Person of the Month:
Editor’s Note:While we question whether William Penn was a true Christian, we submit this biographical sketch as of general interest to the readers.
William Penn (1644-1718)
William Penn, one of the most famous early Quakers, put his religious beliefs into practice in the American colony he founded, resulting in unrivaled peace and prosperity.
The son of a British admiral, William Penn was a friend of George Fox, founder of the Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers. When Penn converted to Quakerism, he experienced the same relentless persecution in England as Fox.
After being imprisoned for his Quaker beliefs, Penn realized the Anglican church had too strong a hold in England and would not tolerate the Friends’ Church there. The government owed Penn’s family £16,000 in back wages for William’s late father, so William Penn struck a deal with the king.
Penn got a charter for a colony in America, in exchange for canceling the debt. The king came up with the name Pennsylvania, meaning “Forests of Penn,” to honor the Admiral. Penn would be administrator, and at the start of every year, he was to pay the king two beaver pelts and a fifth of any gold and silver mined within the colony.
Pennsylvania Guarantees Fair Government. In keeping with the Golden Rule, William Penn assured the right of private property, freedom from restrictions on business, a free press, and trial by jury. Such liberty was unheard of in the American colonies controlled by Puritans. In those areas, any political dissent was a crime.
Even though he came from an upper-class family, William Penn had seen the exploitation of the poor in England and would have no part of it. Despite Penn’s generous and considerate treatment of Pennsylvania’s citizens, the legislature still complained about his powers as governor, amending the constitution several times to spell out his restrictions.
William Penn Fosters Peace. Peace, one of the foremost Quaker values, became law in Pennsylvania. There was no military draft, since Quakers rejected war. Even more radical was Penn’s treatment of Native Americans.
Instead of stealing land from the Indians, as the Puritans did, William Penn treated them as equals and negotiated purchases from them at fair prices. He respected the Susquehannock, Shawnee, and Leni-Lenape nations so much that he learned their languages. He entered their lands unarmed and unescorted, and they admired his courage.
Because of William Penn’s fair dealings, Pennsylvania was one of the few colonies that did not have Indian uprisings.
William Penn and Equality. Another Quaker value, equality, found its way into Penn’s Holy Experiment. He treated women on the same level as men, revolutionary in the 17th century. He encouraged them to get an education and to speak out as men did.
Ironically, Quaker beliefs on equality did not cover African-Americans. Penn owned slaves, as did other Quakers. Quakers were one of the earliest religious groups to protest against slavery, in 1758, but that was 40 years after Penn died.
William Penn Ensures Religious Tolerance. Perhaps the most radical move William Penn made was complete religious tolerance in Pennsylvania. He remembered too well the court battles and prison sentences he had served in England. In Quaker fashion, Penn saw no threat from other religious groups. (continued on page 8)
Word quickly got back to Europe. Pennsylvania was soon flooded with immigrants, including English, Irish, Germans, Catholics, and Jews, as well as a wide variety of persecuted Protestant denominations.
Persecuted in England—Again. With a change in the British monarchy, William Penn’s fortunes were reversed when he returned to England. Arrested for treason, his estate seized, he became a fugitive for four years, hiding in London’s slums. Eventually his name was restored, but his troubles were far from over.
His unscrupulous business partner, a Quaker named Philip Ford, tricked Penn into signing a deed that transferred Pennsylvania to Ford. When Ford died, his wife had Penn thrown into debtors’ prison.
Penn suffered two strokes in 1712 and died in 1718. Pennsylvania, his legacy, became one of the most populated and prosperous of the colonies. Even though William Penn lost £30,000 in the process, he considered his Holy Experiment in Quaker rule a success. —Jack Zavada
— Information in this article is compiled and summarized from Quaker.org and NotableBiographies.com.
Sheep, God’s Treasure
by Ken Farmer
Sheep, to be properly guided, must first acknowledge the shepherd. This means getting to know him—especially his voice. But the relationship is much more than mere acknowledgment of the shepherd. The sheep learn to trust him. They follow him. When he leads them through the wilderness, they trust him for their safety and sustenance.
Some sheep refuse the shepherd’s guidance and wander off in directions of their own choosing. The good news is that the shepherd is also concerned about them. He does not set out with the attitude that “if these sheep want my protection and provision, it is up to them to stick close to me.” While staying close to the shepherd is a wise thing, sheep do not always do the wise thing. Their curiosity leads them off in dangerous directions. Their lack of focus on the shepherd and the general direction of the flock gets them distracted. The shepherd does not want to lose a single sheep. He will secure the ninety-nine and still go out searching for the single lost sheep.
It is easy to see the lessons for us. We need to allow ourselves to be guided by the Good Shepherd. The closer we keep to Him, the more protection we enjoy. We trust in His provision amid the wilderness.
