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In a time when most churches are embracing short-term strategies for short-term results, Dean Niforatos and Ron Auch have put forth a thought provoking and spiritually challenging work. They dare to ask not what do the people want, but what does God want in our church’s worship, preaching, and doctrine? How does He judge our success? Both Dean and Ron write in a bold style that reflects their passionate pursuit of God’s Spirit and souls for over 20 years. Whether pastor or parishioner you will find this book both interesting and spiritually enriching.
Reece Bowling, Senior Pastor,
Orchard Road Christian Center, Denver, CO
Executive Vice President,
Marilyn Hickey Ministries
As an evangelist I have seen the message of The Jesus-Sensitive Church fleshed out both nationally and internationally. I began reading on a flight over the Pacific …and could not put the manuscript down. Pentecostal churches need to read and carefully consider the message and the implications of this book. I endorse it as one who is watching it happen!
Mike Livengood
Mike Livengood Ministries, Danville, Illinois
The Jesus-Sensitive Church is a clear, clarion call back to Christ, the power of the baptism in the Holy Spirit, and ministry according to the operations manual — the Word of God. A message the church desperately needs to hear today.
Bill Juoni, Evangelist, Whitewater, WI
This book will give you more passion for Jesus. In a day when there are so many things "pulling" on us — including religion — we need a fresh focus on Jesus. I like this book; as I read the manuscript, I asked the Lord to help me not to get caught up in methodology, but caught up in Jesus. Jesus is the only one who loved us all enough to die for us. If you want a book to challenge you, to push you out of your rut, I am certain you, too, will appreciate and enjoy this book.
Marilyn Hickey
Author and conference speaker, Denver, CO
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CHAPTER 1
The Jesus-Sensitive Church
Where Would Jesus Worship? If Jesus still lived on this earth, would He worship at your church? I imagine every pastor believes that Jesus would attend his church, if He were here. Would He really? It seems that Jesus and His standards have become an offense to many Christians today.
Ron writes: Lets face it; the church in America is in trouble. We may have more mega-churches than we’ve ever had, but we also have fewer people going to church than ever before. In Tom Clegg’s book Lost in America, he cites "Seven Deadly Statistics."1 I will paraphrase them here.
This is just the beginning. There are many more staggering facts that we need to deal with, such as: Atheists are less likely to become divorced than are Christians. On American soil, every other religion is gaining converts while Christianity is losing them. The unchurched population of the United States is the largest mission field in the English-speaking world and the fifth largest globally. I highly recommend the book Lost in America by Tom Clegg and Warren Bird, if you are at all interested in what is happening with the church in America.
The Jesus-Sensitive Church is not a book about church growth. It’s about church philosophy and, more specifically, Pentecostal church philosophy. Enough books have been written about church growth already. If even one of them actually worked, there would be no need for another one. It’s this author’s belief that the Pentecostal church in America needs to seriously look at where it’s headed in our society. We are a movement that seems to be desperately grasping at anything to breathe life back into it.
Consider this; the largest churches in the world are all Spirit-filled, and yet the Pentecostal pastors of America are clamoring for the advice and expertise of men who know very little about the moving of the spirit, men who even belittle the third person of the Trinity. We seem to be desperate to have these men teach us how to grow our churches.
Pastor David Cho from Seoul, Korea, the pastor of the largest church in the world (800,000-plus members), could break off ten percent of his current congregation to start a new church and he would still have a church four times the size of the biggest churches in America. Nigeria, Africa, is home to the second largest church in the world. It has 650,000 Spirit-filled congregants. India has an Assemblies of God church that numbers well over 100,000 members. Brazil has many Spirit-filled churches that far outnumber the largest evangelical churches in America. In light of all of these facts, the "Spirit-filled" pastors in America have somehow come to believe that their greatest opportunity for church growth will be found within the evangelical, seeker-sensitive, non-Pentecostal, approach.
We are allowing those who know very little about the Holy Spirit to dictate our approach to doing church. The seeker-sensitive philosophy is diametrically opposed to what used to be the Spirit-controlled, Spirit-led way of doing church.
Just think of it — we are the people that believe in the gifts of the Spirit. We believe in the value of the flow of the Spirit. We are tongue talkers and yet, in America, when it comes to doing church, we turn to those who do not hold to our theological perspectives at all. We stand in the shadow of our Pentecostal brothers and sisters around the world, who have the biggest and fastest growing churches, who all attribute their success to prayer and the moving of God’s Spirit, and yet somehow we believe we will be able to come up with another key to success.
Years ago, Pastor Cho made a statement to a group of ministers about prayer. He said that when he teaches a pastors’ conference in the United States and talks about cell groups, the notebooks fly open and they write down everything he says. However, when he would come to the subject of prayer, the very subject that he credits the growth of his church to, he said the pastors would quietly close their notebooks, fold their hands, and politely wait for him to get off the subject. Cho believes that American pastors are spiritually blind to their need to pray. They simply can’t see it. Is it possible that Cho’s comments about the American pastor and his inability to see that prayer is the answer is true? Are we truly blind to this?
Looking for Truth
We have a wonderful opportunity to present to the youth of today exactly what they are looking for. There is a spirit in the world today, amongst our young people, that is very similar to the spirit which was in our world back in the 1960s when the hippie movement came into being and ushered in the current drug culture. Our young people today are becoming more and more discontent with society. They don’t believe they can trust anybody. Every aspect of "the establishment" seems corrupt. Unfortunately, the organized church, in their eyes, is a part of "the establishment." But is that really true? Do they simply reject the organized church, or do they reject what they see in the organized church in America? Around the world, the organized church is doing great.
"BreakPoint" with Chuck Colsonran a very interesting story about this very thing. Consider the following quote.
When it comes to Islamic conversions, you can’t help but count the ironies. Throughout history, Islam has spread through violent conquest. Today — after Islamic radicals killed thousands of our fellow Americans — Americans are voluntarily converting. Another irony: Around the country, so-called "seeker friendly" churches try to attract people through pop music and sanctuaries that resemble shopping malls. Meanwhile, Islam — which just suffered a huge public relations debacle — attracts converts through what can only be described as seeker unfriendly elements: rigid rules of conduct, dress, and life.
Islam is now the fastest growing religion in the United States. More than 30 percent of mosque attendees are converts. What is going on? Well, first of all, the terrorists’ attacks have sparked an interest in learning more about Islam, a religion that appears exotic to Western eyes. Secondly, during times of crisis, religions with clear definitions of right and wrong look increasingly attractive. Karen Courtenay, one of the new converts who gathered at the Old Country Buffet, told National Post that many converts are attracted to "Islam’s rich mysticism and clear theology and rules," its family values, sense of community, and moral certainty. Some — especially Hispanic and African Americans — view the embrace of Islam as a return to their roots.2
That is an amazing story — especially in light of the prevailing philosophy of how we should go about growing our churches. If we are wise, we will see this as our opportunity to go back to preaching it straight. The very fact that young people are converting to Islam should speak volumes to us. They are looking for structure and a rigidity that they cannot find in the church today, everything about many churches today is slick and polished — and then when they do go to church they can easily spot the "bait-and-switch" tactics of the seeker-sensitive church. They are not impressed with our ability to be slick.
The only people we are impressing with our easy gospel is ourselves. Transfer growth is almost our only hope of growing our own churches. Christians are running to the biggest show in town, but not the non-Christians. They want the simple truth, and we seem to be running from it as fast as we can. I’m not talking about our theology — I’m talking about our philosophy of ministry.
When I planted Prayer House, the Lord laid it on my heart to call our church a "Jesus-sensitive church." In a "Jesus-sensitive church" we want Jesus to be very comfortable, we do not want Him to be offended by anything we say, and we make His desires the primary thrust of the church. I don’t believe there is anyone more sensitive to the needs of those who are seeking than Jesus. When did we ever get it in our heads that we had to protect the seeker from Jesus? When did the presence of God become inadequate to do the work of God? What the seeker needs is a real, living sense of the presence of God. People simply need to feel Jesus. They need an encounter with Him, and that is not going to happen without a strong sense of His presence in our services.
We are quickly falling into a "the end justifies the means" mindset. The growing trend in our churches is to have coffee shops to draw people in. Many churches are singing the praises of "Starbucks," while at the same time breathing a sigh of relief that finally we have found something to help us get people into churches.
Many people want the freedom to sip a hot cup of coffee and simultaneously be casual and comfortable during the Sunday morning worship service. Church cafes are growing and drawing people to church. Is there anything wrong with a coffee shop in a church? No! There is nothing wrong with it at all. But why stop there? If it’s merely a matter of getting people in the front door of the church, why not have each of the female greeters wear a Hooters outfit? That should draw people in also. As long as we are no longer depending upon the Holy Spirit to draw people, we could do anything that works since we think the end justifies the means.
I don’t want us to throw away our heritage of dependency upon the Holy Spirit. Pentecostal churches used to be known for their vibrant worship, their Spirit-filled preachers, their openness to the gifts of the Spirit, their fire, and their audience participation. Today we sit in cushioned chairs sipping coffee while we watch a video of the pastor. That may be good for other churches but it is diametrically opposed to the traditional Pentecostal method of doing church.
The Preacher’s Prayer Life
There is today no lack of Bible teachers to set forth correctly the principles of the doctrines of Christ, but too many of these seem satisfied to teach the fundamentals of the faith year after year, strangely unaware that there is in their ministry no manifest presence, nor anything unusual in their personal lives. They minister constantly to believers who feel within their breasts a longing, which their teaching simply does not satisfy.3
It’s my contention that the reason we don’t see much of the manifest presence of God in our services is because of the lack of time preachers spend in His presence. Many preachers do not have a prayer life. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that having prayer in your life is the same as having a prayer life. I think all preachers have some element of prayer in their lives. All of us, if nothing else, are forced to pray from time to time, but there is a major difference between having an element of prayer in your life and having a life and ministry centered around prayer.
The former revivalist Leonard Ravenhill used to have the habit of spending the first four hours of his day in prayer. He told his secretary to not interrupt him from 8:00 a.m. until 12:00 p.m. Rev. David Cho spends at least two to three hours in private prayer daily. You can hardly name a great man of God without associating his ministry with prayer.
Not too many years ago, the evangelical church was looking at us and asking why our churches were growing so fast. We had many wonderful opportunities to tell them about the empowering ability of the Holy Spirit. This is still the case in most mission fields — not so in America today. Today we have become sophisticated. We have moved beyond the "old" days and ways into what simply seems to be a "daze." We don’t know where we are going. We don’t know what model to follow. Subsequently, we have a mixture of evangelical, high-church, Pentecostal, and legalistic philosophies, all trying to guide us at the same time. There is some good in all of them but when you try to mix them all into the same church you will end up with a confused congregation at best.
If we are Pentecostal, then let’s be Pentecostal. If you are evangelical, then be evangelical. Don’t try to be whatever seems to be the "latest thing" unless it fits within your philosophy of ministry. Churches are different because they share different philosophies. I don’t believe God wants all churches to look alike. Churches are different for a reason. Before I create too much of a negative image of the seeker-sensitive church let me clarify something. It is very possible that they are meeting a need in our society today; however, the Pentecostal church was never meant to be the kind of church that needs to look to all sorts of different gadgets and means to grow its churches. We honor the ministry of the Holy Spirit because He makes Jesus so real to us, and Jesus is all anybody really needs to experience.
One of the cornerstone verses in the Pentecostal church is Acts 1:8:
But 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.
Unfortunately, today the biggest boost many people get from church comes from a coffee cup. Maybe that’s why Jesus said, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me" (Matt. 26:39). Jesus saw the trend and was "stirring" clear of it (bad joke).
It’s My Family’s Fault!
Dean writes: As an evangelist who has traveled nationally and internationally for over 20 years, I have seen the drastic difference between what I like to call "Churchianity" (church done with the sincerest efforts of well-meaning men) and true, first-century Christianity (or as Ron and I like to call it, "Jesus-sensitive" Christianity).
As I prayed and fasted much regarding this book, I realized it is all my family’s fault for the relatively powerless state of the Church in America! I take the blame! Let me explain.
It Started with Great, Great, Great Granddad
Being of Greek descent, I am related to many of America’s restaurant owners, and also to the man whose thought is in many ways the foundation of our Western Civilization. His name was Aristotle, a great philosopher, and unlike many Greeks, not a particularly good cook.
Aristotle’s basic philosophy stated that the only things in this world that are real are those things which we perceive through our senses. If we cannot see, hear, touch, taste, or smell something, it is not "real." This philosophy is the foundation of rationalistic, scientific Western thought. The creed of this is: "If I see it, I will believe it!"
This philosophy found its way into the Church over the centuries. The result is a religion whose central pillar is the death and resurrection of the "God-man," but a constituency that doesn’t believe in anything that goes beyond their reason or senses.
Hence, we have too many Christians in America who profess much, but possess little. They lay claim to the Bible as the Word of God, but don’t really believe its testimonies of miracles, healings, and deliverances from demons. The result is a faith that is merely a philosophy of life and not an expected powerful encounter with a supernatural God as Jesus told His disciples to expect in Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:8.
The byproduct of all this in America is two-fold:
How can we have come to this when the Bible gives us a history of an early church that openly prayed in tongues in front of crowds of lost people (Acts 2), healed the sick in public places (Acts 3), cast out devils in a business atmosphere (Acts 16), and even saw church membership roles purged by the killing off of those who lied to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5), and all this while seeing nothing but the church grow, grow, grow?
We have come to this because we have accepted Aristotle’s philosophy, which is the foundation of all the church growth methods in America. We have been reduced to an intellectual, philosophical, practical, needs-based faith, and we Pentecostals have bought this lie of the devil hook, line, and sinker!
Endnotes
1. Tom Clegg and Warren Bird, Lost in America: How You and Your Church Can Impact the World Next Door (Loveland, CO: Group, 2001).
2. "BreakPoint" with Chuck Colson, Commentary #020130 (January 30, 2002).
3. A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God (Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, 1982), p. 9.
CHAPTER 2
GIVE THEM WHAT THEY WANT!
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would He worship at your church if, in fact, your church is primarily concerned about meeting the carnal needs of the parishioner more so than their spiritual needs?
Ron writes: One of our not-too-distant presidents popularized a style of leadership which, through polls, basically gave the American people whatever they wanted. Many of the president’s defenders, when confronted with this style of leadership, would say, "But the American people want ______ (you can fill in the blank)." I started giving this some serious thought after reading a book about church growth. It seems many pastors have adapted a similar style of leadership. The author of the book I read has one of the most progressive churches in the country. It is growing by leaps and bounds.
In an effort to get his church to grow, this pastor would take polls amongst his people and then, in essence, give them what they wanted. One example of this was the way they chose their worship music. They had been very traditional in their choice of music, but felt their people were not really getting into it. They decided to ask everybody in the church to give them the call letters of their favorite local radio stations. They found out that the overwhelming majority of his congregation listened to soft rock or adult contemporary music. They made the adjustment and began to play that style of music in their worship services. They found that to be a key in church growth for them. They began to grow at an unprecedented rate.
I struggle with this. First of all, doesn’t it seem that something is out of order to find that most of the people in the church are listening to secular music as their favorite type of music? As a shepherd and spiritual guide, shouldn’t that be a red flag? Shouldn’t that pastor have said, "We have a problem here! We have people that have very little spiritual depth. They spend more time listening to music that does not glorify God than music that does."
Whatever happened to the idea of Christians filling their minds with things above, not things upon the earth? Was the apostle Paul really serious when he said, "Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things" (Col. 3:2)?
Instead of this pastor seeing this as a problem, he saw it as an opportunity. In essence, he said: If that is what they want, that is what we will provide them. Give the sheep what they want.
Two Types of Ministers
The prophet Ezekiel ran into a similar problem in his day. There were two types of ministers (priests) leading God’s people during his day. One type was willing to accommodate Israel in her worldliness, the other was not.
Ezekiel 44:6–7 says:
Say to the rebellious house of Israel, "This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Enough of your detestable practices, O house of Israel! In addition to all your other detestable practices, you brought foreigners uncircumcised in heart and flesh into my sanctuary, desecrating my temple while you offered me food, fat and blood, and you broke my covenant."
The first group of Levites allowed individuals with uncircumcised hearts into the sanctuary. An uncircumcised heart is a heart full of fleshly/worldly desires. The Levites were the priestly family. They were appointed to serve God as ministers in His sanctuary. However, a group of them had become worldly and subsequently allowed an idolatrous Israel to bring her idols (fleshliness) into the sanctuary. We must note here that there is a great difference between bringing people into the church who need Christ and accommodating people in their sin. The problem was not that the priests allowed foreigners into the sanctuary as much as it was that they had no intention of changing them. They were compliant with them.
Ezekiel 44:10–13 states:
The Levites who went far from me when Israel went astray and who wandered from me after their idols must bear the consequences of their sin…. They are not to come near to serve me as priests or come near any of my holy things or my most holy offerings; they must bear the shame of their detestable practices.
God punished them for accommodating Israel in her idolatry. What’s interesting about this is that these priests were allowed to continue in the ministry. They were allowed to serve God in the sanctuary. However, they were no longer allowed to come near to God himself. They were not allowed to come near the "holy things."
The second group of Levites was of a different mindset.
Ezekiel 44:15-16:
But the priests, who are Levites and descendants of Zadok and who faithfully carried out the duties of my sanctuary when the Israelites went astray from me, are to come near to minister before me; they are to stand before me to offer sacrifices of fat and blood, declares the Sovereign Lord. They alone are to enter my sanctuary; they alone are to come near my table to minister before me and perform my service.
The second group of priests did not accommodate Israel in her worldliness. They maintained God’s holy standard, and subsequently they were able to minister to God himself. They alone could enter into the Holy of Holies. Their attitude would have been the opposite of the first group of priests. Instead of saying, "Give the people what they want," they would have said, "What does God want us to give these people?"
One of my concerns is that it seems the Church today has become content with a vibrant church service whether or not the presence of God is there. Large crowds do not automatically guarantee the presence of God. That is determined by holiness. The level of holiness is determined by the amount of separation in a person’s life. If a pastor has accommodated the worldliness of the church today, he may have a big crowd but he will be hard pressed to find the presence of God there.
But the People Want …!
