live in his kingdom? It is not enough for us to simply enlist; we are called to join the battle.

 

It is not enough for us to simply enlist; we are called to join the battle.

 

So let’s now look at what we have enlisted in. Just what is involved with this business of building and establishing God’s kingdom? I want to suggest that there are three dimensions for us to consider in answering the question of just what God expects of us as followers of Jesus Christ who are committed to his mission in the world. These are the things that separate deciders from disciples:

 

1. Submitting to God’s Rule in Our Lives

 

Whoever finds their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my 

sake will find it. (Matt. 10:39)

 

It begins with our own personal transformations. Jesus taught us a very different way to live based on his truth, his values, and his priorities. 
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We begin by submitting, by replacing our wills with God’s will for our lives. We commit to the lifelong process of becoming more like Christ. We make that commitment to be his disciple the top priority in our lives, organizing every other aspect of our lives to support that goal.

When I committed my life to Christ at the age of twenty-three, I understood that if Jesus was, in fact, God’s son, nothing in my life could ever be the same again. I understood that this new realization required me to order my entire life around God’s truth. Jesus couldn’t be just another person I admired, such as Martin Luther King Jr., Abraham Lincoln, or Bishop Desmond Tutu. No, the Son of God is in an entirely different category. He doesn’t just speak the truth; he is the truth. He didn’t just live an admirable life; he led the perfect life and also gave us the instructions we needed to live as God intended for us to live. He not only knows us intimately at the deepest level; he literally brought us into existence and wrote the owners manual. He demanded to become my North Star as I journeyed through life, providing meaning and purpose to everything I now do. And he invited me to become his partner in offering life in the kingdom of God to others. This is how Paul describes the one who has invited us to live in his kingdom under his rule:

 

The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all cre-

ation. For in him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, 

visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authori-

ties; all things have been created through him and for him. He is before 

all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the 

body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the 

dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was 

pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to recon-

cile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, 

by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Col. 1:15–20)

 

So we need to dispense with any notion that we can take this Jesus on our own terms, that we can simply add him to the structure of our lives, 
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fit him into our priorities, worship him once a week for an hour or so, and offer him a prayer whenever we find ourselves needing something. No, Jesus demands the total commitment of our lives in his service. We are called to enlist in his army and lay down every other priority in our lives at his feet. Our ambitions, our careers, our relationships, our pos-sessions, even our families, must be laid at his feet to do with as he wishes.

John Stott, the eminent theologian and church leader, whose book Basic Christianity was instrumental in my own coming to faith, came to this simple conclusion in the last book he wrote before his death:

 

I want to share with you where my mind has come to rest as I approach 

the end of my pilgrimage on earth. It is this: God wants his people to 

become like Christ, for Christlikeness is the will of God for the people 

of God.2

 

That was his simple summary of the sole purpose of mankind. Indeed, once we understand that Jesus came to inaugurate God’s king-dom on earth and that he has invited us to join him, it has profound consequences for all of us as Jesus’ followers. Simply stated, living in the kingdom of God means that we must try to live as Jesus lived, love what Jesus loved, and obey what Jesus taught.

 

2. Forming Communities Governed by God’s Values

 

Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They 

broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 

praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord 

added to their number daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:46–47)

 

Every kingdom is organized into communities—states, counties, cities, villages, neighborhoods. The church is the organizing principle of God’s kingdom. The local church creates the framework for followers 
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of Jesus to come together around worship, discipleship, and mission. These church communities, because they seek to live under God’s rule and according to God’s truth, should be shining examples of a radically different way for people to live.

Jesus cast a vision of how men and women could live into this new kingdom reality. The Sermon on the Mount, by itself, represents perhaps the most revolutionary vision ever cast for the thriving of human society living in harmony with God. Along with the rest of Scripture, it serves as a blueprint for this new way to live in God’s kingdom.

In his discourse, Jesus starts by encouraging the down and out, those who mourn and suffer, the meek and the merciful who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the persecuted and the peacemakers. In his church, they, the excluded ones, the insignificant ones, are now included, not just the rich, the powerful, and the prominent as was so typical of kingdoms established by men. He goes on to redefine right and wrong, suggesting that not only are murder, adultery, divorce, and revenge wrong, but the very attitudes of anger, lust, and selfishness that lay behind the actions are also sins. Jesus sets a new standard for purity that requires us not just to be clean on the outside (legalism) but rather to be pure on the inside (sanctified). It is not just the outward action that matters to God but also the inner attitude of the heart and spirit. He tells us that we are to love not just those who love us but our enemies as well. We are to walk the extra mile, turn the other cheek, and pray for those who persecute us. He addresses generosity and compassion. Jesus teaches us to store up real treasure in heaven by not storing up earthly treasure for ourselves. We are to be generous with our money and care for the needy.

Lastly, we are told not to worry but rather to trust God, and not to judge others but to first look to our own lives. He summarizes all of this by stating that all the Law and the prophets can be summed up by this: “in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matt. 7:12). Jesus finishes his discourse with the story we looked at in previ-ous chapters of the man who built his house on the foundation of rock because he heard Jesus’ words and put them into practice: “The rain came 
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down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against the house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock” (Matt. 7:25). The Sermon on the Mount encapsulates the heart of the good news of God’s kingdom, a new vision of human flourishing in which men and women can build a different kind of community based on the foundation of God’s truth, governed by God’s principles, unified by God’s Spirit, and committed to being God’s ambassadors in the world.

 

“I will put my law in their minds

and write it on their hearts.

I will be their God,

and they will be my people. (Jer. 31:33)

 

Authentic churches truly living together in this way offer a radically different and beguilingly attractive alternative to every other model of human community. Indeed, we are told that the first century church was compellingly attractive in just this way:

 

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, 

to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe at 

the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles. All the believ-

ers were together and had everything in common. They sold property 

and possessions to give to anyone who had need. Every day they con-

tinued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their 

homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and 

enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their num-

ber daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42–47)

 

3. Going into the World as God’s Ambassadors

 

We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making 

his appeal through us. (2 Cor. 5:20)
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The third dimension for us to consider is how people of the king-dom organized into communities of the kingdom must now embrace the mission of the kingdom. I want to again underscore that the entire story of Scripture is that of a rescue mission—God seeking to reconcile and restore fellowship with his children. The very incarnation of Christ and his resolute march to the cross were solely conceived by God as a mission to rescue all of humanity once and for all from their bondage to sin and rebellion. By tearing open the kingdom of heaven and rip-ping asunder the curtain in the temple, Christ literally threw open the gates to God’s kingdom; then he invited people to come in. And we who have responded Christ’s invitation, we who have been rescued and have become disciples, we who have chosen to live under God’s rule in king-dom communities called churches, are simply called to go and invite others to come too. As World Vision’s late president Ted Engstrom loved to say, “Our job is simply to populate the kingdom of heaven.”

 

We . . . are simply called to go and invite others to come too.

 

So let’s return to the question, “Why did Jesus leave?” The answer is that he left so we could go into all the world and invite people to come— to expand his rescue mission. Just before he went to the cross Jesus prayed for his disciples:

 

My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe 

in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just 

as you are in me and I am in you. . . . Then the world will know that 

you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. (John 

17:20–21, 23)

 

So in a real sense the verses we know as the Great Commission com-mand us to join God’s rescue mission by inviting people in all nations to become citizens of God’s expanding kingdom.

Finally, let’s look more closely at this last charge by Jesus to his 
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followers in the context of Jesus’ larger message of God’s coming king-dom. It is found in multiple passages but is most often quoted from Matthew 28:19–20. I have also included Matthew 24:14, which speaks more clearly of the “gospel of the kingdom”:

 

And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as 

a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come. . . . Therefore 

go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them 

to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you 

always, to the very end of the age.” (Matt. 24:24; 28:19–20)

 

The Commission involved

 

• announcing the gospel or “good news” of the kingdom, the whole 

story of God, that the king has come, our sins are forgiven, and a new way of living under God’s rule as citizens of God’s kingdom is now open and available to all;

• inviting people to enter the kingdom of God by believing in 

Christ and his kingdom and repenting—reordering their lives around the values and priorities of the kingdom;

• discipling and teaching these new citizens of the kingdom 

how to live differently and how to obey the teachings of Christ;

• baptizing them in the name of Jesus so that they might be 

filled with the Holy Spirit, connecting them directly to God in relationship and guiding them into this new way of living; and

• establishing outposts of the kingdom (churches), communities of 

kingdom citizens throughout the nations of the world that would also embrace and implement the coming kingdom.

 

Even when we read perhaps the strongest statement in Scripture of salvation by faith alone and not by works, we find in the very next verse the outline of our kingdom mission to then go and do good works:
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For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not 

from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not  by  works, so that no one 

can boast. For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do 

good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. (Eph. 2:8–10, 

emphasis mine)

 

We are saved by faith and we are saved for works. And God himself has prepared specific people for specific good works. He chooses us for a mission, and he chooses a mission for us.

 

He chooses us for a mission, and he chooses a mission for us.

 

All You Need Is Love

 

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of 

these is love. (1 Cor. 13:13)

 

I once made this rather unconventional declaration to a group of World Vision donors at a large conference: “God’s deepest desire is not that we would help the poor”—I then paused, knowing that this would get their attention, and continued, saying—“God’s deepest desire is that we would love the poor; for if we love them, we will surely help them.”

Above all else, Jesus loved people. He didn’t see them merely as tar-gets for his preaching and his healing. Everything he did flowed out of his incredible love. And love, of course, cannot be demonstrated if it is not expressed in tangible ways. Ask your spouse how they would feel if your love was only spoken but never expressed.

Everything Jesus did was an expression of his love for the Father and his love for people. He embodied love as no one else ever has. It is important to see, then, that the Great Commission calls for much more than a mechanical repetition of the doctrines of salvation to anyone who will listen. It involves much more than convincing people to mumble 
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the sinner’s prayer. It requires much more than just preaching and evan-gelism. It starts with loving people; then it blossoms into caring about every dimension of people’s lives: caring, sharing, helping, healing, giving, comforting—telling people of God’s good news after showing people God’s great love.

When John the Baptist sent his disciples from prison to ask, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone else?” Jesus replied, “Go back and report to John what you hear and see: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor” (Matt. 11:3–5). While Jesus loved all people, he had a particular concern for the poor, the sick, the weak, the persecuted, and the downtrodden— “the least of these”—and he demonstrated it through his actions. Yes, the good news was proclaimed, but Jesus always cared about the whole person and demonstrated to them both his love and his compassion:

 

Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their syna-

gogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every 

disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on 

them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 

shepherd. (Matt. 9:35–36)

 

In fact, if you had to summarize Jesus’ approach to other people, you could characterize it with just one word: love. He loved them. And he told us to do the same: “As I have loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34). John gives the simplest definition of God in the entire Bible: God is love. And this is totally consistent with my character-ization of the story of Scripture as a love story featuring a loving Father reaching out to his children. Jesus was an ambassador of the Father’s love. The most quoted verse in the Bible is about love, God’s love: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). This tells us that God so loved the world that he acted (he did something) and 
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that something involved a great sacrifice. God’s love resulted in action and sacrifice. And when Jesus was asked what the greatest command-ment is, he offered two—both about love:

 

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 

with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And 

the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and 

the Prophets hang on these two commandments. (Matt. 22:37–40)

 

God’s expectations of us can be summed up simply—love God and love our fellow man. The teaching and example of Jesus and the bright thread of compassion for our fellow man that runs through all of Scripture underscores God’s desire that followers of Jesus will be recog-nized by their tangible expression of his love for all people:

 

God’s expectations of us can be summed up simply—

love God and love our fellow man.

 

If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need 

but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? 

Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions 

and in truth. (1 John 3:17–18)

 

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if a man claims to have faith 

but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister 

is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish 

you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about his physi-

cal needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead. (James 2:14–17 niv)

 

Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers 

and sisters of mine, you did for me. (Matt. 25:40)
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In other words, love always requires tangible expression. It needs hands and feet. As followers of Christ, we can too easily become over-whelmed by the complexity and depth of our Christian faith, and we can become confused by doctrine and theology. But the beautiful simplicity of our faith is that it distills down to the exact same bottom line for both the brilliant theologian and the five-year-old child: love God and love each other—period. Everything else derives from that.

 

Spiritual Muscles

 

If you are reading this book it likely means that you consider yourself a “serious” Christian. You read Christian books because you want to learn more about Scripture and want to become a better disciple. You probably go to church regularly, attend a Bible study group on a regular basis, listen to Christian music, and spend time daily or weekly reading the Scripture and praying. All of these activities are good exercises that help us build spiritual muscles, but what will you do with the muscles you are building?

My son Pete works as a junior high youth pastor in a large church in the suburbs of Chicago. As a dad, I have been proud of Pete’s calling to ministry and his commitment to be the man God has called him to be. Pete has a knack for explaining spiritual truth to kids in ways they easily relate to. He had a particularly good insight about Christians who spend a lot of time building their spiritual muscles. Here is an excerpt from one of his messages, titled “Spiritual Body-builders”:

 

When I think about bodybuilders, I think of massive muscles and 

glistening tans. These guys dedicate their entire lives to getting huge. 

I heard an interview with a body builder who admitted to eating 

eighteen meals a day! That is incredible. This man is dedicating every-

thing he has—his health, his money, his energy, and his time—to 

becoming the “strongest looking” man in the world. So why do these 
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bodybuilders do it, you might ask? This is a question I struggle to 

answer. They don’t play a sport; they don’t use their muscles to pull 

trucks and lift cars, as they do in the World’s Strongest Man competi-

tion. They are not prison guards, firemen, or rescue workers; no, these 

men use their muscles just to don a Speedo and strut around a stage, 

flexing their muscles to a choreographed routine of blaring hip-hop 

music. It’s all for show. What a waste of their incredible strength, and 

what a waste of their time and effort.

 

Pete goes on to tell his kids that this is exactly what Christians do when they build all of their spiritual muscles just for show but never use them to do anything significant. What a waste, indeed. But these Christians sure do look good and feel quite pleased with their impressive spiritual physiques.

As a follower of Christ you can fall into the trap of believing that a deeper knowledge of Christ will automatically make you a better disciple of Christ. You can read scores of Christian books, attend conferences, and participate in various Bible studies to deepen and broaden your under-standing. But head knowledge of theology no more makes you an effective disciple than knowing the rules of tennis turns you into Roger Federer or Serena Williams. It’s only when you take that head knowledge out onto the playing field and invest thousands of hours putting into practice what you have learned that you actually become more like the one you seek to imitate. “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves,” said James, the brother of Jesus. “Do what it says” (James 1:22 niv).

 

We Are Invited

 

So then, as ambassadors for God’s kingdom sent into all the world, what then should our approach be? How must we put what we know to be true into practice? We are called above all to love people in the name of Christ. And if we love them we will demonstrate that love through
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•  proclamation: explaining to them the good news that their sins 

can be forgiven and the kingdom of God is now open to them through Jesus’ death on the cross;

•  compassion: caring about their physical, emotional, and relational 

needs;

•  justice: taking a stand against persecution and every form of 

exploitation; and

•  restoration: making disciples by teaching people how to live 

differently by entering the kingdom of God.

 

The revolutionary power of the gospel is rooted in the fact that it is good news for every dimension of human life. It is not simply a system of beliefs for us to study and then proclaim; it is a different way of living we are called to adopt and demonstrate. Mere words without accompa-nying deeds carry far less power than both together. As John pointedly said, “Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did” (1 John 2:6). We are to live as Jesus lived, love as Jesus loved, and proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God as we are sent into the world as his ambassadors.

The Great Commission represented the last words of Jesus to his disciples, and as such it is pregnant with significance. It cast Jesus’ vision for human thriving within God’s emerging kingdom. This was the whole work of the gospel and the whole mission of God. It directed all followers of Christ to embrace a specific mission—to go, to make disciples, to baptize and to teach—in order to expand this new kingdom of God. No one was exempt. “As the Father has sent me,” Jesus said, “I am sending you” (John 20:21). The gospel message of Jesus was not just an offer of forgiveness; it was his call to enlist; it was a recruitment to join the great mission of God in reclaiming his world from enemy occupation; it was a call-to-arms in a revolution to overthrow the other kingdoms that control the lives of God’s children; it was a call to rescue them from their captivity. It was an invitation to become God’s partner in changing the world.
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The gospel message of Jesus was not just an offer 

of forgiveness; it was his call to enlist.

 

But invitations must be accepted. God invites us, but he will not force us. You can choose to refuse. You can decide to stand on the side-lines as a bystander to the great mission of God to restore his kingdom and rescue his children. You can let God’s great purpose for your life pass you by. But how sad to live your life as a bystander.
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RSVP

 

He sent his servants to those who had been invited to the banquet 

to tell them to come, but they refused to come.

—Matthew 22:3

 

The truth is not that God is finding us a place for our gifts but 

that God has created us and our gifts for a place of his choosing—

and we will only be ourselves when we are finally there.1

—Os Guinness

 

An invitation requires a response. Renee and I have hosted our share of parties and gatherings over the years. For the last two or three decades, wherever we have lived, we have had an annual Fourth of July barbecue and a Christmas open house that we always invite a group of our good friends to enjoy. Also, having been a CEO of several different organizations, we have done our share of business enter-taining, hosting events for different teams of people I have worked with. One of the things that always astounds us is that there are invariably a few invitees who don’t RSVP at all. We would probably all agree that it is a bit rude not to respond to a personal invitation from someone you know well. It is especially puzzling to me that some people don’t respond to a personal invitation from their boss. Worse still is the person who says yes and then never shows up. While saying no to an invitation is fairly simple and requires only a note or an email, saying yes to an invi-tation requires more. It requires both a decision and a commitment: the decision to accept the terms of the invitation—date, time, location, and 

86
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amount of time and effort required to attend—and the commitment to clear our schedules of conflicts, set aside the time, and go to the place where the event is being held.

In 2009, I was invited by President Obama to become a member of his White House Council on Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships. This council was assembled to give the president advice on how the gov-ernment can best partner and relate to faith-based organizations and other nonprofits. About twenty-five key secular and religious leaders were invited. I remember clearly that the invitation came via a phone call immediately after the Super Bowl ended. I was told that the appointment would last about one year and that I would have to attend at least four to five meetings in person and many more by phone. Since the meetings were held in Washington, DC, each one required two long flights back and forth from Seattle, so each required about three days of my time. I was also told that the president needed an answer within a week so that someone else could be invited if I declined. It was an honor to be asked, and even though I knew it would be demanding and would require some sacrifice, I accepted.

I can still remember the reaction from one politically conservative friend who, after hearing that I had decided to serve, asked why on earth I would serve on a council formed by such a “liberal” president. My response: “When the president of the United States asks me to use my skills and abilities to serve my country, the answer is yes, period!” He is the president, after all.

Jesus Christ has invited us to join his great mission in the world to proclaim the good news of his kingdom and to invite others to join. He is the creator of the universe, after all! Of all the invitations we might receive in our lifetimes, surely an invitation from God should carry with it the very highest priority. Jesus expects an RSVP.

In Matthew 22, Jesus tells a parable of just such an invitation from a king. He compares his invitation to join the kingdom of God to a wedding banquet that a king had prepared for his son. Listen to his words:
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Jesus spoke to them again in parables, saying: “The kingdom of heaven 

is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. He sent his 

servants to those who had been invited to the banquet to tell them to 

come, but they refused to come.

“Then he sent some more servants and said, ‘Tell those who have 

been invited that I have prepared my dinner: My oxen and fattened 

cattle have been butchered, and everything is ready. Come to the wed-

ding banquet.’

“But they paid no attention and went off—one to his field, 

another to his business. The rest seized his servants, mistreated them 

and killed them. The king was enraged.” (Matt. 22:1–7)

 

Perhaps most striking here is that anyone would refuse an invitation from the king. In ancient Rome an invitation from Caesar would have been a command performance of the highest order. Yet the insulted king here was gracious enough to give them a second chance. They ignored the invitation again, and we are told that one went off to his field and another to his business. They apparently had more important priorities in their lives than obeying the king! They even took their refusal to the ultimate level by mistreating and killing the king’s servants! We should not be surprised to learn in verse 7 that “the king was enraged.”

It is significant to note to whom Jesus was telling this parable. We are told in the previous chapter that Jesus was teaching in the temple courts and that he was being challenged by the high priests and elders. This was the religious establishment of the Jews, the very people who should have been most devoted to the King. Of course, the deeper point Jesus was making is that God’s chosen people were rejecting the Messiah and his invitation to join the kingdom of God: “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15).

While these religious leaders did not yet grasp Jesus’ true identity, today, two thousand years later, we have no excuse for failing to RSVP. We have the benefit of knowing who Jesus is, that he rose from the dead to forgive our sins, and that he has invited us to join him in his great mission 
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to invite people from all nations to the wedding banquet of the King. But even with our greater understanding we still insult the King, going off instead to pursue our own priorities—our careers, our lifestyles, our social lives, and our happiness—even as the King beckons us. I have no doubt that our King is also enraged . . . and brokenhearted as well.

Even with our great understanding we still insult the King, going 

off instead to pursue our own priorities—our careers, our lifestyles, 

our social lives, and our happiness—even as the King beckons us.

 

Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, he must 

deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants 

to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.” 

(Matt. 16:24–25 niv)

 

The Most Valuable Thing You Possess

 

What is the most valuable thing you possess? Would you be willing to offer it to Jesus? I’d like you to really stop and think about this for a moment, because the answer to this question has profound implications for your walk with the Lord. This most valuable possession might be something you own: a home, a business, or a treasured possession. It might be your accumulated wealth or a six-figure income. It could also be your career, your position, your accomplishments, or your credentials. It may be your reputation, your self-image, or your sense of identity. Christians can so easily fall into the trap of spiritual identity theft, letting ourselves be defined by what we do or what we own instead of by the One we follow. Jesus understood the idols of the human heart: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:21). The call to follow Jesus is a call to lay down our lives and everything in our lives that might compete with our commitment to follow him. It is a sacrificial call to lay down the most valuable things we possess at Jesus’ feet.

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   89                                                                                                            10/15/12   8:47 AM 90 Unfinished

I recently met a young woman who taught me a profound lesson about sacrificial love. Renee and I traveled to Cambodia in February to see the work that World Vision was doing in the area of human trafficking and what we call child protection. Thousands of children in Cambodia, often because they are poor, are funneled into the sex trade to literally become human slaves. I will not soon forget the twenty-two-year-old woman Renee and I met there. I will call her Ruse—not her real name—to pro-tect her identity. Ruse had spent three years trapped in a Cambodian brothel before being rescued and sent to World Vision’s trauma recovery center in Phnom Penh. This is where these broken children are taken to heal and to be restored. World Vision’s trauma counselors try to put these girls back together one piece at a time, like beautiful vases that have been shattered. There were more than thirty girls in recovery there at the time of our visit, some as young as eight years old.

Ruse’s story was both heartbreaking and inspiring. The eldest of three children, Ruse grew up in a family that was extremely poor. Her father had abandoned them, and when Ruse was just thirteen, her mother became seriously ill and needed medical care. But there was no money. Ruse had a neighbor who knew a brothel owner who would pay a lot for a young virgin, and she approached Ruse and her mother with a terrible proposition: sell your virginity and save your mother. You see, there are men—often American or European men—who will pay a great deal to have sex with a young girl, especially a virgin. Virginity is the most expensive prize in the sex-trade business. A night with a virgin might be sold for more than one thousand dollars while a night with a nonvirgin would bring only five dollars.

As Ruse told us her story that day, she said something I will never forget: “My virginity was the most valuable possession my family had.” Can you try to imagine being so poor and desperate that you would actually count your daughter’s virginity as the most valuable asset your family owned? Thirteen-year-old Ruse was confronted with a terrible choice. These were her exact words to us: “I finally decided to sell my virginity because I wanted my mother to be healthy and I wanted to 
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help my family’s living conditions to be improved so that we could have enough food to eat. My two younger siblings were so small, as I am the oldest daughter, and I had to do whatever I could to help my family.”2

And so she sold herself for four hundred dollars and spent the next three years in a brothel, having sex with more than seven hundred men a year. I find great poignancy in this story of a young girl who loved so much that she would give herself to save her mother and her siblings. This is the same kind of love that Christ lavished on us: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

What is the most valuable thing that you possess? And would you be willing to offer it to Jesus? This call to follow Jesus requires that we first lay down our treasured possessions in his service.

Ruse was rescued and restored by what I would describe as a veritable bucket brigade of Christian love. She was first rescued by the International Justice Mission in a brothel raid. Then she was initially received by another Christian organization called World Hope before being transferred to World Vision’s trauma recovery center. After two years of loving care and healing from her trauma in a safe environment with loving counselors, Ruse was ready to move on. Today she has a small apartment and a job as a nanny. She is now raising her younger brother and sister, the ones for whom she sacrificed her most valuable possession. She also has commit-ted her life to Christ and is being discipled at a local Baptist church. Ruse is an example of the great “rescue mission of God” in action, the one that we have been invited to join. For this young girl, the kingdom of God had come near, and she had become one of its newest citizens.

 

God Calling

 

Rarely is the invitation to join God’s rescue mission as direct and overt as it was for me in 1998. At the time I was living my version of the American Dream as the CEO of Lenox, the venerated American China company. I 
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had one of those jobs that most people just dream of, leading a prestigious company with four thousand people working for me, a huge salary, and all the perks. It had taken me twenty-five years and a whole lot of long hours and hard work to get there. And on the day that I received this dra-matic invitation from God, I certainly wasn’t thinking about changing the world or building his kingdom. I was mostly concerned with my own success: my family, my career, my reputation, and my lifestyle. Oh sure, I was a Christian. I was one of those deciders who had made the decision to accept Christ as my Savior while in graduate school. But I can’t say I had truly become a disciple. I hadn’t yet laid down my most precious pos-sessions at Jesus’ feet. I looked the part—went to church every Sunday, attended a weekly Bible study group, sat on the board of a Christian school, and had a big Bible sitting on my big CEO’s desk for everyone to see. I had some glistening spiritual muscles. I had my “fire insurance pol-icy” and now I was just enjoying the good life. I hadn’t really understood that Jesus had called me to enlist, to replace my agenda with his agenda, to repent, and follow him—until the phone rang one morning.

The call was from an executive recruiter retained by the huge Christian relief and development organization World Vision to find their new president. I won’t tell the story in detail here since it is contained in its entirety in The Hole in Our Gospel. But the point I want to make is that on that morning in 1998, in a phone call from a recruiter, Jesus was inviting me once again to follow him, to become his disciple. He was giving me an opportunity to partner with him in changing the world by proclaiming the good news to the poor that “the kingdom of God has come near.” World Vision, with its forty-five thousand staff members in almost one hundred countries, represents one of the great battalions in God’s kingdom advance. I was being offered the great privilege of a com-mand post at the front lines of the battle. There was only one problem: I didn’t want to join the battle. I was enjoying civilian life far too much, and I didn’t want to drop what I was doing, quit my job, cut my pay, sell my house, move my family, and go to the front lines. Jesus seemed to be asking me for the most valuable things I possessed.
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There was only one problem: I didn’t want to join the battle. 

I was enjoying civilian life far too much, and I didn’t want to drop what I was doing, quit my job, cut my pay, sell my 

house, move my family, and go to the front lines.

 

Do you remember a similar “phone call” about two thousand years back, which came to Simon Peter and Andrew as they were fishing on the Sea of Galilee?

 

As He was going along by the Sea of Galilee, He saw Simon and 

Andrew, the brother of Simon, casting a net in the sea; for they were 

fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow Me, and I will make you 

become fishers of men.” (Mark 1:16–17 nasb)

 

I try to imagine Peter and Andrew saying something like this to Jesus: “We’d love to come, Jesus, but you need to understand that the fishing business is just starting to take off. We’ve found some new inves-tors, and we’re about to expand our fleet to four boats. We’ve rented some retail space and are planning to expand to ten new market loca-tions. Besides, Andrew has just broken ground on a brand new house and is carrying two mortgages. We’d love to join you, Jesus, but now is just not a good time. You understand.” That pretty much sums up what I wanted to say to that recruiter that morning. In fact, I did say something pretty similar—that I wasn’t interested or available. But that’s not what Peter and Andrew said. We are told that Peter and Andrew immediately dropped their nets and followed him. No hesitation and no questions asked. “Jesus, we’re all in. Just show us what you want us to do.”

As we saw in the parable of the king’s wedding banquet, Jesus knew that his invitation would be refused by many. When Jesus invited the rich young ruler of Matthew 19 to “go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (19:21), the ruler couldn’t do it. He could not lay down his most precious 
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possession if that was what was required to follow Jesus. Instead we read, “When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth” (19:22). Thanks for the invitation, Jesus, but the cost is just too high.

In Luke 9, Jesus invited another man to follow him:

 

But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” Jesus said to 

him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the 

kingdom of God.” Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first 

let me go back and say goodbye to my family.” (Luke 9:59–61)

 

Each had good excuses.

I had plenty of excuses too. I had five kids to put through college. Renee and I were living in our dream house. My career was in high gear and promised some big financial rewards in the next few years. Besides, my identity, my security, and my reputation were all tied up together in that job and that lifestyle. “I’d love to join you, Jesus, but it’s just not a good time; you understand.” Jesus understands quite clearly. It’s always a matter of priorities: “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other” (Matt. 6:24).

Although I lacked the immediate enthusiasm of Peter and Andrew, I ultimately did make the difficult choice to follow Jesus. I reluctantly quit my job. We sold our house, pulled our kids out of school, moved across the country, and began what would become the greatest adventure of our lives. After saying yes to God, I experienced the privilege of serving on the front lines of the kingdom, the satisfaction of joining God’s great mission, the wonder of discovering gifts and talents I had never before used, and the joy of feeling for the first time in my life that I was doing what I was created to do. While it is trite to say, I had “found myself.” I had found myself by losing myself in God’s service: “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it” (Luke 9:24).
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I often wonder what became of the two men who told Jesus they couldn’t follow him quite yet. Nothing more is written about them. But we do know that Simon Peter and Andrew went on to change the world. They weren’t extraordinary men by any measure, nor were any of the twelve disciples. Peter and John were described in the book of Acts as “unschooled, ordinary men” (Acts 4:13). I believe that Jesus selected them precisely because they were ordinary to demonstrate the amazing things he can accomplish through average people. But while they may have been ordinary, they were also willing. They were available. They left their nets and followed Jesus without hesitation. They were willing to be used of God. They were disciples, not merely deciders, and that made all the difference.

They were disciples, not merely deciders, 

and that made all the difference.
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Let’s Make a Deal

 

For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses 

their life for me and for the gospel will save it.

—Mark 8:35

 

And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father 

or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred 

times as much and will inherit eternal life.

—Jesus1

 

Like the rich young ruler and the many others who made excuses when confronted with Christ’s call to deny themselves, take up their crosses, and follow him, we find that our first reaction is defensive—we make excuses. In almost every case our excuses stem from the fact that we don’t want to give up control of our lives. Even when our lives aren’t going so well, we still want to do it our way. And yet Jesus tells us that if we are to find our lives we must first lose our lives. In chapter 1 I stated that the only way we can find the deepest meaning in our lives is to understand the big story that God is writing and then to see how our individual stories fit in to that big story. But there is a corol-lary to that truth: if we are to find our story in God’s, we must first give up our right to do as we please or to write our own stories. In the Lord of the Rings series, Sam and Frodo had to forsake their comfortable lives in the Shire in order to undertake the great calling on their lives. They had to take risks and move out of their comfort zones. Peter and Andrew had to leave the financial security of their fishing business. Jesus asked the 

96
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rich young ruler to do the same. But the young man turned and walked away because he was not willing to give up what he had in order to get what Jesus was offering.

Have you ever watched the game show Let’s Make a Deal? This show took on new significance for the Stearns family this year as my daughter, Hannah, actually appeared as a contestant on the show. A third-year law student at the time, Hannah hoped she might win a little money to help with her tuition expenses. So she got tickets to the show, and in order to increase her chances of being chosen as a contestant, she dressed up as a law book—a torts book, to be precise. She felt a bit foolish, but it worked, and she was picked to come out of the audience to be a con-testant. Hannah did well. She ended up winning a motorbike, a laptop computer, and a couple of nice backpacks. To her parents’ great relief, she sold the motorbike to get cash to pay her bills.

Let’s Make a Deal is a great little metaphor for the choices God requires us to make. In the show contestants are brought up on the stage and offered a wide range of prizes, both good and bad. But the real essence of the show, and the thing that makes it so compelling, is the agonizing choices the contestants are forced to make. The host might first offer someone one thousand dollars in cash, with no strings attached. The contestant can quit right there and go home one thousand dollars richer. But then the fun begins; he offers a trade-in of the cash for the unknown prize that lies behind the curtain on stage. Of course, the contestant doesn’t know what lies behind the curtain. It could be a brand new Corvette; a two-week, all-expenses-paid vacation to Hawaii; or a case of dill pickles! It’s the contestant’s choice: trade what he has already won for the promise of something better, or play it safe and keep what he already has. The drama of the show is increased as winners are constantly offered opportunities to improve their prizes but always with the risk of dill pickles.

In a real way the decision to follow Christ and to lay down our lives to follow him is quite similar. Jesus was playing Let’s Make a Deal with the rich young ruler: “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, 
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and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me (Matt. 19:21, paraphrase). I’m offering you the great adventure of your life. I am invit-ing you to partner with me in my great kingdom mission. I promise you will find your deepest purpose and your greatest fulfillment in life in doing what I created you to do. All you have to do is lay down what you’ve already won, and I will replace it with treasures beyond your imagination.”

It’s that last sentence that’s the hard part—“lay down what you’ve already won.”

“Can’t I keep it all, Jesus?”

“No, my child because no one can serve two masters—you will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other” (Matt. 6:24, paraphrase).

In my own case I had won the CEO position at Lenox, the big sal-ary, and the dream house. I had won financial security, prestige, and comfort. I had written my own story, and I liked the way it was turning out. “Let go of all that, Rich. Follow me, and I will take you on the great adventure of your life. Let me show you who I created you to be. Trust me, Rich.” My own mother, when I called her to say I had decided to accept the job with World Vision, said, “But you’ve got it made! Why on earth would you give all of that up to go work for a charity?” I tried to explain to her that as a follower of Christ, it was no longer about me and my life; it was about Jesus and the life he intended me to live. But it is so very hard to trust, so hard to let go, and so easy to cling to whatever it is we have clutched in our hands.

What are you clinging to? There are so many things that compete with God in our lives. Perhaps a career that you have invested decades in building or maybe a business you have started. Surely it can’t be wrong to pursue a career or build a business? It could be money, wealth, and the ability to create wealth that have their hold on you, or perhaps the many things that money can buy. The more you have, the harder it is to sell everything you have and give it to Jesus. That may be why so many people give their lives to Christ when they have nothing left to lose.

You might be clinging to an unhealthy relationship or an identity 
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you have shaped. Maybe you have an addiction you have not been able to let go of. Lots of people cling to a physical place; do you live somewhere you love that you aren’t willing to leave? Do you love your house, your friends, your comfort, and the familiarity of your life? These are not bad things unless you place them above God.

 

Do you love your house, your friends, your comfort, and the familiarity of your life? These are not bad things unless you place them above God.

 

The common thread behind all of these attachments is control. We want to control our lives and our choices, and we don’t like anyone who threatens to take that away. Remember my comparison between follow-ing Jesus and enlisting in the army? When you give your life to following Jesus, he asks you to give control to him. As one bumper sticker aptly put it: “If God is your co-pilot . . . switch seats!” Jesus wants to drive; he wants to lead; but he cannot until you “lose your life” for his sake so that he can give you the life he always meant for you to live. What are the most precious things you possess? Are you willing to offer them to Jesus?

Now here is a really important thing to understand. If you lay down all of these things in the service of Christ and his kingdom, he won’t necessarily take them away from you. He doesn’t ask us all to quit our jobs, leave our homes, and have an estate sale to liquidate all our earthly possessions. No, he only asks that we turn all of those decisions over to him. If you have built a business that can generate great wealth, he may leave you right there so that the business can be used to his glory and to accomplish his purposes. If you are an investment banker at Goldman Sachs, he may want you to stay put and become a kingdom builder right where you are stationed by letting your light shine in a place where a shining light may be desperately needed. If you love your community, he may use you to help transform it and reclaim it for his kingdom. He might even use your addiction as a powerful testimony of his restorative power to transform human lives. But he does require that the certificates of title be signed over to him. He becomes the owner, and we become the 
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stewards, not of our possessions but of the Master’s possessions. I know many followers of Christ who are serving him in powerful ways who have not been called to sell, leave, forsake, or abandon the lives they have built. But they have been called to use the lives they have built for Christ and his kingdom. Sometimes he does take the things we have laid down at his feet, but unlike the game show host on Let’s Make a Deal, he always replaces them with something better.

As a final postscript to my decision to leave Lenox and join World Vision, God gave me an extraordinary opportunity to glimpse the life I might have had. Ten years after I left, I returned. I was traveling in the Philadelphia area and e-mailed an old colleague at Lenox to ask him if I could drop by and say hello to any of the old timers who might remem-ber me. As about a dozen old friends gathered in a conference room that day to “catch up” on all that had happened in the decade since I had left, I listened as they recounted a horrific tale of sadness and pain. Though Lenox had enjoyed record sales and profits in the first couple of years after I had left, things started to unravel in the years that followed. In those ten short years Lenox had had a succession of five CEOs as the market contracted and sales and profits fell. They were forced to close five of their six US factories and lay off thousands of employees. Finally they were divested by their parent company and merged into a smaller company. It had been a nightmare of changes and downsizing for those who had endured and survived through the decade. I have no doubt that had I stayed at Lenox, I would have been one of the casualties of that dreadful economic downturn.

When it was my turn to share, I told them of the amazing oppor-tunity I’d had to travel the world, helping children and communities. I told them of a board of directors who prayed for me and a leadership team who had all taken huge cuts in pay to join what God was doing in the world. I shared what it felt like to get up each morning knowing that God was using me to make the world a better place. Hearing the excite-ment in my voice, one of my former colleagues blurted out: “It sounds like heaven. Do you have any job openings there?” Heaven, indeed; 
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the kingdom of heaven, in fact. God had invited me into his vision for human thriving. He had invited me to the front lines of his revolution to change the world, and thankfully, I had said yes. And as I look back on that decision now, I have the acute realization that I could have said no; I could have walked away. Jesus wasn’t forcing me; he was inviting me. But first I had to let go of the things I was clutching so tightly in my hands so he could replace them with something so much more precious. I had to lay down my old life for the new life that was behind the curtain, before I really new what the curtain would reveal. I am quite sure that if I had said no he would have called someone else. Someone else would have been offered the incredible opportunity to partner with Jesus by serving at World Vision. “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs” (Jonah 2:8 niv).

Two weeks after my reunion visit, Lenox declared bankruptcy. A few weeks after that I received a letter saying that the Lenox executive pen-sion I had been receiving for several years had been canceled. In case I had any remaining doubts, God was showing me with great finality that I should rely only on him alone for my security.

 

Moriah Ranch

 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. 

When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything 

he had and bought it. (Matt. 13:45–46)

 

A couple of years ago I was in Michigan, and a good friend of World Vision’s ministry, Stu Phillips, offered to drive me from Grand Rapids to the Detroit airport to catch my flight home. During the drive, Stu startled me with a surprising statement. He said, “You know, you’re not very popular around the Phillips household these days.” Ouch! What had I done? I couldn’t think of anything I might have said that would make me unpopular with Stu and his family. Stu then smiled and explained. I 
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learned that Stu and Robin owned a fourteen-thousand-acre ranch in the Laramie Mountains in Wyoming. It was a very special “piece of heaven” that meant the world to their whole family. On this magnificent piece of God’s creation, Stu and his sons, Jordan and Stephen, had spent count-less hours when the boys were teenagers, fishing for trout and hunting elk from the herd that roamed their ranch. Robin, an avid painter, had used the ranch as her most beautiful subject. Stu and Robin had built a special home there as a family retreat.

Stu explained that he and Robin had both read my book The Hole in Our Gospel, and it had convicted them a great deal about God’s concern for the poor and their responsibility to love the poor as God does. He said that he and Robin were spending a few days at the ranch and that he had been praying and reading my book for a second time when he clearly felt God was speaking to him.

I asked Stu and Robin if they would share their very private story as an encouragement to others. They reluctantly agreed and first shared it earlier this year at a World Vision event. Here are Stu’s own words:

 

Then, I heard a still, quiet voice: I heard God speaking to me. It was a voice 

I had heard before. God asked me two questions. first, he asked: What do 

you value most? He wasn’t talking about my family and friends. The ques-

tion was, what possession did I value most? One of the challenging aspects 

of God speaking to you is that he knows the answers, even when you don’t 

or don’t want to admit that you do. The answer was clear; it was the ranch.

 

One of the challenging aspects of God speaking to you is that he knows the answers, even when you don’t or don’t want to admit that you do.

 

He then asked the second question: Given what you now know about 

the needs of the poor, how does that balance with the four months a year 

you spend at the ranch and the resources you have tied up here? I knew the 

answer instantly. I was stunned.

My next reaction was to doubt what I had heard. Maybe I had just 
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imagined it. Then I tried, hopefully, to negotiate with God. We already gave 

significant resources to poverty programs. We already used the ranch for 

“godly” purposes: hosting college groups from church, sharing time with 

friends in need of solitude, and appreciating God’s handiwork. Perhaps we 

could just increase our commitment to using the ranch for those purposes. 

Maybe that would satisfy God. And maybe it would, but it wasn’t his plan; it 

wasn’t his request. Robin and I put the ranch up for sale.2

 

So now I understood why Rich Stearns might not be such a popular topic of conversation around the Phillipses’ dinner table. I was stunned.

“Stu,” I said, “are you sure you want to do this?” Stu said that God had been clear and that he was committed. He said that he and Robin intended to use all of the proceeds to do “God’s kingdom work.” Now, if you think that somehow it was easy for Robin and Stu to lay down their most precious possession, you need to think again. The whole family struggled and agonized over the decision.

 

It took some time for me, for us all, to digest what had occurred. After hear-

ing our plans, Stephen, our youngest son, put it this way: “God may have told 

you to sell the ranch, but he didn’t tell me.” You see, the questions God had 

posed to me that day were in direct conflict with all of our plans as a family. 

But God then took hold of the situation as only he can. In the worst recession 

since the Great Depression, we received a serious offer the first week, twice 

our original purchase price.3

 

I didn’t hear any more about the ranch for months, and then one day I received an email from Stu and Robin with a photo attached. It was a photo of Stu, Robin, one of their sons, and the governor of Wyoming sit-ting at his desk and signing the commitment to purchase Moriah Ranch. The deal closed in April 2012. What is perhaps most remarkable about this story of faithfulness and obedience is that Stu and Robin’s greatest sacrifice became their greatest blessing. They had exchanged their will for God’s will, their plans for his plans.
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In our minds the ranch was now even more valuable, and the potential for 

dedicating more resources to help the poor even more intense . Our hearts

had crossed over; Robin and I were now more excited to see what God would 

do with these resources than we were saddened by the loss of the ranch.

It is important to be clear: “to God be the glory.” We should have no 

illusions regarding the spiritual significance of our gifts. God has told us what 

impresses him, and our checks, regardless of the size, don’t do it. However, 

our obedience may. God isn’t impressed by a rich guy giving up a luxury that 

is well beyond the wildest dreams of those in poverty. He is impressed by the 

single mom who gives of the little she has to help her neighbor, or the widow 

who sponsors a child on a fixed income. Their offerings are more selfless and 

more sacrificial than ours.4

 

Stu and Robin had learned to love what Jesus loves, treasure what Jesus treasures, and value what Jesus values. They had played Let’s Make a Deal with God. When asked whether they would trade their most precious possession for what was behind God’s curtain, they said yes! You see, this was not some game show host looking for a laugh at their expense; this was the Son of God who had given his life that they might live. This was the One who said he had come to heal the sick, free the captives, bind up the brokenhearted, and preach the good news to the poor. This was the Lord of the universe inviting them to join him in his great kingdom mission to reach into the world’s pain with the good news of God’s love. They had RSVP’d with a resounding yes!

 

Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!”

“Here I am,” he replied.

Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, whom you love—

Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt 

offering on a mountain I will show you.”

Early the next morning Abraham got up and loaded his donkey. 

He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. (Gen. 22:1–3)
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It cannot be a coincidence that Stu and Robin’s ranch was named Moriah Ranch. Mount Moriah, of course, was the place God asked Abraham to go to sacrifice his most precious possession, his son Isaac. For Abraham it was a test to see whether he would trust God or trust himself; whether he would hold back in his relationship with God or let go. Stu and Robin had been tested too. God had rewarded Abraham’s faithfulness with a great promise; because of Abraham’s sacrifice his descendants would be as numerous as the stars and become a blessing to the nations. I have no doubt that Stu and Robin will be blessed also as God uses their sacrifice to become a blessing to many.

 

The angel of the Lord called to Abraham from heaven a second time 

and said, “I swear by myself, declares the Lord, that because you have 

done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely 

bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky 

and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession 

of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on 

earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.” (Gen. 22:15–18)
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We Were Made For More

 

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.1

—Henry David Thoreau

 

Alas for those that never sing,

But die with all their music in them.2

—Oliver Wendall Holmes

 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The 

old has gone, the new is here!

—2 Corinthians 5:17

 

How do you see your life? Does it sometimes feel like you are just going through the motions of the daily grind to answer the alarm clock, go to work or school, come home, and do it all over again the next day—just so you can put food on the table and a roof over your head? Are you mired in a torrent of bills that never seem to end? Does your life sometimes feel like it’s just an endless series of problems and struggles punctuated by the occasional relief of a holiday, a round of golf, or a vacation? Do you feel insignificant as just one of 7 billion human beings going through the same daily struggle that you are? Have you come to the realization that the dreams you had when you were younger have now died? Sadly, many people, even followers of Christ, might describe their lives in just this way. They have, as Henry 

106
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David Thoreau once penned, resigned themselves to living “lives of quiet desperation.”

Or maybe you are much more upbeat about your life. You may be basi-cally happy, with a great circle of friends and family and a job you like. You may have an optimistic outlook and gratitude for all that God has given you. But you still may lack that sense of greater purpose and signifi-cance. In fact, you might feel as if you are missing something, just marking time, trying to enjoy the life God has given you but without much sense of a higher calling. Many of the hundreds of people I meet around the world inevitably share something like this with me and ask how they can really find God’s purpose for their lives. Though they are happy, they feel as though something is missing, as if they are just standing on the sidelines watching the game, longing for the coach to put them in.

 

Though they are happy, they feel as though something is 

missing, as if they are just standing on the sidelines watching 

the game, longing for the coach to put them in.

 

Earlier this year I spoke to about eight hundred men at the annual retreat of the New Canaan Society, a national men’s organization whose goal it is to connect men in relationship and to equip them to have a powerful impact for Christ on their families, their communities, their workplaces, and the wider world. The theme of their retreat was “We Were Made for More.” I love this phrase because it captures so well the message of God’s kingdom. The God who made the universe, the Author of the big story in which we all are living, created you and I uniquely. There is no other human being who has ever lived who is exactly like you or me; we are all one of a kind. We were not created to live lives of quiet desperation or to just pass the time as we shamble through our eighty years on earth. God created us for a divine purpose, to play a role in his unfolding story. We are children of the King, and we were made for more!

This phrase “we were made for more” truly captures the significance of the transformation that occurs when a person repents and believes 
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as he or she responds to the gospel. Jesus said, “God’s kingdom is here. Change your life and believe the Message” (Mark 1:15 msg). Our lives are to be transformed in every way by the power of the gospel story. Our sto-ries become joined with God’s bigger story as we become citizens of God’s expanding kingdom. And just as Peter could no longer simply return to his fishing nets after his encounter with Jesus, we cannot just return to life as we knew it either. The essence of what Scripture teaches us about our transformation as followers of Christ is, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone; the new is here” (2 Cor. 5:17). We are new creations who have been given a new purpose, a new mission, and a new calling: “As the Father has sent me, I am send-ing you” (John 20:21). Jesus is sending us into the world to continue the work that he began. He is calling us to the front lines of the gospel revo-lution to man the barricades as we join the great rescue mission that the Father has launched to invite all of his children back into the fellowship of his inexhaustible love. There is no such thing as an ordinary follower of Christ with an ordinary life; every one of us was made for more.

 

Knowing Where You’re Going

 

I have had the privilege of speaking at several college graduations and have attended the graduations of all five of my own children. These are exciting moments in the lives of young people. It feels as though we are all gathered around them in support as they stand at the starting line of their adult lives. A graduation marks the beginning of life’s long jour-ney—not of a sprint but of a marathon. At no other time in a person’s life are there so many possibilities open to him or her. It is truly one of life’s momentous occasions.

In my commencement addresses I usually ask the graduates about their goals in life. People beginning a race or a journey need to have a finish line or a destination in mind before they begin. And don’t we as parents, family, and friends always ask them that destination question: 
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What will you do after you graduate? Where are you headed? What do you aspire to? What do you want to become? Many graduates dread the question because they don’t really know the answer yet.

In one of my commencement addresses, I emphasized just how very important it is for them to have the right goal or destination in mind for their lives since they will have to invest so much time, energy, and effort in pursuing it. Can you imagine running a marathon only to find out that after all of your training, sacrifice, and effort you crossed the wrong fin-ish line? But that’s exactly what so many people do. “Wouldn’t it be great,” I asked, “if you had a kind of GPS device that could guide you on your life journey, giving you explicit driving directions all along the way?”

A GPS is a great thing to have; I don’t know how we all used to get from A to B without them. I know before I had a GPS, I typically spent a lot of time driving in circles until my wife chided me into stopping to ask for directions. Here’s how a GPS works: The very first thing you need to do is establish a starting point and a destination. The starting point is pretty easy; it is usually where you are right then. I usually know where I am; I just don’t know how to get where I’m going. And so it is the second input that is the most important: the destination. Once the GPS has both a starting point and a destination, it will provide a long list of driving directions, mapping out each twist and turn along the way. What a great invention! Now we no longer have to get lost on our journey. But here’s the catch: if you enter the wrong destination, then all of the steps along the way will be wrong as well. In other words, the GPS will give you pre-cise and detailed turn-by-turn directions to the wrong destination! So knowing where we’re going turns out to be the one critical decision we need to make first.

Life works the same way. If we select the wrong destination, the wrong life goals, we will very likely go through life making decision after decision on a road that is leading us precisely to the wrong place. Most people are able to articulate some of their life goals, and on the surface these goals seem quite lofty and desirable. Let me list just a few of the life goals that are typically expressed:
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1) Become a successful _______. (Fill in the blank: teacher, lawyer, 

politician, pastor, carpenter, homemaker, doctor, soldier, pilot, business owner, physical therapist, landscaper, and so on.) This seemingly admirable goal of career success is almost universally embraced. Who doesn’t want to be successful? Isn’t that why college graduates go to college in the first place?

2) Achieve comfort and security. Usually one of the core benefits 

of becoming successful is that we can become comfortable and secure. For some, this is really their most important goal, and success is just a means to achieving it. For others it is just a nice by-product of success. We don’t want to have to worry about whether we can pay the rent or go out to a movie, and we want to have enough to be comfortable when we retire.

3) Become wealthy. Okay, admit it; don’t you really want to be 

wealthy? Don’t you feel a pang of envy when the Forbes 400 list of the wealthiest people in the United States comes out each year? And why else do annual US lottery ticket sales exceed 50 billion dollars? At one dollar a ticket, that works out to an average of about 175 tickets per person per year!3 Wealth is a very popular dream. Sure, money isn’t everything, but it can sure buy almost anything. Most of us wouldn’t say out loud that we want to become wealthy, but we’re definitely thinking about it.

4) Become famous. This is another one that few people admit to, 

but it lingers in the back of a lot of minds. We obsessively follow the lives of the rich and famous in our cultures, from athletes to movie stars to business leaders. Andy Warhol famously predicted in the 1960s that in the future everyone will have their “fifteen minutes” of fame.4 Certainly the proliferation of media and the incredible phenomena of Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, and other social networking vehicles have made at least fleeting fame available to the masses.

5) Be happy. Who can argue with this one? I suppose being 

happy is what people hope for when they achieve their other 
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goals of comfort, wealth, success, or fame. Happiness might be considered a goal, but it is more often a derivative of all of the other choices people make in life.

 

I could list many more. The life goals of any given person might well contain a combination of the above. On the surface most of these are deceptively attractive aspirations. We live in a culture that rewards the successful, envies the wealthy, and affirms the ambitious. If reality TV has revealed anything about our nature, it has revealed the almost universal human desire for fame, wealth, success, and significance. Why else would someone appear on Survivor, American Idol, or The Bachelor? But I digress.

What I want you to see is what happens to us when we enter des-tinations like those listed into the GPS device of our lives. Essentially we get driving directions that steadily and methodically direct us to the achievement of our goals. So let’s say for a moment that we enter something like success or wealth into our GPSs. What driving directions might we get?

 

•  Look out for number one.

•  Drive hard and fast and stay on the highway at all costs.