I once heard a man say, "There is a reason why the people of God are called sheep. Sheep must be led." Sheep need a shepherd. They cannot lead themselves because they lack common sense. If sheep are in a pasture they will eat all the grass available to them. Once the grass is gone, instead of knowing that they should move on to the next pasture, they will begin to eat their own waste. Eventually, all types of disease sets in. Without a shepherd, they will destroy themselves. The nuts are not to run the nut house. They don’t know what is best for them. Yet that is exactly what is happening in our churches where they have the attitude that what the people want is what we should give them. No wonder there is so much disease and filth in the church today.
What is going to happen to a church that gives the people what they want rather than actually shepherding them into spirituality? The problem is, when we rule by popular vote, we no longer have a standard. The Constitution is the standard rule of law in our country. We are to base our legal decisions upon its rules and regulations. When a president rules according to what the people want rather than the Constitution, initially he will be very popular. However, the day will come when we look back and say, "How did we get to where we are today? There is no rule of law. The people are doing exactly what they want to do." That’s anarchy.
J. Konrad Hölè, pastor of Life Changers Church North America, in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis/St. Paul in Minnesota, is saying some very interesting and important things to the Church today. In his publication The Worldview Leader, he is suggesting that we take a serious look at where we are headed as a Church. We must ask ourselves what the Church will look like 100 years from now if it remains dependant upon gimmicks. What will happen if no wonderful new authors come along with a plan for the perfect church? What kind of disciples will we have if they are not being led from one pasture to another?
Hölè writes:
When the American church is bigger, but American culture is worse, then something is tragically wrong…. The American church has got to do something far more profound to prepare for upcoming decades than simply comprising the God-fearing "red states."
It is our complete void of a biblical world view that prevents us from creating a line upon line strategy that could serve as the backdrop for the type of reformation that would dwarf issues of moral lawlessness — a world view that would give us a more functional and dominant place in history. It is a voice that current end-time Bible prophecy decoders, zuit-suit televangelists, and Jesus in a happy meal mega-church CEOs, seem too enamored with their own place in ministry to give us.
Hölè goes on to talk about where the church is headed. He says the church today has become a "hooker church."
The church was the place where we preached that God could clean up a harlot. Now, we have become one. Due to the result of a weak world view we have created a form of church that is reminiscent of a street corner hooker. Not the inexperienced hooker who gets used one time and then gets rescued by someone with compassion for her pain and perversion. Rather, the Hooker Church, like a veteran prostitute, turns one trick, takes her profit, and waits for another John to come along and exploit her potential and co-dependence all over again.
We keep waiting on the corner for one move after the other. Another wave, another Toronto blessing, or Pensacola revival. The restoration wave, then the spiritual warfare wave, then the prophetic wave. Now, it is the return of the Apostles. Some of the churches I have spoken in were so consumed with "everything prophetic," I almost wondered if they wore apostolic or prophetic undergarments, too. After all, the Mormons do! And they also believe in Apostles and Prophets!1
By the Book
For many years, Sears was the biggest store of its type in America. It started out similarly to Wal-Mart in that it was a very popular discount store. Sears was a major player for many years in the world market. After some time, another store in the Chicago area started up as a competitor to Sears. It was called Nordstrom’s. As Nordstrom’s grew, Sears began to lose a large part of the market to Nordstrom’s. Eventually Nordstrom’s began to gross more in sales, in the Chicago area, than Sears.
A news reporter was dispatched to do a story about the two stores and try to figure out why Sears was losing out to Nordstrom’s. A meeting was set up for the two CEOs to meet and talk about what was happening with their corporations. The meeting room had a lot of tension as all the parties took their seats in the headquarters building of Nordstrom’s with the two CEOs sitting across from each other.
The moderator began by asking the CEO of Nordstrom’s what he attributed his success to. The CEO immediately got up and left the room. The moderator was quite embarrassed. He wondered if he had asked the wrong question. Suddenly the door of the room re-opened and Nordstrom’s CEO returned. He sat down and placed a book on the table. Then he said, "Our success has come from following this book to the letter." When asked what book he was referring to, he held up a very tattered copy of the original operations manual from the Sears Corporation. Looking the CEO from Sears square in the eyes, he continued, "We did it exactly the way you said it should be done. We did it according to the book."
It seems we are having a problem simply doing it like the Book says. We have come to believe that today’s societal needs transcend the Bible’s answers. In the church, the Bible is our standard. Pastors are not to lead according to what the people want. They are to lead according to what God wants. We are seeing the same thing happening in our churches today that we are seeing in the world. It’s called "leadership by consensus," which amounts to no leadership at all.
Still Minister
Let’s go back to the prophet Ezekiel. According to the prophet, the priests who accommodated Israel in her worldliness were still able to remain in their position.
They are not to come near to serve me as priests or come near any of my holy things or my most holy offerings; they must bear the shame of their detestable practices. Yet I will put them in charge of the duties of the temple and all the work that is to be done in it (Ezek. 44:13–14).
God allowed those who allowed worldliness in the temple of God to stay in the service of the Lord just as He does today with ministers who have no sense of holiness. However, they cannot come close to God. They cannot minister to Him because He is holy and they do not live a separated life. They cannot tell the difference between the holy and the profane. They may, however, be the most active church in town. They may have every program available in their churches. They may feed the hungry, they may stand in protest of the latest social cause, but you couldn’t find any sense of holiness in their church because their shepherd is not allowed near God. Churches ultimately reflect the pastor’s own relationship with God.
Holiness basically means separation. If there is going to be a sufficient amount of holiness in our churches, there must be a separation between the church and the world. We may be able to attract many people through modern marketing practices but is that all there is to what we are about as a church? Is attendance really a serious issue with God if the only way we can get people into the church is by catering to their fleshly desires? Do we really believe that God would say something like this; "They are not a spiritual people! They are involved in the world in every aspect, but at least they go to church. After all, that’s all that is important to me"?
Sheep without a Shepherd
Ezekiel 34:7–10 says:
Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the Lord: As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign Lord, because my flock lacks a shepherd and so has been plundered and has become food for all the wild animals, and because my shepherds did not search for my flock but cared for themselves rather than for my flock, therefore, O shepherds, hear the word of the Lord: This is what the Sovereign Lord says: I am against the shepherds and will hold them accountable for my flock. I will remove them from tending the flock so that the shepherds can no longer feed themselves. I will rescue my flock from their mouths, and it will no longer be food for them.
Israel was plagued with shepherds that used the flock to meet their own needs. They put their own needs before God’s. It appears that God’s needs are met through meeting the needs of His sheep. The shepherds should know better. They claim to be spiritually enlightened. Hence they are in the position they are. If they are truly spiritual, they will put their sheep’s needs before their own. If they are truly spiritual they will concern themselves with God’s will over theirs. Truly spiritual men will put what God wants before the wants of the sheep and recognize that that is the most effective way to meet the needs of His sheep.
"Is the Message Sacred or the Methodology?"
Dean writes: I can hear the argument now! I know what many leaders who have read the preceding comments are thinking. Many pastors have challenged me regarding this same issue whenever I confront the methods they use. Often they will say in effect, "You mistake what we are doing. We aren’t compromising the message of the Bible; we’re merely updating the means of communication. You are mistaking the methodology for the message."Is that really so? Does God’s Word give us total freedom when it comes to methodology? No, it does not! According to the Word of God the method is just as sacred as the message.
The Lord your God will cut off before you the nations you are about to invade and dispossess. But when you have driven them out and settled in their land, and after they have been destroyed before you, be careful not to be ensnared by inquiring about their gods, saying, "How do these nations serve their gods? We will do the same." You must not worship the Lord your God in their way, because in worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the Lord hates. They even burn their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods. See that you do all I command you; do not add to it or take away from it (Deut. 12:29–32, emphasis added).
Our culture worships the god of money. We see this all around us everywhere, in everything, including the church. A person concocts all manner of methods and means in order to get what they desire. The general means by which people attract finances are marketing methods. There is nothing wrong with this, so long as the use of marketing is to prosper a business and achieve wealth, with the ultimate goal of furthering the gospel. When we adopt the same means used to achieve worldly wealth in order to promote the worship of God, we have crossed a dangerous line. We have violated God’s Word! What is in the world that even comes close to what God offers?
The world and its ways are passing! We see the bondage that people are in, the destruction of the family, the misery and loneliness. All this is caused by the world and its ways! Why would we want to adopt these things? By adding to the Word to make it more acceptable or "significant," by deleting from it to make it more "practical" or easy, we strip it of the very power that enables it to save to the uttermost and deliver completely!
What is so sad is that lost souls around the world are hungering for and running to the true power of the gospel that saves, delivers, and heals, and the church in America is running from it! America’s lost souls also want this powerful old-time gospel. They may not know it yet, but it is what they are seeking (see chapter 11, "For the Unbelievers").
We are doing the same thing Jesus accused the Pharisees of in Matthew 15:6–9:
Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: "These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men" (emphasis added).
What we fail to realize is that eventually our methodology becomes our message! God gave us in the Second Commandment the instruction not to make a graven image. It was important to Him that we not try to create a man-made version of symbolizing or explaining Him to the world around us. He was trying to get across an important point: the means by which we communicate God has a dominant influence in the formation of our faith and in our behavior. If it is man-made, the by-product will be man-made "believers." We will be like those mentioned by Jeremiah the prophet.
My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water (Jer. 2:13).
We have forsaken God the Holy Spirit, the fountain of living water (John 7:38, 39) and have become self-made people who cannot retain what He desires to do by His Spirit in us!There are too many churches filled with people who cannot even retain the most rudimentary truths regarding discipleship. Is it any wonder why Jesus didn’t tell His followers to educate themselves with the means of the world used in His day? What did He instruct them to do?
…stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high (Luke 24:49).
This clothing of power was not the ability to use worldly means to communicate, but rather was the power to use "other-worldly" means of communication to demonstrate the invisible God’s character through acts of supernatural power in the visible world — acts that could never be done by carnal man. Paul summed it up this way:
My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power (1 Cor. 2:4–5).
Paul knew that this Spirit-filled, Pentecostal form of communication would, in the end, produce people made by and led by God’s Spirit. Their faith would not be put in the Church or the clergy or anything of this world. Their faith would rest on the God who raises the dead and has the power to send souls to hell.
Don’t you see? God gave us the Bible to reveal himself, and how He wants to be worshiped and followed. We cannot create our own way of worship, our own means of doing His work, even though everywhere in America today we are told to "worship God any way you feel comfortable," and "the methodology isn’t sacred…."
This violates God’s principles! We cannot worship God in any old way we choose! He gave painstaking detail in the Old Testament in Exodus and Leviticus and throughout the New Testament. He told us that true worshipers would worship in "spirit and in truth." He will not be worshiped any old way! We cannot add to or take away from God’s mandated precepts as to how to approach Him.
That’s why we are in such need of throwing off the shackles of the world to abandon ourselves once again to His Spirit, allowing Him to build up, cheer up, and edify the Church. God said that He would build His Church, and He does so by His Spirit as men and women of God are completely surrendered to Him and obedient to His every leading and guiding.
We cannot achieve God’s ultimate end by man’s methodologies! We must turn to God’s Spirit for illumination, inspiration, guidance, and power. It was and still is the Holy Spirit’s mission to glorify Christ. The less of the Holy Spirit we have in our lives and churches, the less glory is going to Jesus and the more glory is going to man. He is the one that should be filling our minds, our hearts, and our churches! He will administrate the house of worship if we let Him. Only He can truly call and equip. Ultimately, the church derives its authority from the Holy Spirit and not man, because the work of the church is supernatural — it can never and will never be done in the strength of natural man.
I am convinced that this is the clear choice between the two types of priests mentioned in Ezekiel 44. Will we choose to give people what they want — man-made religion powerless to deliver — or what they need — Holy Spirit-breathed religion, like the lame man at the gate called Beautiful?
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CHAPTER 3
TRUST AND OBEY
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would He worship at a church that believes the end justifies the means and subsequently compromises the gospel in order to get people to come?
Ron writes: I believe pragmatism is a problem in the Church today and is creating great (negative) consequences. The philosophy of pragmatism, started by C.S. Pierce and William James, attempts to determine the meaning and truth of all concepts by their practical consequences. William James’s book Pragmatism, published in 1907, expounds the theory that man knows the true meaning of an idea only when he sees what its effects are.
Pragmatism would say if something doesn’t produce the kind of results you are looking for, it is not really truth and has no meaning. How does this compare to the gospel? The method for spreading the gospel, according to Jesus, would make no sense to the pragmatist. Jesus says if someone slaps you on the cheek, you should let him slap you on the other cheek, also. He says if someone wants your coat, you should give him your shirt also. That’s not very pragmatic. That doesn’t sound successful at all. A pragmatic view of Christianity would say that it makes good sense to give your life to Jesus because it will result in heaven for you. The problem with that is that it completely ignores the issue of God’s glory. Shouldn’t a man give his life to Christ because it will ultimately bring glory to God? Heaven is the by-product of salvation; the glory of God is always to be at the forefront of everything we do.
Utilitarianism
Our acceptance of pragmatism has now evolved into utilitarianism. This is a doctrine which determines the worth or value of anything by its utility, suggesting that the purpose of all action should be to bring about the greatest happiness to the greatest number. The word "utility" simply means the method of bringing a needed product of service. A "utility vehicle" brings products to people that help them. In our society, we have public utility services such as our electric companies or gas companies. In the utilitarian frame of mind, prayer becomes a utility. It becomes the means to gain the things we want from God. The utilitarian does not pray out of a desire to be with God or even a command to pray. They pray because they have learned of the benefits of prayer.
The utilitarian Christian sees salvation as a utility or as the means of bringing him the greatest amount of joy. His own happiness is his primary motive for being a Christian. Therefore, if he is asked to do something for the Lord that will not necessarily result in his own happiness, he cannot understand its purpose. Subsequently, it becomes very difficult for our pastors today to encourage their people into service. They don’t see the personal benefit of it.
The combination of pragmatism and utilitarianism has evolved into a cheap Christianity that would never think of obeying Christ out of principle. Its obedience is based on its own personal comfort and success. For instance, the utilitarian does not pay his tithes out of obedience to the Word of God; he pays them because he has discovered it will profit him. He loves the law of sowing and reaping because of its benefits.
In this frame of mind, the utilitarian’s service to the Lord becomes his means of comfort and success. He is involved because of what it means to him, not just because he is commanded to obey God. I once heard a nationally known minister refer to himself as a "blessings" minister because he only deals with the blessings of God. He once said, "If God asks you to do something for Him you have every right to say, 'God, what’s in it for me?’ " That is the height of utilitarianism. This creates a terrible conflict with the message of the Cross.
For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, that they are enemies of the cross of Christ (Phil. 3:18; NASB).
Is it possible to be a Christian and an enemy of the Cross at the same time? I believe it is, and that many in the American Church would struggle with its message if their pastors seriously dealt with it. What is the message of the Cross? The Cross teaches us that the godly die for the ungodly and that the righteous die for the unrighteous. This is exactly what Jesus did for us on the Cross and this is to be the way of our life if we are going to accomplish anything for the kingdom of God. The message of the Cross is completely contrary to the practice of utilitarianism. How utilitarian is it when you ask God to have mercy on someone who has just slandered you?
Paradigm Shift
There is yet another problem in the Church today called the paradigm shift. First of all, let’s look at what a paradigm is. A paradigm is an overall concept accepted by most people in an intellectual community, because of its effectiveness in explaining a complex process, idea, or set of data. In other words, a paradigm is the accepted way of doing something because it’s what works (the end justifies the means).
For the past few years, the Christian community has been excited about discovering a paradigm shift. In other words, we believe the old "way" of presenting the gospel is outdated and we must adapt the new "way." There has been a shift in what is accepted today. It would seem that the old way of calling sin "sin," is outdated and not very relevant. Today, we must be "spiritually correct" because the world is no longer accepting the old fashioned "hell-fire" type preaching. When was the last time you heard your pastor actually say that God considers a certain activity "sinful"?
Much of what the Church is calling a "seeker-friendly service" should probably be called "sinner-friendly." Sinners can sit in their churches week after week and not realize they are in sin, but at least they feel welcomed.
Some would say, "Ron, you are stuck in a rut. What you are suggesting just doesn’t work anymore. Churches that preach hard against sin are not growing." This is where our pragmatism is getting in the way. We have convinced ourselves that "success" (i.e., church growth) is the ultimate goal. Therefore, many feel they can prove me wrong by their "successful" churches.
What do we consider success? Is it obedience to God no matter what, or is it that of reaching our goals no matter what? The pragmatist must neglect total obedience to God because it would rarely produce the kind of immediate results he is looking for. Many of our mega churches are in a dilemma. Suppose God began to deal deeply with the pastor of a large church about changing his message. What would happen to the congregation if he were to go back to the simple gospel and actually preach about Christ rather than just psychology?
I once did a prayer conference for a church in Utah. This particular church had been experiencing a mini revival for some time. They had the habit of having a different guest speaker every Sunday night. The church became known as a revival center. The crowds were coming. Everyone was excited. Things were happening. With time, God began to deal with the pastor about actually shepherding his flock. He told him to do away with the special services and simply go back to preaching a simple gospel. The pastor struggled with this for quite some time. Finally, he did what God asked him to do. When I got there to do the conference there were only 80 people in church. I asked him what had happened. He said, "Once I went back to pastoring them and correcting their lives, we lost several hundred people." Here is the dilemma. We have many pastors who have built their churches on a "feel good gospel." If they were to actually change over to the simple gospel, they would lose too many to continue to pay the bills of the church.
I Change Not
For I, the Lord, do not change …(Mal. 3:6).
If God really meant that He doesn’t change, then what about us when we do change? God is telling us that He doesn’t have paradigm shifts. The very things He established in the beginning are still in place. The Ten Commandments are as valid today as they were when Moses received them.
Since there has been a paradigm shift concerning the status and acceptance of divorce, pastors can no longer preach against it. If a pastor took a strong public stance against divorce, he would not be popular, and his church would not be considered a "cutting-edge" church. To be relevant today, a pastor must focus only on the happiness one can experience after remarriage, while one marriage after another goes down the tubes in his happy, relevant, pragmatic church.
Though we have shifted away from honoring the Ten Commandments in order to remain relevant, happy, and successful, the Commandments still stand. Do you suppose God was serious when he said, "You shall not commit adultery," or, "You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife"? These things often precede divorce, and if our sheep do not hear this message they tend to go their own way.