•  Become a workaholic.

•  Neglect your family and friends when the demands of success 

require it.

•  Don’t stop to help people broken down at the side of the road—

the poor, the sick, and the needy; it’s every man for himself. They will just distract you.

•  Spend your money to get all the things you want because you’ve 

earned them.

•  Keep your faith in the safe zone. Don’t let it sidetrack you.

•  Turn off your moral compass; it can be so annoying and 

inconvenient.

•  Let the ends justify the means.
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We have all seen the wreckage in the lives of people who have entered the wrong destination and then single-mindedly pursued it without regard to any of the warning signs. I read a story online of a man in Bedford Hills, New York, who slavishly followed his GPS onto some train tracks without first looking left and right. The car got stuck, and the train crashed into the car at sixty miles per hour, turning it into a gigantic fireball and pushing it one hundred feet down the track. Fortunately the man escaped just before the car was struck. But five hundred train passengers were delayed for hours, and 250 feet of track were destroyed.5

Sometimes people who obsessively pursue their goals at all costs cause collateral damage in the lives of others. The Apostle Paul gives this same warning to his young protégé Timothy:

 

Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into 

many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and 

destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some 

people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced 

themselves with many griefs. (1 Tim. 6:9–10)

 

Sometimes people who obsessively pursue their goals at all 

costs cause collateral damage in the lives of others.

 

Paul makes the point that wealth—and we might add fame, success, and even happiness—are illusory goals and that the ardent pursuit of them is at best harmful and at worst catastrophic, leading us away from God and into ruin. One need only look at most Hollywood marriages to see what the pursuit of fame can do or read the stories of people who actually won the lottery to see what achieving their goal of wealth did to them. But if you keep reading, Paul then goes on to tell Timothy what he should pursue instead:
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But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godli-

ness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness. Fight the good fight of the 

faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you 

made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses. (1 Tim. 

6:11–12, emphasis mine)

 

In other words, “Timothy, you were made for more!”

So what if we entered a different life destination—not success or happiness or comfort but instead a destination involving God’s plan for our lives? What if, as Paul recommended, we “took hold of the eternal life to which we were called” when we committed to become followers of Jesus Christ? In light of the past few chapters, what if we were to enter this destination into our GPSs: follow Christ, live as Jesus lived, love as Jesus loves, and proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God as we are sent into the world as his ambassadors? Isn’t this, after all, the life goal given by God himself to every follower of Christ? With this new destination, the GPS would likely spit out a very different set of driving directions:

 

•  Put the needs of others ahead of your own.

•  Take detours when someone needs your help.

•  Get off the highway to spend time with family and friends, even 

though it slows you down.

•  Pick up hitchhikers.

•  Use your money to build God’s kingdom, not yours.

•  Don’t confuse career success with being a successful person.

•  View your work as a means to the end of serving God, not as an 

end in itself.

•  Invest your time, talent, and treasure in being rich toward God 

rather than getting rich yourself.

•  Stop to help those broken down on the side of the road who need 

a little help on their journey.
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•  Pay close attention to your moral compass.

•  Keep your relationship with God as your North Star.

 

There is a very important truth in this little metaphor, and it is this: as followers of Jesus we are expected to . . . well, follow him. We must put him first in our lives and not simply try to fit him around our goals and priorities. As Jesus said to all he preached to, “God’s kingdom is here. Change your life and believe the Message” (Mark 1:15 msg). The call of Jesus is not to merely fit him into our agendas; it is to replace our agendas with his, to enter his destination into our GPS devices. And his agenda is nothing short of a revolution that will change the world and rescue his children. His agenda is to invite people into a new way of living within the ever-expanding kingdom of God. God is at work in our world, and he bids us to set our GPSs to join him.

 

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives 

in me. (Gal. 2:20)

 

The Ends Versus the Means

 

So the obvious question becomes what does this really mean for your life? What does it mean to a graduating senior who has studied hard to become an engineer, an accountant, or a teacher? What does it mean for someone who has worked for twenty or thirty years as an engineer, accountant, or teacher? The answer lies in the difference between ends and means. If your life goal is to be a successful ____________, then I want to argue that you have the wrong life goal. Your life goal and mine should be the same: to follow Christ, live as Jesus lived, love as Jesus loves, and proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God as we are sent into the world as his ambassadors. But being an engineer, accountant, or teacher might just be a very good means to that end. Everything we have and everything we are can be used in service to the Lord and to further his 
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kingdom goals. It is important to remember that he created us with the very gifts and talents that enable us to become good engineers, accoun-tants, and teachers. If God’s kingdom mission is to demonstrate a totally new way of human flourishing governed by God’s truth and God’s val-ues, and we are called to go into the world to show others what this looks like, then it is important to show the world what a kingdom engineer, accountant, or teacher looks like. God’s kingdom needs every skill and capability that every other kingdom needs: farmers, lawyers, builders, plumbers, economists, politicians, investment bankers, and hair stylists.

There is no difference for the follower of Christ between the sacred and the secular. All work is sacred if it does not violate God’s laws and if it is offered in the service of building his kingdom. When we speak of God’s calling on our lives, it is a calling away from our own agen-das, a leaving behind of our hopes and dreams to embrace his hopes and dreams for our lives. It is a putting to death of our purposes and priorities, and at the same time it is a coming alive to God’s purposes and priorities. We may still be engineers, accountants, and teachers, but we are now kingdom engineers, accountants, and teachers. We may still have great financial wealth, but we are no longer owners but instead stewards, not of our wealth but of God’s wealth entrusted to us to use in building his kingdom. And we may still be mothers and fathers, but we are now kingdom mothers and fathers, raising our children to take their places in God’s great rescue mission.

 

There is no difference for the follower of Christ between the sacred 

and the secular. All work is sacred if it does not violate God’s 

laws and if it is offered in the service of building his kingdom.

 

Are You Sure, Andy?

 

Last year my son Andy, who was twenty-nine at the time, called me and told me that he intended to run in the Nairobi marathon to raise money 
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and awareness for the needs of children. Andy works for American Express, and his wife, Kirsten, works at World Vision coordinating our Team World Vision program, which mobilizes people across the coun-try to run marathons or triathlons in order to raise money to help kids. Team World Vision had organized a special group of runners to go to Kenya for the Nairobi marathon in 2011. But in order to participate each runner had to commit to get fifty children sponsored. After the race the runners would get to visit World Vision projects and meet some of the kids they were helping. So, Andy and Kirsten had to reach out to all of their friends to ask them to support Andy’s commitment to run by spon-soring these fifty children. I was a proud dad listening to the excitement in Andy’s voice as he shared his determination to make this happen. But then he told me something that startled me. He said that he and Kirsten had decided they would offer an incentive to every one of their friends who would sponsor a child; they would match each friend’s com-mitment by personally donating an additional dollar amount for every child sponsored. I did the math and was shocked at the size of Andy and Kirsten’s commitment.

Before I had time to really let this sink in, I said, “Andy, are you sure you want to do this? That’s a lot of money, and you and Kirsten are just in your twenties. Don’t you want to save some money to someday buy a house? Isn’t this a little reckless?”

I will never forget Andy’s response: “Dad, isn’t this what you taught us?” Ouch! Of course, Renee and I had taught our kids that our money is not ours to do with as we please, that we are stewards of what God has entrusted to us, and that we need to be generous in reaching out to the poor and in supporting God’s kingdom work. We tried to set that example as the kids were growing up, even to the point of involving them in our giving decisions. I think what shocked me is that Andy and Kirsten were demonstrating a commitment that was pretty radical. They were trusting God so much it frankly made me a little uncomfortable. Andy went on to say, “Dad, we don’t need this money. We have all that we need, and besides, how can we let this money just sit in a bank account 
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when so many kids are in desperate circumstances? We can make more money, but these kids need help now.” Wow!

A few months later, after he and Kirsten had succeeded in getting their fifty kids sponsored, Andy called me again. “Well, Dad,” he said, “today we mailed the big check to World Vision. I have to tell you that writing a check that big hurt! But it’s supposed to hurt, isn’t it, Dad?” Yeah, Andy, I think it is supposed to hurt a bit. You see, Andy and Kirsten were following their inner GPSs. They had set their destination to live their lives in service to God’s kingdom, not for wealth or success or big-ger bank accounts. And so the driving directions they were following told them that this was exactly the right road to take. That’s what a young kingdom couple looks like.

Andy and Kirsten are just one example of how followers of Christ working full time in a secular job can be soldiers for the kingdom of God right where they are planted. In fact, a number of those kids were sponsored by Andy’s colleagues at American Express. And as I have suggested, if we think of the coming kingdom of God as a revolution intended to overthrow the prevailing value systems in our world, doesn’t it make sense that we need soldiers of the revolution stationed at the very places where those battles are being fought: in businesses, in schools and universities, in the arts, in the media, in Hollywood, in nonprofits, in hospitals, in the cities, in the suburbs, in the prisons, on Wall Street, in town halls, and in the halls of Congress?

In my eleven years in senior leadership positions at Lenox, I tried to begin every day with a prayer that God would use me in this place to love, serve, and obey him, and that I might be his ambassador, that I might let my light shine in that place. I was by no means a perfect ambassador, and I had many moments when I felt I had failed to represent the Lord well, but I tried to make serving Christ in that place my top priority. Selling china and crystal was secondary; it was a means to an end. Perhaps the greatest affirmation I ever received came six months or so after I had left my position at Lenox. It came in a phone call from my former secretary, Maureen. She said, “Rich, I can’t really explain it, but things are different 
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here now that you’ve left. There is a whole different atmosphere. People seem cruder, more mean spirited, and more aggressive; people just feel devalued here now. We miss you.” I like to think that she was noticing the difference I had been able to make as Christ’s ambassador, shining a little light into the darkness and influencing the culture of an organiza-tion by living according to the values of God’s kingdom: integrity, truth, respect, compassion, justice, and valuing all people as God’s children. If God is sending his servants out to invite people to fill his kingdom ban-quet hall, then those servants need to take those invitations everywhere people are gathered.

In the end being a follower of Christ in our world today is not defined by two or three momentous events in our lives, and it’s not even about what happens on Sunday mornings or in our weekly Bible study groups or our daily devotional times. It’s about the thousands of daily twists, turns, detours, and choices that make up the very fabric of our lives. It’s about a life well lived for Christ by those who know their destination and take seriously the role God has given them to play as full participants in his kingdom work. Jesus told us to “seek first his kingdom and his righ-teousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matt. 6:33).

God offers all of us the amazing opportunity to join in this sacred work. We have the great privilege of being the hands and feet of Christ in a hostile and hurting world, and there are countless ways to participate. We can work with joy in the face of difficulty, speak the truth in a place of deceit, choose integrity when corruption is the norm, offer comfort in a time of grief, challenge injustice to protect its victims, and offer for-giveness in the midst of brokenness. God invites us to mentor a young person who needs a role model, visit with a lonely senior citizen, pro-vide food to the hungry and water to the thirsty, welcome an immigrant family, comfort the sick and afflicted, bring the good news of the gospel to someone who’s never heard it, comfort a coworker going through a crisis, or pray for those in need, who happen to live ten thousand miles away. These are sacred things, privileged things, kingdom things. They are profoundly meaningful and significant, deeply human and moral 
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and right; they are the very things that demonstrate that we are all made in God’s image and that we are children of the King who have the capac-ity to love, the capacity to give, the capacity to grieve, and the capacity to rejoice. These are the things in which we find our true significance and purpose. We were made for more.

These are sacred things, privileged things, kingdom things.
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God’s Spiritual GPS

 

“Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, streams of 

living water will flow from within him.” By this he meant the 

Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. Up 

to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet 

been glorified.

—John 7:38–39 (niv)

 

But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all 

the truth.

—John 16:13

 

It is impossible to overestimate the significance of the Holy Spirit in the life of a follower of Jesus Christ. The Spirit is the third person of the Godhead, as fully God as the Father or the Son. It was the coming of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, ten days after Jesus ascended into heaven, that transformed the first disciples from a confused and frightened circle of has-beens, cowering for fear of their lives with no hope and no vision for the future, into a bold, cohesive, revolutionary band of leaders whose lives changed the course of history. The difference between the former and the latter was just one variable, the Holy Spirit. Without the Holy Spirit they were a bunch of mere men with no power to change much of anything; with the Holy Spirit they became the most influential force in world history. This coming of the Holy Spirit was so important that just before he ascended, Jesus instructed them to do nothing until the power of the Holy Spirit was given to them:

120
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“Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, 

which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, 

but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit. . . . You will 

receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 

of the earth.” (Acts 1:4–5, 8)

 

Now for most of us, the Holy Spirit is one of the great mysteries of our faith. I truly believe it is impossible for us to fully comprehend the profound significance of God literally dwelling within us in the manifes-tation of his Holy Spirit. And it is beyond the scope of this book to fully explore the nature of the Spirit or the many dimensions in which the Spirit of God is at work in us and in the world. But it is absolutely critical that we understand a few basics.

I spoke in a previous chapter about how, in the Old Testament, direct access to God was limited. After the expulsion from the garden, men and women lived in exile, their close relationship with God broken and severed. God’s people could still cry out to God through prayer and try to discern his will, but their access was limited by a kind of spiritual “curtain” symbolized by the curtain in the temple that closed off the holy of holies. But even in the Old Testament there are numerous times when we are told that the Holy Spirit was specifically made available to certain people at certain times. We are told that Moses was guided by the Holy Spirit. Gideon, Joshua, Saul, David, Isaiah, Zechariah, and many others are said to have had the Spirit of the Lord upon them. Sometimes this was for a brief period of time and sometimes for many years. Almost always the Spirit was given when power or discernment or courage or prophecy was needed. The Spirit always enabled them to do something that they could not otherwise do or discern something they could not otherwise discern. But the Spirit was not given to everyone—until Jesus. But we do see throughout the Old Testament prophetic books the great promise that the day would come when the Spirit of the Lord would be freely given:
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I will pour out my Spirit on all people.

Your sons and daughters will prophesy,

your old men will dream dreams,

your young men will see visions.

Even on my servants, both men and women,

I will pour out my Spirit in those days.

And everyone who calls

on the name of the Lord will be saved;

for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem

there will be deliverance. (Joel 2:28–29, 32)

 

Of course, the coming of the Messiah was the pivotal event in rede-fining the relationship between God and his children. We are told that Jesus was literally conceived in Mary’s womb by the power of the Holy Spirit. And at Jesus’ baptism there was a dramatic imparting of the Holy Spirit:

 

At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw  the  Spirit  of  God 

descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven 

said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” (Matt. 

3:16–17, emphasis mine)

 

The Spirit of the Lord went with Jesus into the wilderness temptation by Satan, and when Jesus emerged to deliver his first public address at the synagogue in Nazareth, he stood and read the great messianic passage from Isaiah:

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to set the oppressed free,
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to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18–19, 

emphasis mine)

 

Then, just so they wouldn’t miss the point, he went on to say, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21).

In the three years that followed, Jesus referred to the promise of the Holy Spirit on many occasions. Perhaps most significantly, Jesus told Nicodemus, “No one can enter the kingdom of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5). In other words, entry into God’s kingdom requires a baptism of the Holy Spirit. And finally, at the Last Supper and during his final long discourse with the disciples just before his arrest, he referred over and over to the coming of the Spirit—the Counselor, the Helper, the Advocate who would literally serve to replace Jesus himself in the lives of the disciples:

 

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help 

you and be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot 

accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know 

him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as 

orphans. (John 14:16–18, emphasis mine)

 

Once Jesus had risen and the curtain in the temple had been torn in two, access to God’s presence was no longer limited to or controlled by the priesthood. God’s presence no longer dwells within the temple but within every follower of Christ. “Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price” (1 Cor. 6:19–20).

 

Callout: God’s presence no longer dwells within the 

temple but within every follower of Christ.

 

We are now, as Peter said, “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that [we] may declare the praises 
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of him who called [us] out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Heaven has been torn open and God has come to dwell within us; the kingdom of heaven is near.

So what is the practical benefit of all of this theology of the Holy Spirit? It is nothing less than the single enabling power that now makes it possible for ordinary human beings to be transformed and to live differently than was ever before possible. Jesus’ call to repent and change our lives, to replace our agendas with his agenda, to literally become a new creation, is only made possible when the Holy Spirit comes into our hearts with power. It is only possible when God dwells in us. When that happens, we have access to abilities and insights pre-viously unavailable. Again, it would take an entire book to unpack this idea fully, but let me list just a few of the powers made available to us by the Spirit:

 

•  wisdom: the ability to perceive things from God’s perspective

•  comfort: the ability to provide confidence in God and put our 

minds and hearts at ease

•  discernment: the ability to discriminate between truth and 

falsehood, right and wrong

•  intercession: access to the Spirit praying with us and through us 

before God

•  direction: the ability to sense what God wants us to do and where 

God wants us to go

•  power: the ability to do things we could not do before, speak 

things we could not speak before

•  boldness: the ability to have the courage to take a stand and to 

face trials

•  endurance: the ability to continue under stress, in suffering, with 

patience

•  conviction: a keen sense of conscience about our sins and our 

behavior

•  strength: the ability to overcome our weaknesses
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•  protection: the ability to remain safe from evil, from the 

principalities and powers in this world

•  unity: the ability to bind together with other followers of Jesus 

within the church

•  fruit: the ability to demonstrate in our lives the fruit of the spirit: 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control

 

Lastly, the Holy Spirit was characterized by Paul as a deposit or down payment guaranteeing that Christ will return to redeem us. The Holy Spirit is a game changer. The Spirit infuses us with God’s power, God’s wisdom, and God’s truth to enable us to live differently. And the Spirit unites the community of believers in the church as well, coordinating and orchestrating the different parts of the body of Christ.

I sometimes speculate on what the world might have been like before the Holy Spirit had been poured out. Do you sometimes wonder why the Old Testament Jews, despite seeing and experiencing miracle after miracle, so often failed to do the right thing or make the right choices? Might it have been because their minds were so clouded and darkened by sin that they were lost without the benefit of God’s revealing Spirit? Might the cluelessness of the first disciples, who had the benefit of Jesus’ physical presence, his teaching, and his miracles be attributed to the fact that they did not have the illumination of the Spirit to guide them? The transfor-mation that occurred in them between Acts 1 and Acts 2 is cataclysmic. And the only variable was Pentecost: the coming of the Spirit in power.

Even looking beyond God’s people into secular human history, how much of what we cherish today in terms of human rights, freedom, compassion for others, justice systems, and moral codes were derived from followers of Christ, filled with the Holy Spirit, who shaped cul-tures, government, art, music, commerce, moral codes, and justice over the two millennia since Pentecost? And what would the world be like had the Holy Spirit not been given? Would it be darker, meaner, and more brutish? I have no doubt that it would. But because you and I have 
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never lived in a world devoid of God’s Spirit, we don’t see the shocking contrast as the first disciples must have. No wonder they were on fire; they had seen and experienced the before and the after. They had seen heaven torn open and felt the Spirit come upon them like a “violent wind” (Acts 2:2). Both reality and possibility had changed before their very eyes.

I want you now to return with me to the metaphor of the GPS device, because I think it can help us better understand just how the mystery of the Holy Spirit actually works itself out in our lives. In one sense, a per-son without the Holy Spirit is very much like a traveler lost in a foreign country and wandering about without a map. Even if her destination was well defined, she would have almost no possibility of reaching it on her own. There would simply be far too many confusing twists, turns, and intersections along the way. And to take this traveler’s sense of lostness a bit further, let’s also add the additional complication that while there are numerous road signs in place, they are all annoyingly incorrect. If the Holy Spirit had not been given, this would essentially be our plight as followers of Christ, trying to follow him, trying to live according to his commands, but simply not having the ability to do so. We would be lost and wandering in a foreign and difficult place. The road signs offered by the world, which seem to offer us hope, inevitably point us in the wrong direction. The result would be a life of futility and frustration. We would want to follow Christ, would want to serve him and build his kingdom, but we would not be able to do so.

 

If the Holy Spirit had not been given, this would essentially be our 

plight as followers of Christ, trying to follow him, trying to live 

according to his commands, but simply not having the ability to do so.

 

Enter the GPS. With a GPS installed in your car, suddenly every-thing becomes clear. First, because the GPS is connected to a satellite, it knows exactly where you are in relation to everything else. You can only see the part of the road right where you are sitting, but the GPS 
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sees the bigger picture. The satellite the GPS is connected to is, in a manner of speaking, omniscient because it can see the entire map at once and can even assess the traffic jams that lie along your route and suggest detours. Second, because of its greater perspective, the GPS can calculate the best possible route for you to take and can break it down into simple steps—driving directions. Third, the GPS gives you real-time instructions. “In one mile, turn right.” “Exit on the left.” And if it detects that you have taken a wrong turn, it can redirect you. Now, even though you may be traveling over foreign roads with faulty road signs, you can relax because you have a helper, a guide, an advisor that has an infinitely wider perspective than your own, one that you can rely on to give you simple, precise, and accurate advice as you travel. You have gone from confusion to clarity; from darkness to light; from radio silence to free, broadband WiFi.

Though the Holy Spirit is much more than some electronic device, the analogy to a GPS is quite helpful here. God has given us an inner voice, an inner compass that will provide the information we need to navigate successfully through our lives. But there are a few essential things we need to do in order to get the full benefit of this spiritual GPS. First, as we learned earlier, we have to set the right destination, the one that involves replacing our agendas with God’s agenda—serving him and building his kingdom. Second, just as my own GPS sometimes requires, we need to allow time to acquire the satellite; we need to invest the time to connect to God through his Spirit by spending time in prayer, reading Scripture, practicing spiritual disciplines, worshipping, and spending time with other believers. The stronger our satellite connection, the stronger the signal. Third, we need to listen and pay attention to the driving directions that are given. The thing about a GPS is that you can choose to ignore it or you can just turn it off. We can choose to ignore the Holy Spirit in our lives as well. We can become so enamored with the sights along life’s roadways that we turn off the Spirit, turn off the road, and wander away from God’s plan for our lives. The Holy Spirit doesn’t coerce us. We need the Holy Spirit only if we want to obey God’s will and 
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follow God’s path. If we want to follow our own way, we might as well turn it off. We aren’t forced to listen or obey just as we aren’t forced to heed a GPS. The choice is still ours.

Invariably when I have used a GPS in a place I am not familiar with, I still make wrong turns. Despite the map, the words on the screen, and the voice in my ear, I still get off at the wrong exit or do something stu-pid that gets me off track. That’s when I hear the little voice (I call mine Hugh because he has an Australian accent) chirping, “Recalculating!” I love that feature more than any other offered by my GPS because it always gives me a second chance to get it right, to pay attention and listen, and to get back on the right course. God offers us those same second chances. We will always make mistakes, take the wrong turn, or get off at a wrong exit. If we make just one or two wrong turns, we won’t be too far from the right path and the correction won’t take long. But if we’ve had the GPS turned off for the last fifty turns, we will find ourselves miles and miles from God’s chosen route, and the rerouting will be more painful. But he will lead us back if we are willing to stop, listen, and obey.

The presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives is a remarkable gift. As Christians baptized in the Holy Spirit, God now literally dwells within us. We can speak directly to God in prayer as the Holy Spirit intercedes with us. We can take our hurts, our needs, and our uncertainties directly to the Lord as a child might come to a father. And through the Spirit within us, we can gain access to the Father’s comfort, reassurance, and advice. We now have new access to God’s truth, new access to God’s wis-dom, and new access to God’s power. The Spirit is a lamp unto our feet, and we no longer have to wander in the darkness. We are a holy nation, a royal priesthood, and we have now been sent into the world as Christ’s ambassadors, as heralds of his kingdom, to invite other children into a restored relationship with their Father through the forgiveness offered in Jesus Christ his Son, and the power of his Spirit, offered to us as a deposit “guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession” (Eph. 1:14).
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What Shall We Do?

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives 

in me. (Galatians 2:20)

 

In Acts 2 we read the dramatic account of the giving of the Holy Spirit, God coming to dwell within the hearts of men and women. This was an event perhaps even as significant as the incarnation of Christ as a babe in the manger of Bethlehem. It was another unprecedented spiri-tual turning point in the big story of God. Here is Luke’s account:

 

Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven 

and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what 

seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of 

them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak 

in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. (Acts 2:2–4)

 

After this remarkable and public event, Peter, the leader of the disciples, stood up to preach. He spoke of the life, ministry, and death of Jesus, using the Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah to declare Jesus’ true identity and quoting the prophecy that, one day, God’s spirit would be poured out:

 

“In the last days, God says,

I will pour out my Spirit on all people. (Acts 2:17)

 

The people could plainly see not only the truth of Peter’s claims about Jesus but also that God had indeed poured out his Spirit as Joel had prophesied. And they responded with passion and urgency:

 

When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to 

Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”

Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the 
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name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will 

receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your 

children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God 

will call.” (Acts 2:37–39)

 

Repent; change your life; replace your agenda with God’s agenda; be filled with the Holy Spirit and go; bring this same truth “to all who are far off.” The Spirit still blows like a violent wind with fire in the hearts of those who believe. The gospel revolution is now in our hands. It is our time to lead. And God is now calling us to the front lines of service. Brothers and sisters, what shall we do?

Repent; change your life; replace your agenda with 

God’s agenda; be filled with the Holy Spirit and go; 

bring this same truth “to all who are far off.”
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Called for a Purpose

 

However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may 

finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given 

me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.

—Acts 20:24 niv

 

I am only one, but I am one;

I cannot do everything,

But I can do something.

What I can do I ought to do,

And what I ought to do

By God’s grace I will do.1

—Edward Everett Hale

 

Christians tend to throw around the word calling quite liberally. Some might use it only to describe a call into full time minis-try, as in “he was called to be a pastor” or “she was called onto the mission field in Cambodia.” The assumption here is that most other people haven’t been called at all. And since I haven’t been called, I am now free to do whatever I want.

On the other extreme are those who claim that whatever they are doing is God’s call on their lives. These people might say, “I was called to become an insurance actuary” or “God called me to live in California.” This second way of defining calling sometimes serves to legitimize whatever we decide we might want to do. Either one of these 

131
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approaches can lead to distortions. So then how should we understand God’s call on our lives?

As I stated in the introduction, the main thesis of this book is that God has invited you join him in changing the world.

 

•  God has a dream for this world that Jesus called the kingdom of 

God.

•  God created you to play an important role in his kingdom vision.

•  You will never find your deepest purpose in life until you find 

your place in building God’s kingdom.

 

My belief is that every follower of Christ, regardless of who they are and what they might be doing currently, was meant to participate in this kingdom work; in other words, we have all been called into this mission of Christ. The Great Commission had no footnotes stating that “the fol-lowing people are excluded from this assignment . . .” The statements above describe the general calling of all Christians into mission, but they still don’t describe the specific calling that God has for you as an indi-vidual. Therein lies the conundrum that each of us must struggle with. Think of it this way: if we all worked for Boeing, our general calling would be to engage in the building of airplanes. But our specific calling might be to assemble the landing gear, wire and install the instrumenta-tion, assemble the wings, or design the roomy and comfortable coach seats. And which of those specific tasks we were called to would be deter-mined by the boss’s best judgment, taking into consideration our unique skills and abilities. We might be called to a specific role working directly on the airplane or we might be assigned a role that provides support to those who are working on the plane—like accounting, human resources, parts procurement, or warehouse management. But the thing we would all have in common would be our shared calling to build airplanes.

The same is true in building the kingdom of God. We all have the same general assignment but our specific roles within it will be unique to us as individuals and will take into account our gifts and talents but also 
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our experience, our assets, our physical location, and our connections and associations. You might be a missionary stationed in Cambodia, or alternatively, you might be a barista at Starbucks who serves coffee every day with a smile and volunteers at the Ronald McDonald House in your community each week, ministering to families with gravely ill children. Remember the lesson of the past few chapters—our careers and our life circumstances are not ends unto themselves; they are means to the end of serving Christ and building his kingdom. For the follower of Christ there is no such thing as an ordinary teacher, fashion designer, home-maker, retail clerk, or barista; there are only kingdom-focused teachers, fashion designers, homemakers, retail clerks, and baristas. So then the great question we all must struggle with is what our specific calling to kingdom building looks like. What part of airplane building are we called to support?

As I have traveled around the world telling my own story of calling, I can’t tell you how many people have come up to me to ask how they can find God’s calling on their lives. This is a very serious and personal matter for all of us as followers of Christ, and I certainly don’t have the corner on how someone else can discern God’s calling on his or her life. But I do think that there are some helpful and logical steps, derived from Scripture, that can bring greater clarity to this universal longing to know God’s will for our lives. Let me suggest six of them:

 

•  Commit

•  Pray

•  Prepare

•  Obey

•  Act

•  Trust

 

1. Commit

As I have already suggested, before we begin the journey we must first commit to the destination. We need to be willing to replace our 
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agendas with God’s agenda, put God’s will above our wills, and replace our priorities with God’s priorities. This first step toward discerning God’s calling on our lives is the most difficult because it involves dying to self. It means putting everything else aside in order to put God first. This gets to the heart of who is in control of our lives. It should come as no surprise that we like to be in control. The very first sin in the garden of Eden was over control. God had placed a limitation on Adam and Eve and they didn’t like it. Their way seemed more desirable than God’s way. If you live in the Magic Kingdom kind of world I described in chapter 4, there are countless temptations that can lure you away from God’s plan: money, comfort, prestige, security, pleasure, success. It doesn’t take much to get pulled off course by a seemingly benign and attractive desire. And if any of these things begin to gain traction in your life in a way that starts to take you off course, you can easily find that you are no longer following the calling and purpose God intended for you. After we commit our lives to Christ we are not called to just “be happy” and live the good life, killing time until we die and go to heaven. We have enlisted and our lives are no longer our own; we have laid them down and made them available in service of the King.

 

It doesn’t take much to get pulled off course by a seemingly 

benign and attractive desire. And if any of these things 

begin to gain traction in your life in a way that starts to take 

you off course, you can easily find that you are no longer 

following the calling and purpose God intended for you.

 

In ancient Greek mythology the epic ten-year journey of Odysseus, as he returned from the Trojan War, required that he sail through treacherous straits guarded by the beautiful and tempting Sirens. These seductive female creatures sang so beautifully that sailors listening to them would be lured off of their courses and into the destruction of the rocks. To avoid the same fate, Odysseus ordered his men to plug their ears with wax so that they could not hear the beguiling music. Then he 
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ordered them to tie him to the mast and to ignore all of his commands until they were safely out of the Sirens’ reach. Like Odysseus, we need to heed the danger and take it seriously. As we navigate through a world filled with sirens beckoning us off course, we must set our course for Christ’s kingdom mission and tie ourselves to the mast of Christ’s truth as we navigate our lives.

I got a new perspective on this concept recently from a remarkable Indian man named Benny Prasad. Benny was a sickly teenager with serious health problems. Failing at school and sliding into self-pity and depression, Benny attempted suicide when he was just sixteen. Fortunately he did not succeed. Shortly after, at a youth retreat his mother urged him to attend, Benny had an encounter with God. Benny believes that he heard God speak to him, saying, “Benny, even though you have been useless all your life, I can make you a new creation.” In Benny’s own words, “God gave me new dreams, new goals, and a positive desire to serve him.” Benny felt called to become a musician and to join Christ in bringing the gospel of the kingdom to all the nations. Despite lacking money or connections, he trusted that God would somehow enable him to travel the world and share the gospel. And between 2004 and 2010, Benny’s spiritual GPS took him to all of the world’s 224 sovereign and dependent nations plus Antarctica, set-ting the world record for visiting them in the shortest amount of time ever achieved. He lived each day in faith that God would open the doors and provide the resources to do something he could never arrange on his own. He gave up comfort, career ambitions, and even family as he left his parents for months at a time and never married. In many cases Benny even risked his life by sharing his faith in closed and repressive countries. Here is what he said to me: “Once you have decided you are willing to lose your life for Christ, the rest—money, pleasure, posses-sions, comfort—is easy to give up.”

 

If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his 

cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose 
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it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it. What good is it for a 

man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self? (Luke 

9:23–25 niv)

 

The paradox we find in this difficult passage is that we will find the fulfillment of our deepest yearnings and purpose only when we let go of our lives altogether and give them to God. Whatever our “Isaac” is, God asks us to take it to the altar and sacrifice it to him. As was the case with Abraham and Isaac, God may not take away what we offer, but that is his decision, not ours. Remember the question posed a few chapters back? “What is the most valuable thing you possess, and are you willing to offer it to the Lord?” The rich young ruler said no and walked away from Jesus in sadness. But Stu and Robin Phillips offered Moriah Ranch and found that their hearts had crossed over as they began to put God’s agenda above their own. Benny Prasad found that once he was willing to lose his life, the rest was easy. But both had to first commit to God’s purposes and his destination before they could see God’s plan for their lives.

 

2. Pray

If the Holy Spirit is within us, acting as a kind of spiritual GPS device, then we need to listen to the driving directions we are being given. As I have already suggested, even once we are committed to the right destina-tion, we can easily go astray if we stop listening to the GPS or, worse still, turn it off. And so we must pray. Prayer is as much about listening to God as it is about talking to him. On our journey we must constantly take everything to him in prayer: our questions and concerns, our fears and our hopes, and our repentance for sometimes drifting off course. This is one of the methods God uses to steer and direct us.

 

But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. 

He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and 

he will tell you what is yet to come. . . . All that belongs to the Father 
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is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will receive from me what he will 

make known to you. (John 16:13, 15)

 

If we look analytically at the Lord’s Prayer, the principal example of how we should pray given to us by Jesus, we can get another glimpse of the role played by prayer in discerning his will for our lives. We find these three main elements:

 

1. acknowledging who he is : Our Father who art in heaven . . . 

In other words, you are God and we are not. We acknowledge your power and authority in our lives. In my GPS metaphor, this is where we seek to acquire the satellite by appealing to the almighty and all-knowing God.

2. affirming his agenda: Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on 

earth as it is in heaven. Here we are formally affirming that we are committed to his kingdom agenda and submitted to his will for our lives; Thy will, not my will. This is our pledge to embrace his agenda and not our own. His destination becomes our destination.

3. asking for his help: Give us this day our daily bread and forgive 

our debts as we forgive our debtors. Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. We are asking him to provide what we will need for the journey. Since we have forsaken our own pursuit of money, power, and success, we will need to depend on him to provide those things. He must now put the gas in our tank. We also ask him to forgive our sins and our bad driving and to give us the grace to do the same to others. And finally we ask him to lead us; give us the driving directions that will help us avoid temptations and protect us from evil. Tie us to the mast, Lord. Help us avoid these pitfalls as we seek to embrace your will for our lives.

 

Prayer is the method and the Holy Spirit is the mechanism whereby God has given us the ability to discern his direction in our lives. If you are confused about what God expects of you, pray.
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Prayer is the method and the Holy Spirit is the mechanism whereby 

God has given us the ability to discern his direction in our lives.

 

3. Prepare

As we seek to discover and follow God’s plan for our lives, we also have the entirety of Scripture at our disposal and the wise counsel of fellow believers in the church who are also filled with the Holy Spirit. Scripture provides for us the bigger blueprint for what God is doing in the world, and it gives us all the principles we need in order to live our lives in his service. I find that even when I am driving using my GPS, it is still very helpful to look at the bigger map in order to get a broader perspective on my journey. Scripture provides us with that larger map, the blueprint we can follow. The moral law, the stories and examples, the exhortations of the prophets, the psalms and proverbs, the life and teachings of Jesus, the history of the early church, and the instructions of Paul and the other New Testament writers all provide tremendous insight for our lives. Of course, blueprints have to be read to be of any use. Have you ever opened up some new item that comes with a couple hundred parts (some assembly required) and then tried to assemble it without reading the instructions? It might work for some-thing simple, but it can be disastrous for something complex. And life is quite complex, so if you think you can handle whatever comes your way without reading, studying, and meditating upon Scripture regularly, you are sorely mistaken.

And just as it is a mistake not to prepare ourselves by studying God’s Word, it is also a mistake to try and go it alone. God brought us together in community to strengthen and encourage one another. Wise disciples who have traveled the same road before you can offer crucial advice for the journey. Fellow Christians can offer guidance, insight, correction, practical tools, and great encouragement to us as we seek to discern God’s will for our lives. There is an African proverb I love that goes like 
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this: “If you want to run fast, run alone. If you want to run far, run together.” Good advice for all of us on the journey.

 

4. Obey

Being a citizen of and an ambassador for God’s expanding king-dom requires an entirely different way of living, one defined by radically different values and characterized by a revolutionary way of acting in the world. If we are to be successful at following Christ, we must first understand that he cares not only about where our lives are going but also about how our lives are lived. The Great Commission itself called us to first go and make disciples. Then it defined what making disciples entailed: “teaching them to obey everything I have commanded” (Matt. 28:20). Disciples are known by their obedience. “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). John is even clearer about obedience, if not as succinct as James:

 

We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. 

The man who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands 

is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, 

God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are 

in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did. (1 John 

2:3–6 niv, emphasis mine)

 

Disciples are not just expected to “talk the talk” of obedience, they are to “walk the walk.” Studying the blueprint in Scripture means that we follow its instructions. It requires that we obey what Scripture teaches.

And so anyone seeking to truly know God’s calling on his or her life must be serious about obedience. Do we really think that God is going to give a critical kingdom assignment to someone who hasn’t been faithful in day-to-day obedience to his commands? Would a coach put a player into the big game if that player had missed all the practices, skipped all 
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the training, and blown off all the drills? Would a boss promote some-one and give her greater responsibility if she had failed to do well the job she had already been given?

 

Do we really think that God is going to give a critical 

kingdom assignment to someone who hasn’t been faithful 

in day-to-day obedience to his commands?

 

Our lives are comprised of thousands of small daily decisions and actions: how we treat others, how we use our money, what we do with our abilities, where we invest our time, and what example we set for others to see. Before God will call you to something greater, he first wants to see what you’ve done in the small things. Only if we seek to live our lives as his disciples, seeking his kingdom in every sphere— work, family, money, relationships, community and church—will we fully discover that unique thing God has called us to do and become the people he created us to be. If we live for ourselves we will likely miss it. I am always surprised when people are disappointed that they can’t seem to discover “God’s calling on their lives” when they haven’t obeyed even his most basic commands. A life lived for Christ will always bear fruit.

 

A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. 

Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into 

the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. (Matt. 7:18–20)

 

Have you adopted kingdom values and principles, worked to change your bad habits, forgiven those who have wronged you, been loving to others, been generous with your money, become part of a local church, volunteered at church for the more humble jobs, put others ahead of yourself, and tithed your income? If you have, you are more likely to hear these words from the master, the same words he pronounced to the faithful steward in the parable of the talents:
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“Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a 

few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share 

your master’s happiness!” (Matt. 25:23 niv)

 

5. Act

If you have committed to God’s agenda, prayed fervently for his direction in your life, prepared diligently by studying the teachings of scripture and seeking counsel, and obeyed faithfully his commands, then it is time to act. My former pastor Earl Palmer observed that “God can’t steer a parked car.” It does little good to get in the car, fill the tank with gas, and power up the GPS if your car never gets out of the garage and onto the road. Just as a practiced athlete gets into the game and a trained soldier engages in the battle, so too must the disciple of Christ pursue the kingdom’s mission.

My friend Lynne Hybels likes to ask the question, “What is mine to do?” There is much to do in God’s kingdom, but you must first ask what part of it is yours to do. God has uniquely created you with gifts and talents, abilities and proclivities, passions and insights, assets and opportunities, hopes and dreams. Os Guinness has said of God’s calling, “The truth is not that God is finding us a place for our gifts but that God has created us and our gifts for a place of his choosing—and we will only be ourselves when we are finally there.”2 Just as a plumber knows what is “his to do” in the building of a house and a goalie knows what is “hers to do” in a soccer game, you too can assume that God equipped you in specific ways to build his kingdom. The key is first to look around you. As you look through the lens of God’s kingdom rescue mission and in the context of your own gifts and abilities, what is it that needs doing that you can do? It might be something at church, in your community, or at your workplace; it might even be something halfway around the world. You must seize opportunities. If God opens a door, walk through it. My wife, Renee, almost always says yes when she is asked to teach a class, give a talk, develop a curriculum, or host an event. She believes that God can’t steer a parked car and that if she is asked to serve in some way 
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it might just be God who is knocking at her door, so she’d better open it and walk through.

 

As you look through the lens of God’s kingdom rescue 

mission and in the context of your own gifts and abilities, 

what is it that needs doing that you can do?

 

I talk to many people who feel that God has given them a burning passion for something quite specific. It might be to go to a particular country, be involved with handicapped children, do something about homelessness, or reach out to new immigrants. It could be a passion to pursue a particular career direction such as financial services, teaching, or producing movies. These same people become incredibly frustrated when their passion does not result in the outcome they hoped for. So what should you do if God has given you such a passion? Again, God can’t steer a parked car. Act. If you want to work for the International Justice Mission, look at their website for job openings, send them your resume, call to arrange an interview, find someone who works there to speak to. Be persistent. I spoke recently to a young woman who felt called to work for the newly established Tim Tebow Foundation. She had just graduated as a Rotary Fellow from the London School of Economics with an astonishingly strong academic resume. Though she might have had many job offers, she somehow felt called to pursue Tim Tebow’s new foundation, believing it offered a great opportunity to make a difference through a new kind of sports philanthropy. She tried writing and calling multiple times and got no response. Finally, she had the idea to send them one of her Irish clogging shoes (she is a talented folk dancer) in a gift box with a note saying that she had tried everything else and just wanted to “get her foot in the door.” They were so intrigued they invited her for an interview and then, seeing her pas-sion and vision, hired her.

In 1987, I was unemployed with three kids and a mortgage to pay. I heard that Lenox had an open position and was looking for a president 
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for their smallest division. I found out that the head of human resources was a man named Wayne, so I called him. No reply. I called again. Still no reply. Some twenty calls later I was on a first name basis with his administrative assistant, and she began to conspire with me to see just how we might get him to return my phone call. Finally he did and then promptly blew me off, thanking me for my interest in Lenox and explaining that Lenox had hired a search firm and was conducting a national search. In other words, we are not going to hire some crackpot on the phone who claims he should be our next division president. I sent my resume in anyway. Thirty days later I had been hired, and the search had been called off. A few years after that I had become the CEO of all of Lenox, and Wayne, who I later learned was also a follower of Christ, had become one of my closest friends. Twenty-five years later he now works with me at World Vision.

I cannot guarantee that God will grant you the desire of your heart, but I can guarantee that he will steer you once you put yourself in motion. Commit to serving him without conditions and move in the direction of your gifts and your passions, trusting that God will steer and lead. But accept that he may open some doors and possibly close others. “No” is also an answer. Listen to this remarkable passage from Acts 16:

 

Their plan was to turn west into Asia province, but  the  Holy  Spirit 

blocked  that  route. So they went to Mysia and tried to go north to 

Bithynia,  but  the  Spirit  of  Jesus  wouldn’t let them go there either. . . . 

That night Paul had a dream: A Macedonian stood on the far shore 

and called across the sea, “Come over to Macedonia and help us!” The 

dream gave Paul his map. We went to work at once getting things ready 

to cross over to Macedonia. All the pieces had come together. We knew 

now for sure that God had called us to preach the good news to the 

Europeans. (Acts 16:6–10 msg, emphasis mine)

 

Paul wanted to go to Asia but the Spirit blocked him—twice. Then he received the call to go to Macedonia. God closed one door and opened 
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another. But note that Paul’s “car” was on the road and very much in motion. God was steering.

 

6. Trust

Finally, we must trust in the assurance that God is in control. If we have faithfully taken each of the first five steps above and still feel frus-trated that we haven’t felt God’s calling on our lives in specific ways, we need to relax. You may be waiting for some glamorous and dramatic way to serve and missing the fact that there is always a way to further God’s kingdom right where you are. We cannot say that the place where we are stationed, the task that is before us, or the seemingly small opportunity that we have is insignificant to the larger mission. The Boeing worker assigned to design the latch on the cargo door might long for the glory of working on the majestic wings or perhaps the jet engines, because they seem so much more significant . . . until the cargo door latch fails and a plane crashes, killing everyone aboard. We are to live with this question on our lips at all times: “How can I serve the Lord today, here in this place?” And we are to trust that only God knows the full significance of the role he has called us to play in his greater mission.

 

We are to live with this question on our lips at all times: 

“How can I serve the Lord today, here in this place?”

 

Remember that God asks us to be faithful in a little before he will entrust us with a lot. Sometimes an enlisted soldier, itching to go to the front lines, is held back on a military base in his or her home country thousands of miles from the front, awaiting orders. In the meantime he must remain ready by practicing his drills and sharpening his skills, being faithful in a little. There may come a time when the commanding general calls him to the front; it’s just not now. I was forty-seven before I was called to lead World Vision. After my first year, when I realized how fulfilling my job was and how suited it was to my gifts and talents, I asked Renee why I hadn’t done something like this before. “Because 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   144                                                                                                          10/15/12   8:47 AM

Called for a Purpose 145

you weren’t ready,” she said. “God had a lot of work to do in your life to prepare you to serve at World Vision.” She was right again. God had been patient with me, testing, disciplining, shaping, and preparing me. He had asked me to be faithful with what was right in front of me, and when the time was right, he called me away to something different. And then I had to be willing and available to go.

Abraham was one hundred years old when his promised son, Isaac, was born. Joseph was sold as a slave and spent years in prison before ris-ing to become the right-hand man of the Pharaoh who would save Egypt and Israel from famine. Moses was eighty years old before he was given his great calling to rescue Israel from their Egyptian captivity. The key to discovering your specific calling in the end is patience and faithfulness. Make yourself available, serve where you stand, be faithful with what’s in front of you, and trust God for the outcome.

 

A “Not So Wonderful” Life

 

In the perennially popular Christmas classic It’s A Wonderful Life, the main character, George Bailey, suffers disappointment after disappointment. As a boy he saves his younger brother from drowning but loses his hearing in one ear in the process. Later, on the very day he is set to go off on his hon-eymoon, a Depression-era banking crisis requires that he stay back to hold the Bailey Building and Loan company together to prevent the citizens of Bedford Falls from losing everything. He spends the next two decades of his life standing up to the evil Mr. Potter, who wants to control the whole town to increase his own wealth, thereby driving its inhabitants into pov-erty. At every step along the way, George Bailey does the right thing, the unselfish thing, putting the welfare of the town ahead of his own. And at every step along the way, George feels like a failure, a nobody whose dreams died long ago. Finally, as the movie climaxes, George is driven to the verge of bankruptcy and maybe even prison because his uncle Billy loses a large sum of depositor’s money that George is responsible for. This 

 

Unfinished G Galley.indd   145                                                                                                          10/15/12   8:47 AM 146 Unfinished

last straw drives poor George to consider taking his life, believing that he has failed at everything: failed to realize his dreams of college, failed to fend off Mr. Potter’s evil schemes, failed the citizens of Bedford Falls, and failed even his own wife and children. George declares that it would have been better if he had never been born at all.

But this is where the surprise ending occurs. Clarence, a bumbling angel, is sent to earn his wings by ministering to George in his time of need. Clarence takes George on a nightmarish tour of Bedford Falls to show him just how different life would have been had he, in fact, never been born. This alternative Bedford Falls is an appalling slum named Potterville, rife with poverty, gambling, alcoholism, and despair. George gets to see how badly the lives of those people he had helped in simple ways would have turned out had he never lived. In short, George gets to see what none of us ever see this side of eternity, the true impact of our lives on others, for good or for bad. The movie ends happily as George is rescued when the hundreds of people whom he has helped over the years contribute to restore the lost money, and Clarence finally earns his wings.

I want to suggest to you that for the faithful followers of Jesus Christ, ones who have lived in obedience to his Word, made themselves faithfully available in his service, and loved others passionately as his ambassador, there is no such thing as an ordinary life.
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Spiritual Dominoes

 

There are no ordinary people.1

—C. S. Lewis

 

When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that 

they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished.

—Acts 4:13

 

There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes 

them. There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. 

There are different kinds of working, but in all of them and in 

everyone it is the same God at work.

—1 Corinthians 12:4–6

 

One of the embarrassing little pleasures of the Stearns family is watching the TV program America’s Got Talent every summer. There is something about this corny show that intrigues me. It is a bizarre snapshot of the texture and diversity of American life and the seemingly unquenchable desire that people have to be “discovered,” to show the world that they are special, to catapult from obscurity to fame, to go from rags to riches. With its array of performers, from sword swal-lowers to opera singers, ventriloquists to trapeze acts, it is almost as if America’s Got Talent has brought the carnival midway with all of its glitz and tawdriness into our living rooms—minus the funnel cakes and the cotton candy. And I quite enjoy the spectacle.

147
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Last year an unlikely character from Minnesota who called him-self the Kinetic King caught America’s imagination for a few weeks with his astonishing chain-reaction gadgets. Essentially the Kinetic King designed and set off chain reactions based on the old falling-dominoes paradigm, but his creations were dominoes on steroids that wowed the audience with collapsing towers, “stick bombs,” and flying Ping-Pong balls. As I watched these incredible chain reactions unfold, I discerned an important spiritual truth—yes, a spiritual truth from a reality TV show!—and it is that a sweeping and profound series of events can begin with the falling of a single “domino.” Each domino in the contraptions set up by the Kinetic King played just a small part. Its main job was to set off the next link in the chain. Yet when arranged by the Kinetic King, these dominoes together created a spectacular result. I believe that this is exactly how God works in history.

 

A sweeping and profound series of events can begin 

with the falling of a single “domino.”

 

Most of the stories in the Bible illustrate the incredible impact of ordinary people willing to be used by God, setting off a chain reaction that had profound significance later. When Joshua was preparing to lead God’s people into the promised land, he sent spies into Jericho to bring back a report; the spies were hidden and kept safe by a prostitute named Rahab. This seemingly unsavory woman was willing to risk her life for the Israelites because she sensed that God was with them and doing a powerful thing. One domino fell. So when Joshua conquered Jericho, he saved Rahab and her entire family out of gratitude. They were allowed to live among the Israelites from then on. A lowly prostitute had been used by God to conquer the promised land for the Israelites. Pretty amazing, but that was not the end of the chain reaction that Rahab set off. Read on.

A few decades later a Jewish family living in Moab suffered a terrible loss. Naomi lost both her husband and her two sons, leaving 
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her and her two Moabite (non-Jewish) daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah, alone. Widows in those times were extremely poor and vulnerable since they did not have husbands to care for them. Naomi decided she would return to her homeland in Bethlehem where she might find help. She urged Ruth and Orpah to return to their families in Moab and to find new husbands. Orpah did, but Ruth, out of con-cern for Naomi, insisted on following her home to Bethlehem. A chain reaction began.

Back in Bethlehem, Ruth had a “chance” encounter with wealthy a landowner named Boaz as she was gleaning for food in his fields. Over time Ruth and Boaz grew closer together, and she ultimately became Boaz’s wife and bore him a son named Obed. So what does any of this have to do with a courageous prostitute named Rahab? We are told that Rahab was Boaz’s mother.2 And just why is that so significant? Because the son of Ruth and Boaz, Obed, was the father of Jesse who became the father of King David, Israel’s greatest king. More dominoes fell. One thousand years later, the line of David—the line of Rahab and Ruth and Boaz—produced a man named Joseph, “the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ” (Matt. 1:16 niv). Wow!

The spiritual truth here is significant. I doubt that Rahab consid-ered herself to be a very significant or successful person. She was likely driven to prostitution because she was poor and had no other means of support. In the eyes of most, and maybe even herself, she was a nobody. But God saw her differently. God chose to use her in the unfolding of his great story of rescue and redemption. The author of the big story had written Rahab into the plot, and she had been willing to play the role set out for her.

Most of us today are a lot like Rahab. We are ordinary people struggling to live what may feel to us like ordinary lives. It’s hard for us to see how our lives can make any difference at all in God’s great kingdom vision to restore and redeem his creation and rescue his children. And because we doubt that anything we might do could be significant, we can easily miss our appointment with destiny in the story of God.
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How New Jersey Changed Korea

From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit 

the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the 

exact places where they should live. (Acts 17:26 niv)

 

Did you know that the Korean church began with a chain reac-tion started in Princeton, New Jersey? In the 1880s, Robert Wilder was among the first generation of American missionary kids. From his child-hood in India as the son of missionaries, he had an abiding passion to go onto the mission field despite being chronically ill, physically weak, and fearful of public speaking. But Robert is not known today for being one of history’s great missionaries; he is known instead for launching the Student Volunteer Movement for Missions (SVM). During college at Princeton, he and four other students signed a pledge to become mis-sionaries. Five dominoes fell. His enthusiasm was contagious. During the 1886–1887 school year, Robert spoke at 167 different college and univer-sity campuses, challenging students to commit their lives to the Great Commission.

While preaching in Chicago, he spoke to an audience at McCormick Theological Seminary that included Samuel Moffett. Samuel was moved to sign Robert’s Princeton Pledge, and within two years he traveled to Korea. Another domino fell. A few years later, Samuel then influenced and shared the gospel with a young Korean named Kiel Sun-chu, who had become disillusioned with his practice of Taoism. Kiel Sun-chu trusted Christ, and quickly another domino fell. After becoming a Christian, Kiel became active in the Central Presbyterian Church founded by Moffet. He was appointed a lay leader and eventually became one of the first seven graduates of Pyongyang Presbyterian Seminary.