Isaiah
What would have happened to the prophet Isaiah if he had had our success mentality? Consider God’s words to the prophet in chapter 6 of his book:
And He said, "Go, and tell this people: 'Keep on listening, but do not perceive; keep on looking, but do not understand. Render the hearts of this people insensitive, their ears dull, and their eyes dim, lest they see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and return and be healed’ " (Isa. 6:9–10; NASB).
If Isaiah had our attitude today, he would certainly have complained, "Lord, that is not a formula for success. I don’t believe making the people insensitive is going to bring me all the acclaim I am looking for as a prophet of God. Insensitivity is not 'spiritually correct.’ Don’t you understand that there has been a paradigm shift?"
What about Peter? When Jesus was talking to him in John 21, He predicted his death as a martyr.
Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself, and walk wherever you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will gird you, and bring you where you do not wish to go (John 21:18; NASB).
Jesus began by pointing out that initially Peter was a pragmatist but that He was going to change him. He said, in essence, "When you were young, you did what made sense to you. But when you become old, you will do what makes sense to me." That which makes sense to God may differ greatly from what makes sense to us. We must keep in mind that this is not a matter of success, it’s a matter of obedience.
It’s hard to imagine Peter saying, "But, Lord, if I die as a martyr I will look like a failure. I will look weak. I will look like I am at the mercy of the ungodly." Then as the realization of what he is saying hits him, he turns his tear-filled eyes to his Savior and says, "I will look like you."
In our pragmatic day, we face a great challenge. Can we simply obey God? Can we simply do the right thing, especially when it doesn’t appear successful? What if changing our current "feel good" message to the message of the Cross caused our churches to decrease in size? Could we obey then? What if God understands something about obedience to Him that we don’t yet understand?
Obedience No Matter What!
Does this mean that churches shouldn’t grow? Not at all! Don’t you think that God wants the Church to grow? Don’t you believe that He is interested in the souls of those in your community? This, however, is not a matter of church growth. I am talking about philosophy of ministry; I’m talking about obeying God no matter what.
Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make from the same lump one vessel for honorable use, and another for common use? (Rom. 9:21; NASB).
God has the right to use us in any way He pleases. I have been in many large churches that have a great sense of the presence of God and some large churches that haven’t had any presence in a long time. I have also been in some small churches where the presence of God would bowl you over and some small churches that have such a religious spirit that God is nowhere to be found. This is not about size of the church; it’s about our twisted definition of success.
What if you are one of those vessels that God has designed for common use? Can the clay tell the potter what to make out of it? What if nothing you do will be looked upon as successful from the rest of the church world? Could you be content with a simple obedience to God then? Obedience seems so much easier when it results in what the world calls success, but success is not determined by the world’s standards. Success is complete obedience to God.
What about Him?
After Jesus told Peter that he was going to die as a martyr, He implied that John was going to live a wonderful full life.
Peter, turning around, saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; the one who also had leaned back on His breast at the supper, and …said to Jesus, "Lord, and what about this man?" Jesus said to him, "If I want him to remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow Me!" (John 21:20–22; NASB).
Peter was struggling with the pragmatism of dying as a martyr; it certainly wouldn’t be utilitarian. Then he asked Jesus about John.
He said essentially, "If I have to die this way, what about John?"
Jesus responds, in essence, by saying, "What do My dealings with John have to do with your obedience to Me? If I want John to live forever without any suffering whatsoever, what does that have to do with your obedience to Me? I have asked one thing of you and one thing only; follow Me."
How could Peter live in our current world of pragmatic/utilitarian goals of success and happiness knowing that he was going to die as a martyr? If it were not for the possibility of greatness, many men would not even be in the ministry today.
Successful Failures
Would you believe me if I told you the Bible defines certain failures as great men of faith?
They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated (men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground. And all these, having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was promised (Heb. 11:37–39; NASB).
Pragmatism attempts to determine the meaning and truth of our actions by the practical consequences we are able to perceive with our natural senses. How practical does death seem to the one who has a mindset of pragmatism? The Bible says these men were great men of faith and that they gained the approval of God even though they did not receive the thing they were seeking. These men were successful failures. How could that be? How could those who failed in their mission ever be considered a success? The answer to that is found in God’s definition of success. Success is total obedience to God no matter what.
The Apostate Church
The end result of our pragmatism, utilitarianism, and paradigm shifting is an apostate church. Second Timothy 3 describes the apostate church. It will be ruled by men who are in love with self (utilitarian), men who will be lovers of money (pragmatism), and men without self-control (paradigm shifting), (see 2 Tim. 3:2–3). He then contrasted that with obedience to God no matter what by talking about suffering for Christ (see 2 Tim. 3:11).
The apostate believer marks the apostate church. The apostate believer is a man who can never come to the knowledge of the truth though he is ever learning (see 2 Tim. 3:7). He is a man who can hear truth over and over but never allow what he knows to prompt him into any service for God. It will be a day of high-speed boats and backyard cookouts, but no service to God. Service to God (dying to self) would not be pragmatic.
What’s the bottom line to all of this? I think the answer can be found in the Word of God.
How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers! But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night (Ps. 1:1–2; NASB).
We must stop allowing the world’s definition of success (counsel of the ungodly) be our guide. Our delight must be in the law of God. That is to be our meditation! That is to be our guide!
CHAPTER 4
THE "GOD-CHURCH" VERSUS THE "GOOD-CHURCH"
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus attend a church that has good worship, good preaching, and even good fellowship but very little of His presence, no repentance, and very few growing spiritually?
Ron writes: When Satan deceived Adam and Eve, he did so by appealing to man’s good side rather than his evil side. Satan deceived us into thinking that man will become like God. He said to Eve, "For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil" (Gen. 3:5; NASB).
Interestingly enough, man’s problem is not that he understands "evil," but rather that he understands "good." Our "goodness" is what tends to keep us from God rather than evil. It is relatively easy to get an evil man to admit his need for God. It is much more difficult to get a good man to admit his need for God. Our goodness makes us believe we are like God. We know that God is good, so when we are good we believe we are like Him. Subsequently, our goodness tends to keep us from repentance. We believe our goodness will get us to heaven. This has been the great debate between Christians and non-Christians down through the ages.
The Good Church
That debate has now entered the arena of the church world. One of the spiritual problems in our country today comes from the struggle between the "good church" and the "God church." Today we have many good churches. They have good worship. They have good preaching. Everything about them is good, but very little about them is God.
We know how to be good. We learned that when we fell from innocence. Typically, Christians are good people. Therefore, the problem is not in goodness itself, but rather in thinking that goodness is the same as God-ness. We can be very good people and worldly at the same time. I know many "good people" who spend a lot of money on worldly entertainment. Their goodness causes them to seek out a good church. They can attend a good church without feeling any sense of conviction, because most good churches lack a convicting presence of God.
On any given Saturday night, many "good church people" can be found intertwined with the world. To have watched them go about the evening you would not have been able to tell them from those that had no sense of God at all. Much to their relief, they find that on Sunday they can go to their good church and enjoy some of the most talented musicians in town, lift their hands in worship, listen to the most polished sermon they have ever heard, and come away feeling good about themselves.
I once heard the testimony of a woman who was part of a revival in Canada a few years ago. She was talking about how she ended up in her church on a Saturday night rather than at the bars. She was being interviewed on radio at the revival site when she said to the man interviewing her, "I don’t usually come to church dressed in a slinky black evening gown. I was dressed to go out dancing at the bars, as I usually do on Saturday nights, when I happened to drive by my church and decided to come in."
What I found completely fascinating was her lack of connection between her regular activities and her commitment to God. I believe this is a great problem in today’s church. We seem to lack the ability to cause people to associate their "life outside of church," to their "life inside of church." This lady was a regular attendee of this church and never did think the issue of her going out dancing every Saturday night in the bars in slinky black dresses was in conflict with her church. She had no sense of holiness.
When you think about it, why should she make the connection between her sin and the lack of sensing God in her life? She attends one of those "good churches." Every week she sits in her pew and never hears anything about turning away from the world and all of its ungodly attractions. She hasn’t made the connection that worldliness and holiness are two separate worlds. When she goes to her church she absorbs the wonderful worship music, she donates her time to worthy causes because she is a good person, while at the same time she would be hard pressed find the presence of God in her life.
Our own goodness has become the most dangerous thing about us. The good church, the seeker-sensitive church, the church that chooses to make everyone but Jesus feel comfortable, is the most deceptive church in town. Though they seem friendly and "spiritually correct," they keep people in their sin. In actuality, the "good church" is a most deceitful church.
Dean writes: I have always felt that holiness is a Pentecostal issue. It is probably related to my initial discipleship, but it is, after all, founded in the Scriptures.
When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment (John 16:8).
As those people who have been filled with the Spirit, who say we want His moving, we must embrace the fact that where the Holy Spirit moves, He will bring people some pretty uncomfortable thoughts and feelings. This is exactly the opposite of modern trends in the American church where we seek more than ever the comfort of people first and biblical truth second. We seem to want people happy, not holy!
My wife and I met a wonderful young woman who by her own testimonial is a Christian. She and her husband went to a good, well-respected Bible college; they attend a fine modern church, which uses up-to-date church growth principles and is seeing a steady increase in attendance. She and her husband are involved and committed.
But herein lies the dilemma. She is very popular with her fellow workers in that she goes to bars with them for beer and margaritas. She never misses a chance. The problem is, she is sure of the call of God on her and her husband’s lives to be pastors and yet sees no conflict between her behavior and the call of God on her life.
What is at issue here is a generation that is coming up through the Church that is being raised in the absence of the convicting power of the Holy Spirit. We are teaching more steps to better living, but the precepts of the Word of God are largely ignored. When we do teach on righteousness and holiness, we do so without offering the power Jesus said we would need to BE a witness through a God-fearing lifestyle.
There is more great teaching on marriage in the church in America than ever before, but more divorces. There is more great teaching and cell groups on freedom from your problems, but more bondage in believers. We have substituted man’s wisdom and methods for the presence and power of the living God!
Transformation never happens through preaching and teaching. They are vehicles toward change. True change happens when a person’s stubborn will meets with God’s Spirit at an altar of prayer and surrenders in total exhaustion!
Look at the Upper Room. Those scared and, in some cases, Christ-denying apostles were completely changed when they prayed for all those days and finally clothed themselves with the Holy Spirit as He also clothed himself with them. Their cowardice turned into courage, their carnality into sacrifice, and their selfishness into love. That is what this generation in America is looking for!
The God Church
Ron writes: The God church, the church that calls sin "sin," is looked down upon today by most other churches. It is not a "spiritually correct" church. If it catches you doing something wrong it will say, "Repent!" If you persist in your sin it may even "put you out of the church" so that on the Day of the Lord your soul might be saved. Initially, this seems harsh and un-caring, when in reality it is the most caring church in town. The church that causes you to feel "God" rather than just "good" is the church closest to God.
The good church cannot offer you God. It can only affirm you in your own goodness. It can make you feel like God, because it makes you feel good and that makes us feel like God. The problem is — we are not good. The Bible says no one is good except God. So eventually our own goodness will run out and in a time of need we will have nothing, and we will know that we have nothing. Do you know what we will do then? We will seek a God church.
A minister from a mainline church recalled in a magazine article how his church had tried to help a spiritually needy family. The father — an abusive husband — had thrust his home into turmoil. The church staff took his children to camp and a women’s group reached out to the man’s wife in efforts to restore the family, but nothing seemed to work.
Months later, the minister saw the man on the street. His countenance had radically changed. Bubbling with excitement, the former rabble-rouser described attending a Pentecostal church. "It’s wonderful," the man enthused. "I’ve been saved and received the gift of the Spirit."
"I can tell," nodded the minister. "You look totally different."
"I am," the man said.
The preacher responded, "I’m sorry our church couldn’t help you."
"Preacher, you were offering aspirin, and I needed chemotherapy," said the man.
In light of the preceding account let’s consider these startling facts; the Episcopal Church, the United Methodist Church, and the United Church of Christ have asked the Supreme Court to rule against the Boy Scouts of America because they won’t allow homosexuals to be scoutmasters.
John Shelby Spong, former bishop of the Episcopal Church wrote in a book, Why Christianity Must Change or Die, "We were not created in God’s image in any literal way. We simply evolved out of lower forms of life and ultimately developed a higher consciousness. We human beings do not live in sin. We are not born in sin. We do not need to have the stain of our original sin washed away in baptism. We are not fallen creatures. We have rather emerged out of our evolutionary past, and we are still being formed."
According to Drew University theology professor Thomas Oden, the whole mainline seminary culture is losing the faith. Oden wrote, "If you doubt the accuracy of what I have stated, ask any recent graduate of a liberal seminary if they know of anyone who still defiantly holds on to belief in the incarnation and Resurrection."
How did such outlandish non-Christian views take hold among Christians? It is believed they changed because their seminaries eventually changed over to liberal perspectives embracing the popular thought of relevance, which became popular in the 1960s. Relevance implies a close logical relationship with, and importance to, the matter under consideration. In other words, when the Church loses its power and influence through its own lack of personal prayer and holiness, it historically has shifted over to believing that the only way to be effective is to present the gospel in a way that will seem current and up-to-date. Do you see what relevance is? It’s man trying to do, through his own logic, what seems good to him — what only the power of the gospel can do. Relevance is an effort to appear not so out of it. Subsequently, we have churches that once were full of life holding on to doctrines of devils today.
Some of you may be saying that all the statistics I have been quoting have to do with mainline churches — and why should we expect anything more from churches that don’t really know Christ personally, anyway? My point is this: that may be who those churches are today, but they started out as fiery churches that were blazing for God. Eventually, they changed. Today, we are not dealing exclusively with just mainline churches, but rather evangelical churches (many of them Pentecostal) that are beginning to sway in their theology in order to be relevant to today’s society.
God Cannot Be Thwarted!
I have a good friend in the ministry who has a slightly different philosophy of ministry than I do. He once told his congregation, "I don’t shear my sheep." My problem with that is that sheep need shearing from time to time. Shearing the sheep in this context is that of calling sin, "sin." I will come back to this thought in the next few pages, but first we must look at the idea of being thwarted.
For the Lord Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him? (Isa. 14:27).
Who can thwart God? God has purposed, and nothing can thwart Him. I suppose for this word to mean much to us we need to look into its meaning. The Hebrew word for "thwart" is parar, which means to break up or divide. God has purposed and nothing will divide that purpose or break up that purpose.
Now lets consider Hebrews 12:1:
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.
The cloud of witnesses refers to all the giants of the faith that we read about in Hebrews 11. Most of the theologians on this subject believe it is simply referring to the witness they were to the faith, and that now that they have gone on before us, we should continue to look to them as an encouragement to continue ourselves. It’s not saying that they are actually watching us from heaven — but rather that we should follow their testimony and witness.
Those who died in the faith did so because they stayed the course. Paul the Apostle often used the race as an analogy of our pursuit of heaven. We are all to be on a continual path toward God. Did you know that the only thing that moves toward God is the Church? The world is at a standstill in regard to spiritual progression. The Church is to always be striving toward God. Paul refers to it as being in a race. And the one who stays on the racetrack or stays with the simple gospel message wins.
The writer of Hebrews does the same type of thing here. He says, in essence, "Since this is the most important race of your life — throw off everything that hinders."
The word "hinders" is the Greek word, ogkos, which means a mass, a burden, or something bulging because of its load. We are to throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. The word entangles also means to thwart. It is the Greek word euperistatos, which means to dart in every direction (thwart). Therefore, our understanding of this verse is that we are on a race track trying to run a race, while sin, this heavy burden, tries to get us to go off course.
They will be entangled among thorns and drunk from their wine; they will be consumed like dry stubble (Nah. 1:10).
Here is the picture the Bible paints for us. We are to walk the straight and narrow road. The reason for this is because the road is lined with thorn bushes. However, our attraction to this old world means we have gotten away from the straight and narrow way and our own sin has forced us to the sides of the road (we stagger under the weight of sin) where we get entangled in the thorn bushes. To be entangled means to no longer progress toward God. Remember, it is only the Church that is progressing toward God — the world is not in pursuit of God. The world will keep you from moving toward God. Have you ever heard of a worldly person moving closer to God?
This is the purpose of shearing sheep. A sheep’s long wool spiritually represents the growing trend we all have toward carnality. If it isn’t trimmed from time to time, it gets so wooly that if you even get close to the side of the road you will get caught by the thorn bushes. This is, in part, why the good church is the most deceptive church there is. They preach a message that makes it easy for the sheep to get caught up in the spirit of this world, thus no longer truly progressing toward God. The God church will shear the sheep out of a love for them and their spiritual progress.
CHAPTER 5
CORE VALUES
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that has no strong convictions and fell for every new fad that came along, desperately seeking for the key to success?
Ron writes: For 20 years I traveled full-time teaching conferences literally around the world. I have been in thousands of churches of every type and make up. If there is one thing I have observed during this time it is the lack of good solid theology coming from the pastor’s heart. The preaching that is coming from most of our pulpits fits into the category of psychology rather than theology. There is a lot of feel-good-ism being preached today. If our shepherds do not know exactly what they believe, then they will believe whatever seems to be working at the time. This is what I consider the greatest problem the Pentecostal church faces.
If there was ever a need for the Word of God to go forth from our pulpits with all the power of God behind it, it’s now. It is very difficult to find ministers who have a strong theology, and their treatment of the Word of God proves that. I was talking to a minister friend of mine who shared with me how when he was an associate pastor he heard his senior pastor preach from the same verse three different times, each time taking a different view of the same verse. If Christianity is weak in America it’s because we have so many preachers who do not know what they believe and subsequently cannot say it straight.
When I planted Prayer House in 1999, one of the requirements for us was to attend a boot camp for church planters. I found this experience to be most beneficial, especially in the area of defining core values. A core value is defined as something you would be willing to die for. Core values are really a reflection of a person’s theology. If a person does not know what they believe, if they are not rock solid on their theology, it is impossible for them to have core values. It’s from the lack of core values in a person’s life, and specifically a pastor’s life, that they can be tossed to and fro, carried about by every wind of doctrine. If a pastor lacks core values then he becomes subject to every new fad, every new book, and every new thing under the sun, to try to get his church to grow. Their churches will be continually redefining themselves.
No Vision, No Restraint
Where there is no revelation, the people cast off restraint (Prov. 29:18).
Many of us remember this verse from the King James Version, which says, "Where there is no vision, the people perish." In either case, the whole idea of the verse is that sheep need to be led and if the shepherd has no vision, no revelation, his sheep will show no restraint. A vision is a discipline. Yes, it may start off as a spiritual experience like when God took Abram outside to look at the stars in the heavens and told him that his descendants would outnumber them. However, that vision became the guiding factor of his life. When a man of God has a revelation of where God is leading His Church, that revelation restrains him. It causes him to live a certain way. Subsequently, he will preach passionately toward his vision. He will lead his sheep through his passion.
Vision, or revelation, primarily comes through theology. We cannot gain a sense of what God is saying and doing if we do not know what we believe. Have you ever noticed that leaders rarely attend leadership conferences? Do you think Zig Ziglar ever attends a John Maxwell seminar? If he ever showed up it would be as a co-speaker, never as an attendee, because men of vision don’t need to follow another man’s vision. Leaders lead from a point of passion. They are not so interested in what others are saying because they have a burning message in their own hearts. They know what God is saying to them and they won’t be deterred from that vision. The biggest moneymaking enterprise in the church today is leadership conferences. Pastors are spending millions of dollars on books to help them lead when in reality, through the folded hand and an open Bible, God can do great things. God can save you a lot of money.
We must keep in mind that core values are nouns. The way we achieve them is through a certain action, or verb. One of our core values is souls. Souls must be at the forefront of every church’s values. Keep in mind, the value is souls. How you achieve your goal is where churches can vary. Evangelism is the verb attached to the value here. Evangelism is what we do — souls are what we value. We cannot value evangelism because then we would make it sacred. There is nothing sacred about walking door to door to share the gospel. There is something quite sacred about the souls behind the door.
I had an interesting experience during my boot camp. We were in the middle of a workshop on values. The leader asked us to list our values on a paper and then we would discuss them. So my wife and I were talking about what our values are. I listed prayer as the first value. When one of the leaders came walking by my table he looked at my first value and said, "You put prayer down as something you value?"
I said, "Yes," feeling quite spiritual.
He then said, "I wouldn’t put that down as one of my values."
I thought to myself, Well, as soon as you are as spiritual as I am, you will.
He continued, "Anybody can pray, Buddhists pray, Hindus pray, Muslims pray. Is all you value the ability to pray?"
At that point I was quite confused. Finally he asked, "Why do you pray?"
I thought for a minute and said, "I really love the intimacy with God that comes through prayer."
"There’s your core value," he responded. "You value intimacy with God; that’s the core value. Prayer is merely the means to attaining the value."
I realized that I was putting a value on the verb, the action. We cannot do that because we tend to make anything we practice sacred. Prayer is not sacred. The presence of God is, intimacy with Him is. I have been in hundreds of churches that emphasize prayer because they think God loves it when we pray. Subsequently, they are promoting something they rarely practice.
The Bible talks about core values in the Book of Ephesians.
…built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord (Eph. 2:20–21).
"The foundation of the apostles and prophets with Jesus as the Cornerstone," could very well be called "core values." The whole New Testament church was built on a set of values, and many of those values cost the believers their lives.
It’s very difficult today to build the church on values because we are a valueless society. Conviction is not a strong suit of the church today. That is precisely why our pastors must be.
One report about that which draws people to a church today said that there are three things people are looking for when they visit a church. The first thing is ease of parking. What is the parking lot like — how far do we have to walk? Secondly, it’s the comfort of the seating. Is it soft and cushy? The third thing is the worship style. I can understand the worship aspect of a church service being important, but what struck me was there was no mention at all of the preached Word of God, of discipleship, or even fellowship as part of what people consider important in a church. The fastest-growing churches in our nation today preach very little conviction. They make sure all of our creature comforts are taken care of as their first priority.
I don’t want church to be physically uncomfortable. That’s why we spent thousands of dollars on the chairs in our sanctuary. It may not be wrong to be physically comfortable, but it is wrong to be spiritually comfortable. I believe, as disciples of Christ, we should always be looking for ways to be challenged in our faith. If we get to thinking that the church exists to meet our physical needs then we will lose sight of our whole mission on earth. You cannot fulfill the great commission and be self-centered at the same time.
I once watched Pastor Joel Osteen being interviewed on TV by Larry King. He pastors the largest church in America in Houston, Texas. They can seat 16,000 in their church and they have three services every Sunday. When he was asked if he preached on the issue of sin he said, "No I don’t. People know they are sinners, they don’t need me to tell them." I take exception to that. I had to be convinced that I was a sinner. When I first heard the gospel I had a hard time with it because I figured I would be going to heaven based on my own goodness. People don’t know they are sinners, especially when they go to a church that continually affirms them and strokes them.
We will never be drawn to a life of holiness and purity and prayer when we listen to preachers who never deal with it. Feel-good-ism is only acceptable when you have no core values. Feel-good-ism is counter-productive to self-denial.
I’m not comfortable in my relationship with Christ. I always want more of Jesus — and I want my church to want the same. The only way to get more and more of Him is to die more and more to self. And the only way to be able to die to self on a consistent basis is to have conviction in your life.
Conviction is another way of saying core values. Core values are the things in your life that you would be willing to give your life for, in the same way the early Apostles did. Almost all of Jesus’ original 12 disciples died as martyrs, not being willing to give up on their core values.
I’m going to share what I believe to be the five core values of a Jesus-sensitive church. You may have additional values in your church but these five are a must. They are:
All of our core values tie into our mission statement, which is: "Connecting with our God, our neighbors, and our world!"
The first part of our mission statement is "Connecting with our God." The core values that fit here are: Intimacy with God. In order to truly connect with God there must be an intimacy between you and Him. The verb here is prayer. The next core value that fits under this category is A knowledge of God. We must also have knowledge of God if we are going to connect with Him. The verb here is the study of His Word. The third value is The Glory of God. If we are going to bring glory to Him, we must worship Him.
The second part of our mission statement is "Connecting with our neighbors," which is accomplished through the value we put on Relationships. This is where our small group ministry comes in. There are very few things that take place in our church that equal the value of small groups in terms of relationships.
The third part of our mission statement is "Connecting with our world," which is accomplished through the value we put on souls. The only way to connect with our world is to win them to Christ. The verbs attached to this value are evangelism and missions.
I trust you can see how all of these things are intertwined. Our mission statement, our vision statement, and our core values all tie together to make up the heart of our church. This is what we stand for as a church. I want my people to understand these things so that they can explain them to others who may ask about our church. Rather than just saying, "Come to our church. It’s such a nice church," I want them to be able to say, "Our mission statement is, connecting with our God, our neighbors, and our world." I want them to be able to explain what our core values are. If they cannot tell them that our church has a strong emphasis on intimacy with God, on the Word of God, on the glory of God, on souls, and on relationships — what will they tell them? Are they just going to tell them that we have a nice new building, and usually we keep the grass mowed?
Church Is Not about Church
Did you know that Jesus never intended for church to be what we have made it? We never should have become an organization that is all about us. When we get to heaven one day Jesus is not going to sit us down and say, "Tell me all about your church. How big did it get, did you keep it clean, were the pews comfortable, what about the holidays, did you have some good Christmas plays and Easter pageants?"
This is why I’m greatly concerned about that which has become the deciding factor about how to pick a church today. If it is decided upon the carnal comforts it offers then our whole mentality has shifted over to believing that church is really about church, rather than souls. Wouldn’t you rather be able to sit down with Jesus one day in heaven and say, "Lord, we won many, many, souls to Your kingdom. We discipled thousands. You didn’t die in vain. We spent our whole life as a witness to who You are."
CHAPTER 6
WHO SPEAKS FOR GOD?
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus feel comfortable worshiping in a church where the pastor’s ego is bigger than his love for the Lord?
Ron writes: I had just finished a discussion with one of our ministry’s advisors when a statement he had made struck me. We were talking about some of the current events taking place in the Church when he said, "Who speaks for God?"
I said, "What do you mean?"
He continued, "Doesn’t it seem that everybody claims to speak for God?"
He then asked, "Don’t you claim to speak for God when you teach?" I hadn’t really given that a lot of thought until that time. He finished by saying, "I claim that what I say is, in essence, speaking for God."
It’s possible that this is a much bigger issue than most people think. It seems everybody wants to be the "voice of God" on earth. However, the issue is not so much "speaking for God," because everyone bringing God’s Word is, in essence, "speaking for Him." The issue is more about the desire to be seen as the one God speaks through. Why is it everyone would like to be the "one"? I believe it comes from a root of pride. If we can prove that God speaks through us, then we can prove that we are close to God. One may ask, "Is it wrong to want to be close to God?" Obviously not! However, if a person wants people to think he is close to God for the purpose of personal gain or controlling others, he has a wrong spirit.
In 2 Peter 1:21, we read:
For no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God (NAS95).
If we were to Americanize this verse it may sound something like; "No true prophecy was ever made by an act of human will." There have been an abundance of "prophecies" made by the human will, but they really have nothing to do with God. It’s clear from Scripture that men who are moved by the Holy Spirit can speak for God. To be moved by the Spirit of God, one must have pure motives. Simeon was a man that was moved by the Spirit of God. We read of him in Luke 2:25:
And behold, there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; and this man was righteous and devout, looking for the consolation of Israel; and the Holy Spirit was upon him (NASB).
Simeon had pure motives. He was righteous and just. Subsequently, the Spirit of God could use him. When Simeon was moved to go to the temple, he saw the baby Jesus there and instantly knew that this child was the Messiah. How many other people brushed up against the baby as His parents were taking Him through the crowd to get to the temple without ever realizing that the child they just touched was the Messiah? Because Simeon was "moved by the Spirit of God," he had an insight others did not have.
When a person speaks from insight given him because of uprightness, he speaks for God. When a person speaks just from knowledge about God, he speaks about the things of God, but might not necessarily be speaking the things God would have him speak at that particular time. He may be a voice for God, but not necessarily the voice of God for that very moment.
Moses and Aaron
In the Book of Exodus, God calls Moses to free the Children of Israel from their bondage in Egypt. However, Moses does not believe he is able to speak to the people. We read of this in Exodus 4:10:
Then Moses said to the Lord, "Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither recently nor in time past, nor since Thou hast spoken to Thy servant; for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue" (NASB).
God was not impressed with the lack of understanding Moses had. He challenges Moses by stating that He is the one that made the mouth of men. He made the speaking, the deaf, the dumb, and the blind. He can certainly make Moses able to speak. But Moses continues to lack faith. In Exodus 4:14 (NASB), God decides to use Aaron as His mouthpiece:
Then the anger of the Lord burned against Moses, and He said, "Is there not your brother Aaron the Levite? I know that he speaks fluently…."
Then in the next verse we read:
And you are to speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and I, even I, will be with your mouth and his mouth, and I will teach you what you are to do.
In the next verse we discover that Moses does not do the actual speaking but rather Aaron. Moses seems to remain physically silent throughout the whole ordeal.
Moreover, he shall speak for you to the people; and it shall come about that he shall be as a mouth for you, and you shall be as God to him.
Here we begin to see Moses as a type of Christ and Aaron as a minister/prophet. Moses is as God to him. Moses is not actually Aaron’s god; he is as God to him. Moses speaks to Aaron and Aaron brings the message. Aaron becomes the voice of God to Pharaoh. As we read about Moses and Aaron attempting to free the Hebrew children from Pharaoh’s grip we see that Moses was not doing the speaking. Moses was silent in Pharaoh’s presence; Aaron did the speaking. Aaron is the voice but the attention is not on Aaron, it’s on Moses.
We don’t read about Aaron as the great deliverer of God’s people. We don’t read about the great faith of Aaron. Aaron is merely a mouthpiece — Moses is the deliverer! Moses is the leader! Moses is the one with the direct line to God! Yet Moses is physically silent. However, because Aaron spoke what Moses told him to speak and did not speak of his own, the people developed a great respect for Moses. In Exodus 11:3 we read:
Furthermore, the man Moses himself was greatly esteemed in the land of Egypt, both in the sight of Pharaoh’s servants and in the sight of the people (NASB).
Aaron is "the voice," but gets none of the attention. It was never God’s intention for Aaron to get the attention. It was God’s intention to establish Moses as the voice of God for the Hebrew children. If Aaron had had an ego like most of us, Moses might never have been established as the one worthy to lead.
Our clamoring for greatness has greatly damaged the leadership of Jesus. Not only does the world not hold Jesus in great esteem, neither does the Church. It is very difficult to get the Church to live according to the Word of God because the church lacks a sufficient example of humility in its pastors. Not only do we want to be "the voice," we also want to be the ones that get the glory.
John the Baptist
Isaiah, the prince of the Old Testament prophets, foretold of the ministry of John the Baptist 700 years before his day. In Isaiah 40:3, we read:
A voice is calling, "Clear the way for the Lord in the wilderness; make smooth in the desert a highway for our God" (NASB).
John the Baptist spoke for God. He was the man of the hour. He had God’s message for the people of his day.
Why would any of us struggle with gaining the right to speak for God? I believe it is from the separation that would be required to speak for God! We don’t like separation. However, revelation requires separation, and without revelation, we do not speak for God. The revelation of divine healing comes through being separated from health. The revelation of God as our provider comes through being separated from abundance, which is what giving is all about. Separation develops humility. Without humility we cannot see God.
John the Baptist saw things that others did not see. He proved the motive of his heart in his willingness to live a life separated from his peers. It would be no small thing to live in the desert away from the crowds, away from the activity of the market place. Not only was John’s separation physical, it was also a separation from the current thought or philosophies of the day. Subsequently, when he came on the scene and re-entered the "real" world, he instantly saw God’s message. He preached repentance to his own peers.
He said, in essence, "There is no way you are ready for the appearing of the Messiah. You must repent." Nothing has really changed, has it? Those who separate themselves, those who spend time in the closet of prayer, come out from it and can easily "see" the message. They look at a carnal church and say, in essence, "There is no way you are ready for the soon return of the Messiah."
Consider this: God is spirit, but we are flesh and blood. If we are going to gain His voice, we must first see Him. If we are going to see Him, we must be set apart from this world. This is more of a separation of philosophies than anything else. The philosophy of this world is the exaltation of man. Everything this world does is an effort to exalt man over God. To die to that philosophy is the initial start of separation.
A person must die to the desire to be THE voice. How can a man who wants to be perceived as spiritual actually have a message that exalts God? His own desire to be seen as spiritual exalts him above God and ruins the message even if it’s right. Don’t confuse the desire to be seen as spiritual with true spirituality. I believe all men should pursue true spirituality. What I am talking about is a driving desire to be perceived as spiritual by other men. This was the problem with the Pharisees.
I once counseled a man concerning his marriage. His wife wanted a divorce; he did not. One of the struggles this man was facing was that his wife was getting council from some of the members of her church encouraging her to go ahead with the divorce. Certain "successful" divorcees were telling her it really was possible for her to make it on her own. Whether these "counselors" had made it in the world or not is not the point. The point is they were giving advice that is contrary to the Word of God. They were exalting themselves above God. They were saying their way is better than God’s way. Do they speak for God? They may think they do because of their perceived success, but if they are contradicting God’s Word, they don’t.
Rejoicing in His Voice
John the Baptist’s words wereanointed. He spoke for God. He was "the voice," and yet when Jesus came on the scene, John’s greatest thrill was to give up his voice so that the voice of the Lamb of God could be heard.
In the third chapter of John, we read an account where John’s disciples came to him wondering whether or not Jesus was really the Messiah. John responded to them in John 3:28–30 saying:
You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, "I am not the Christ," but, "I have been sent before Him." He who has the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom’s voice. And so this joy of mine has been made full. He must increase, but I must decrease (NASB).
John had sacrificed in the desert. He lived on a diet of locusts and honey. He lived apart from the crowds. Very few people even knew he was out in the desert. Those who did see him probably thought he was a crazy man. Finally, John got his day. It was time to start preaching, because the Lamb of God’s time had come. Suddenly, this hermit had center stage. He developed a group of disciples. Though he was preaching a hard message of repentance, the crowds still came out to hear him. He was baptizing them one after another.
Just about the time his mailing list was large enough for him to hire a marketing expert so that he could expect a financial miracle by the third week of every month, Jesus showed up. Does this mess up everything for John? NO! John was the voice of God, not the voice of man. When men are truly speaking for God, His presence only enhances things. When they speak for themselves, the presence of the Lord throws them into a quandary. It messes up their long-term goals of greatness.
If Jesus were walking the earth today, He would have lots of competition. He would encounter many "ministries" that would be genuinely upset that His voice was taking away theirs. It’s very evident that many ministries today do not agree with the voice of God. Hence, they do not speak His words. They have a message of compromise; it contains no repentance or call to holiness.
John rejoiced in hearing the voice of the bridegroom. He rejoiced in giving up his voice. He said, in essence, "This is great — now I don’t have to have center stage. I can continue to get smaller and smaller so that He can continue to get larger and larger." I remember a quote from Rex Andrews, which said, "We must get so small that when we go through the eye of a needle there is plenty of room on either side."
Getting small is part of what I mean by rejecting the philosophies of this world. One of the great struggles Christians have is that of doing something great for God without letting the world know. Who wants to do spiritual things without others observing our supposed "closeness to God?" The true voice of the Lord will allow no self-glory.
In Matthew 20:20–21 we read:
Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came to Him with her sons, bowing down, and making a request of Him. And He said to her, "What do you wish?" She said to Him, "Command that in Your kingdom these two sons of mine may sit, one on Your right and one on Your left" (NASB).
In this account, we see the "I want to be the one" spirit. In this case, it was a mom making the request for her sons. She wanted the world to see the spirituality of her sons. Closeness to God is spirituality; however, closeness to God produces humility, not pride.
Look at what happened when the other disciples found out about this request. In Matthew 20:24 we continue:
And hearing this, the ten became indignant with the two brothers (NASB).
Were they indignant because they bothered Jesus with such trivial matters, or were they upset because the two brothers were aggressively going after the positions the other disciples wanted? I believe it was the latter. This is why Jesus then gives them one of the great lessons in the New Testament.
In Matthew 20:25–27 we read:
But Jesus called them to Himself, and said, "You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them. It is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave" (NASB).