Kiel was one of the instigators of the Pyongyang revival, a movement that began in January 1907 when spontaneous prayer and confes-sion broke out during regular church meetings. Thousands of dominos fell. Those days of fervent prayer are now considered the birth of an 
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independent, self-sustaining Korean church. When Kiel died in 1935, five thousand people attended his Pyongyang funeral. He had preached the gospel throughout the country and had done more than any other person to make Christianity a Korean faith through his social work and efforts toward Korean independence.

But God’s chains of spiritual dominoes aren’t linear; they crisscross with other chains as they are woven into incredibly intricate patterns. A separate and equally amazing series of events crisscrossed Robert Wilder’s chain reaction. In The Hole in Our Gospel, I tell the story of an incredible series of events that began with a Sunday school teacher named Edward Kimball, who led a wayward seventeen-year-old boy to Christ in 1855. His name was Dwight L. Moody, and he became the foremost evangelist of the nineteenth century, leading hundreds of thousands of people to Christ. There was a direct chain as each person influenced the next, from Moody to F. B. Meyer to J. W. Chapman to Billy Sunday to Mordecai Ham and finally to the eventual conversion, more than seventy-five years later, of a seventeen-year-old boy in Charlotte, North Carolina, named Billy Graham at a Mordecai Ham revival. Another wow!

Here’s the connection between Moody and Wilder: in the summer of 1886 Robert Wilder attended a month-long Bible conference organized by D. L. Moody. Moody agreed to let Wilder lead an evening dedicated to international missions. It was at this Moody conference that Wilder’s stu-dent movement was born, initiating Wilder’s 167-campus tour just a few weeks later. So Moody, and Sunday school teacher Ed Kimball, who led Moody to Christ as a teenager, were critical dominoes in Robert Wilder’s chain reaction. Can you catch just a small glimpse of the incredibly intri-cate purposes that God orchestrates with his precious dominoes?

And here is yet another outcome of the Kimball–Moody–Wilder– Moffet chain reaction: In 2001, at the fiftieth anniversary celebration of the founding of World Vision in Seoul, South Korea, I had the privilege of meeting Pastor Kyung-Chik Han. He was ninety-eight years old at the time and confined to a wheelchair. Pastor Han, I learned, had grown up and come to faith in the church established by Samuel Moffet. As a young 
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man, he had an opportunity to attend Princeton Seminary just as Robert Wilder had decades earlier. Pastor Han not only became another great Korean church leader but is also credited with something else. Pastor Han was instrumental in encouraging a young American named Robert Pierce, a war correspondent stationed in Korea in 1950, to form a char-ity in the United States in order to address the appalling poverty of the Korean widows and orphans resulting from the conflict. In September of 1950, Bob Pierce filed papers in Portland, Oregon, to register a new charity he named World Vision.

The church in Korea now numbers 23 million, and it sends more foreign missionaries than any other country outside the United States. World Vision, now with forty-five thousand staff members in almost one hundred countries, provides assistance to tens of millions of children liv-ing in poverty each year—all because a Sunday school teacher named Ed Kimball showed up every week to teach and a sickly kid named Robert Wilder made a commitment to promote foreign missions. Speaking of the student movement Wilder began, one writer said, “The SVM became the greatest single force for missions that the world has ever seen. At least twenty thousand young people went overseas as a result of its ministry.”3

Do the math. Because of Kimball, God gave us Moody and Billy Graham. Because of Moody, Wilder. Because of Wilder, Moffet. Because of Moffet, Kiel Sun-chu, Kyung-Chik Han, explosion of Christianity in Korea, and World Vision. That is the profound nature of spiritual dominoes.

 

The Greatest Humanitarian of Our Time

 

Drudgery is the touchstone of character. The great hindrance in spiri-

tual life is that we will look for big things to do. “Jesus took a towel . . . 

and began to wash the disciples’ feet.”4—Oswald Chambers

 

Let me tell you something you probably don’t know. The person who has perhaps had the single greatest impact on addressing global poverty, 
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the AIDS pandemic, and economic justice on the planet in the past twenty-five years is . . . wait for it . . . Steve Reynolds! Steve who? That’s right, not Bill Gates or George Soros, not Bill Clinton or George Bush, not Mother Teresa or Jimmy Carter—Steve Reynolds. Let me explain.

In 1985, a young Steve Reynolds was working as World Vision’s com-munications officer in Ethiopia, during what was the worst famine of a generation. If you were around back in 1985, you know that the great Ethiopian famine was probably the top news story of the year as the entire world rallied to come to Ethiopia’s assistance. Steve’s job was primarily to get stories from the front line back to the US media, and he spent a lot of dreary and difficult days in the relief camps as an eyewitness to the hor-rors of massive starvation and death, gathering information that he hoped would provoke more people to help back home. Steve was just one domino in the midst of the enormous humanitarian response inside of Ethiopia.

One day he got a call from headquarters asking if he would host a young European couple, Ali and Paul Hewson, who wanted to visit the famine zone to learn firsthand what was happening. They wanted to help but felt they first needed to see with their own eyes. Steve was will-ing to help. Two more dominoes fell. Knowing how rough the conditions were for guests and the shocking grimness of the human suffering, Steve doubted whether this couple would last even a few days, but he agreed to be their host. To his surprise they lasted. They stayed almost a month, rolling up their sleeves to help, offering encouragement, making the chil-dren laugh again, and showing tireless compassion. Paul was a musician, and he entertained the kids by writing little songs about eating healthy vegetables and washing hands before you eat. Paul and Ali finally went home but not before they had committed to do whatever they could to help. You may know Paul better by his nickname, Bono.

Since that trip in 1985, Bono, the lead singer of the phenomenal Irish rock group U2, has indeed helped. Countless dominoes have fallen. He has traveled the globe as an advocate for the poorest of the poor and a crusader for justice. He has met with kings and queens, presidents, prime ministers, and the pope. He has lobbied members of parliaments 
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and congresses. His support of the Jubilee 2000 debt relief movement resulted in billions of dollars of debt relief for poor nations, allowing them to invest in building schools and clinics instead of paying interest on their debts. He has persuaded governments to appropriate billions of dollars of aid to the poor, perhaps culminating in America’s great-est foreign assistance program since the Marshall Plan, President Bush’s PEPHAR program, which declared war on one of the greatest humani-tarian pandemics of our time, AIDS. He launched the One Campaign and helped start Product Red. He was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2003 and named Time’s Person of the Year in 2005 along with Bill and Melinda Gates. Since 1985, his list of accomplishments on behalf of the world’s poor could literally fill an entire book.

In an interview a few years back with Christianity Today magazine, Bono had this to say about the impact of Steve Reynolds and his 1985 trip to Ethiopia with Ali:

 

“All of this started for me in Ethiopia in the mid-’80s, when my darling 

wife and I went out there as children, really, to see and to work in 

Africa,” he told the congregation at Louisville’s Northeast Christian 

Church.

World Vision marketer Steve Reynolds played a key role, Bono 

says. “Honestly there is no chance that I would be here if [World 

Vision] hadn’t called me up and asked me to make that journey. It’s a 

journey that changed my life forever.”5

 

Twenty-seven years later Steve still works for World Vision. He has served in numerous jobs and in numerous ways, working behind the scenes on behalf of the world’s poorest people. Steve has been faithful in the little things. He has been obedient to God and taken seriously his command to “love our neighbors as ourselves.” Steve has been willing and available to be used however God wanted to use him. And God has used him indeed . . . as part of one of the great domino chain reactions let loose in our lifetime on behalf of God’s beloved poor.
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Foolish Things

The Apostle Paul understood that the Christian movement in the first century had to be carried by ordinary people. From a worldly perspec-tive, early Christianity was hanging by a thread, led by a rough band of men described in the book of Acts as unschooled and ordinary. There were no members of Caesar’s family involved, no Roman senators or governors, no great Roman citizens of wealth or military leaders—just a collection of unlikely revolutionaries: fishermen, tradesmen, tax col-lectors, and zealots. The Vegas odds for this whole Christianity thing making it past AD 50 would have been exceedingly slim—but for God. When Paul wrote the following words to the young Corinthian church, he understood that God had chosen a different way, a new way, to change the world. He had chosen the weak over the powerful, the humble over the noble, the poor over the rich, the servant over the master; he had chosen a baby in a manger over a king in a palace:

 

For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weak-

ness of God is stronger than man’s strength. Brothers, think of what 

you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human 

standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. 

But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God 

chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the 

lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things 

that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast 

before him. (1 Cor. 1:25–29 niv)

 

God had chosen a different way, a new way, to change the world. 

He had chosen the weak over the powerful, the humble over 

the noble, the poor over the rich, the servant over the master; 

he had chosen a baby in a manger over a king in a palace.
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Paul understood. And because he understood the significance of what God wanted to do with and through his church, Paul laid out the principles by which a coalition of the ordinary could accomplish the extraordinary. In 1 Corinthians 12 he lays out the powerful metaphor of the church as a body:

 

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot 

should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it 

would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear 

should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it 

would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole 

body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole 

body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God 

has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted 

them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, 

there are many parts, but one body.

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head 

cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts 

of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that 

we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts 

that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our pre-

sentable parts need no special treatment. But  God  has  combined  the 

members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked 

it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts 

should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every 

part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 

(vv. 14–27 niv, emphasis mine)

 

Paul used this amazing metaphor to reveal just how God intended to work through his church to accomplish his kingdom mission to res-cue his children and to begin the process of restoring his creation. God’s strategy was to organize his disciples into a “body,” which he called 
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the church. This body would have capabilities far beyond those of any single disciple, just as fifty thousand dominoes can be organized to do something no single domino can do. From this passage we can draw out five domino principles, which are crucial for Christ’s disciples to understand.

 

1. The whole is stronger than the sum of the parts.

One domino is of little use without the support of other dominoes. Paul paints a humorous picture of a body that is just a giant ear or eye. Of course, such a body would not be able to function at all because it would lack all of the other critical functions. This is one reason that all disciples are called to become part of a local church and join with other believers in worship, training, prayer, and outwardly focused mission.

 

2. We each have a different role to play.

What is obvious of a body—that ears, eyes, kidneys, and feet all have different but complementary roles—is also true of the church. God has created each one of us with a unique array of gifts and abili-ties, and he has also given us different life experiences and placed us individually in different places. We don’t all live in Hoboken, New Jersey, nor are we all connected to the same people, opportunities, and resources. This diversity of capabilities and connections is the great strength of the church.

 

3. Every role is critical.

In a chain reaction of fifty thousand dominoes, which domino is the most important? All of them! Paul took pains to emphasize that “those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable” and that “the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor” (1 Cor. 12:23). I believe that he went out of the way to say this in order to quell any sense of hierarchy, status, or false prestige within the church. Again, Paul understood that God intended to powerfully use the “weak” things, the “lowly” things, and the “things that are not” to accomplish his great 
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purposes, and so it was absolutely critical that every one of Christ’s fol-lowers understood that they had a crucial role to play in God’s kingdom, and that no role was insignificant.

 

4. We are interdependent.

How many dominoes need to fail in order for the entire chain reac-tion to fail? Just one! What if Robert Wilder didn’t start the SVM or Samuel Moffet didn’t go to Korea; Bono never went to Africa or Steve Reynolds failed to be his host; Ed Kimball quit teaching Sunday school or D. L. Moody never committed his life to Christ? Everything changes. If one link in the chain fails to play its designated role, the entire chain of events is altered. Now God is still sovereign and his purposes will ulti-mately be accomplished, but when any one of us fails to do that which God created us to do, it somehow changes the course of events for the worse; there are consequences. There were always consequences for the Jewish nation in the Old Testament for their failure to obey God: plagues, captivity, and even the delay of God’s promises. In the book of Esther, when Mordecai, Esther’s uncle, speaks to her about the critical role she is called to play in saving the Jewish people from King Xerxes, he says this: “For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?” (Est. 4:14). Mordecai recognized just where Esther’s domino was situated and the role she was uniquely positioned by God to play. But he also recognized that God would provide a different way to save his people should Esther fail to act. Finally he stated that there would be consequences for Esther’s failure: “you and your father’s family will perish.” If Esther failed, the chain reaction would fail too, but God would still find a way to accomplish his purposes. Still, there will be con-sequences both to Esther and to possibly to those further ahead in the chain of events. Might “failure to obey” also explain why two thousand years after the Great Commission was given, the mission Christ gave to his church remains unfinished?
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5. God brings the body to life.

Not only does God arrange the dominoes, he created each one: “God has arranged the members in the body” (1 Cor. 12:18 esv). He is the true Kinetic King. A dead body has all of the same parts as a living one. God brings life and purpose to the church through his Holy Spirit just as the Kinetic King of domino fame takes a lifeless box of dominoes, sticks, cups, and gadgets to create spectacular chain reactions. If you think about the complexity of human beings and the infinite ways to place them and arrange them in our world, you quickly realize the importance of the One who weaves them all together to accomplish his will. Whoever you are and wherever you are placed, know that you were placed there by the King to accomplish his good purpose, “for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose” (Phil. 2:13).

 

Whoever you are and wherever you are placed, know that you were placed there by the King to accomplish his good purpose.

 

The Cards You Were Dealt

 

My great concern is not whether you have failed, but whether you are 

content with your failure.6—Abraham Lincoln

 

Before I close this chapter I need to deal with perhaps the single greatest obstacle that prevents followers of Christ from becoming the people he intends them to be; I call it the loser syndrome, the belief that you don’t have what it takes to do anything significant for God. Sometimes it masquerades as humility in the church. You’re not smart enough, rich enough, talented enough, courageous enough, or spiri-tual enough to make much difference in God’s great kingdom work. It’s something for other people to do—not you. Your pastor has the training to do it; your neighbor has more skills. Someone else is a bet-ter leader or has a better education. Once you have allowed yourself to 
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believe these lies, they will become self-fulfilling . . . and guess what? You won’t be very useful to God.

There is a related issue that will also render you fairly useless—the attitude that if only you had been dealt a better hand of cards, you could have done so much more. You had a rough childhood; it left some emotional scars and you weren’t able to go to college. You made some bad choices when you were younger and never quite recovered. Maybe you’re divorced and a single mom or suffering from a chronic illness, on the verge of bankruptcy or unemployed. You’ve been passed over at work and passed over in life. It’s too late for you to turn it all around. Let’s face it; you’re just a loser who has been dealt a bad hand of cards.

But hear this: God doesn’t make any losers. Jesus came to turn losers into winners. You are a child of the King, a unique one-of-a-kind miracle, and you were created to play a critical role in the big story of God. And God really intends to use you to change the world. A couple of years ago I spoke to a group of teenagers in World Vision’s Youth Empowerment Program in Washington, DC. These kids were from some of America’s roughest urban and rural neighborhoods. They had been abused and neglected, dragged through the foster parenting system, pressured to join gangs, threatened with violence, and just generally had been dealt a bad hands of cards. They might have justifiably thought of themselves as losers. So I told them a story of another kid who had been dealt a pretty bad hand of cards as well.

This kid got off to a bad start. At age seven he and his parents had been forced out of their home. Then his mother died when he was nine. As a result he never finished grade school, let alone high school or col-lege. At twenty-three he tried to start a business, but it failed. He then tried politics, running for an office in his state, and lost. Then he lost his job. He wanted to go to law school but couldn’t get in. At twenty-four he borrowed money to start another business, but it failed too, and he spent the next seventeen years trying to pay off the debt. At twenty-six he got engaged, but his fiancée died before the wedding. At twenty-seven he 
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had a total nervous breakdown and spent six months in bed. Talk about a loser! This guy should have quit right there.

At twenty-nine he tried politics again, running for his state legislature; he lost again. Two years later he tried again, and lost. Three years later he ran for Congress. You’ve got it: he lost again, because that’s what losers do. At age thirty-seven he ran for Congress again and actually won, but two years later when he ran for reelection he was, of course, defeated. Giving up on national politics for the time being, he sought a more humble job as a land officer in his home state, but he was rejected. He then had the bad judgment to run for the US Senate twice (he lost both times) and then sought to be his party’s nominee for vice president and failed again. This was a guy who clearly just didn’t know when to give up. He had been dealt more bad cards than any person deserves to be dealt. He may have been a loser, but he wasn’t a quitter. Instead of folding his hand like most people would have, he was determined to just keep playing.

So what is the point of this whole story? Have you given up? Have you concluded that the cards you’ve been dealt are not a winning hand? Have you convinced yourself that God can’t use someone like you—that you’re a loser? Are you maybe even angry with God for dealing you those cards in the first place? Are you tired of picking yourself up after every failure and setback?

The remarkable thing about our “loser” friend is that he never gave into that inner voice telling him he was a nobody. Because you see, he was a Christian, and he knew that God doesn’t make any losers. He knew that his job was to play the cards he was dealt to the best of his ability and leave the winning and losing to God. When he was fifty-one, after a lifetime of failure and loss, he had the audacity to run for president of the United States. Maybe he is better known to you as Abraham Lincoln, the sixteenth and perhaps the greatest US president ever to serve our coun-try. Throughout his life, Abraham Lincoln was dealt some of the worst cards imaginable. He suffered failure after failure, hardship after hard-ship. But each time he picked himself up, dusted himself off, and made a conscious choice not to let his circumstances define him. Lincoln ended 
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slavery, led the nation through the Civil War and preserved the union of the United States. And he paid the ultimate price for his service when he was shot and killed on April 14, 1865. Changing the world for Christ isn’t easy, and there is always a price to pay. Abraham Lincoln was a follower of Jesus Christ, a child of the King, and he believed against all odds that there was a role for him to play in God’s big story because God doesn’t make any losers.

 

A Staff, a Sling, a Net, and a Pen

 

You may have heard it said that “God does not call the equipped, but rather he equips those whom he calls.” If we look at the sweep of history and specifically to those men and women God has used to change the world, we can take comfort in knowing that God does use the foolish things—and often the most unlikely people—to shame the wise. Moses, a simple shepherd, challenged the most powerful man on earth, Pharaoh, with nothing but a staff in his hand. That same staff later parted the Red Sea and led a nation to the promised land. God used Moses.

David was the youngest of Jesse’s ten sons, the runt of the litter, but he stood before Goliath with only a sling in his hand and shouted with confidence: “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the Lord Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day the Lord will deliver you into my hands, and I’ll strike you down and cut off your head” (1 Sam. 17:45–46). God used David.

Peter, a rough-hewn fisherman working his nets, was Jesus’ choice to become a fisher of men and to lead his church. And God used Peter.

Paul, a well-educated Pharisee, challenged the Roman Empire from a prison cell with nothing more than words and a pen. God used Paul too.

The one characteristic these men all had in common was that they were willing to take what they had in their hands and lay it down in ser-vice to God, willing to be used by God to accomplish his will regardless 
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of the cost. And use them he did. It should be of great comfort that God’s plan does not rely on our greatness but rather on his. We must simply be willing to be used. God has called each one of us to follow him and to join him in his kingdom mission, to play a role in the great story he is writing. When we face our Goliaths, are confined by some prison, or feel inadequate to the task, we can take comfort knowing that the God who fashioned us in our mother’s womb has also placed us in the world for “such a time as this” (Est. 4:14). And he will not abandon us. No Goliath we face is mightier than the God we serve. We need only to lay down our lives in his service.

When we face our Goliaths, are confined by some prison, or 

feel inadequate to the task, we can take comfort knowing that 

the God who fashioned us in our mother’s womb has also 

placed us in the world for “such a time as this” (Est. 4:14).
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Outposts of the Kingdom

 

Go to the people of all nations and make them my disciples. 

Baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit, and teach them to do everything I have told you.

—Matthew 28:19–20 cev

 

I do not know of a denomination or local church in existence that 

has as its goal to teach its people to do everything Jesus said.

—Dallas Willard1

 

The first twelve chapters of this book have focused primarily on us as individual followers of Christ. We started with the very meaning of our individual lives and the mystery story into which each of us was born. Then we tackled some of life’s other big questions:

 

•  What is the big story that God is writing?

•  How did it culminate in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus?

•  Why was Jesus obsessed with coming of the kingdom of God?

•  Why did Jesus leave after his death and resurrection?

•  How do we understand the kingdom mission Jesus gave us before 

he left?

•  Where do our lives today intersect with that mission?

•  What response does God require from us?

•  How do we discern our calling, our unique role, in the mission 

of God?

•  Does God really use ordinary people to do extraordinary things?

164
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All of this so far has been mostly focused on how God wants us individually to participate in his great work. But God has wisely chosen to organize his individual followers into communities called churches. None of us was meant to go on this journey alone. So now we must turn to the question of just why churches exist in the first place and how God intends his church to carry out his purposes in the world.

To get very logical about all of this, we might say that the only reason we need to organize ourselves at all is because Jesus left us behind. As we saw in chapter 3, he might have instead brought all of history to its conclusion right then—the final judgment, the defeat of sin and evil, the resurrection of the faithful departed, the restoration of God’s creation, and the ultimate establishment of his eternal kingdom. This could have been a much shorter movie. But, as we know, he didn’t tie it all up with one big conclusive bow. Instead, he began a new chapter intended to extend the good news of his kingdom to as many people as possible. The doors to the kingdom of God were open to everyone as a result of Jesus’ atoning death and resurrection, and we were given the assignment to invite every-one to come in. The lead character in this new chapter is the church; in fact, this period of time after the ascension and before the second coming of Christ is commonly called the Church Age. The mission of these newly incorporated communities of disciples, a.k.a. the church, was now to go into all the world to invite God’s children to enter, to be reconciled to the Father, and to become disciples of and ambassadors for a new way of living. And Jesus said once this inviting, reconciling, and discipling was widely, deeply, and sufficiently accomplished, he would return.

 

The only reason we need to organize ourselves 

at all is because Jesus left us behind.

 

Bottom line: the church was established for a purpose.

The implication of this, therefore, is profound: the chief purpose of the church is to bring glory to God by accomplishing the Great Commission pronounced by Jesus. Everything else—worship, preaching, teaching, 
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discipling, congregational care, the sacraments, feeding the hungry, car-ing for the poor, and so on—while valuable for us and pleasing to God in and of themselves, are ultimately means to the end of faithfully complet-ing the assignment given to the church by Jesus just before he left.

 

The chief purpose of the church is to bring glory to God by 

accomplishing the Great Commission pronounced by Jesus.

 

If we compare the mission of the church to the mission of a military at war, the same is true: everything that happens in boot camp is a means to the end of preparing the soldiers to accomplish their mission and win the war. Our churches are the boot camps of the kingdom revolution. Now, I don’t want to minimize the importance of the many roles the church plays in our lives as followers of Jesus. Churches are indeed com-munities of believers united by shared belief and mission. When properly aligned with Christ, they can enrich every dimension of our lives and provide great help and comfort to us, both in times of need and times of plenty. But all of this, I want to suggest, carries with it the overarching objective to deepen and strengthen God’s people to do God’s work and to do it in God’s way. Make no mistake; God’s people have been called to a task, and the church’s responsibility is to equip them to do it. This is why Paul powerfully states that Christ has given us (his church) a ministry of reconciliation and has now commissioned us as his ambassadors; that his appeal to the world is literally being made through us:

 

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The 

old has gone, the new is here! All this is from God, who reconciled 

us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconcili-

ation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 

counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us 

the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, 

as though God were making his appeal through us. (2 Cor. 5:17–20, 

emphasis mine)
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The notion that God has decided to make his appeal to the world through you and me literally sends a chill up my spine every time I read it. His mission: to reconcile the world to himself. His strategy: the church. His soldiers: you and me. Can there be anywhere else a higher calling, a more urgent mission or a more important priority? The big story of God is not yet finished. The next chapter is being written by the church.

 

Viva la Revolution

 

I have used the metaphor of a revolution to describe the coming of the king-dom of God through the work of the church. The dictionary definition of revolution is “an overthrow or repudiation and the thorough replacement of an established government or political system by the people governed,” or “a radical and pervasive change in society and the social structure.”2

Revolutions challenge the prevailing values of a culture, a nation, or a society. Revolutions are fueled by a sense of outrage against the way things are: the falsehood, the corruption, the injustice, the hypocrisy, and the oppression. They seek to replace the principalities and powers that are in control with a form of rule that stands in stark contrast, and they gain momentum as more and more people join the revolution and bring it to a tipping point.

As I look at the Great Commission given to us by Christ, I see just that kind of revolutionary principle:

 

I have been given all authority in heaven and on earth! Go to the 

people of all nations and make them my disciples. Baptize them in the 

name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to do 

everything I have told you. (Matt. 28:18–20 cev)

 

To paraphrase: My “government in exile” has returned to overthrow the established regime. Go as my ambassadors to the people of all the nations and enlist them to become citizens of my kingdom, calling them 
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away from the corruption of the status quo. Teach them the new ways of thinking and living under my authority, and then send them out too, to join the revolution.

Since a revolution seeks to change a society from within, it establishes outposts, places where the revolutionaries gather to plan and organize, train their soldiers, mobilize resources, and then launch outwardly as they seek to expand their territory. The roiling change in the Middle East that began with the Arab Spring in 2011 has given the world a fresh glimpse of how revolutions work, starting small and gathering steam as more and more people embrace the revolutionary goals and principles and join the cause. The result has been that entire governments have been toppled, new constitutions are being adopted, and new leaders are being installed. Revolutions shake up the status quo.

While I am in no way suggesting that the church should mount a violent revolution, I am suggesting that the church must adopt a revolu-tionary mind-set. We are indeed trying to topple the prevailing regimes that have oppressed the human race since the fall, those based on power, money, oppression, corruption, and falsehood. And we are seeking to replace them with the good news of God’s rule, based on truth, love, forgiveness, compassion, and justice. We’re trying to shake things up.

I have written in my earlier book that the manifesto of this kingdom revolution can be found in the great messianic passage Isaiah 61, read by Jesus in the synagogue in Nazareth at the very beginning of his public ministry. This event, recounted in Luke 4, was a declaration of Jesus’ identity and mission:

 

The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me,

because the Lord has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim freedom for the captives

and release from darkness for the prisoners,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Isa. 61:1–2)
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From this we can glean the principle strategies of the revolution Jesus came to ignite:

 

•  proclamation: telling the good news that the Messiah has come, 

sins can be forgiven, and the kingdom of God is now available to all who repent and believe

•  compassion: the Messiah’s kingdom characterized by love and by 

a concern for the physical, emotional, relational, and spiritual needs of people

•  justice: God’s justice and jubilee, now established, freeing us from 

every kind of oppression and exploitation at the hands of men

 

And this is, in fact, just what Jesus modeled over the next three years. He boldly proclaimed the good news but always accompanied his preaching with action: healing, feeding, forgiving, and caring. One of the primary reasons people listened to Jesus at all was that his actions spoke as loudly as his words. Help people, feed people, heal people, and love people and they will be, not surprisingly, willing to listen to what you have to say. Jesus also took on the injustice and hypocrisy of the Pharisees, chiding them for neglecting justice, mercy, and faithfulness.