Just a Friend
The friend of the bridegroom stands and hears and rejoices. John could have approached Jesus and said, "You know, Lord, I lived a separated life just for You. I preached Your words prior to Your coming on the scene. I even baptized You! That should count for something! Do You think I could sit at Your right hand in Your kingdom?"
John didn’t do that. John’s separation had developed a humility that would not allow any exaltation. John’s own words were, "…the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom’s voice" (John 3:29; NASB). John was content just being a friend of Christ. John seems to be the type of person that would be content with others seeing only Jesus.
I can just imagine seeing John the Baptist standing with the multitudes worshiping Jesus during that great day in the future when every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that He is Lord. But John is not up on the platform. He is not seated with the other dignitaries; he’s out in the crowd. He may not even be visible to Jesus. He’s bowed down with his face to the ground, his eyes filled with tears of joy as he hears the voice of the bridegroom. He rejoices in hearing His voice. He turns to those around him and says, "Do you hear His voice? Isn’t it the most beautiful voice you have ever heard?" Jesus has increased — John has decreased. That is to be the way of our life.
He Stands
"The friend of the bridegroom, who stands…." Could you be content with just being a friend of the bridegroom? In Ephesians 6:13–14 we are instructed:
Therefore, take up the full armor of God, that you may be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness (NASB, emphasis added).
We are to fight the good fight of faith. We are to resist the devil. We are to take on the armor of God for the battle that lies before us. Having done that, we are now to stand. Stand as a friend of the bridegroom. Our lives are not to be filled with our activity but His. If we move, we move because He instructs us. Until He instructs, we just stand.
He Hears
The friend of the bridegroom hears His voice. "The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears…." Because the true friend has ceased from his own activity, he is able, through his standing, to hear. The friend does not speak of himself; he only speaks what he hears the bridegroom say. Thus, he rejoices in what he hears because it is the true words of the groom himself. Standing is a separation. Doing nothing because God has asked you to be still, when you could do something, separates you from others. Separation brings revelation, hence hearing. When we speak what we hear Him say to us, we speak for God.
I Can Do Nothing
In John 5:19, the very Son of God teaches us an important lesson:
Jesus therefore answered and was saying to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner" (NASB).
The Son of God took no glory away from the Father. He didn’t boast of His own ability. He did only what the Father did. He spoke only what He heard the Father speak. He humbled himself and became obedient even unto death. His humility and obedience is what enabled Him to stand, hear, see, and rejoice, in the Father’s direction.
If only we had that kind of humility. Just think what could be done for God if we lived with the kind of humility that would not allow us to even think about disobedience to God. What would happen in our world if men walked in such humility that the "I-want-to-be-the-one" spirit had no place in our hearts.
CHAPTER 7
FIRED UP!
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that has no fire, or no spiritual desires? Would He worship in a church that is complacent about the lost?
Ron writes: "I stood in my pulpit and told my people, 'You need to fire me,’ "
"You said what!" I exclaimed.
The pastor continued, "I told my people they need to fire me."
The events that led to this statement will help us to understand what this pastor was getting at. I had flown into the Minneapolis International Airport about an hour earlier and was being driven by the pastor to his church about two hours north of the Twin Cities. During the drive we began talking about the Holy Spirit and our need for His influence in our lives. For some time God had been renewing in my spirit, my need to fan into flame the gift of God that is within me.
In 2 Timothy 1:6 we read:
For this reason I remind you to fan into flame [stir up] the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands.
After the pastor and I had talked about this for a few moments, he told me that he was in his pulpit when he told his congregation that he should be fired. He said to them, "I want you to pray for me until I get fired up." I agree. Not just for this pastor, but for myself also. I need to be "fired up." From what I have seen recently in our pulpits, most of our pastors and evangelists need to be fired up also. When this pastor asked his congregation to fire him up, he was expressing the same type of thing the prophet was in Isaiah 62:6–7:
On your walls, O Jerusalem, I have appointed watchmen; All day and all night they will never keep silent. You who remind the Lord, take no rest for yourselves; And give Him no rest until He establishes And makes Jerusalem a praise in the earth (NASB).
God has appointed watchmen who not only take very little rest, but they give Him no rest either. We need this same "never-say-die" attitude among our pastors and congregants today.
We need to be fired up. We have become lazy. We make so much money and have such nice cars that we can’t be prodded into denying ourselves anymore. Today’s watchmen are taking a break and, in essence, saying to God, "Feel free to back off a little so we can enjoy the finer things in life." We may be very busy about the work of God, but we have completely relaxed when it comes to pursuing the God of the work.
John Hyde (Praying Hyde), the former missionary to India, once had a physical examination. Upon taking an x-ray of his chest the doctor found that his heart had actually turned around and shifted to the right side of his body. The doctor looked at him and said, "What ever it is you are doing you had better stop or you will not live much longer." At that time in his life John Hyde was leading an average of four people to the Lord every day, and spending hours in prayer. All John Hyde was doing was working for God. He had the spirit of the watchman, which says, "Take no rest for yourself and give God no rest."
The Holy Spirit was given to assist us in this endeavor. We receive power after the Holy Spirit comes upon us. This is a power to be what we cannot be on our own. This is the same power the Pentecostal church once displayed to a lost world. We were men and women of the Spirit, filled with the power and presence of God. Today, at least in America, we are men and women of fashion, filled with the latest toys the world has to offer. We don’t pray, we play. Fasting is a thing of the past. Relativity has replaced revival.
Divers Tongues
Sometimes I wonder if we even remember what the primary Pentecostal distinctive is. It’s speaking in tongues. The baptism of the Holy Spirit is what the great Pentecostal movement was built upon. Do you remember that? Do you remember when speaking in tongues was the primary message of the Pentecostal church?
Some people say that the reason the Pentecostal church does not deal with this subject as much as it once did is because we overdid it. All you ever heard from our pulpits was the need for everyone to speak in tongues. I don’t necessarily disagree with that, but we seem to have gone to the other extreme today. If you compare how often our preachers addressed this issue in the past to how often they address it today, the pattern being established is not hard to see. If the current trend continues, within just a few years we will be hard pressed to find Pentecostal pastors who ever preach on the subject.
God began to put me back on track after a pastor asked me to teach a series on the Holy Spirit. I told him I would be glad to do it, and then remembered I didn’t know anything about the Holy Spirit aside from the fact that, several years ago, I received the baptism and that I still spoke in other tongues periodically. That was about the extent of my experience. I refer to myself as a Pentecostal because of that experience. I’m ordained as a Pentecostal preacher. I pastor a Pentecostal (Assemblies of God) church. I must be a Pentecostal. Is that all there is to it? No! There is much more.
I remember speaking in a church where the pastor really impressed me. This particular pastor had a constant emphasis on the baptism of the Holy Spirit. When a person got saved in his church he immediately prayed for them to speak in tongues. His church was filled with fired-up young people because of this experience. Families were being restored, people were being healed, and lives were changing. Being in his church reminded me of how my home church was back in the 1970s when speaking in tongues and the power of the Holy Spirit was the focal point of the church.
I once watched a special on TV about the church in America. The report, called "In the Name of God," began by taking a look at a very successful mega-church. Pastors and laymen were striving enthusiastically to recreate their own churches in its image.
When the pastor of this much-admired church was asked why he didn’t have a cross in his church his response was, in essence, "I find it very difficult to find one particular symbol that represents all that Christ means."
That astounded me! What he probably should have said was that the cross does not make for good marketing. The report then went from this church to a Pentecostal/charismatic church to interview those involved in a "laughing revival."
It seems that the "hot" churches today either offer Madison Avenue marketing techniques or wild and strange manifestations of the Holy Spirit. Whatever happened to churches that simply preach the gospel, pray for the sick, counsel the hurting, and care for the needy? Those things describe the essence of the church filled with the Spirit of God. I am amazed at what we have forgotten. We have forgotten that the baptism of the Holy Spirit is what separated us from other churches.
It seems today that we have completely forgotten our roots and are desperately trying to find out the secret for the success of churches that don’t even believe in the power and ministry of the Holy Spirit.
When was the last time you heard your pastor preach on the baptism of the Holy Spirit? I don’t mean when was the last time you heard him refer to it in a sermon. I mean when was the last time he preached on it with the intent of praying for those who don’t have it? Something has gone wrong in the Pentecostal church today. We have forgotten the importance of this wonderful gift from God.
My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power (1 Cor. 2:4).
When was the last time you saw a demonstration of the Spirit’s power in your church? It seems that we have shied away from praying for people to receive this gift because of how bad it makes the preacher look when people don’t receive it. We have put so much pressure on the pastor to perform that it looks like he lacks faith if he calls people to the altar to receive this gift and then finds that no one actually prays in tongues. It’s because of this that many pastor friends of mine have almost completely stopped asking people to come forward to be prayed for. Subsequently, we have many "Pentecostal" churches today filled with people that don’t even realize what their church believes.
I once preached in an Assemblies of God church on the baptism of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues, and found out later that two families left the church because of that message. They both said, in essence, "If we had known that our church believed this, we would have left a long time ago." These families had been a part of that church for many months without even knowing it was Pentecostal.
When I received this gift, I had prayed for it for some time and at many different times. If I came forward to be prayed for, I didn’t consider my pastor a failure if I didn’t receive. This was completely between God and I and the things He was trying to do in my life.
There are two ways we have compensated for the lack of people receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit. First of all, we have simply stopped praying for people to receive so that we don’t look so bad. The second thing is that we have developed a lot of theology that says you really don’t need to actually speak in other tongues. You can be baptized without any evidence at all. I don’t intend to argue that point. However, I would like to say one thing. Regardless of your theology on the baptism of the Holy Spirit, there is no substitute for people being so overwhelmed by the Spirit of God that they speak in other tongues.
A Word to Pastors
When I first started reading Leonard Ravenhill (now deceased), I got a little upset with what I considered to be his constant badgering of pastors. A regular theme through all of his writings is, "The problem with the church is its shepherds." At first I felt he needed to give us a break. However, that was before I started praying. After I began to give myself to seeking God, my perspective changed. Now I see all through the Bible that God’s word to the prophets was to tell the shepherds that they were misleading His people. Though you can find instances of God rebuking the people themselves, a corrective word to the shepherds is far more frequent.
I was ministering in a church once when the pastor shared with me an experience he had. He was once involved in a discussion about granting credentials to prospective preachers. After some time of discussing this issue strictly from an educational perspective and whether or not they qualified academically, my friend rose to the floor and challenged some of their thinking. He said, in essence, "I believe we are looking at this from a totally incorrect perspective. We shouldn’t be asking our ministerial candidates how much education they have. We should be asking them questions like, 'When was the last time you prayed with someone for salvation?’ 'When was the last time you prayed for a physical healing and watched it happen?’ 'When was the last time you prayed for someone to receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit and observed them speaking in tongues?’ " I agree totally with my friend. We are asking the wrong questions.
In David McCasland’s book Oswald Chambers — Abandoned to God, he cites an incident in Oswald’s life when he was taking his Bible training. Chambers, who is known best for his devotional My Utmost for His Highest, went to a very small Bible college in Dunoon, Scotland, called "The Gospel Training College." Duncan MacGregor started this school. MacGregor was dissatisfied with the conventional academic approach to ministerial training. On his own, he assembled a few students, set up some chairs in his small church vestry, and began to teach them from his heart and life.
MacGregor believed that in most colleges and universities an intellectually antagonistic atmosphere retarded, rather than encouraged, spiritual growth. Even in seminaries, he felt that the purely academic approach stifled men instead of igniting them for effective service. "In ministerial training, there should be less of the factory and more of the garden," MacGregor said.
"My aim," he said, "is not sending forth ministers, but men with prophetic fire — men who cry, 'Give us souls, or we die!’ "
I believe we need "fired-up" pastors. I watch many pastors around the altars of their own church praying for God to allow something to happen in their church. They, in essence, are praying for revival. However, they are completely removing themselves from the picture. They are saying, "God, let something happen here in spite of me." What they fail to remember is that in the past things happened because of the pastors, not in spite of them. Things happened because they were filled with prophetic fire. They weren’t wimpy, they weren’t trendy; they were, however, consumed with their God. They were men and women of prayer and power. Instead of becoming that, today we are hoping God will do "something" in spite of us.
The Rabbit Test
Do you pass the rabbit test? Are you pregnant with the need to give birth to souls? I once had lunch with Missionary Ray Pollnow from Spain. Ray is the founder of Centro Reto, a drug rehab ministry with centers throughout Spain and many other countries in Eurasia. Ray began talking about the struggle to get people to continue to follow God all on their own. He said, "There seems to be something missing in peoples’ experience with God today. It’s almost as if we weren’t there to lead them each step of the way, none of them would proceed on their own."
Then Ray shared a story he had heard years ago. It’s a story about a young boy from the south, sitting on the front porch of his house with his father. The boy had asked his father about commitment. Before his father could answer, a rabbit ran across the front yard. Their old hound dog perked up his ears, jumped to his feet, and started after the rabbit. You could hear his howling clear across the valley. Soon all the dogs from the valley joined in the chase.
After a while, some of the other dogs gave up, but the boy’s dog was still chasing and howling. With time, all the other dogs had gone back to their own yards and were resting in the shade, but in the distance you could still hear the howling of the one who had seen the rabbit. There was no way he was going to give up. The first dog had actually seen the rabbit, the others had only heard about it.
When we think of the great men of God, they all have one thing in common. They all pass the rabbit test. They have all seen or experienced something firsthand that continues to motivate them, even after all the others have gone home. We used to call that experience the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Today we have "Pentecostal" preachers who never even preach on the subject and rarely even pray in their heavenly language. They need a fresh touch of God’s spirit. They can only receive that through prayer.
CHAPTER 8
THE LEAST OF THESE
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that struggles with believing the full gospel and makes excuses for not receiving all He has for them?
Ron writes: We must keep in mind that "speaking in tongues" and what we call the "baptism of the Holy Spirit" are one in the same. There is a difference, however, in that the baptism is also a reference to the entire Spirit-filled life which includes speaking in tongues but can also include all the other supernatural gifts listed in 1 Corinthians 12. Many people try to justify the fact that they do not speak in tongues because this particular gift is listed as one of the least of the gifts. The following verse is often cited as a case in point.
And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues (1 Cor. 12:28).
They will also use Paul’s admonition to desire spiritual gifts, and especially the gift of prophecy, as a justification for their lack of pursuit of the gift of tongues.
Follow the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy (1 Cor. 14:1).
Much of the confusion about tongues comes from failing to distinguish between the public and private use of tongues. Paul referred to his own experience in 1 Corinthians 14:18:
I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you.
This is a reference to his own personal use of this great gift. This is what Paul did in his private prayer closet. The Book of Jude states that the private use of this gift edifies the individual.
But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit (Jude 1:20).
There is nothing more edifying than knowing that when you use this gift during your prayer time that you are praying according to the will of God. "This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us — whatever we ask — we know that we have what we asked of him" (1 John 5:14).
The gift of tongues also has a place in the public worship of His people.
I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, but I would rather have you prophesy. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified (1 Cor. 14:5).
The baptism of the Holy Spirit is for everyone. Everyone has the ability to speak in a heavenly language if they would merely pursue it. However, when the Bible refers to the "gift of tongues," it often (not always) refers to the public use of tongues. This is where the Bible student has to distinguish the difference contextually, whether it’s private use or public use. It’s in reference to the public use of tongues that it is listed as the least beneficial gift to the church body. The only reason it’s the least beneficial is because without an interpretation, no one knows what was said. This is exactly what Paul is getting at in 1 Corinthians 14:5:
I would like every one of you to speak in tongues, [the baptism is for everyone] but I would rather have you prophesy [public use of the gift]. He who prophesies is greater than one who speaks in tongues, unless he interprets, so that the church may be edified.
Continuing in 1 Corinthians, lets looks at verse 12:
So it is with you. Since you are eager to have spiritual gifts, try to excel in gifts that build up the church (1 Cor. 14:12).
Paul is a teacher; he is concerned about discipleship. In that light, he says, in essence, "Desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy, because the one who prophesies edifies the whole church" (1 Cor. 14:1). So prophecy is greater than speaking in tongues unless there is an interpretation given to the message in tongues; then the public use of tongues is equal to the gift of prophecy because the whole body is edified. The issue is edification, not the value of a particular gift. If the public gift of tongues is followed by an interpretation then it is equal in value to prophecy.
Speaking Mysteries
For anyone who speaks in a tongue does not speak to men but to God. Indeed, no one understands him; he utters mysteries with his spirit (1 Cor. 14:2).
What could be more uplifting than to have a personal audience with the Lord himself? When you speak in tongues, you speak directly to God and you utter mysteries with your spirit. It’s deep calling unto deep. This is why Paul writes about mysteries. Fourteen different times Paul writes about the mysteries of heaven. When your spirit utters mysteries with the Spirit of God, you eventually gain insight into them.
Isn’t it interesting to think how people try to discern and enter into this realm without the practice of speaking in tongues! When you speak in tongues, you utter mysteries. The more you do that, the more these things become real to you or the more insight you gain into them. I think a lot of Paul’s revelation into the mysteries of heaven comes from the practice of "praying in tongues more than all the others." There is something about exercising spiritually. When you do, you develop spiritual strength. No exercise, no strength.
A Beginning Point
Since some people believe that speaking in tongues is the least of the gifts, let’s examine what it means to be the least of something. Often "the least" is a starting point. The man with the least seniority is the one who just started on the job. The person with the least amount of knowledge has typically just begun life. The person with the least amount of experience is the young one or the beginner. Speaking in tongues is the starting point for all the other gifts. There is nothing wrong with desiring the other gifts, but how are we going to come into those gifts without having received the least of the gifts?
Nature Is Our Teacher
Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law (Rom. 2:14).
This verse teaches us that there is a natural flow to things. When the Gentiles, who didn’t even know God, did by nature things required by the law, they were held accountable for their own salvation. God has put a nature within us that teaches us right from wrong. Knowing right from wrong becomes either a blessing or a curse, depending on what you do with it.
In the beginning, a person’s sin is not held against them because they are too young to understand right from wrong. But when they reach the age of accountability, they then become a law unto themselves. In other words, they are now responsible for their own salvation. This all happens by nature. This is why Paul says, "Does not the very nature of things teach you …?"