 

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give 

a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. But you have neglected 

the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithful-

ness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the 

former. (Matt. 23:23)

 

Jesus’ words and actions represented a kind of symbolic “turning back of the curse.” He forgave sins, healed diseases, cast out demons. He was offering a cure for the evils brought upon us from the fall. He was dealing with the consequences of sin by first addressing its symp-toms and then offering a permanent cure. Jesus was providing us with a foretaste of his ultimate kingdom when every tear would be wiped 
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away; sin, suffering, disease, injustice, and death would be no more, and he would reign forever. And when the church imitates the words and deeds of Jesus, when it embraces the redemptive mission of Jesus, it also echoes the kingdom yet to come and holds out hope to a hurting world. Just as John the Baptist prepared the way for the Lord, and made straight the paths for Jesus at his first coming, so are churches to be the revolutionary outposts of the kingdom preparing the way for his Second Coming.

 

Jesus’ words and actions represented a kind of 

symbolic “turning back of the curse.”

 

What then are the hallmarks of these new kingdom outposts, and how do they best carry out the assignment given to them by Jesus? Let me suggest five dimensions that should define us as communities of believers:

 

1. Worship

We start by acknowledging the majesty of God, the power of God, and the authority of God in our individual and communal lives. He is the King, and we seek to live in his kingdom under his perfect rule. He is the all in all. We ask to be filled with his Spirit, and we pray without ceas-ing in the knowledge that he must empower us if we are to accomplish anything in his name.

 

2. Model

We seek to demonstrate a new way of postrevolution living, modeling the new truths, the new values, and the new practices that characterize God’s plan for human flourishing. We are compassionate, loving, and generous with our resources. We take care of each other by showing what it means to love our neighbor as ourselves. We walk the walk of our val-ues and demonstrate a level of caring not found in other communities. We become the change we want to see in our world, and in doing so, we demonstrate a foretaste of God’s future kingdom: living examples and 
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attractive beacons that stand in stark contrast to the failed human sys-tems by which others live.

 

3. Disciple

We invest our time and effort to become conformed more closely to his will. Or, as John Stott put it: “to become like Christ, for Christlikeness is the will of God for the people of God.”3 The church becomes our life-long academy for discipleship, our boot camp as we seek to train our minds and bodies to become effective ambassadors for Christ in the world. We recognize that without discipline we cannot model Christ’s new way of living to the world any more than an athlete can win a race without training:

 

Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the 

games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not 

last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. (1 Cor. 9:24–25)

 

4. Mobilize

Because we have a mission, we organize, strategize, and mobilize to accomplish that which we have been given to do. We appoint leaders and organize our people according to their giftedness and callings. We assess opportunities, assemble resources, and identify the strategies that will enable us to challenge the established values in our world and allow us to begin the process of restoration and reconciliation that God desires. We become leaders of the revolution.

 

5. Go

We do not stay within the four walls of our homes and churches but we go out, equipped to expand the revolution: “We demolish argu-ments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). We deploy our “soldiers” to the front lines. We go into our world, neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, cities, and towns displaying 
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this new way of thinking and living. We speak of the good news that through Christ sins can be forgiven and that the kingdom of God is now available to all. We comfort the sick, feed the hungry, care for the poor, and stand up for justice. We lead with love in our hearts and truth on our lips, earning respect and trust, winning friends and inspiring hope. We become the pleasing aroma of Christ to all we encounter as we invite them to the wedding banquet of the King.

So just what might this look like in practice? Jesus envisioned that these communities of believers would transform the world in which we live much as springtime melts the cold and snow of winter and releases the exuberance of new life bursting forth. We would be drawn to the cold places, the broken places, the ragged edges of our world. We would be drawn to the open sores upon our societies: poverty, disease, hun-ger, injustice, and exploitation, become a healing balm to those who feel marginalized, excluded, and discarded. We would be voices for fairness, inclusion, and transparency in our governments and town halls, standing as lighthouses of integrity, compassion, and reason in our workplaces. We would come alongside the struggling single mother; take up the cause of the poor, the alien, and the stranger; fight on behalf of the mistreated; and bring real hope to the hopeless. Our generosity would astound, our determination amaze, and our love be irresistible. Spring would burst forth from the church with new life as the Lord’s ambassadors of the kingdom go out announcing and dem-onstrating this new way of living: believing what we pray, that “his kingdom come, his will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10, paraphrase).

In a sermon last year Ken Kierstead, a pastor at my church, was lamenting that somehow the church in America was becoming less and less relevant in our society; that people increasingly showed little inter-est in what Christians had to say or contribute; that Christianity was no longer viewed as offering intriguing ideas or approaches relevant to the issues of our day. In an attempt to explain this inability to penetrate our culture, he said this: “It is as if we have been vaccinated by a weaker 
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strain of Jesus that makes us resistant to the real thing. I pray for a strain for which there is no vaccine.”4

Like a vaccine, a little bit of Christianity injected into a society causes it to form an immunity to the virus itself. If the church, in its responsi-bility to multiply the kingdom of God, is to spread like a virus as it did in its first few centuries, then the virus must be spread at full strength, not in some weakened and anemic form. We need to relaunch and reboot the revolution.

 

A Five-Point Checkup

 

If one observes the churches in the global north5 through the lens of “leading the revolution” that Jesus began, one can find the full-spectrum outcomes: the good (even the great!), the bad, and the ugly. It is danger-ous to generalize because out of the hundreds of thousands of individual communities of faith, there are many who have gotten it right. At least they have come as close to getting it right as we can hope to come. There are clearly many who have gotten it wrong. Even at the end of the first century, in the letters to the seven churches found in Revelation, we see a similar distribution of outcomes: good, bad, and yes, ugly. Now I am no church scholar, or am I in a position, thankfully, to judge at all, but I do want to offer encouragement to those pastors and congregations who truly want to be faithful and effective in the task with which they have been entrusted. As I have had opportunity to speak to groups of pastors over these past few years, I have identified five different traps I believe churches often fall into, five traps that prevent our churches from real-izing their full potential to change the world for Christ. I offer them here too, hoping they might be helpful to any congregation wanting to go through the diagnostic exercise of a five-point checkup. Most churches will find they have slid into one or two of these traps, to one degree or another. Some will have avoided them all. Either way, just being aware of a trap helps keep one from falling prey to it in the first place.
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It is dangerous to generalize because out of the 

hundreds of thousands of individual communities of 

faith, there are many who have gotten it right.

 

1. We have valued belief above behavior.

So many of our churches have hung their hats on right belief. We will stand on solid ground only as long as we believe the right things: about salvation, the Trinity, free will and predestination, heaven and hell, the rapture, and fill in the blank—marriage, divorce, Israel, sexuality, evolu-tion, abortion, big government, and so on. Over the centuries cherished beliefs have not only caused a great deal of strife and division within the church, but they have often been used as judgmental clubs to alienate those outside the church. But loving our enemies, living with integrity, caring for the sick, feeding the hungry, and being generous with our possessions don’t ever seem to divide or make enemies. Sometimes we believe so passionately that we are right that we end up being dead right, chasing away the very people Christ wants us to reach with his love.

Right belief is important, but without right behavior it is little more than hypocrisy. James challenges us most directly with this: “Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder” (James 2:18–19 niv). I would argue that it’s not what we believe that counts most to God, but rather what we do with those beliefs. We will all undoubtedly discover on that Day how woefully wrong many of our cherished beliefs turned out to be. Jesus said time and again that it was our fruit that would define us and mark us as his. John sets a high bar when he speaks to this very issue: “Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did” (1 John 2:6).

The mark of the one who “knows him” is her obedience, not her doctrine. The essence of becoming disciples is to turn our right beliefs into right behaviors. For people who want to compete in the Olympics, 
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it is not enough to know thoroughly the rules and techniques of their sports. They must spend thousands of hours practicing so that their actions align with their knowledge. Their goal is to make right behavior so second nature that when the moment of their testing comes, their bodies automatically know what to do. No gold medals are awarded to those with just the greatest knowledge. Our churches must be training camps for right behaviors, challenging disciples to put their beliefs into action in every sphere of their lives.

 

2. We have replaced exhortation with explanation.

Far too many Sunday sermons bat around theological ideas like bad-minton birdies for half an hour. They quote a few verses of scripture, tell a few stories, throw in a line or two from C. S. Lewis or Dietrich Bonhoeffer but never challenge the congregation to change anything in their lives. The sermon is offered like a piece of gum for congregants to chew on for half an hour, but as soon as they get to the parking lot, most will spit it out. The job of the church is not merely to explain the truth but to use the truth to bring about life change. It is instructive to again look back at the very first words of Jesus as recorded in Mark 1, just after his baptism and his forty days of temptation in the wilderness: “Time’s up! God’s king-dom is here. Change your life and believe the Message” (Mark 1:15 msg). Here, in what might be the world’s shortest sermon, Jesus got straight to the point and didn’t mince words. “This is urgent—God’s kingdom is here so you need to change your lives right now. Copy?” Jesus’ words fit the dictionary definition of exhortation pretty well: “an utterance, dis-course, or address conveying urgent advice or recommendations.”6

Some pastors seem afraid to confront or offend their congregations by challenging them with the considerable demands the Lord makes upon those who choose to follow him. They rarely talk about the dangers of affluence, the importance of sexual integrity, the suffering of the poor around the world, the sin of apathy, or the demands that Scripture makes upon our behavior and lifestyle. They speak to the privileges of faith but not often the price. Perhaps the least preached sermon in America is 
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the one that instructs us to tithe our incomes and be generous with our resources. As evidence of this, in the wealthiest nation of Christians in history, our churchgoers give just 2.4 percent of their incomes to the work of the kingdom—76 percent less than the biblical tithe. Yet pastors seem reluctant to challenge people directly about this, even though Jesus spoke more about money than about prayer and faith combined. The great com-mandments of Scripture have now become just great suggestions, offered like fortune cookies, to take with us or leave behind in the pews. Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23 niv). If churches are going to lead a revolution to change the world, then our pastors need to act and speak less like spiritual cheerleaders and more like drill sergeants.

 

3. We have turned inward instead of outward.

Rather than providing bases from which we can effectively launch into the world in mission, too many of our churches have become comfortable bubbles where we can escape from the world. When our churches become attractive social clubs, our church programs end up focusing too much on our needs and too little on the needs of those outside the church. I have been invited to churches whose worship services are like Vegas shows—state-of-the-art sound and graphics, video on four different screens, huge worship bands, strobe lights, and even smoke machines. They have restaurants and latte bars, bookstores and gift shops—even bowling alleys—all within the church. Then I get up and preach for thirty minutes about God’s concern for the poor. Sometimes it feels surreal. It is not mine to judge whether any of these things are right or wrong in and of themselves, but every church has to draw a line between how much they focus on themselves versus how much they focus on the mission of the church outside of their four walls. Every element of our church programs, from the strobe lights and smoke machines to the buildings and disciple-ship training programs, should be evaluated with one simple criteria: Will these things enhance our ability to complete the mission given to us by Jesus or not? If the answer is no, we ought to refocus our efforts on the 
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things that will. We’ve bought into a church-growth consumer mentality that compels us to make our churches as appealing as possible to “con-sumers.” One pastor lamented, given the expectations of the consumerist community where his church was located, he needed all of these shiny attractions in order to get people to come at all. It was all about marketing and competing for his share of the consumer’s time.

 

We’ve bought into a church-growth consumer mentality that compels 

us to make our churches as appealing as possible to “consumers.”

 

As you can tell, I’m not a real proponent of marketing gimmicks just to get more people in the door. Better the church should shrink than risk losing its God-given purpose and identity. A community of true disciples authentically living out the teachings of Scripture is far more attractive than a latte bar or a Vegas-style musical performance. Jesus called the church to be salt and light in our world—salt to literally prevent decay (as in rotting meat) and light to counter the darkness of our culture. Jesus also recognized that when salt loses its unique properties it is no longer good for the purpose it was intended for: “But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for any-thing, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot” (Matt. 5:13). I believe that churches are in the very serious business of preparing serious people for a serious mission: going into the world to win the hearts and minds of men and women. If I have appropriately described churches as boot camps from which we are to launch into the world to conquer it for Christ, then the goal for Christ’s church should not be to build nicer and nicer boot camps so that we never have to leave them at all! The revolu-tion is being fought outside the walls of our churches. Better to have no walls at all than to stay hidden within them.

 

4. We have allowed apathy to replace outrage.

World Vision’s founder, Bob Pierce, was known for his famous prayer—“Let my heart be broken by the things that break the heart of 
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God.”7 The profound truth that he captured in this simple prayer was that we should always try to see the world as Christ sees it, to value what Jesus values, to treasure what he treasures, to love what Jesus loves, and to feel outrage at that which outrages him. Does that sound too strong? Have we so domesticated God in the twenty-first century that we have forgotten the wrath of God toward sin and evil? Whatever happened to good, old-fashioned outrage? If we get outraged at all anymore, we tend to get outraged over frivolous things. The Seattle Mariners make a terrible trade and fans are outraged. Our property taxes go up 2 percent, and we are outraged. But where is our sense of grief and moral anger over the fact that one in five American children live below the poverty line?8 Where is our outrage over the plight of the homeless in our cities? Can we not even find a bit of outrage that nineteen thousand children die every day of preventable causes? 9 More than one out of every four people on the planet have never heard the good news of Jesus Christ, and we shrug our shoulders—no big deal. One of the sure signs that we have been co-opted by our culture is that, like frogs in the prover-bial kettle, we have grown comfortable with things that should shock us and mobilize us to action. We no longer feel the heat of outrage against things that anger God. We’ve so embraced the American dream that we can no longer see or feel the world’s nightmare of poverty, suffering, and hopelessness. We’re Magic Kingdom Christians, too busy pursuing our careers, planning our vacations, and sitting in the pews on Sunday, star-ing at our PowerPoint screens while singing songs. In the meantime, the urgent mission of God, the vital work of his kingdom, lies unfinished.

 

5. We have prioritized the institution over the revolution.

Trap number five is perhaps just the summary of the first four. When we invest all our energies into building and sustaining an institution, it is deceptively easy to lose sight of the reason the institution exists in the first place. The tyranny of the urgent draws our pastors and leaders away from the crucial things and bogs them down into the minutia of church life. Like a guy juggling eight dinner plates in the air trying to prevent any from 
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falling, a pastor can forget that his original mission was to use those plates to feed the hungry. It was broadcaster Paul Harvey who once reportedly said of the church, “We have gone from being fishers of men to becoming keepers of the aquarium.”10 We can get distracted and diverted in a thou-sand ways. The evil one wants nothing more than for the church to lose sight of its critical mission to assault the very gates of hell and bring the good news of the kingdom to all of God’s children. Insulated social clubs with fabulous facilities and Broadway-caliber Sunday worship services bring delight to the devil—“no harm, no foul!” The church that causes the demons to shudder is the church hell-bent on finishing the job that Christ commanded the church to do. Just as Odysseus tied himself to the mast so that he would not be lured off course, so, too, must our churches focus unwaveringly on completing the unfinished mission of the kingdom. Jesus did not call us to build an institution; he called us to lead a revolution.

As I read back through my descriptions of these five traps, I have to acknowledge that I did not mince any words. I ask you to forgive me for my boldness, where I may have overstepped, while understanding that my passion comes out of a conviction that Christ commissioned his church to literally storm the gates of hell in a life or death struggle for the hearts and souls of men and women. There is just so much at stake when churches lose their vision and passion for the great mission of Christ in our world. And again, I want to reaffirm that there are so very many churches that are doing heroic things. If you are a member of one of them, I may be preaching to the choir. But then again, sometimes even the choir needs a kick in the pants to sing a little louder. The church is God’s plan to change the world and win it for Christ. That’s why it is so very important that we get it right.

 

Church, the Verb

 

When the church is most effective in building the kingdom, it plays a role similar to that of a general contractor engaged in building a house. 
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Based on the overall blueprint, it stages the various phases of construc-tion by identifying the skills needed, organizing the various workers, and then coordinating the phasing of each group’s contribution at just the right time. Each team of workers plays a key role: first the ones who lay the foundation, then the framers, plumbers, electricians, roofers, paint-ers, and so on. A good general contractor builds a house by directing a variety of skills and by bringing every player into the job, using their unique talents at just the right place and just the right time. That’s just how First Presbyterian Church, in Bellevue, Washington, reached out to build the kingdom in their community.

First Pres is the church where our daughter Sarah, her husband, Irving, and our darling little grandson, David, attend. If you visited there some Sunday you might not at first think that it was an “outpost of the revolution,” but you would be wrong. As churches go, it is fairly affluent, with about two to three thousand members and regular attenders. The facilities are beautiful and there are some pretty nice cars in the parking lot. It is not terribly ethnically diverse and probably skews a bit older in age demographic.

Bellevue, Washington, is an interesting community. On the one hand, it has neighborhoods of tremendous wealth; Bill Gates lives less than two miles from this church. But on the other hand, Bellevue has serious social problems—gangs, drugs, crime, poverty, homelessness. More than eighty languages are spoken in the Bellevue school district; it is 49 percent white and 51 percent minority. For one-third of the students, English is their second language, and about one in five students are on the subsidized lunch program.11

In 2005, on the occasion of the church’s fiftieth anniversary, Pastor Scott Dudley was encouraged by the elders to launch a multimillion dol-lar building campaign to upgrade the church facilities. Scott, a pastor with a strong outward-looking focus, strongly pushed back on the elders to the point of telling them they would have to launch the campaign over his dead body! “Church isn’t supposed to build church, it’s supposed to build the kingdom,” he said. But they did finally manage to persuade 
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him that parts of the church’s building structures were failing and even dangerous. So Scott proposed a compromise; he would go ahead with the campaign if 3 million dollars of the total was designated for local and international ministry to children and youth. First Pres already ran the Eastside Academy, a Christian school for kids who had been thrown out of every other school in Bellevue for a variety of behavioral issues. Scott liked to say that he wanted to see the blue-haired ladies in the church interacting with the pink-haired teenagers from the school. That was his vision of how the church should be, so the campaign was launched, and it raised more money than they had thought possible.

 

He wanted to see the blue-haired ladies in the church 

interacting with the pink-haired teenagers from the school.

 

One million dollars was earmarked for building a residential-edu-cational center for street kids in Rwanda, but there wasn’t a lot of clarity about just what they would do in the local community. But (since God can’t steer a parked car) they started moving anyway. A few of the leaders met with a group of public school principals to just listen and learn, and they got an earful. The challenges were daunting—drugs, gangs, teen-age pregnancies, broken homes, alcoholism, domestic abuse, poverty. And all of these things were affecting the kids and spilling into the class-rooms. The principals were open to any kind of help that First Pres might offer. Ultimately, with tremendous leadership from the laypeople of the congregation, the church’s intent to invest in community outreach first found its expression when the church funded a new nonprofit, Jubilee REACH, to acquire a deteriorating building—littered with needles, bottles, condoms, and trash—in the heart of one of the most challeng-ing areas in Bellevue. Their first vision was to create a safe place for kids to come before and after school while their parents were at work. On that first day, before 7:00 a.m., they had thirty-two kids and eleven volunteers show up, and they served the kids breakfast. Brent Christie, a former top executive in the hospitality industry, left his career to become the full 
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time director of Jubilee REACH. Brent told me that his number one goal with the kids was to just “love, listen, and learn,” and learn they did. Over the next few years amazing things began to happen as they fol-lowed their hearts. Today Jubilee REACH (“JR”) has about five thousand people a month coming through its doors. Believing that JR was not just about First Pres, Scott Dudley invited other churches to join. They now have more than two thousand volunteers coming from more than thirty churches. Local businesses have gotten involved too, and each morning a different business sends its volunteers to cook breakfast for the kids and to “love, listen, and learn.” Every morning in that part of Bellevue, the smell of hope smells a lot like bacon.

As the volunteers got to know the kids, they sometimes got to meet their parents and learned there were other ways they could help. Some families were too poor to own furniture, so they started Home 2 Home, a program that solicits donated furniture and gets it to the families in need. They help more than one hundred families a year. Then Auto Angels got started when they met people who desperately needed cars. Volunteers fixed up old donated cars so single moms could have some-thing to drive. Doctors, lawyers, dentists, and accountants from the churches found a ministry outlet for their skills as they added programs to address the medical, dental, legal, and financial management issues of the kids and families they served. These things started having an impact, and the school principals noticed a difference in the kids. Something was different. The Bellevue School District was so impressed by what was happening that they actually invited Jubilee REACH into the schools to run the entire middle school recreational and sports program—for seven middle schools and four thousand students. JR staff even have offices inside the schools. That’s right; the church was invited into the public schools! Brent Christie told me that Bellevue’s City Manager refers to Jubilee REACH as “the soul of the community” and “a trusted partner.” The school principals now report that academic performance has increased significantly among the kids involved with JR.

Brent likes to talk about “church, the verb”—the church in action. 
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He believes that as much as Jubilee REACH has changed the community, it has also changed First Pres, as hundreds of volunteers have found their calling to a place on the front lines of what God is doing in Bellevue. One volunteer, a financial planner, asked himself, “How much money do I need to make?” Then he actually reduced his work hours and his family’s income so that he could spend more time with the kids. And when an unmarried couple with eight children got evicted from their apartment and couldn’t find a place to live, another volunteer, a doctor from one of the partner churches, invited the family to live in his home . . . and then he moved out of his own home and rented an apartment! A year later the couple, who now had become Christians, decided to get married in his church. Now the whole family is there every Sunday.

Pastor Dudley told me that Jubilee REACH has “changed the church’s DNA. We’re closer to getting our hearts broken, and it’s made us more of a kingdom church.” At First Pres the blue-haired ladies (and a lot of other volunteers) have actually gotten to know those pink-haired kids, to the benefit and blessing of both. Brent said, “Churches like to hold onto their m&m’s—their money and their members; they let them melt in their hands instead of turning them out into the world.” I think Jesus would agree with Brent. “The harvest is plentiful,” Jesus said, “but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out work-ers into his harvest field. Go! I am sending you out like lambs among wolves” (Matt. 9:37–38, paraphrase).

Jubilee REACH is an outpost of the kingdom; it’s laboring outside the four walls of the church and on the ragged edge of the revolution. It’s storming the gates of hell.
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14

 

 

The Gates of Hell

 

The White Witch? Who is she?” [asked Lucy.]

“Why, it is she who has got all Narnia under her thumb. It’s she 

who makes it always winter. Always winter and never Christmas; 

think of that!”

“How awful!” said Lucy.1

—C. S. Lewis

 

But woe to the earth and the sea,

because the devil has gone down to you!

He is filled with fury,

because he knows that his time is short.”

—Revelation 12:12

 

There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can 

fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The 

other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest 

in them.2

—C. S. Lewis

 

There is an enemy. And he will oppose every act of obedience to Christ, every deci-sion to serve, every act of kindness, every proclamation of truth, every cry for justice, and every advance of Christ’s kingdom. He is perhaps 

184
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the chief reason that the great mission of Christ remains unfinished. He is the one who stands in the way. He will exact a price from those who choose to serve the King, and we commit a grave error if we ignore him.

It is not popular today to talk about the devil, the evil one. A per-sonal being who personifies evil just seems, well, so medieval and so “not twenty-first century.” But this being is the adversary in God’s great story and is found in Scripture from Genesis to Revelation. Though murky about the details, Scripture is clear that there is a spiritual realm or real-ity apart from our own. We are told that before God created mankind, he created spiritual beings called angels; and that some of those angels, led by Satan, not only rebelled against God’s authority but continue to oppose the working out of God’s will on earth among men and women. It was likely Satan who took the form of a serpent in the garden of Eden and who tempted Adam and Eve to disobey God. Jesus confronted Satan in the wilderness where he triumphed over Satan’s efforts to tempt him to disobey God, the Father. The New Testament authors warn over and over that Satan is the adversary of the church. Paul, in Ephesians, acknowledged that we are locked in a spiritual battle and warns us:

 

Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against 

the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of 

this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 

realms. (Eph. 6:11–12)

 

Peter soberly warns us that: “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8).

 

The New Testament authors warn over and over 

that Satan is the adversary of the church.

 

Jesus, in the parable of the sower, blames the devil for thwarting the message of the gospel:
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Those [hearers of the Word] along the path are the ones who hear, and 

then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so 

that they may not believe and be saved. (Luke 8:12)

 

The devil—Satan—is described in Scripture in various ways . . . all of which are bad:

 

•  adversary

•  accuser

•  enemy

•  opponent

•  wicked one

•  antichrist

•  murderer

•  tempter

•  thief

•  father of lies

•  man of lawlessness

•  power of darkness

•  son of perdition

•  angel of light

 

He is also called

 

•  the prince of this world

•  the god of this world

•  the ruler of the kingdom of the air

•  the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient

•  the ruler, authority, and power of this dark world

 

In Revelation 12 we are told that this same Satan was cast down to our world: “The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray. He was hurled to the earth, and his angels with him” (Rev. 12:9).
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All of this suggests that somehow Satan has been allowed by God to have temporary dominion over our world. He is determined to lead men and women away from God’s purposes and toward sin. He may even be instrumental in bringing about some of the devastating manifestations of the fall—disease, natural disasters, tragic accidents, and death. I often say to people that if they don’t believe Satan exists they should just come with me on a trip. When you see eight-year-old girls who have been sold for sex; infants whose arms have been hacked off by rebel machetes; and the mass graves in Cambodia, Rwanda, and Bosnia; the reality of the living, personified presence of evil in our world is the only explanation that comes close.

It critical for the church to understand that it is, in fact, caught in the midst of a great cosmic struggle between God and Satan, between good and evil. For reasons we don’t fully understand, God, for a time, has relinquished some authority to Satan; he has allowed Satan to invade and infect our world and hold it captive. Since God is all powerful and Satan is not, this had to be done of God’s own will and only with his con-sent. But why he chose this course and not another is not fully revealed.