By Nature We Start with the Least
Our nature cannot handle the most or the best initially. If we give a toddler a tricycle, he can make good use of it. If we give that same toddler a motorcycle, he will kill himself. Which of the two is the better gift? The least!
There are things about God that we are not prepared to handle. God could reveal things to us that would literally kill us. So by nature He starts us off with a little. After we have mastered the little, He gives us more.
The Wedding Ceremony
The baptism of the Holy Spirit (speaking in tongues) is the least in the same way that the wedding ceremony is the least important part of a marriage. The wedding ceremony is certainly important while it is taking place. When you are in the midst of the ceremony there is nothing more important than that. That is why we put 100 weeks of preparation into a 30-minute ceremony. However, there is much more to being married than having gone through the ceremony. When we compare the wedding ceremony to the rest of the marriage — the wedding itself is almost nothing. I know of couples who have had elaborate ceremonies and rotten marriages — and couples who have had simple ceremonies and great marriages. Which is more important? The issue here is that you cannot enjoy any of the other benefits of being married until you are married.
The initial ceremony may not seem like it was very important 20 years after you are married, but if you had not experienced it you could never have developed in your relationship with your mate. Paul says:
Therefore, my brothers, be eager to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues (1 Cor. 14:39).
What’s Wrong with Being the Least?
First of all, the least hurts our pride. Tongues are the least, and we want the best! Who are we that we think we deserve the best? Some people will say, "We are the children of the King. That is why we deserve the best." Consider this: We are children of the King of kings and Lord of lords. Therefore, we should emulate our father. We should live the way He lived.
Our King was willing to become the least for us. We should, therefore, be willing to become the least among men so that others will see our King. If Jesus had not been willing to become the least among men He could never have revealed His father to us. We would not have eternal life today.
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness (Phil. 2:6–7).
We often consider equality with God as something to be grasped; Jesus didn’t. Jesus was willing to become a servant, even to the point of death. From our lack of Christ-likeness we have come to believe we deserve the best. We want God-like qualities, and if we are going after the gifts, we want the best; we don’t want the least.
Consider Christ’s temptation in the desert:
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. "All this I will give you," he said, "if you will bow down and worship me" (Matt. 4:8–9).
This is a revelation of the sinful nature. Our carnal nature wants others to worship us. We want to be perceived as spiritual. Many Christians will say in their heart, "If only I could be used by God in mighty ways, then people would see how close to God I am." There is a desire in the heart of man to be worshiped. Satan understands this and it is exactly why he tempted Jesus so. That is one of the concerns I have in regard to the gifts. Sometimes they are pursued simply because those who operate in them are perceived as being close to God. Understand this — being close to God is not the problem. Everyone should be close to God, but if our only objective is to get others to see how close to God we are, then we have a spirit of pride, and a proud man does not like the idea of having the least of anything. Truly spiritual men do not want to be perceived as spiritual. They have only one motive — they want you to see the Son of God and that is all.
Being the Least Requires a Surrender
Jesus had to surrender to the will of His Father in order to become the least. Consider Paul, the most prolific writer in the New Testament. Through his writings, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he has had a bigger impact on the Church, century after century, than any other sinner, saved by grace, in history. Yet he says of himself:
For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God (1 Cor. 15:9).
What made Paul one of the greatest apostles ever? It was his recognition that he was nothing more than the least. "For he who is least among you all — he is the greatest," (Luke 9:48). Do you see it yet? There is nothing wrong with tongues being the least of the gifts, because in God’s economy, the least is the most. The least is the best. With even the slightest spiritual understanding, we would seek this gift for ourselves. It is the way to a deeper relationship with Him, and not just because there is something magical about the gift but because of the spiritual frame of mind a person must be in to receive it.
CHAPTER 9
LIKE A CHILD
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that struggles with pride to the point that it cannot humble itself and become like a child?
He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said: "I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven" (Matt. 18:2–4).
Ron writes: Jesus challenges us to be like children. However, we must understand that there is a difference between being like a child and being childlike. Childlikeness is not necessarily something that is to be exalted. Jesus wants us to understand the qualities a child has and the freedom a child has to simply believe. Children don’t complicate issues. Children don’t know enough to complicate issues. The reason we become contrary to children is because we begin to think we know a lot, especially when it comes to the baptism of the Holy Spirit. If only we had the childlike ability to simply believe, life would be much easier for us. The baptism of the Holy Spirit must be accepted by faith. It must be accepted as simply as a child accepts something.
And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him (Heb. 11:6).
The whole issue of the baptism of the Holy Spirit is that it is not something that can be intellectually grasped. That presents us with our first problem in regard to this issue. This is one of the great differences between an adult and a child. The adult feels he needs to intellectually grasp something before he gives it either his approval or disapproval, whereas a child can simply be told something and believe it.
We cannot please God without faith, and yet faith requires a simple childlikeness. Faith demands a dying to self or dying to pride. Intellectualism is an exaltation of self. It is a dependence upon self. Receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit requires an abandoning of pride. Some people try to assume a neutral position in regard to receiving the baptism or pursuing spiritual gifts. They have not been able to intellectually grasp the issue, but rather than taking a stand one way or the other they try to remain neutral so as to not offend God.
You cannot be neutral in the areas where the Word of God tells us to purposely seek something out. Anything that is not pursued is never gained. Did you take a neutral position concerning the gift of salvation? Have you ever known anyone who said, "I’m not sure about this 'gift of salvation’ everybody is talking about so I am just neutral on it. If God wants me to have it He will give it to me but I’m not going to pursue it." I don’t know that anybody could be saved with an attitude like that. Yet that is the attitude some people have about the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and they use their position to justify their lack of experience in this. We are to ask, seek, knock, and pursue.
Where this is concerned, we simply need to believe the Word of God. The Spirit of God, whether it’s in reference to getting saved or being baptized in the Holy Spirit, has always been given in response to prayer.
Mind-Dumb Robots
The gift of speaking in tongues, the gift of miracles, the gift of healing, words of wisdom, words of knowledge, and so forth, all come through faith. They cannot be attained through some mental assent, they must simply be received. Some might ask, "Doesn’t that make us mind-dumb robots?" In one sense it may — in the same sense that a young child doesn’t question the knowledge of its parent and simply believes what they tell them.
Is a child wise or foolish to obey its parents? When a child is young enough, they are, in some ways, simply responding in obedience to Mom and Dad. They really don’t have anything figured out — they are simply obedient. Is it a wise child or a foolish child who obeys its parents?
We are nothing more than children of God. How many of us have God figured out? Receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit comes down to whether or not we believe the Word of God, not whether or not we understand it.
Self Must Be Removed
I have heard teachers on this subject suggest that when you speak in tongues you receive the Holy Spirit. I don’t agree with that perspective. We receive the Holy Spirit at salvation. Watchman Nee once suggested that the baptism is the release of the spirit that is already in us. His teaching is based on the following Scripture verses.
I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life (John 12:24–25).
When the grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it bears much fruit. The grain of wheat represents the human soul and spirit. The spirit (the seed) is already within the shell but there is a hard outer casing around it. The outer shell represents our human nature or our intellect. At the time of salvation, we receive the Holy Spirit. The baptism of the Holy Spirit represents the dying of our human nature (cracking open of the hard outer shell) and the release of what is already within us.
When we talk about being used by God, or being filled with His Spirit, we are talking about emptying ourselves of self. Self gets in the way. Self always seeks glory. Self always wants recognition. You can hardly state a church problem that doesn’t revolve around recognition. In order for the Spirit of God to flow through us, unhindered, self must be removed. Therefore, God has determined that only those who die to self-glory and intellectualism can be used by Him. In order for the Holy Spirit to flow through us, unhindered, self must be removed.
What makes a pipe effective? It’s the fact that there is nothing inside of it. Its nothingness is what makes it effective. When a pipe is full, nothing can flow through it. When a pipe is empty, then it becomes a vessel that can bring a blessing to others.
The Kingdom of God
The Scriptures teach us that one of the ways the baptism of the Holy Spirit strengthens us is through enlightening us in spiritual things or in things that pertain to the kingdom of God. It also gives us insight into the Scriptures.
Consider John 3:3:
In reply Jesus declared, "I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again."
The Greek word for "see," in the above verse means "to know, behold, look on, or perceive." This verse is not referring to the fact that one day we will literally "see" the kingdom of God because we are born again. It means that unless you are born again you cannot understand, know, or perceive the kingdom of God here on earth. There is an enlightening that comes into the mind of the person who gives their life to God. They are now able to see what they could not see before.
When the Bible talks about the kingdom of God, it typically refers to it in two different ways.
1. One is the life to come:
And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell (Mark 9:47).
This verse is talking about entering into the kingdom of heaven and contrasting that to going to hell. So this is a reference to that life to come, the life after this life.
2. The other reference to the kingdom of God is the life we are to live today:
And he said to them, "I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power" (Mark 9:1).
The kingdom of God exists within two realms. The most common term for it is "heaven." The other term, which is not used as much, is "the abundant life." Consider Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 2:9:
However, as it is written: "No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him."
"What God has prepared for those who love him" is not a reference to the life to come but rather of the life God has for us now. However, this life can only be understood through the Spirit of God. It takes the Spirit of God to reveal these things to us.
The Pathway
The baptism of the Holy Spirit is the pathway through the kingdom. He teaches us how to live in the Kingdom of God today. He is the one who guides us. The kingdom is spiritual. God manifests himself through the revelation of the character of God. The Scriptures teach us that without the baptism of the Spirit there tends to be a lack of discernment in the things of the Spirit. If we cannot discern, we cannot move through the kingdom. It is a spiritual kingdom. The next few verses bring this out.
The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: "For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?" But we have the mind of Christ. Brothers, I could not address you as spiritual but as worldly — mere infants in Christ (1 Cor. 2:14–3:1).
The carnal man does not pursue deeper things because it requires a death of self. So if we go back to the picture in John 12, about the grain of wheat — it must fall to the ground and die. Dying is the cracking open of the hard outer shell. If it cracks open, then the life that is within comes forth. However, the grain of wheat has the life even if it doesn’t crack open. That is the picture of the carnal Christian — he does not pursue deeper things because of the death that is required. He allows his pride to control his life.
The grain of wheat that has died depicts the spiritual man. It has cracked open and now the life that was within comes forth. The difference between the carnal man and the spiritual man can also be the difference between the Christian who does not have the baptism and the one who does. I want to be careful here because I don’t want to create the image that the one who speaks in tongues is spiritual and others are not. I believe spirituality has to do with a person’s heart passion more than anything else. However, if our hearts really do want God, and we really do want to obey God — then we should want to follow the Word of God when it tells us to pursue spiritual gifts. These gifts are for us. These gifts are our means of moving through the kingdom.
At the time of salvation, a person gains a limited understanding of the kingdom of God. When a person is born again, he gains insight into the need for men to repent of their sins. That tends to be the primary focus of those who are saved but not baptized in the Holy Spirit. In and of itself, salvation is of primary importance. However, the life of Christ is more than just the forgiveness of sin, in the same way that being married is more than having gone through the wedding ceremony.
Once people are married, they don’t spend all their time remembering the wedding ceremony. There is more to being married than just the wedding ceremony. The wedding ceremony is very much like salvation. When a couple weds, the two become one, much like what happens at salvation between the new believer and Jesus. The wedding ceremony will always remain something special and even critical, but it has very little to do with the development of a great marriage.
If a couple is having marriage trouble they don’t solve their problems by reconfirming that they were married. They don’t say, "I don’t know how we could be having problems — because we were married. I remember the day we were married, don’t you remember it, honey? How could we be having problems — we are married."
That is not much different than a person saying, "How could I be having problems with my relationship with Christ — because I remember the day I was saved. I know I am saved — I wrote down the date of my salvation." There is more to a marriage than just reconfirming that fact that they got married. We need to come into fullness in our relationship with Christ. We need to know how to move about within the Kingdom. The Bible tells us to work out our salvation. We don’t work to gain it because we already have it, but we are to work at it in the same way people that are married have to work out their relationship.
The non-Spirit-filled believer tends to focus on the wedding (getting people saved), while the Spirit-filled believers tend to focus on how to stay happily married (working out your salvation).
This is what the Book of Acts is getting at in chapter 18:24–26:
Meanwhile a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord, and he spoke with great fervor and taught about Jesus accurately, though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to speak boldly in the synagogue. When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they invited him to their home and explained to him the way of God more adequately.
All he (Apollos) knew was the baptism of John. All he knew was to preach repentance. His entire focus was on getting people saved. Then Priscilla and Aquila explained to him the things of the Spirit (the way of God more adequately). He didn’t lose his message of salvation; he gained more power to proclaim it because of the Spirit of God. The Scripture seems to infer that they led him into the baptism of the Spirit. Now he could not only get people married to Jesus, he could disciple them into how to be good mates.
Consider Paul’s words in Acts 19:1–6:
While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. There he found some disciples and asked them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" They answered, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." So Paul asked, "Then what baptism did you receive?" "John’s baptism," they replied. Paul said, "John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus." On hearing this, they were baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied.
Spiritual Insight
It seems that Jesus was often talking to His disciples about spiritual things, which they did not understand. He referred to His death many times, and yet it constantly seemed to go over their heads.
"But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself." He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die (John 12:32–33).
Not only did this predict the type of death Jesus was going to go through (death on the Cross), it was also a prophesy of the Holy Spirit. Through His death men would be drawn. That which draws us to God is the Spirit of God.
What Jesus was saying to them was that it would take His own death in order for the Holy Spirit to come and that they themselves would need to go through a death (death of self) in order to receive it for themselves. Having received it, it would become a drawing agent in their own lives. We do not have much ability on our own to draw people to God.
I contend that much of the power we are looking for is wrong. We seem to be looking for a personal power that will ultimately draw attention to ourselves. The baptism is designed for those who want no self-exaltation at all. We still have a problem with seeing a spiritual kingdom because we’re so preoccupied with a physical kingdom.
One of the reasons the disciples had a hard time understanding spiritual things is that they were carnal; Jesus was talking about things that had to be interpreted spiritually. They were under the impression that Jesus was going to build a physical kingdom. They saw his death as defeat because it meant the end of their dreams of a Messiah who would overthrow the Roman Empire and replace it with a physical kingdom. Their dream of a physical kingdom most likely included places of exaltation for each of them. This is evident from the account in Mark 10:35–37:
Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. "Teacher," they said, "we want you to do for us whatever we ask." "What do you want me to do for you?" he asked. They replied, "Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory."
We still struggle with the death of Christ. We don’t really struggle with what the Cross means for us. We are all happy about that because it means the forgiveness of our sins. However, His other death is what bothers us: His death to self. Suppose you are mad at someone and ready to put them in their place, when suddenly your hear God speak, "Asoft answer will turn away wrath." Carnality would be bothered terribly by that.
Not only did the disciples struggle with the thought of His physical death, they struggled with His inwardness, also. Inwardness always reveals our desire for self-exaltation. The lowliness and humility of Christ is a problem to those who desire to be lifted up.
His physical death is the doorway into the kingdom of God. However, His death-to-self is the pathway through the kingdom. It is one thing to enter into a large building. It is quite another thing to know how to get around inside it. The entrance is the easy part. The entrance is based strictly upon a work Jesus did. However, getting around in the kingdom is dependent upon our continual dying to self.
Jesus did things in reverse order. He first came to earth to show us how to walk around in the kingdom of God. Then He showed us the entrance to it through His death. Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied:
The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, "Here it is," or "There it is," because the kingdom of God is within you (Luke 17:20–21).
This is what confuses us. The kingdom of God is within us. So how do we live within this kingdom? The answer is: through His Spirit. The disciples had a hard time hearing these spiritual truths because they had a wrong focus. They could not see past the physical kingdom of God. They could not see beyond the size of the church. They could not see beyond pomp and circumstance. They could not see beyond themselves. This is what the baptism of the Spirit is meant to do. It’s to cause us to see beyond ourselves. It’s to cause us to see or perceive things spiritually.
But Jesus called the children to Him and said, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it" (Luke 18:16–17).
A child looks for no personal glory. They look for no personal power. They have a simple faith. That is how this gift must be received. You receive the kingdom of God, or the Spirit of God, like a little child.
Learn from a Healed Mute!
Dean writes: Nowhere did I learn the lesson of childlikeness as well as in evangelistic crusades in Africa a number of years ago! As I have stated before, God has blessed us to see many miracles, but one in particular sticks out.
We had been in the bush in East Africa for three days of meetings, when on the third day we called all those who had been born again to come and receive the baptism in the Spirit. Some five hundred responded and as I prayed for Jesus to fill them, and the Holy Spirit came down in power on the field. All together, as if orchestrated by a heavenly conductor, these precious souls began to speak out in tongues. It was beautiful!
One man’s peculiar behavior grabbed my attention. He resembled something between a bird flapping and a jackhammer in his behavior. He was loudly praying in his own heavenly language and, from all appearances, was thoroughly enjoying himself. I rejoiced in my heart with him, but thought no more of him until testimony time came. As I stepped to the side and gave way for one of the African pastors to come on the stage and ask for testimonies from the crowd, something happened that forever changed me.
Walking proudly to the stage came the man who had been behaving so strangely. As he approached, I noticed that the entire crowd, including the African pastor, was looking at him dumbfounded. A hush enveloped the entire crusade grounds. The man took the microphone and began to speak and his words had a profound effect I didn’t understand. Indeed, my interpreter was so mesmerized that he was unable to tell me what was going on. That’s when I heard a huge shout and loud praising as an elderly woman was shoved to the front of all those listening. She was overwhelmed with joy, and I was clueless!
When my interpreter came to his senses, he explained something I wish all Americans would learn. Here is what he told me that day so many years ago:
"Pastor, the man who came up on the stage is well known to all of us in this village. What has happened here are two great miracles! You see, he has been a mute for many years, and he came to testify about what God did for him. This man simply said this, 'As you all know, I was a mute, but three days ago I received Jesus as my Savior. When this white man told us that all who were saved should receive the baptism in God’s Spirit, I was eager to receive it, but he told us that all who did would begin to speak in a new language called tongues. It saddened me, because I did not think I would be able to do this, as I was a mute. But I thought to myself that if God was able to raise this Jesus from the dead, surely He could give this Spirit to a man who was a mute. And He did! And I can speak now in two languages!’ "
It was my turn to be dumbfounded. "Then who is the older woman?" I asked.
"Oh, this is the second miracle!" he exclaimed. "This woman was blind and as she heard the mute’s testimony, Jesus opened her eyes and she desired to be saved!"
This story is absolutely true! I wonder if it ever could have happened in the present climate we have in America. I fear that the only thing we would have done was start a cell/support group to help the man cope with his muteness and hurt feelings that someone would tell him that being filled meant speaking in tongues. We are too mature, too reasoning, and too "grown-up" to believe these things. Or as one pastor told me, "We don’t need these things anymore; they are only for the illiterate and the poor."
Can we get back to childlike faith? The mute received because he had a simple belief: God raises the dead, He does miracles, His character is trustworthy, and He should be able to handle my "issues." Isn’t that what we should ultimately believe? The mute received more than just the baptism. His miracle affected an unsaved blind woman. This is what Pentecost is all about!
God wants us to go back to that childlike wonder and sense of awe that characterized the early church. Though our intellects and emotions trouble us, we will see God’s power manifested and His church swell with truly saved and sanctified souls.
And everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles (Acts 2:43–44; NASB).
The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon’s Colonnade. No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number. As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by (Acts 5:12–15).
CHAPTER 10
THE PRESENCE AND THE BAPTISM
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church which struggles with His manifest presence and in fact works against it?
Dean writes: Perhaps the greatest underlying issue that brings the Pentecostal church in America to its fixation on the seeker-friendly methodology rather than on a dependence on Jesus, godliness, and the power of prayer in the Spirit is the lack of true spiritual revival. We need a revival of the presence and the baptism in the Spirit.
Then Aaron lifted his hands towards the people and blessed them. And having sacrificed the sin offering, the burnt offering and the fellowship offering, he stepped down. Moses and Aaron then went into the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they blessed the people; and the glory of the Lord appeared to all the people. Fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And when all the people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown (Lev. 9:22–24).
In this text we observe that which every person, whether they know it, admit it, or not, longs for. Indeed, we also see the process by which a human can gain that which is the only thing that can satisfy. I am speaking about "presence," meaning the undeniable, unmistakable presence of the living God! If we would learn the lesson taught here, we could see the transformation of our nation. We see the reality of what the presence of the Lord accomplishes. Often, after long altar times in my services, pastors will tell me, "I can’t believe my people remained as long as they did. They usually leave within five minutes of the benediction."
Why do people respond this way? Because we are not interested in how their day went or whether or not they are enjoying or even totally understanding what is happening. We are only interested in what Jesus thinks, knowing that if He is pleased, He will grace us with what we are desperate for: His presence! When God’s presence is in the house, church does not become drudgery or duty — it becomes a joyous sense of being. Prayer and work and ministry become as easy and effortless as breathing. You get lost in a sense of "otherworldliness." And people will linger for hours — even the lost and backslidden! Everyone gets a sense of how eternity will be.I have seen this repeatedly throughout the years.
There is more to this. So hungry and desperate was Moses for the manifest presence of God that this is what transpires in Exodus 33:15–18:
Then Moses said to him, "If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here. How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?" And the Lord said to Moses, "I will do the very thing you have asked, because I am pleased with you and I know you by name." Then Moses said, "Now show me your glory."
This "glory" Moses wanted to see was the presence of God. The term used is the Hebrew word kabod, meaning "weightiness, or, abstractly, imposing presence." Why did Moses want this so? It’s because the presence of God is THE distinguishing mark of the people of God. Without His miraculous presence, we are nothing and have nothing. This presence that can be felt and at times seen marks us as God’s, and is a sign to this world of judgment and forgiveness. And it is addictive! See how Moses, who had already experienced it and seen the glory of God, begs like an addict, "Show me your glory!" Once a person has been in His presence, he or she can’t get enough!
Why? Because in the presence of the Lord we are spoken to. In the presence of the Lord there is joy and pleasure forevermore. In the presence of the Lord we are hidden and kept safe. In the presence of the Lord all our spiritual battles are fought victoriously and our enemies are subdued. In the presence of the Lord all that the enemy has stolen and ripped off is returned to us and more is given besides! In the presence of the Lord we are given rest. (That’s why those who wait on the Lord renew their strength.) In the presence of the Lord no enemy can stand against us. In the presence of the Lord our prayers are heard and answered.
Don’t you see? It was the presence of God that split the Red Sea and defeated the Egyptians! It was the presence of God that gave the Children of God a cloud by day and pillar of fire by night to guide their steps. It was the presence of God that filled Solomon’s temple upon its dedication so much so that the priests could not even stand to minister. It was the presence of God that came among us in the person of God’s Son Jesus Christ that healed our sick, raised our dead, cast out our devils, and went to a Cross for our sins, setting us free forever from the fear of death and judgment.
It was the presence of God that came down upon those waiting disciples and clothed them in power and enabled them to speak in other tongues. Indeed, it was the presence of God that came down on Pentecost that brought spiritual awakening, conviction, and thousands of salvations.
It was and is the presence of God in His Spirit that fills and indwells the body of Christ, administers the kingdom of God, and that calls, equips, and appoints for service. It is only by the presence of God in His Spirit that people become more than church members — they become born again. They are not just prayed for; they are healed. They are not filled just with knowledge; they are filled with the Spirit and they speak in other tongues. They don’t leave the same, they truly become new creations; old things pass away and all things become new. It isn’t by church growth means, but rather by God’s radical Spirit presence that every true advance of the Kingdom is made.
It is the presence of God that comes down when we gather in unity and it comes in the person of the Holy Spirit who is to us the spirit of truth, the spirit of witness, the spirit of conviction, the spirit of power, the spirit of holiness, the spirit of life, the spirit of adoption, the spirit of help, the spirit of liberty, the spirit of wisdom, the spirit of revelation, the spirit of promise, the spirit of love, the spirit of a sound mind, the spirit of grace, the spirit of glory, and the spirit of prophecy.
Presence by the Baptism
His presence is what we want in our midst and the world so desperately needs! This presence comes by way of the baptism in the Holy Spirit. When people are baptized in the Spirit and begin to pray in other tongues, there is immediate presence! People feel God. That is what our congregations react to. As seen in Acts 2, when God’s Spirit begins to move, people of all generations respond in one of two ways: they either ridicule or ask what about what they are experiencing or observing. This is where most pastors in America have brain freeze. We are under the mistaken notion that when God’s Spirit moves, all is comfortable, but the biblical record doesn’t demonstrate that! People can and do respond in positive and negative ways, but a negative response to what God is doing from hearts unwilling to learn or be stretched past their comfort levels should not determine what we do or what we allow God to do in our midst. As Smith Wigglesworth said so long ago, "We should be moved by what we believe and not by what we see!"
Because so many of our modern-day, third and fourth generation Pentecostal pastors have no personal experience as to the power of the baptism in the Spirit, or the power of praying daily in tongues, and since many have never truly been in His supernatural presence, they really can’t stand against the negative responses they receive.
"I Have Never Seen a Difference in 35 Years of Ministry"
That was the statement I got from a pastor who really didn’t believe that ministers like me were of much use to God’s kingdom today. The sad thing is, the minister who stated this belongs to the same Pentecostal denomination that I do, and was very clear and sure that in his 35 years of "Pentecostal ministry" he knew of no one who believed what I believe regarding the difference the Holy Spirit makes in one’s life. In fact, he told me that in his opinion, the cause of all the miracles he knew were happening in our ministry was "a reflection of personality rather than reliance on God’s presence." It is no wonder that he was taking his church down the popular road of church growth principles.
He was blind to what had been passed down to him. In the baptism in the Spirit we have the remedy for all the problems on this planet: a demonstration of a supernatural religion in radical love as the people of the divine presence walk forth from their hiding places and shout aloud on the rooftops what Jesus has told them to proclaim! This man of God merely reflected what our church culture today clearly demonstrates: confusion and powerlessness. These are inevitable when the wisdom and resources of this world are substituted for the presence and power of God. He had missed the point and didn’t understand the process!
God Showed the Process to the Presence
In our text from Leviticus 9:22–24 we see a process. Aaron lifts his hands, a sign of worship and prayer, both actions signifying surrender. If we are to be a people of the presence and if we are to help others receive the baptism in the Spirit, we must make a decision right now that we will not just pay lip service to prayer and worship. We must devote ourselves completely to the pursuit of God through intercession, praise, and obedience to His commands. The greatest tragedy in this world is not unanswered prayer — it is unoffered prayer. Perhaps second worse is prayer offered in a detached manner! The same goes for worship. The only kind of prayer and praise owned by God is that which is done with fire! Passion and working up a sweat is the means by which revival comes and miracles happen and society is changed.
The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much. Elijah was a man with a nature like ours and he prayed earnestly that it would not rain; and it did not rain on the land for three years and six months. And he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth produced its fruit (James 5:16–18; NKJV).
The singular Greek word used for "effective and fervent" is the word energeo, which is where we get the English word "energetic." How can we expect God’s presence, how can we expect God to send the rain of His Spirit, to produce fruit in the lives of those we minister to, if we go about praying with the same amount of enthusiasm we exhibit as when we go to the dentist?1
Most pastors don’t pray people through to the baptism in the Spirit because they don’t spend time praying passionately in the Spirit themselves. My wife, Carol, and I have prayed for almost one million people to be filled with God’s Spirit in over 21 years of ministry all around the world. We have learned many lessons throughout the years, but the most important lesson I learned early on was the difference I saw between those who devote themselves to praying in the Spirit and those who don’t.
Those who know our ministry know the challenge we give everywhere to those who have been filled and pray in tongues. We tell all to pray in the Spirit for at least one hour every day for 30 straight days and see the results in their life and ministry. Why do we ask people to do this? Because of the true axiom: if your prayer life is weak, your life is weak, your ministry is shallow and weak, and your converts are weak. Conversely, if your prayer life is strong, your life is strong, your ministry powerful and deep, and the converts are strong and lasting.
The Word of God tells us in Romans 8:26–27 that we are weak and don’t know how to pray as we should, but the Holy Spirit helps us and intercedes through us. The Holy Spirit helps us through the gift of tongues! Praying in tongues daily is a sure-fire way to pray effectively and deepen our prayer lives so that the overflow of our strengthened lives will cause deep, supernatural ministry to people who will be supernaturally transformed.
A Pastor’s Testimony
As one pastor shared with me some time ago, "Praying in tongues for several hours changed my ministry. I used to pray some before I preached, but I found myself praying barely five minutes before church service while I was spending almost an hour trying to make sure everything and everyone was going to flow 'right.’ When you challenged us to pray in tongues and see the difference, I took you up on it. What I did was start by praying a half hour in tongues before I went into the sanctuary and then I worked my way up to at least an hour. I even began doing this before I did any 'ministry things.’ The results have been amazing! I can honestly say that I felt the presence of God, but I knew that those listening could feel it, not so much because they listened more, but because what I preached actually brought them to the altar, and when they got to the altar, they actually received salvation, healing, deliverance, and even tongues! In my entire ministry, I had preached on the baptism, but had never once prayed for someone who actually got it. In fact, it got to the point where I didn’t even want to preach on it. After accepting the challenge and actually doing it, so many started getting filled, that now I get invited to my friends’ churches to pray for all their congregants who need to be filled!"
I know that this can be the testimony of all who read this! There is one more insight I would like to share in Leviticus 9. In verse 22 we see that we must first lift our hands, but then Aaron stepped down. It is time for all of us to step down off the throne of our hearts, humble ourselves, and let Jesus rule our lives. The time has come for complete surrender! This is so vital concerning Spirit-filled life and ministry. God will not share His glory with another, so every room in our hearts needs to be opened and laid bare before Him. No more hidden agendas. No more desire for position. No more self-reliance or reliance on man’s methods. Self-dependence is a sure means to dam up the presence and fire of God seen so vividly in Leviticus 9, the Book of Acts, and elsewhere in the Bible.
It is time to stop asking, "God, use me," and to start asking, "God, make me usable." It is time to stop asking, "God, help me implement this," and to start asking, "God, fill me once again." It is time to step down, humble ourselves, and ask God to make us useful and not famous. It is time once again to elevate holiness above happiness and pray, "God, I’d rather die right than live wrong. I’d rather be viewed as foolish and have Your presence than have men’s respect and nothing but people filling an auditorium."
A Pastor’s Apology
Several years ago, I found myself standing at the altar area of a fine church next to a pastor who did something that forever knitted my heart to his and solidified my impression of him as a humble, Christ-like servant of God. I believe what happened that day will bring home the point of this chapter to all who read it.
After watching one-half of his congregation begin to speak in other tongues for the first time at the conclusion of the Sunday morning service, he wept and apologized to his church. Here’s what he said:
I want to ask you all to forgive me because I haven’t been a godly shepherd to you. For years I have not spoken on or challenged you to be filled with God’s Spirit. I acted this way because you intimidated me. I know some of you are very educated and have very high positions in our state and our community. But in being intimidated by you, I became a follower and not a leader. To see what God has done this morning, to see you receive what I always knew you needed but was afraid to speak to you about, breaks my heart. I promise you today that I will be the man God made me to be — your pastor, a shepherd of your souls, and your leader.
This pastor devoted himself to step down, as our text showed us, but he also dedicated himself to praying in the Spirit. Today, his wonderful congregation has grown exponentially in its influence in their region. May this be all of our prayer! May we all repent and humble ourselves as he did!
Endnotes
1. Apologies go to my wife, Carol, who is a dentist. Sorry, honey! Ironically, her favorite hymn is "Crown Him with Many Crowns."
CHAPTER 11
FOR THE UNBELIEVERS
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that struggles with believing His Word, which believes that some of God’s Word is not for today?
Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers …(1 Cor. 14:22).
Dean writes: Somewhere we forgot what the Scriptures said! I have sat in on many church growth discussions and conferences where guru after guru stated that God does not reach people through outward manifestation. I have heard a number of these experts, many of them Pentecostal in background, also state that the Bible says we are not to speak in tongues in any public setting so that unbelievers will not be offended and be turned away from Jesus. This is in direct contradiction to Jesus’ command to all His followers that they would need the baptism in the Spirit (and with it, tongues) before they ever went out to accomplish His task of making disciples of the nations!
God uses tongues and other supernatural manifestations to get the attention of the masses of lost people around us, so that after they are sufficiently awakened from their sinful slumber, God’s Word can then be preached and gain entrance into their unguarded hearts.
Too many have misinterpreted Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 14! Rather than telling us we shouldn’t ever speak in tongues in front of others, it tells us that the gift of tongues was designed for unbelievers (see 1Corinthians 14:22). The simple point of Paul’s instructions come down to this key phrase: direction of speech. If I am directing my speech toward people, they must understand what I am trying to communicate. If I speak a different language (like tongues) then I will need an interpreter. When I pray, even if others are present and listening in on my prayer, I am not directing my speech to them — I am speaking to God. When I am personally speaking to God, it does not matter whether others understand me or not. In fact, unbelievers (and unfortunately, many believers) generally don’t understand prayer anyway. If I pray in a supernatural way (tongues) and people hear me, it will pique their conscience and curiosity, leaving them open to the convicting, saving power of the presence of God’s Spirit. This is what happened when God first filled people with His Spirit in Acts 2. The disciples were filled in a public manner, unbelievers came, saw, and didn’t understand, and yet, in their open state of heart, those unbelievers heard the Word preached after the fire and wind and tongues, and 3,000 were saved and baptized that day.
Many say, "The only way people were saved through tongues was because everyone heard the preaching of the gospel in their own language. They weren’t speaking in anything but the languages of men." The next few paragraphs address this issue.
What Does This Mean?
And when the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly there came from heaven a noise like a violent rushing wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues as of fire distributing themselves, and they rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit was giving them utterance (Acts 2:1–4; NAS95).
Ron writes: What if you were one of the 120 just waiting in the upper room? What if, after a while, you began to doubt the whole thing? What if you started being tempted while you sat there, and started having bad thoughts about those around you, when suddenly a noise came from heaven that literally shook the room. A violent rushing wind filled the whole house where you were sitting. And then just as suddenly you saw tongues of fire resting on the head of each person, including yourself. Would that change your life? Would that cause you to adjust your thinking away from temptation over to holiness? I think it would. Then what would happen if, when you were going to try to describe what you just witnessed with someone around you, and all you could do was speak in a language you never learned. What then?
The presence of God is meant to change us. An encounter with God is like nothing this world can offer us. This was a supernatural event. The church of Jesus Christ was birthed in the supernatural and it is meant to continue in the supernatural, but interestingly enough, this supernatural event was preceded by a prayer meeting. I once heard a preacher say, "God does the super, and we do the natural." We do what we can do. We can wait on God. We can pray. However, if we stop doing the natural, God will stop doing the super.
Each One Hearing Them Speak
I want us to consider just how supernatural this event really was. Obviously, the very fact that they were speaking in tongues was supernatural but there is another facet to this event that we don’t often consider.
Now there were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men, from every nation under heaven. And when this sound occurred, the multitude came together, and were bewildered, because they were each one hearing them speak in his own language. And they were amazed and marveled, saying, "Why, are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we each hear them in our own language to which we were born?" (Acts 2:5–8; NASB).
They then go on to list all the different languages that were represented in the crowd. Here is what I want to propose. I don’t believe they were merely hearing people speak in their native tongue. What would be so special about someone being bilingual or even trilingual? If that were the case the whole event could have been dismissed. There was something very different happening here. It’s revealed in verse eight, "We each hear them in our own language." I don’t believe one of them was speaking the language of the Medes, and another speaking the language of the Egyptians, and still another speaking the language of Rome, so that each foreign visitor could pick out the one speaking in his language — they each heard their own language coming out of the one man.
On my very first trip to Africa with Dean, he was telling me of a trip he had taken to Mexico once and how when the Holy Spirit would come upon him he would preach in tongues and the natives understood him. He doesn’t speak Spanish but he does speak in tongues, and yet when he preached to them (in tongues) they understood him. His heavenly language is not Spanish. If any of you have ever been anywhere within a hundred yards of Dean while he is praying, you can hear him. He primarily prays in tongues. Rarely have I heard him pray in his own language. His gift of tongues is not in the form of the Spanish language.