The book of Job gives us a unique peek behind the curtains and into the spiritual realm. In Job 1, we find Satan appearing before God with a challenge. Satan contends that Job, a man faithfully devoted to God, is only faithful because God has blessed him in many ways. Satan, the accuser, suggests that Job would curse God if he were to remove his hedge of protection from Job. And so what unfolds is a kind of wager; God allows Satan to take his best shot at Job, knowing that Job will remain faithful and true. Satan believes he can demonstrate that human beings will defect from their faithfulness to God when hardship comes their way. Ultimately the testing of Job revealed that despite his circumstances, he was able to remain faithful in trusting God, not based on his circum-stances, but because he trusted in God’s power, goodness, and wisdom.

Somehow in the midst of this wager we catch a glimpse of a larger truth. In the working out of God’s ultimate purposes for mankind, he has for a season allowed Satan to tempt and afflict us; he has allowed a struggle between good and evil to play itself out; and somehow the 
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choices we make in the midst of this struggle allow God to demonstrate that his way is the only way of truth, justice, and righteousness. It is almost as if God is saying to Satan, “Go ahead and try to corrupt my cre-ation with your schemes. Challenge my children; tempt them and afflict them if you choose. In the end it will only serve to demonstrate the tri-umph of righteousness over evil. It is already certain how this contest will end, but let’s go ahead and let it run its course so that all will see my wisdom and truth. Then I will restore my creation and my reign, be reconciled with my children, and deal with you and your evil ways once and for all.”

We might think of this as a kind of spiritual chess game in the heavenly realms. God, the Grand Master, can see twenty moves ahead to the ultimate checkmate of Satan and of evil. The outcome is a fore-gone conclusion, but the process of resolving the conflict is somehow important as God methodically unfolds his plan for the redemption of all things one move at a time. In the book of Ephesians we are provided another brief behind-the-scenes glimpse into the power of the gospel and the wisdom of God’s plan as Paul reveals the intent of God:

 

His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of 

God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heav-

enly realms, according to his eternal purpose that he accomplished in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. (Eph. 3:10–11)

 

This suggests that through the church, through you and me, God is demonstrating his profound wisdom to “rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms according to his eternal purpose.”

We, like Job, are somehow in the middle of it all; we live in the midst of the chess game. And in God’s design, our decisions, our choices, matter. We get to play for the winning side. Even though Job could not comprehend the reasons behind his suffering, his faithful response to his circumstances not only strengthened his own faith but also gave glory and testimony to God. But we have something that Job could only long 
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for. In Job 9, he cries out, appealing to God and lamenting the fact that he has no real way to make his case before God:

 

“He is not a mere mortal like me that I might answer him,

that we might confront each other in court.

If only there were someone to mediate between us,

someone to bring us together,

someone to remove God’s rod from me,

so that his terror would frighten me no more.

Then I would speak up without fear of him,

but as it now stands with me, I cannot. (vv. 32–35)

 

That someone Job imagined has now come, and he stands in the gap to make our case and to remove both our sins and our fears. Job longed for but could not see the checkmate that would finally end the contest, the Messiah.

 

We live in the midst of the chess game. And in God’s 

design, our decisions, our choices, matter.

 

In the incarnation of God in Christ, God’s government in exile returned in dramatic fashion; it returned to liberate God’s children and directly challenge the dominion of Satan and sin. And in the death and resurrection of Christ, Satan was decisively defeated as Jesus removed the barrier of sin and alienation by paying its full price, thereby flinging the doors to God’s kingdom under God’s reign wide open. The analogy I have used through-out the book, comparing the gospel and the coming of the kingdom of God to a revolution, now takes on new meaning. The defeat of Satan at the cross represented the decisive battle in the revolution, the overthrow of the ruler of this world. And the authority he once held has been revoked by God in Jesus Christ. But we, like Job, in this time before God’s final victory, must still endure the evil and suffering that are consequences, both of the fall and of the spiritual battle that Satan still wages in our world.
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God in the Rubble of Haiti

 

Our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that 

will be revealed in us. For the creation waits in eager expectation for 

the children of God to be revealed. (Rom. 8:18–19)

 

Nothing challenges our faith or fuels our doubts more than the pres-ence of pain, suffering, and evil in our world. “Why,” we ask, “would a loving God allow such horrors?” This nagging question, perhaps more than any other, can undermine our faith and hobble our determination to storm the gates of hell. But the One we follow knows something about pain and grief. He did not sit safely behind the lines as the battle was fought. He led the charge and he paid a price much higher than he asks of us. He opened the way and beckons us only to follow.

On January 12, 2010, the world was confronted with human suf-fering on a massive scale after an earthquake in Haiti killed more than two hundred thousand and left more than a million homeless.3 Trying to make sense of it all in the days after the quake, I wrote these words:

January 2010

Last week I stood in the streets of Port au Prince, Haiti, weeping at the scope 

and scale of human suffering. Tens of thousands died—men, women, and 

children, mothers and fathers, pastors and priests—no one was exempt. 

Hundreds of thousands wandered stunned, hungry, and homeless in the 

streets, who, though still alive, had had their lives taken from them. Who 

of us in these past days has not asked the question, “Where was God?” 

or “Why, God?” The sudden deaths of so many innocent people and the 

staggering human suffering that persists seem to mock the very notion of a 

loving God. Just where is God in Haiti?

There was another time that God was mocked in the face of suffering 

and evil. It happened on Calvary as our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, God’s 

own Son, was spat upon, beaten, and hanged on a cross. And people asked 

where God was then:
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“Come down from the cross and save yourself . . .” [They] mocked him among themselves. “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save himself!” (Mark 15:30–31).

 

If he was God, why didn’t he save himself? Why not prevent this suffer-

ing from happening? Why not save the Jewish people from their bondage to 

Rome? Why not face this evil and turn it back? But God chose another way. 

On that cross we are told that Jesus faced all the evil that ever was or ever 

would be. He took upon himself the sins of mankind, the evils of injustice, the 

pain of suffering and loss, the brokenness of the world. He felt every agony 

and took every punishment for every person who would ever live. Seven 

hundred years earlier, the prophet Isaiah had seen this Son of God hanging 

on a distant cross:

 

He was despised and rejected by men,

a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering.

Like one from whom men hide their faces

he was despised, and we esteemed him not.

Surely he took up our infirmities

and carried our sorrows,

yet we considered him stricken by God,

smitten by him, and afflicted.

But he was pierced for our transgressions,

he was crushed for our iniquities;

the punishment that brought us peace was upon him,

and by his wounds we are healed. (Isa. 53:3–5 niv)

 

Where is God in Haiti? Christ is not distant from us in our times of suf-

fering. He is not indifferent or detached. He does not look upon us from far 

away. He, too, lies crushed under the weight of concrete walls. He, too, lies 

wounded in the street with his legs broken and walks homeless through the 

camps, hungry and unfed. He hobbles beside us on crutches with a missing 

leg and weeps uncontrollably over the child that he has lost.
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Where is God in Haiti? He hangs bloody on a cross . . . “a man of sor-

rows, and familiar with our suffering.”

But where is hope, we might ask? Where is justice for the dead, the bro-

ken, and the grieving? Where is redemption and restoration? Here, alas, we 

need to see something not easily seen. We, not God, are trapped in time. We, 

not God, see only in part and cannot yet see the whole. We, not God, must 

wait for that day when “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be 

no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has 

passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

We live in the not yet, but God sees the already. We see today and yes-

terday but not tomorrow. God sees all three at once. In him, those crushed 

in Haiti are alive already. In him, those orphaned in Haiti are reunited with 

family already. In him, those broken in Haiti are healed already. In him, those 

grieving in Haiti rejoice already.

He is no distant God who turns his back on us, no callous God who 

sheds no tears. He is the God who “so loved the world that he gave his one 

and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 

life” (John 3:16). He is God, who shed his own blood for us.

How then should we think? How then should we live? What then, must 

we do? Unlike God, we live in the time between the already and not yet and 

we must wait until then. Until then, we are commanded to love our neigh-

bors as ourselves. Until then, we are called to comfort the afflicted, give 

food to the hungry and water to the thirsty. Until then, we are to shelter the 

homeless, clothe the naked, and grieve with the grieving. Until then, we are 

to care for the widow, the orphan, the alien, and the stranger. We are to let 

our light so shine before men that they might see our good deeds and give 

glory to our Father in heaven. Until then we are Christ’s heart and hands 

and feet—the ambassadors of his love in a hurting world. Until then, we are 

called to show forth God’s deep love for Haiti.

 

We live in the time between the already and 

not yet and we must wait until then.
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D-Day

It is mind boggling today to consider just how completely Adolph Hitler dominated Europe by 1944. France, Poland, Austria, the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Norway, Denmark, Belgium, Luxembourg, Yugoslavia, Greece, Finland, Romania, Hungary, Latvia, Estonia, Belarus, Italy, and Bulgaria were either under German control or were allies of Hitler. The evil Nazi empire was within reach of its goal to conquer all of Europe and perhaps a good part of the world. The Allied Forces knew that Hitler’s defeat could be accomplished by only a full-scale invasion of Europe. Hitler was already battling Russia on the Eastern front; if the Allies could open up a western front, Hitler could be defeated, as he would be forced to divide his resources across two battlefronts. But an Allied invasion of Europe would be costly. On June 6, 1944, under the command of General Eisenhower, more than 160,000 Allied troops stormed the beaches at Normandy to gain a foothold in Europe. Another 195,000 naval troops and five thousand ships supported the invasion. On that day alone, some three thousand Allied troops were killed and nine thousand wounded or missing. By the time they crossed the Seine and liberated Paris in late June, perhaps two hundred thousand men had been killed, wounded, or reported missing. But the D-Day invasion, though costly, was successful, and the trajectory of the war shifted dramatically.

Historians today tell us that once the invasion at Normandy suc-ceeded, Hitler had, for all practical purposes, lost the war. It was checkmate; his defeat was inevitable. But if you looked at the world just a few days after D-Day, there was little sign that the war was over. Europe was still occupied. Hitler still commanded the German forces from Berlin. The concentration camps at Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and Treblinka were still grimly killing tens of thousands, and some of the fiercest battles of the war still lay ahead. Hundreds of thousands would yet die, and the grief of the world would deepen still before Europe was liberated, the captives were freed, and Hitler lay dead in a bunker in Berlin.
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In the months after D-Day, individual soldiers were deployed to fight key battles across Europe, and even though the final outcome was assured, they still had to fight bravely, many giving their lives in the effort. Most did not know the full outline of General Eisenhower’s final strategy. They couldn’t see the big picture of just how each offensive thrust, each defen-sive maneuver, would ultimately bring the Third Reich to its knees. They only knew the specific job that they had been called to do. Some managed the critical supply lines; others ensured communications or managed field hospitals. Back home many worked in factories to produce the tanks, planes, and ammunition. Others invested by buying war bonds, all to support the ultimate goal of defeating Hitler and liberating Europe.

The cross was D-Day in God’s plan to rescue his children. It was the decisive battle in a great struggle and represented the defeat of Satan. And it, too, was costly. Yet while the ultimate victory had been won, some of the fiercest battles still lay ahead. There would still be strife, hardship, and casualties as the followers of Jesus joined the revolution and pressed the battle to liberate God’s children and establish his kingdom in every nation of the world. Each one would be called by the general to a specific place at a specific time. Each one would be equipped with the right gifts and abilities and empowered by the Spirit of Christ. Each one would play a critical role in the great mission of God.

I sometimes wonder what might have happened if those soldiers in 1944 and 1945 had made different choices. What if, on their way to lib-erate Paris, they had stopped in the beautiful French countryside? The good life might have beckoned to them—beautiful women, good food, and fine wines. What if, tempted by these things, they had taken off their uniforms, laid down their weapons, and settled down in the appealing French farmhouses and villages? What if they had lost sight of the mis-sion and the urgency of their cause? What consequences might have been suffered? Would Hitler have remained in power and the end of the war been postponed? I wonder, too, what consequences will be felt when followers of Christ desert the front lines of his revolution to settle down in comfortable lives far from the battle. Today the “occupation” is still 
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with us. The lost hunger for the good news of the gospel and the poor cry out in their suffering. The battle still rages and the rescue mission of God remains unfinished as all “creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed” (Rom. 8:19). The gates of hell have not yet fallen.

 

Storming the Gates

 

In 2011, Renee and I traveled to the Holy Land and visited the area called Caesarea Philippi, a region in which Jesus spent some considerable time. At the foot of Mount Hermon there is a place (once called Panium) where you can dip your feet into the headwaters of the Jordan River. It is also the place where it is believed that Jesus pronounced to Peter that “on this rock” Jesus would build his church. But we learned something new and quite astonishing that day about the significance of this place— something that brings a much deeper meaning to Jesus’ words. Let’s first read the passage:

 

When Jesus came into the region of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His 

disciples, saying, “Who do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?”

So they said, “Some say John the Baptist, some Elijah, and others 

Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”

He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”

Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Christ, the Son of 

the living God.”

Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-

Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but My Father 

who is in heaven. And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this 

rock I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail 

against it. And I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 

whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you 

loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” (Matt. 16:13–19 nkjv)
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We stood on that same spot, at the foot of a high cliff beneath the mountain where Jesus had stood that day with his disciples. But here is the remarkable thing you wouldn’t know from reading the New Testament: at the base of the cliff, there is an enormous gaping cave which tunnels deeply into the cliff wall and then downward and out of sight. Josephus, a first century historian, writes this about the cave:

 

The place is called Panium, where is a top of a mountain that is raised 

to an immense height, and at its side, beneath, or at its bottom, a 

dark cave opens itself; within which there is a horrible precipice, that 

descends abruptly to a vast depth; it contains a mighty quantity of 

water, which is immovable; and when anybody lets down anything to 

measure the depth of the earth beneath the water, no length of cord is 

sufficient to reach it.4

 

In the classical world this cave was thought to have supernatural significance. It was believed to be the entrance to the underworld, the Gates of Hades, where the mythological Demeter had been carried off by Hades, the god of the underworld. It was the place where the gods came out of the underworld to roam the earth and to prey upon men and women. At the time of Jesus the Temple of Pan, a massive pagan temple built by Herod the Great, stood imposingly over the entrance to this cave. At the front of this columned temple was an open altar perched at the very brink of the deep abyss. The pagan worshippers would offer animal (and perhaps human) sacrifices on that altar and then cast their offerings into the abyss with the hope that the gods would accept them and respond by granting greater fertility and better harvests. It was at this unholy place, the very spot people believed the pagan gods to dwell, that Jesus chose to announce that he, “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” would build his church, “and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” So why did Jesus choose this specific location to make his announcement? Because it was his declaration of war on the principali-ties and powers of this dark world.
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On September 11, 2001, when Al Qaeda launched an assault on the United States, they chose to attack three powerful symbols of United States power: the Pentagon, a symbol of American military power; the World Trade Center, a symbol of US economic power; and the Capitol, the seat of the United States government.5 They did this to challenge and undermine US authority and to declare war on America in the most shocking way possible. They chose those locations to make a statement. Fortunately Al Qaeda’s declaration of war ultimately failed. I believe that Jesus symbolically chose the Temple of Pan to challenge the authority of Satan and to serve notice that his kingdom was now certain to fall. Jesus knocked on the front door of hades to make an in-your-face declaration of war upon the evil powers of this world. He put them on notice. And unlike Al Qaeda’s declaration, this one would not fail.

But there is a second highly significant meaning to the words Jesus chose in his declaration. Jesus used an offensive, not defensive metaphor; his church would go on the offense to storm the gates of hell, and those gates would not stand. The church was the one on the attack, the gates of hell would suffer the assault, the revolution would advance, and the prevailing powers would fall.

 

The church was the one on the attack, the gates of 

hell would suffer the assault, the revolution would 

advance, and the prevailing powers would fall.

 

Before we leave this place, we need to look at one other incredible symbolic event that may have taken place on this same spot, the Transfiguration. We are told in Scripture that six days later “Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them” (Matt. 17:1–2). Some scholars believe that shortly after the gates of hades declaration, the Transfiguration of Christ took place nearby this same location on Mount Hermon, directly above the Temple of Pan. It was again on this spot, the symbolic stronghold of the underworld, 
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that the full divinity of Christ was first revealed. Jesus was transfigured in brilliant white light. God the Father spoke audibly and pronounced Jesus’ true identity and authority: “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” (Matt. 17:5). The God of the universe knocked on the front door of the god of the underworld and revealed his true identity. Not long after, this same Jesus marched reso-lutely to Jerusalem and went to the cross—to storm the gates of hell. It was D-Day.

 

Therefore Go . . . 

 

Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen of the Allied Expeditionary Force! You are 

about to embark upon a great crusade, toward which we have striven 

these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The hopes 

and prayers of liberty loving people everywhere march with you. In 

company with our brave Allies and brothers in arms on other fronts, 

you will bring about the destruction of the German war machine, the 

elimination of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed peoples of Europe, and 

security for ourselves in a free world. Your task will not be an easy one. 

Your enemy is well trained, well equipped and battle hardened, he will 

fight savagely.6—General Eisenhower’s D-Day message to the Allied 

troops: June 6, 1944

 

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have com-

manded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the 

age.” (Matthew 28:18–20)

 

The victory is secured. The powers and authorities have been dis-armed. The kingdom of God is at hand. Therefore go! In light of the victory 
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at the cross, we need to take one final look at the Great Commission, but in a new light. Jesus begins by stating that now—because of the cross—all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him. We are told here in no uncertain terms that Christ decisively defeated and disarmed Satan and his authority. The outcome is now assured because the decisive victory has been won. Paul reassures us of this very thing in two key passages:

 

God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having 

canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood against 

us and condemned us; he has taken it away, nailing it to the cross. 

And  having  disarmed  the  powers  and  authorities, he made a public 

spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross. (Col. 2:13–15, 

emphasis mine)

 

And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be 

head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of 

him who fills everything in every way. (Eph. 1:22–23, emphasis mine)

 

The significance of these two passages is, first, that the reign of Satan as the ruler, authority, and power of this dark world is coming to an end; and second, that the reign of Christ is now here, that all author-ity and power has been given to Jesus, and that Jesus is the head of the church. The church of Jesus Christ will go into the world to establish his reign and his kingdom, thereby defeating his enemies, taking its stand against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world, and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Paul reveals to us that before the return of Christ, these enemies of Christ must first be defeated and put under his feet:

 

Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God 

the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. 

For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. (1 

Cor. 15:24–25)
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This then is the dark side of the Great Commission. Going into the world with the good news of the gospel and inviting God’s children to accept his great grace and become disciples would come with a cost. It would require us to wage war against the forces of evil in our world by challenging injustice, righting wrongs, proclaiming truth, and demon-strating a different way to live, with God as our King and Lord. With Satan defeated at the cross and Christ now the head of his church, we can now see the Great Commission as the battle orders given by the Supreme Commander to the forces under his command, the church, to go and finish the fight:

 

The victory is now assured. I have not only defeated and disarmed 

Satan but I have now broken through enemy lines to give you access 

to my kingdom, my power and my Spirit. Now go—finish the job; 

establish my rule in all the nations; preach the good news that sins are 

forgiven and death has been defeated; and announce boldly that my 

kingdom is now open to everyone. And take heart, because I will be 

with you to the very end. Viva la revolution! (Matt. 28:18–20, author’s 

paraphrase)

 

We have not been promised rescue from this world; we have been commanded to go and take back this world. The Great Commission is Jesus’ call to storm the gates of hell and to liberate his children, establishing his kingdom. It is the military mop-up operation intended to finish the job, to rescue the rest of God’s children, and to prepare for the final and comprehensive reign of Christ, when he will return to us and his church will claim the glorious promise of Revelation 21:

 

“Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will 

dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them and be their God. ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. 

There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the 

old order of things has passed away.” (vv. 3–4)
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Assault Weapons of the Kingdom

 

But when this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one sacrifice for 

sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, and since that time he waits 

for his enemies to be made his footstool. (Heb. 10:12–13)

 

I have used the metaphors of war because that is exactly how the Bible describes the conflict between God and Satan. But our struggle is a very different kind of war. The revolution of the kingdom is not a revolution of violence to be won by force. It does not advance on the basis of earthly power or principles of warfare. It has no tanks or guns or bombs. Its weapons are paradoxical: love, joy, peace, forbearance, kind-ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. We go out into the world assaulting the gates of hell by loving our neighbors—even our enemies. We go to the broken and ragged places to comfort the afflicted and bind up the brokenhearted. We carry the message of a new hope into our workplaces, schools, and town halls. We bind up the wounds of abuse, exploitation, addiction, and alienation with acts of forgive-ness and healing. We are called to care for the widow, the orphan, the alien, and the stranger—to lift up justice and fight economic disparity, to speak up for the voiceless and hold our governments accountable, to challenge racism and bigotry, to be generous with our money, and to live lives of integrity. We see value in the worthless, find strength in the weak, and anoint the downtrodden with significance. We seek to right every wrong and take every thought captive to obedience to Jesus Christ. Our opponents are disarmed by the sword of the Spirit; they take flight when they see our breastplate of righteousness, the belt of truth buckled around our waist, and the helmet of our salvation. We march on feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. Every act of kindness, each moment spent in prayer, and every expression of love in the name of Christ pierces the heart of the enemy and sends him into retreat. These are the assault weapons of the kingdom. There is still evil in the world, but evil is on the run.
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Every act of kindness, each moment spent in prayer, and 

every expression of love in the name of Christ pierces the 

heart of the enemy and sends him into retreat.
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God’s Great Adventure 

 

For Your Life

 

It’s never too late to be who you might have been.

—attributed to George Eliot

 

Though no one can go back and make a brand new start, anyone 

can start from now and make a brand new ending.

—attributed to Carl Bard

 

The story continues. The great Author’s pen is working might-ily; ink flows and pages fly forth. The final chapters are being written; new characters step into the drama and new adventures await them. As his great story unfolds, there is danger and intrigue, love and joy, disappointment and hope. There are victories to be won and setbacks to be suffered, and much is at stake. The Father’s great rescue mission is gaining momentum, and the hearts and souls of his children hang in the balance. His great pen has written you into this newest chap-ter; your name now appears on his pages. There is something important to be done, and he calls you to do it; a key part to play, and he has chosen you for the role. He has written you into the story, located you carefully in time and place, equipped you with unique gifts and talents, empow-ered you with his mighty Spirit, and bid you to join his great kingdom revolution. He has invited you. It’s time to RSVP.

I love the great and epic story of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. Middle Earth is in the midst of a titanic struggle between good and evil. 

203
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The evil wizard Sauron has amassed great power and colossal armies. Civilizations and armies are clashing and colliding. The fate of all things hangs on the outcome. And in the middle of it all are just two small hob-bits, Frodo and Sam. They stand at the center of the stage, and in the end it is somehow up to them to save the day, to defeat the forces of evil, and to rescue Middle Earth. They have no obvious strengths or dazzling pow-ers. But there is something about their characters, something about their selflessness, that makes them the key players in the drama—not Gandalf, not Boromir or Strider or Legolas. Though each of them would also play their role, the outcome turned on the obedience and actions of these two hobbits. I really believe that Tolkien structured his story in just that way to illustrate the same great truth about the kingdom of God. The key battles, the dramatic turning points, the crucial roles hinge on the decisions of the little people. “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. God chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are” (1 Cor. 1:27–28). As C. S. Lewis said, “There are no ordinary people.” What amazing news, what an incredible privilege and opportunity God has given us. Like Frodo and Sam, we find ourselves facing the greatest adventure of our lives. Even more than that, God created us specifically for this adventure. But also like Frodo and Sam, in order to realize our adventure, we must leave the comfort and safety of the Shire behind. We must let go of all of those things that hinder us. We must say yes to the King and yes to his kingdom mission.

This doesn’t mean that we will have no joy in our lives. It doesn’t mean that we must now live spare and stoic lives cut off from the people and things we love. It’s actually just the opposite. While God does ask us to lay down all that we are and all that we have in his service, he promises something more precious in their place, something richer, deeper, and fuller. We trade our black-and-white lives for lives lived in full color. He calls us to become the people we were created to be, to live the lives we were meant to live.

Some of us will serve right where we are. He wants to use our vocations, 
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our resources, our networks, and our skills. He can use whatever we pos-sess—our money, our assets, and our time. And he will even use our weaknesses and flaws, our struggles and our pain as well. If they are yielded to him, he will use them. Some of us though, he will call away to different places, new vocations, and even different cultures. We need to travel light and be willing to pull up stakes and go, trusting that he goes before us. Our life’s greatest adventure is found in serving him. “I have come that they may have life,” Jesus said, “and have it to the full” (John 10:10).

Our Christian faith is more than just a way to find forgiveness for our sins in order to enter eternal life, yet it is that. It is more than just a system of right beliefs about ultimate truth and the order of things, though it is that. And it is more than just a way to find God’s comfort in times of trouble or a helpful code of conduct for how to live a good and productive life, though it is those things too. No, it is a call to leave every-thing else behind, to follow our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and to join in the great mission of Christ in our world. It is a call to live as Jesus lived, to love what Jesus loves, to treasure what Jesus treasures. It is a call to forsake all else and follow him. Only then can we become completed people—people living according to God’s deepest purpose for our lives. Only then will we find our life’s great adventure.

 

It is a call to live as Jesus lived, to love what Jesus 

loves, to treasure what Jesus treasures.

 

Listen now to the stories of just a few of the Finishers, those who have found their own completion in the unfinished work of the kingdom of God.

 

Bloom Where You Are Planted

 

And for some reason I got this wild dream that I would someday have 

an apple orchard and would one day be able to give some of the profits 

to kids in India somehow.—Ralph Broetje
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“I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me 

nothing.” So David bought the threshing floor and the oxen and paid 

fifty shekels of silver for them. (2 Sam. 24:24)

 

Ralph Broetje was in junior high school when he got that idea. God gave him a dream and a passion, and years later, Ralph and his wife, Cheryl, bought a small orchard and began farming. Today, Broetje Orchards in the state of Washington is one of the most remarkable king-dom outposts you are likely to find anywhere. On the surface it looks like they are in the business of growing apples and cherries to sell to people, but in reality they are in the people-growing business; apples and cherries are just the means to that end. Ralph and Cheryl have lived out the gospel in ways that few of us do. They give away 50 percent of their profits, always investing to make their community and the larger world a better place for all people, especially the poor. Because they employ hundreds of people, most of them migrant workers, they found a mission field at their front door. Ralph and Cheryl treat their workers like family. With their farm at the center, they have built a unique community for those who work in the business. Seeing that most of these families had never owned their own homes, the Broetjes had the idea to build real homes for them; they created a community they called Vista Hermosa and built 120 houses. They made these homes available to the families who worked in their orchards, offering them at half the price of other homes in the area. Then, recognizing that the women needed day care so they could work, they built a preschool for the toddlers and later added an elementary school and a small church. They also helped many of the mothers get their high school equivalency degrees.