One time, Dean and I and others were meeting for prayer before a church service. Dean was doing his usual thing — praying loudly and pacing back and forth. In the midst of the prayer time, a lady from our church stopped me while I was walking by and she said, "Do you hear Dean praying? He’s praying in Spanish." She said, "I know Spanish and I hear him in Spanish." Dean was not praying in Spanish, yet she heard him in that language.
I believe that is one of the miracles of the Day of Pentecost. They each heard them in the language to which they were born. I think this is part of what 1 Corinthians 14:22 is getting at when it says, "Tongues are for the unbeliever." The fact that they each heard the same man in their own tongue is what convinced them that this had to be God. Why else do you think they said what they did in Acts 2:12?
And they all continued in amazement and great perplexity, saying to one another, "What does this mean?"
This is why I don’t buy into the argument which says only missionaries should use tongues and that God will give them the language of the group of people they are working with. God gives us the gift of tongues; that is all that is necessary. The Holy Spirit prays through us, and when He does, He translates for us. That’s the miracle.
I have taught at pastors’ schools in Africa, Spain, Hungary, and Portugal, and in each case, a person stood beside me while I was speaking and translated what I said into the language of those listening. That’s not much different than what the Holy Spirit does when we speak in His language — he translates it into what the crowd needs to hear.
When Jesus left the earth, He said that it would be to our advantage for Him to go away so that the Comforter could come. One of the definitions of the Comforter is "one comes alongside." Isn’t that an interesting thought that while they were speaking in tongues the Holy Spirit came alongside and translated what they were saying into the language of those listening?
A Unique Phenomenon in Our Crusades
Dean writes: In our crusades around the world, we used to follow a basic formula. We would preach the gospel and give an altar call for salvation. After we gathered in the souls the Lord graciously gave us, we then would preach a brief message on healing and ask all the sick to come forward. God would heal the blind, deaf, and lame, and more would be saved. Generally, on the third day of meetings we would gather all the new believers and teach them, in the crusade setting, on the baptism in the Spirit. We then would pray for the large crowds to be filled and God would graciously answer their cry to Him. But one day something happened that forever changed our ministry.
We were preaching a crusade in Uganda and many people were being saved, a large number of healings had transpired also. That’s when I began to realize a dynamic that is very similar all over the world. Those in attendance could be divided into three groups: the very interested group that listened to every word, then the less interested group that comprised the fringe of the crowd, listening, but not paying as much attention as we would have liked, and then the skeptics who simply showed up because there was a crowd.
After about five days, I noticed that the less interested group became a little more interested as the sick were healed, while the skeptics really didn’t seem to change much. As we gathered in souls and people came and testified about their healing, the crowds listened somewhat, but there was always unrest on the grounds — children playing, adults talking, etc. This occurred until the evening on the fifth day. That evening we preached on the baptism in the Holy Spirit and some 500 came forward.
I lifted my hands and prayed for the people to be filled and I looked over the crusade grounds as my prayer was being interpreted. I saw people walking, talking, children playing, and even the cows of a local herdsman grazing on the field. That’s when it happened. I saw it with my own eyes! When the interpreter finished the prayer, God poured out His Spirit and the new believers drank in all He poured out and returned their thanks in new words never spoken before by their lips. No one on the grounds moved or spoke! They were gripped in a way I had never noticed. The nominal, the skeptics, all became speechless and even gathered up front to watch with hushed tones what was happening. After the sound of those being filled died down, the now entirely attentive crowd turned their eyes upon me and the interpreter, searching with their eyes and their hearts. My interpreter nudged me and I preached a brief salvation message and many of those who had not responded before now came running to Christ!
That’s when it hit me! God did not use a healing or an effectively run crusade to establish the church and save the first souls. He used the baptism in the Holy Spirit and people praying in other tongues to attract new church members! We had been doing it all wrong for years! We thought we should wait until the end of the week to pray for the baptism, and I truly believe we didn’t win as many souls as we could have! Now, we pray for the in-filling from the very beginning of all our crusades, no matter if it is in Africa or America, and we see more souls saved by far than we ever did before! We got back to the biblical pattern.
A True Story
Having been blessed to see so many amazing miracles of healing and so many filled with the Holy Spirit with the evidence of tongues through our ministry, we have had many things to rejoice with others about, but also many interesting encounters.
Some years back, I was preaching at an outreach of a Pentecostal group. Some 1,200 responded to the altar call for repentance. People were rejoicing and praising God for the mighty harvest! When over 1,000 were baptized in the Spirit, speaking in unknown tongues for the first time in their lives, and waves of God’s glory were passing over all at the altar, I was "accosted" by a leader of the Pentecostal group that was putting on the outreach.
"I totally disagree with this!" he told me. "This is totally wrong! What if there is an unbeliever here? We should take these people to another room and do it privately. The main auditorium is not the place for this."
My response to him was this: "God is the One who filled them with His Spirit, not me. I think you will have to take that up with Him. Are you really trying to imply that God did it wrong when He first did this on the Day of Pentecost? It seems to me, that if we were really going to be biblical, we should do what they did and leave the auditorium and hit main street — just like in the Bible."
His response back was merely, "I don’t see it that way."
What he meant, in essence, was that he had never seen that kind of outflow of power in his life and he didn’t know how to process it in his mind. What he didn’t realize was that it didn’t need processing — an Aristotelian concept. It reflected God’s character and behavior in the Scriptures. He simply needed to rejoice and embrace what God was doing.
This is in no way meant to imply that he was any less a man of God. He is a fine pastor and sincere believer, but his problem is the result of the church growth movement and its influence on the Pentecostal church.
I am afraid that we are as guilty as the Pharisees and synagogue leaders in the Gospels who were angry at Jesus for performing His miracles in the church and told the crowds there were other times and other places besides God’s house to experience these things (see Matt. 12:9–13; Luke 13:14–17).
Isn’t this the basic teaching of the seeker-sensitive church growth movement in America? Not much worship. No manifestations, only those things, which are easy to grasp and understand. And brief! Gone is the sense of majesty. Gone is the joy and awe of expectation in an all-powerful, omniscient God. What is left?
CHAPTER 12
GETTING PEOPLE FILLED
Where Would Jesus Worship? Would Jesus worship in a church that refuses to understand and actually rejects the elementary truths of His Word?
Dean writes: Since I realize there are many reading this who have never prayed with someone successfully to be filled with God’s Spirit, I wanted to share a few things I think are very important. Some of these things will review points already discussed.
Don’t Sabotage God’s Work
The most prevalent thing I see that undermines people’s effectiveness in praying others through to the baptism in the Spirit (outside of pastors themselves not praying in tongues regularly) is the way they set themselves up for failure. What I mean is this:
Have you ever said or heard someone say, "We are going to pray for you to be filled, but if you don’t get it . . ."? No wonder they never see success!
In essence, they are saying, "I’m going to pray for you and you are probably not going to get it, so I need to apologize up front." That is nothing but double-mindedness! You will never receive any answer to prayer with that attitude! James 1:6–7 says you should ask without doubting if you expect to receive anything from the Lord. Furthermore, the Word of God declares in Luke 11:9–13:
So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him! (emphasis added).
This is a no-brainer! God promises that anyone who is born again can ask for the baptism in the Holy Spirit and receive it. That means anyone seeking it honestly and earnestly will get it through you as you pray for them, in faith.
If we want to be successful in praying for people to receive the in-filling, we must pray in faith, knowing beyond a doubt that it IS GOD’S WILL. I truly believe that when we pray, 90 percent of anything that happens, or does not happen, is based on our attitude. If we have a positive attitude of faith, we will see people receive!
People follow our lead — if we doubt, they doubt. If we are uncomfortable, they will pick up our discomfort. If we believe, they will believe and receive. God honors an attitude of faith; one that says, "God, Your promises are 'Yes’ and 'Amen,’ so I know this will happen." When I pray for people to get filled, I never speak anything but faith and direct their confidence in what God promises.
A Granny Receives
My wife, Carol, was speaking at a women’s conference on the West Coast when a 90-year-old grandma was brought up to her. She had listened carefully to Carol’s preaching and had come up to be filled with God’s Spirit. A member for years at a Pentecostal church, she told Carol with tears in her eyes, "I never knew everyone could have this. No one told me that you could actually do this when you were prayed for."
Carol asked her, "Has no one ever prayed for you to receive?"
"Yes," she said, "but our pastor always told us that it was all up to God alone and that He might not give it. He said that God was honored by the asking, and that was what was important."
"Oh, no, no, no," my precious Carol told that woman. "Jesus says you WILL be filled, and you will speak in other tongues!" She laid her hands on this precious saint and she began to speak in a heavenly language immediately. So strongly did God move on her that she trembled and cried and prayed in unknown tongues for over an hour! How many years did her thirsty heart long for what was right there for her?
Pastors, it is time for you to go back to standing on, and boldly proclaiming, God’s Word! Remember: God says He confirms His Word, not our opinions. He WILL confirm His Word if we will only share it with others. As one saint told me long ago, "Don’t expect to reap it if you don’t sow it!"
Keep Things Simple, Understandable, Kind, but Firm!
I like letting people know exactly what is going to happen and that "No" is not an option. It is always good to inform people what you are going to be doing, so I let them know several things:
An Overview
Below is a brief outline that reiterates some of what I have shared. It is part of what we use to train altar workers.
Praying for Someone to Be Filled
Knowing that we must lead people to Christ and get them filled with the Holy Spirit, here are some practical points on helping people get filled:
A Brief Example of Prayer
Finally, I would like to give you an example of the prayer I lead others in and the prayer I pray over them.
Prayer over the people: Dear Jesus, I thank You for Your presence here and Your desire to fill all these with Your Spirit. Right now I take authority over this moment and rebuke all demonic influence, all bad past influences and bad teaching, and I release these people into the fullness of Your Spirit. I thank You, Lord, that each of thesewill be filled with Your Spirit and will begin to speak in other tongues just like You promised and Your Word guarantees. In Your Name I pray, Amen!
Prayer with the people: Now I am going to ask you to repeat this after me. When we are done praying I am going to say to you, "Speak!" and when I do, I want you to lift your voices with us and begin to speak in the new language God will give you. Remember, God only gave you one mouth: you can’t speak two languages simultaneously. So when I say, "Speak!" I want you to speak out in your new prayer language.
Repeat this with me: Dear Jesus, I thank You for saving me from my sins. I ask You now to fill me with Your Spirit as You promise in Your Word. As a child of God, I have made my decision and I will not be denied. I thank You that right now I will begin to pray in other tongues, just like they did in the Bible when You filled them. In Jesus name, Amen!
Weird Is Fun, Not Fatal
In concluding this section, I want to make this observation and share a testimony. I have yet to be in a meeting when people are being filled with God’s Spirit where there isn’t some level of "weirdness" or what might be termed, "bizarre behavior." But let’s face it! So many people come from different backgrounds that there are bound to be a variety of responses you will see. Some people cry. Some start shouting. Some laugh and start shaking. I once saw a man get filled and fall to the ground and start rolling like a bowling ball, as someone else was filled and "glued to the ground" and unable to move for almost 30 minutes.
The issue is this: Let God be God and let people be people! We can explain to those observing what is transpiring, just like Peter did in Acts after the initial believers were filled with God’s Spirit. When a part of the crowd accused the early disciples of being drunk (in today’s world, they would have told them, "you are acting like idiots"), you don’t see the Apostles telling each other, "We shouldn’t be doing this on Main Street. We need to teach this stuff in the Upper Room and keep it there. Maybe an afterglow service, late at night, on a weekend, in a remote location, in a soundproof room …maybe that would be better. These people are not going to join the church if we keep acting like this, in an uncivilized manner."
This is not what Peter and the others did! They turned people’s questions into a platform for preaching, beginning with a declaration of what God was doing in their midst. They neither justified nor apologized for the behavior of the people, and 3,000 souls came to Christ!
I realize that the "church growth person" reading this may be saying to themselves, "Aha! They blew it. The crowds were more massive than just 3,000. They could have had a lot more people in their church if they had not been so strange." Perhaps you are right. Maybe God didn’t do it right getting them out in public speaking in tongues and ultimately turning their world upside-down. The only proof we have that that was wrong is how after the last 20 or 30 years of modern marketing techniques, and various other church growth principles, we’ve lost America. The church in America is dying while we debate the validity of speaking in tongues and the power therein.
It is time for us Pentecostals to truly believe what we say we do, unapologetically, and enjoy even the unusual things that may come our way at times. Strange reactions to the presence of God and certain excesses are not signs of trouble, but rather signs of opportunities for growth and good teaching. As one person said, "What do you do with flakes? You pour milk on them! Give them the milk of the Word!"
If we become comfortable in our own services, no matter what may arise, the people around us will be comfortable. When we need to correct those that may be out of order, we will do so in a way that will let everyone know that there is freedom for all, and yet loving, firm boundaries God has set. This will create a powerful, family atmosphere that will produce a fear and love of Jesus.
A Christian Reformed Man Gets Filled
I had been in three days of meetings when a man approached me at the altar to talk. He was tall, handsome, very neatly dressed in a business suit, and extremely Dutch Reformed.
"Brother Dean," he intoned, "I was invited to these meetings and have come the last three days. I have observed all that is happening, which I must say is pretty 'out there.’ We don’t do these things in my church. But after having been here and having studied biblically what you spoke on, I have decided that all this is 'of God,’ and I wantit. However, I would like to be filled with the Spirit in a much more dignified manner."
Honestly, I had no idea what to do. How does one pray that someone receive anything in a "dignified manner"? I’m a Greek. We don’t understand dignified. Loud, crazy, throw olives, light cheese on fire and sing: that I understand, but not "dignified." So I looked at him, smiled, said, "Okay," and put my hand on his head and prayed the way I do with everyone.
The last I saw that man, he was on the floor rolling from side to side with his clothes rumpled, hair disheveled, speaking in tongues, and laughing. He may still be there! When I saw him, I stepped over him and said, "I’m so glad you got it 'dignified,’ brother."
Here is the moral to that story: it is time to be, as the Christian song says, "Undignified," and let God be God. God is good, and if we let Him do what He wants, the way He wants, how He wants, we will see exciting things happen that will transform people, no matter what their background may be.
A Tale of Two Fires
If we will not do things according to the Word and allow God to build His church through His Spirit but rather substitute our own ideas as to how to grow His church, then we will not only mislead the lost, giving them false hopes and a faith that will not sustain or save them, but we will also die ourselves.
Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu took their censers, put fire in them and added incense; and they offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, contrary to his command. So fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed them, and they died before the Lord. Moses then said to Aaron, "This is what the Lord spoke of when he said: "Among those who approach me I will show myself holy; in the sight of all the people I will be honored." Aaron remained silent (Lev. 10:1–3).
We cannot substitute man’s fire for God’s fire! When we eliminate God’s Spirit we must substitute Him with something. Nadab and Abihu replaced Him with their own enthusiasm. They had just been ordained, God had just poured out His fire, and the people had responded: they probably felt good about themselves. However, they made a fatal mistake! They tried to improve on God’s ways!
There is an incredible lesson to be learned from this story: God did not judge Nadab and Abihu on their motives — He judged them because of their methodology. Their motives may have been right, but God is concerned about the way things are done — and they did what God did not instruct. They had just witnessed God’s fire in response to their strictly obeying His step-by-step instructions. You might say that, at least from God’s perspective, the methodology is as sacred as the message.
We need Pentecost again! Man’s efforts do not accomplish God’s goals. It is far easier to excite people’s passions than it is to kindle their souls. That which man’s passion leaves behind are lost people with excited emotions and adrenaline, but not anointing!
We have become the leaders God prophesied against in Jeremiah 2:8:
The priests did not ask, "Where is the Lord?" Those who deal with the law did not know me; the leaders rebelled against me. The prophets prophesied by Baal, following worthless idols.
We are not interested in where God’s presence has gone, so long as people like us and attend our services. We keep asking how to get more people to church and God says, "Wrong question! You should wonder where I went because my glory left the sanctuary!" We have abandoned our prayer and Bible times where we would have received more infillings to reach the lost, and we did this to read the latest book or go to the latest seminar. This resulted in our "prophesying by Baal." Baal was the evil Canaanite god whose worship was very sensual. We have resorted to using sensual means to gather people rather than spiritual means that will save them. We put on the spiritual light show or concert. We have created a Las Vegas Jesus to satisfy the entertainment appetite, but we’ve lost the Jesus who gives food that causes people never to hunger or thirst again.
Satan has deceived us into abandoning the power God gave us to truly reach our world. He has caused us to lower God’s standard regarding our duties and obligations to the world. The great commission did not ask us to build neat, relevant, coffee shop churches, and invite people to a nice cup of coffee and relevant vignette whenever they felt like coming. He said, "Go!" We are not to leave people alone in their "right to privacy" on their way to a living hell.
The baptism in the Spirit changes all this! Praying in tongues daily gives a loving but aggressive edge to our faith. It removes complacency from our walk and timidity from our manner (see the change in the apostle Peter after he was filled).
If we will spur people on to be filled and to be bold in praying out in their prayer language, we will see this generation of believers in America transform from receivers to givers. With the fire of Pentecost, we will seek out sinners to wake them up, turning them from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God. Sinners are preoccupied, and they are in danger. We must knock, hammer, and burn God’s Word into their hearts. We must take the blindfold of the devil off their eyes and let the Spirit move through us into them with desperate earnestness, intense persuasion, and fiery conviction. Let people hear us plead with God for their souls in other tongues, and if we cannot get tears to flow from our eyes, at least let people hear the tears in our voices as we plead with them and God for the sparing of their eternal soul.
When we are fully and freely "Pentecostal" in our church services and crusades, men’s preoccupations are driven away and the subject of salvation is powerfully brought to their attention. Lost people need to be saved; they don’t need membership in a Christian club. They need to be exposed to the all-powerful Creator of the universe and judge of their souls, not a powerless, timid church afraid to offend and ignorant of the things of the Spirit!
Indeed, Christians and leaders are, in my opinion, more to blame for not being revived and filled with the Spirit than lost sinners are for not being saved. God does not desire to improve the world. It is passing away with all its lusts! He wants to save people out of it, fill them with His Spirit and forge them into an instrument, awesome and holy, that will enforce His rule as they heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, and cast out devils.
We need a new baptism in the Spirit and to be unashamed of God’s working in us. We need more prayer meetings that freely speak in tongues and cause us to be filled with the Spirit so that we go out with power to reach the lost.
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