After their cherry orchard had failed several years in a row, Ralph decided to cut it down rather than risk another crop failure, but just before the chain saws were sent in he had the idea of giving the trees to ministry. The next year the crop came in, and Ralph and Cheryl pledged to give all the cherry profits away. The Broetjes ask the pickers and work-ers to participate. They meet each year and vote on which worthy causes 
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they will fund with the money. Those cherries have given away millions of dollars over the past twenty-five years. Some of that money has been given locally and some around the world—including India. Ralph’s junior high school dream had come true.

Ralph and Cheryl’s love for India would also lead them to adopt not one but six orphaned Indian children over the years, in addition to their three biological daughters. Later on, Ralph had a vision to create a school on their property specifically designed to help at-risk kids, and Jubilee Ranch was born. Today the ranch is home to sixty at-risk boys—boys who had run out of other options in their lives. At Jubilee, they earn their high school diplomas, learn skills such as woodworking, and study God’s Word. “They come away with changed hearts,” said the director of the school. Cheryl has also started a nonprofit called the Center for Sharing, with a vision to use the principles of servant leadership found in Scripture to create more loving and just communities, both in Washington State and internationally. These are just a few of the ways in which Ralph and Cheryl have been able to use what God has given them to be a blessing to others. Their Vista Hermosa foundation, created to fund needs in their local community, rural and agricultural development, education and leadership training, and poverty reduction programs around the world, has donated more than 50 million dollars over the past few decades to support these causes.

Broetje Orchards is a remarkable outpost of the kingdom shining brightly in Eastern Washington. It became a reality only because two people made the decision to put God first in everything they did. They aren’t just farmers; they’re kingdom farmers, and that has made all the difference. But don’t think it has all been easy. More than once the Broetjes came to the brink of losing everything due to weather, market forces, and the volatility of the farming business. And they’ve had to face all of the human and social problems that tend to come along with fami-lies living in close community.

Ralph is characteristically modest about all he and Cheryl have done. “It’s still something I love to do, grow apples, plant trees. I’ve been 
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blessed to do what I’ve loved to do. God has really blessed us. I look at it and everything else I’ve tried to do I’ve been a failure at. I think God’s put me in this place at this time and he’s really blessed us.” You see, Ralph and Cheryl didn’t sell everything they had and go onto the mis-sion field; instead, they saw the mission field in everything they had. God used their passions, gifts, and skills right where they were planted, but they first had to make those gifts and skills available to him.

 

Playing the Cards You Are Dealt

 

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with 

the glory that will be revealed in us. For the creation waits in eager 

expectation for the children of God to be revealed. (Rom. 8:18–19)

 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 

of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our 

troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort 

we ourselves receive from God. (2 Cor. 1:3–4)

 

Surely not everyone is called to serve. Aren’t some people dealt such bad cards that they can’t really be expected to play out their hands? Shouldn’t they be excused?

Aurea was dealt a hand few of us could bear. In 1994, Aurea was a young wife living with her husband and her entire extended family of fifty-four men, women, and children in southern Rwanda. That was the year when the gates of hell broke loose and the great Rwandan genocide ravaged an entire nation. Eight hundred thousand people were killed in just one hundred days. Aurea watched in horror as the other fifty-three members of her family—men, women, and children—were killed before her very eyes. They were shot or hacked to death with machetes. But Aurea, because she was beautiful, was first gang-raped and then muti-lated and left to die. But she lived. In addition to her scars, she took two 
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other things with her from that day—the HIV virus and a son named Eric, the result of her rape. Eric, too, is HIV positive.

My good friend and World Vision board member Dr. Steve Hayner, traveling with his daughter, met Aurea a few years back and told me her story. She and Eric have a small three-room mud brick home now, about ten by twenty feet. She has found work digging and hoeing a neighbor’s fields in exchange for a little food. Steve’s daughter dared to ask Aurea just how she could survive such a devastating loss. She reflected that she doesn’t know how long the two of them will live with the disease they share. But still she said that “life is good, because we are in God’s hands.” She has forgiven the men who raped her and killed her family because “that was what Jesus had done for [her] on the cross.” Aurea has no safety net, no contingency plans, and no retirement accounts—just faith in God. The truth that Steve learned from her that day was this: when God is all you have, you discover that God is all you need.

You would think that surely Aurea cannot be expected to join the ranks of God’s great kingdom revolution. And besides, what would she have to offer anyway? But you would be mistaken. Aurea has taken in another child to care for, a girl who lost her parents to AIDS. And she has become a caregiver in her community, visiting and ministering to those sick with full-blown AIDS. World Vision has trained her, given her a medical kit, and provided a bicycle so that she can make her biweekly visits—caring, loving, encouraging, comforting, and praying with those God has put into her care. Yes, Aurea is much more than just a soldier; she’s one of the offi-cers in the kingdom revolution, serving at the pleasure of the King. Like Luke Skywalker from the Star Wars movies, the force is strong with her!

 

Surrendered

 

The most important thing to remember is this: to be ready at any 

moment to give up what you are for what you might become.—attrib-

uted to W. E. B. DuBois
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Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. 

When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything 

he had and bought it. (Matt. 13:45–46)

 

Joey Lankford and his wife, Courtney, had it all. He was in his early thirties, served as the COO of his family’s thriving hospital equipment company, earned a nice six figure salary, and had a strong family. They have four kids, three of them biological and one adopted from Ethiopia. They went to church at Brentwood Baptist in Tennessee and had a won-derful circle of faith and friends. “I had three houses,” Joey said, “and all of the toys a thirty-one-year-old would have on his bucket list: cars, trucks, four-wheelers, horses.” Joey talks about how he defined success in terms of owning “the golden pony,” all the goodies that come with success and wealth. But a decision to accept his younger brother’s invita-tion to take a short-term mission trip to Nicaragua in 2008 really messed with Joey’s head. It was the beginning of a spiritual restlessness in his life. He had everything he wanted but something was missing.

 

He had everything he wanted but something was missing.

 

Joey had a barn that he called his man cave, and one weekend he went out there with his Bible in his hand. He stayed there the whole weekend reading and praying. There’s got to be something deeper, Joey thought. Why am I here; what’s going on? “God met me in the barn that day.” He felt God saying, “You can keep going your way, but you’re not going to be happy outside of the plans I have for you. You have to make a choice on this.” Joey said he wrote the word surrender that weekend all over the barn walls. When he finally emerged, Courtney said, “I hope you’ve had some revelation.” Joey’s answer was that he now knew who was in charge of his life.

“I began selling everything I owned, including my stock in the fam-ily business. This looked like suicide,” Joey recalls. Joey applied to the International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention to 
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become a full-time missionary, but because of funding changes he was rejected. Joey and his family went anyway. In 2009, he relinquished his role in the company, and in 2010 he and his whole family moved to South Africa to serve at Living Hope Ministries—the group working with the poor and the sick profiled in The Hole in Our Gospel.

Today Joey is using his business skills to develop new approaches to farming and food production. “I’m a tomato and cucumber sales-man,” he said. “I’ve got less than I’ve ever had and I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I’m just a country boy from Tennessee. I was not quali-fied. God was not calling me because of my qualifications. He called me because he wanted me to love him more.” And so, Joey surrendered to the King.

 

A Divided Life

 

A ship in harbor is safe, but that’s not what ships are for.—attributed 

to John A. Shedd

 

We have seen how God was able to use a farmer and a genocide survivor, but what about an investment manager on Wall Street? Is the kingdom of heaven at work even there? Bob Doll was the chief equity strategist for BlackRock, Inc., the world’s largest asset manage-ment firm, which has more than $3.5 trillion under management. Yes, that’s right, trillion, as in one thousand billion! Bob Doll appeared on all of the financial TV programs and was regularly quoted by invest-ment columns and magazines. He was one of the elite gurus of Wall Street. He is also a follower of Jesus who plays the organ at his church and directs the choir. Bob admits that for years he had a divided life because he worked in New York and lived in Princeton, New Jersey. He had his Monday-Friday life and he had his weekend life, and they were separated by both distance and content . . . until one day Bob’s place of work moved ten minutes from his home and his two worlds came 
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together. He saw people he worked with at his kids’ school and at their soccer games. And he came to see that there was really no separation between the sacred and the secular; his work was part of his sacred calling, his “sweet spot” in the kingdom. “I realized I had a ministry field right there,” he said. So Bob began to be more intentional about his faith, bringing it into his work relationships where appropriate, tak-ing the time to plant a seed or to encourage someone who needed it. “Too many of us [Christians in the workplace] are quiet for too long,” he said. “It takes courage; not many are willing to speak out.” Bob realized that his business success could also be his platform for wider ministry, and he became a popular speaker at Christian conferences, sharing with and mentoring younger Christian leaders who had their own questions about how to live out their faith in the workplace. In fact, I met Bob when he spoke at the annual retreat of the New Canaan Society I mentioned in chapter 9.

Bob told me that Romans 12:2 has had a strong influence in how he views his faith in the context of his work: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleas-ing, and perfect will.” His encouragement to Christians in the workplace is to take the risk to live out their faith in front of others. The easiest thing to do in the workplace is to conform to the pattern of this world— to seek what the world seeks, value what the world values, and behave as the world behaves—but that is not the call of Christ in our work. Instead we are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we might be agents of transformation in our workplaces. The call to build the kingdom of God is a call to go into the world as Christ’s ambassadors, to lift up kingdom values, to model Christ’s values, to take captive every thought, and to establish beachheads for his kingdom. When we bring Christ with us into the workplace, our work becomes sacred. In 2012 Bob changed direction and left BlackRock. The King is redeploying this soldier of the kingdom, and I can’t wait to see what assignment God has chosen for him next.
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Something Old, Something New

 

She did what she could. (Mark 14:8)

 

Just two Sundays ago Renee and I ran into a new friend at church who was brimming with excitement. Carl Harris had been accepted by the Peace Corps and was leaving for the Philippines later that week to begin a two-year adventure teaching English as a second language. We were inspired, not just because Carl was joining the Peace Corps, but because Carl was just four months away from celebrating his eightieth birthday. Carl’s entire life has been an adventure with God. As a young man he was an Episcopal priest. His passion for the world later led him to Cambodia, where he served from 1973 to 1975 as World Vision’s national director. He was forced to evacuate in 1975 as the country disintegrated into mayhem and genocide when Pol Pot’s evil forces swept across the land. Carl then spent many years working for USAID, always with a pas-sion to help the poorest of the poor. Carl believes that God isn’t done with him yet. He still has time and energy left, and there are still people who need God’s love. Even though Carl is eighty years of age, his adven-ture just began a fresh new chapter.

Raven Thuman is not eighty; she is eight. She is in the second grade at Niagara Street Elementary School. Raven’s mom and dad are kingdom parents who have raised their little girl with a strong faith. Raven’s dad, Dennis, runs a restaurant and offers a weekly Bible study for restaurant patrons who want to learn more about issues of faith. And Raven’s mom, Joanne, runs a club four days a week where local kids come to play, sing, and learn about Jesus. They adopted Raven and learned later that she had cerebral palsy. Though Raven is confined to a wheelchair, her mom said, “Raven never complains about her disability.”

Raven has an infectiously sweet and generous spirit. A few years ago at Christmas, her grandfather sent her World Vision’s Gift Catalog along with a check. He asked her to spend half the money on a gift for someone in the developing world, and the other half on herself. Raven combed 
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through the catalog and knew right away what she had to buy—a wheel-chair for another child. At her next birthday party she asked her friends for money so that she could give another gift to poor children; this time she gave musical instruments to kids who had none. “I love music,” Raven said, “because it makes me happy.” When asked what she wants to do when she grows up, Raven said, “I want to tell people about Jesus.” This little eight-year-old girl in a wheelchair, stationed in Niagara Falls, New York, is a winsome ambassador for the kingdom. “Raven spreads her faith like a sweet aroma wherever she goes,” her mom said. “She is Jesus at Niagara Street Elementary.”

 

Delivering God’s Mail

 

You show that you are a letter from Christ . . . written not with ink but 

with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets 

of human hearts. (2 Cor. 3:3)

 

Jim Plantenberg works in the mail room at World Vision. Every day he swings by my office, pushing his cart and delivering the mail. Jim’s wife, Cheryl, also works at World Vision, serving me faithfully in the president’s office. Jim has always felt pestered by his desire to be a pas-tor, but life’s path took him in different directions. He worked at Sea-Tac Airport for twenty-five years in logistics and later worked for a land-scaping firm, driving a truck and doing procurement. Desiring to be part of a Christian ministry, seven years ago he came to work in World Vision’s mail room. Last year, when Cheryl’s dad became ill and moved into a hospice facility to live out his last days, Jim and Cheryl went in often to visit with him and to pray. At one point Jim felt so compelled to just be with Cheryl’s dad, he took a whole week off work so he could be with him every day. And during that time, Jim began to meet some of the nurses and other patients. Perceiving that Jim was a man of faith, 
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the nurses began to ask if Jim might get more involved. First they asked if he would lead a regular Sunday worship service for the patients who wished to attend. That bloomed into a ministry of one-on-one meetings as people started to ask for him.

Now, about a year later, Jim finds himself at the center of a thriving ministry. He leads a service every other Sunday for between twenty and forty souls, and by popular request, he is also there quite a few nights and weekends to comfort and pray with people as they face the end of their lives. He distributes Bibles and even prays with family members there to visit their loved ones. One thirteen-year-old girl, after her grandfather passed, followed Jim into the hallway. She grabbed his arm and said, “I need to know; where did Grandpa go?” Jim was able to share with her the good news of the gospel. Though a hospice center, with its sights, smells, and ambiance of sickness and death, is not a place most of us want to be, Jim told me, “I feel like I absolutely have to do this. I would rather be here than anywhere else.” He never expected to have such a vital ministry at this stage of his life. He just made himself available and listened to the Spirit’s voice. “I’m just a tool in God’s toolbox,” he told me. “I just want people to know the good news of Jesus Christ before they die.” You see, he knows that the King is inviting people to his great banquet, and Jim wants to be the one to deliver that mail.

He never expected to have such a vital ministry at this stage of his life.

 

A Tale of Two Obituaries

 

Only one life, ’twill soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will 

last.—attributed to C. T. Studd

 

It’s not the things we do in life that we regret on our deathbed, it is the 

things we do not.1—Randy Pausch
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Every adventure has a beginning and an end; and there is nothing that puts our lives in clearer perspective than the unavoidable fact that we are all going to die. And so as I end this book, I want to focus for a few moments on this not so cheerful truth: you’re going to die. Birth and death may be the only two truly universal human experiences, but it’s always what happens in between that distinguishes one person’s life from another. Most of us don’t like to think much about death for the obvious reasons, but let me ask you for a minute to imagine that today is going to be the last day of your life. I want you to reflect back on all the days of your life so far and ask yourself what you treasure the most. Now imagine reading your own obituary in the local paper. What would you want it to say about you? Better still, if you could write it yourself, what would you write? How would you want to be remembered?

Would you write about the money you’ve made, the titles you’ve held, or the real estate you’ve owned? Would you focus on how much time you spent at the office, the investment gains achieved in your portfolios, or the hobbies you pursued? Or would you instead want to write about the lasting things, the deeper things, and the sacred things in your life: the people you’ve loved, the lives you have enriched, the things you’ve done to help others, and the adventures you’ve had in your walk with the Lord? Wouldn’t you want to be remembered as a person whose life was marked by love, compassion, and generosity and who left the world a better place than before? Wouldn’t you want to write about a life that “counted” for the kingdom?

I want to look at two stories in Scripture of two different men and what their obituaries might have said. Though both of these stories involve wealthy men, their significance isn’t really about wealth at all but rather about how they viewed their lives. The first is the story Jesus tells in Luke 12 of a “certain rich man”:

 

Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all 

kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his 

possessions.”
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And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man 

produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have 

no place to store my crops.’

“Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and 

build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 

And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many 

years. Take life easy; eat, drink, and be merry.”’” (Luke 12:15–19 niv)

 

What do we see when we look at this man’s worldview? What would he write in his own obituary? Here was a man who defined himself by his success, his possessions, and his accomplishments. These were the things in which he found both his identity and security. This was a guy who had entered “success and financial security” as his destination in his life’s GPS. He had a Magic Kingdom worldview. His fields had pro-duced a large abundant harvest, much more than he could consume. His response was to build bigger barns to store up for himself the excess God had provided. He came from the “eat, drink, and be merry” school of theology. But Jesus finished the story by telling with disciples just how God viewed the man’s life:

 

But God said to him, “You fool! This very night your life will be demanded 

from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?”

This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself 

but is not rich toward God. (Luke 12:20–21 niv)

 

You see, this man was asking all the wrong questions. He was asking whether he should build bigger barns for his wealth when he should have been asking how he could wisely invest God’s wealth. He was focused on how to best maximize his comfort and security rather than how he might have provided comfort and security to others. Before he asked the ques-tion, “What shall I do?” he should have answered the question, “Whom shall I follow?” He had lived his life with all the wrong priorities. We can imagine that he might have written for himself quite a glowing obituary, 
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one filled with lists of his accomplishments and assets, his stature and his status. Jesus wrote for him a much shorter one: “You fool!”

Our second man is Job, the wealthy man we discussed in the last chapter, who had lost everything he owned when Satan attacked him. And yet Job remained faithful through all that he suffered. At one point in the story, Job reflects back on his life as he cries out to God. He is essentially recounting the things in his life that mattered most, the things he most wanted God to consider. Job was, in effect, reciting his own obituary:

 

Whoever heard me spoke well of me,

and those who saw me commended me,

because I rescued the poor who cried for help,

and the fatherless who had none to assist them.

The one who was dying blessed me;

I made the widow’s heart sing.

I put on righteousness as my clothing;

justice was my robe and my turban.

I was eyes to the blind

and feet to the lame.

I was a father to the needy;

I took up the case of the stranger.

I broke the fangs of the wicked

and snatched the victims from their teeth. (Job 29:11–17)

 

What a remarkable contrast to our first man. Job had also been a wealthy man who owned extensive property and assets and had achieved success in all of his business ventures, but these were not the things he valued most in the life he had lived. Job valued most his obedience to God, his commitment to justice, his compassion toward the poor, and the things he had done to love his neighbors. Here were two different men, two different lives and two different legacies. It is quite clear to me which one is likely to hear the Master’s praises: “Well done, good and 
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faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!” (Matt. 25:21).

You don’t get to write your own obituary, but you do get to live the life that will be written about. The question is, what will be written about you? I don’t know where you now stand in your journey with God. Perhaps you are someone who has already forsaken everything else to serve Christ, investing your life in his kingdom mission. If you are, I hope you have been inspired to stay the course and to keep running the good race set before you. Or maybe you are someone who accepted the good news of the gospel with great joy many years back but have never fully lain down your life in his service. You have held back. You have had other pri-orities. You’ve been sidetracked by hardships and setbacks. For whatever reasons, you have stayed safely on the sidelines watching but have never gotten into the game. You have accepted Jesus as your Savior but you have never fully allowed him to be your Lord, and as a result you have never really felt God’s calling on your life. You have never found that which you were created to do, never become that amazing person you were meant to be, never lived that kingdom adventure you were meant to live. If that describes you, I have wonderful news for you: there is still time. You can begin today. “It’s never too late to be who you might have been.”2 We serve a God of second chances, third chances, fourth chances—as many chances as we need. Our loving Father will always welcome us home.

 

You don’t get to write your own obituary, but you do 

get to live the life that will be written about.

 

[ [ blank hiatus break ]]

I began this book stating this bold premise: God has invited you join him in changing the world.

 

•  God has a dream for this world that Jesus called the kingdom 

of God.
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•  God created you to play an important role in his kingdom vision.

•  You will never find your deepest purpose in life until you find 

your place in building God’s kingdom.

 

Two thousand years after Jesus left, the great mission of God in our world remains unfinished. The body of Christ in the twenty-first cen-tury has everything required to finish the job: the knowledge, the scale, the gifts and skills, the resources, and the mandate. And you have every-thing required to play your part. All that’s required is the commitment to “throw off everything that hinders” in order to “run with persever-ance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith” (Heb. 12:1–2). All we lack is the will. For followers of Christ, answering God’s invitation to join this kingdom mission is not just one of the things we are supposed to do; it is the very reason we were created at all. We will never become the people God intends us to become until we embrace the mission we were made to fulfill.

Look around you. What can you see? What is yours to do? Where is your Normandy Beach? In God’s expanding kingdom there is no unimportant job and no insignificant person. Every one of his spiritual dominoes is positioned to ignite a sprawling chain reaction that will echo through the years. But first that domino must fall; your domino must fall. Is there a single mom who needs your encouragement, a child who needs your love? Do you see the elderly woman, lonely for a friend; a drowning teenager, hungering for a dad? Have you looked into the hearts of those you work with and seen the desperation in their lives? Is there an immigrant family struggling to adjust, needing a friend to guide them in a foreign place? Is there a social problem that you might mobilize people to solve? Do you have in your bank account the money that a flounder-ing ministry needs to survive, that a homeless man needs to get a fresh start? Do you have skills and abilities that others need—in finance, as a doctor or lawyer, or as a handyman who can repair a broken-down car? Is there an issue of justice for which you can advocate, a wrong that you can right? Do you ache for the children who die from hunger, the 
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orphans lacking a home, or the widow with children who just needs a loan? So many people are crying out to God for his help. Might you be the answer to one of their prayers? How many people still wait to see and hear the good news of Jesus Christ? How many invitations from the King have yet to be delivered? “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” (Rom. 10:15 niv).

There are as many ways to join the great mission of Christ in our world as there are people. You have met in this book just a few of the hundreds of people I’ve encountered who are living their own kingdom adventures. The one thing they all share is the unwavering belief that God made them for a purpose, to serve him and to build his kingdom. They have rearranged their lives to put Christ and his kingdom mission at the center. They have enlisted; they have joined the rescue mission to take back the world for Christ, to serve as ambassadors of his love and to herald the good news of the gospel. They are the Finishers, and the thing they have in common is that they have all said yes to God’s great adven-ture for their lives. It doesn’t matter who you are: rich or poor, young or old, educated or not. You are a child of the King. You are loved beyond measure. You were created for a purpose. And you have been invited to join the great rescue mission of our Father who is in heaven. He asks only that you bring whatever you hold in your hands; then he asks you to let it go, to offer it to him.

That’s when the adventure begins.
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Afterword

 

 

There are things that only you can do, and you are alive to do 

them. In the great orchestra we call life, you have an instrument 

and a song, and you owe it to God to play them both sublimely.1

—Max Lucado

 

Flash Mob

 

I want to leave you with one final thought—a remarkable metaphor of music and song, a beautiful picture of just what God is calling us to be and to do in our world. A few days back, my friend Leighton Ford sent me a link to a remarkable video on YouTube. Leighton promised me that it would bring me joy . . . and it did. If you can, watch the video now or right after you have finished reading, but please don’t miss it. (Please see the notes section for the QR code for the video as well as the web address.) 2

It is one of those flash mob videos, and it captured something quite singular and beautiful. On May 19, 2012, the Vallès Symphony Orchestra, the Lieder, Amics de l’Òpera, and Coral Belles Arts choirs transformed a city square in Sabadell, Spain. I want to leave you with this last striking metaphor of sight and sound. I want to use it to paint a compelling pic-ture of just what God is calling us to be and to do in our world.

I believe God is calling us to sing and to play—to sing and play his amazing song of love, forgiveness, and transformation in every city square and in all the nations of the world. He has equipped each of us with instruments that only we can play, and he has given us his voice. 
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He bids us to go, to join together and sing and play the good news of his salvation.

The video begins when just one lone tuxedoed man appears in a busy city square and quietly starts to pluck out the notes of Beethovan’s Symphony No. 9, better known to many Christians as the majestic hymn “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee.” At first no one notices. Then some chil-dren step closer to watch the curious sight. A few seconds later a woman playing cello walks up and joins him. And the two of them now play the song. Then a bassoonist steps out of a nearby door, followed by two with violins. The music grows in strength and power. A crowd begins to gather: children, shoppers, business folk, a couple holding hands. A young child climbs a lamppost to get a better look. More musicians join, coming from different buildings and doorways around the square—now twenty, now fifty, each with their own instrument, all playing the same lyrical notes. Joyful, joyful, we adore thee. Smiles, laughter, cameras click-ing, children hoisted up on shoulders, people pointing and crowding closer; a throng of people now have stopped to watch and listen, drawn by the beauty of the music and oddness of the scene.

Then out of nowhere, the conductor comes into view, lifting his hands and directing his players; all eyes now on him. Still more appear: clarinets, oboes, flutes, and piccolos—trumpets, trombones, French horns, and drums—now seventy, now one hundred. People stop, cafés empty, and offices are abandoned. The audience swells—men and women, old and young, clusters of children, mothers with strollers, loungers and lovers. There is something magical about all of this. And then, just when it seems that the orchestra is complete, a mighty choir steps out of the crowd, surrounds the musicians, and lifts up the heav-enly lyrics with soaring voices:

 

Joyful, joyful, we adore thee

God of glory, Lord of love;

hearts unfold like flowers before thee,

opening to the sun above.
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Children start to dance. The hundreds of onlookers can no longer resist. They, too, begin to mouth the words, sing the chorus, and lift their hands to the music. The remarkable ensemble of talented musi-cians plays on, increasing the tempo, filling the city square with their sounds, until finally the music comes to its magnificent crescendo and the crowd erupts with praise and applause.

What beauty! What grace! How extraordinary. What a picture for the church of Jesus Christ. Bring your instruments, lift your voices, and join the King’s great symphony of love. The world is watching and listen-ing, longing to hear a new song, a different song, a song of hope.

 

Bring your instruments, lift your voices, and 

join the King’s great symphony of love.

 

Melt the clouds of sin and sadness;

drive the dark of doubt away.

Giver of immortal gladness,

fill us with the light of day!

 

This same song first began long ago, in Bethlehem, when just one angel sang:

 

Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all 

the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; 

he is the Messiah, the Lord. (Luke 2:10–11)

 

More angels joined this chorus, then more and still more—“a great company of the heavenly host . . . praising God” (Luke 2:13) and singing the chorus of God’s good news:

 

Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on 

whom his favor rests. (Luke 2:14)
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Now the King invites you. Come, drop what you’re doing, pick up your instruments, and come—into the cities and into the streets. Join the great chorus. The King calls his children, sending them into the world to play and sing. Lift up your voices and join the great mission of the King.

 

Mortals, join the mighty chorus

which the morning stars began;

love divine is reigning o’er us,

binding all within its span.

Ever singing, march we onward,

victors in the midst of strife;

joyful music leads us sunward,

in the triumph song of life.3

 

He called you out of darkness

and called you into light.

He filled you with his Spirit,

put his song upon your heart.

He asked you to his banquet

and now . . . 

He bids you sing.
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