The Bible also calls us God’s “peculiar treasure.” Does this mean that we will be viewed by others as “odd” or “weird”? Much of the behavior of Christians confounds the world; even their carefulness in dress sets them apart from others. While that should be an accurate description of Christians, it is not the point being made here.
Being God’s peculiar treasure simply means we belong only to Him; we are God’s own possession; we hear the Shepherd’s voice. We do not belong to ourselves. This should bring us great comfort. Being owned by the all-powerful, all-wise God frees us from many anxieties of life. Questions causing philosophers a lifetime struggle are forever settled in the knowledge that God bought us.
We are more careful in our deportment and dress because we are wholly owned by God. As His possession, we represent Him. Thankfully, we are not required to make decisions on our own. He gives guidance. Our place and function in life arises out of our owner’s intentions and purposes. While we exercise careful concern to use and develop the skills we have, our efforts should always be in proper alignment with God’s plans. There we find rest, security, and satisfaction.
Being God’s peculiar treasure makes us peculiar in a world where most are living for the moment, obsessed with the opinion of others, driven by self interests. I would rather be peculiar!
God could have created His treasure so that our physical and cognitive development happened on a radically different schedule. It is not out of the realm of possibilities that an infant could become an adult in one year, or even one month!
God made us as we are to teach us some lessons; for example, trust. Early on, the psychosocial development of children centers around resolving the issue of trust versus mistrust. Proper parenting creates a loving environment that enables the child to resolve this issue on the positive side and affects both personality and relational skills. Children realize this critical nature of the protection and provision given by the parent just like a sheep does his shepherd. Beyond giving sustenance and nurture, the parent also creates an environment that enables the child to learn from mistakes and falls. We are assisted as we take our first tentative steps, helped when we stumble and fall, loved when we succeed and when we fail.
Both the child and the parent are learning lessons. When the child becomes a parent, all the lessons learned in childhood are reframed in this new level of learning.
The Christian has another perspective—a different level of learning. As God’s children, we grow and develop. At times we fall, but our heavenly Father is always at our side. We just need to trust Him and depend upon Him. ■
— Reprinted with permission from The Church Herald and Holiness Banner; Author Ken Farmer, August 2013.
From The Editors Desk
Should Matthew 18 Stand Alone?
Paul M. Emerson
Many relatively conservative Anabaptist churches today have come to depend on Matthew 18:15-20 as the main, if not only, method of discipline within their midst. While it is true that this passage of Scripture provides a very effective means of Biblical accountability, this writer has come to question whether our Lord meant it as the only means of correction. Experience has shown that Matthew 18 works well in the early history of a local church, but as a congregation grows in size it tends to become less effective. People who want their own way and share less of the original vision of the congregation tend to respond negatively to the loving counsel of their fellow believers. When correction is attempted using the three steps of Matthew 18, the transgressor often responds with comments like “that is just your interpretation” or “it’s not a salvation issue.” In these circumstances it becomes difficult to enlist the one or two witnesses of Step 2 of the passage. This, in turn, results in the stalling of good and proper Biblical order in the congregation. Thus the church moves on down the road of apostasy.
In view of the above state of affairs, in many Anabaptist congregations today, the question of standing on isolated Scriptures must be addressed. While we certainly believe Matthew 18 is absolutely essential, we strongly question whether it should be pulled out of the Scripture and assigned the sole duty of maintaining good order in the church. As an illustration of such a wrong practice, it can be noted that there are those who have done the same sort of thing with the Sermon on the Mount. They have pulled it out of Scripture and made it stand alone as the believers’ only instruction code. If this procedure were correct we would not need the epistles. Neither would we need the church except as a court of final appeal.
There are several instances in the New Testament where discipline apparently took place without following Matthew 18. Illustrations of this include the immorality case of 1 Corinthians 5 and the withdrawal orders of 2 Thessalonians 3:6 and 1 Timothy 6:5. Some would want to superimpose Matthew 18 over the instructions of the epistles but such is not warranted.
We conclude that Matthew 18 must not be isolated from the other commands concerning good order and behavior. It is a part of a whole but only a part—namely, that of brotherly address. There are indeed occasions that require formative discipline, wherein the congregation is publicly taught what is acceptable and unacceptable Biblical behavior. There are times for public rebuke of public sin with or without the prelude of Matthew 18. Congregations must stop allowing Matthew 18 to be a scapegoat for transgression. With the pressures of individualism pressing in on the church from every side, let us insist on having a lovingly disciplined covenant community of faith by using Matthew 18 as one part but not the whole of congregational order. ■
THE SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSONS
A Devotional Commentary
by David L. Burkholder
JANUARY 5, 2014
Jesus and the Sabbath
Luke 6:1-11
From last Sunday’s lesson where the young child Jesus was presented in the temple, to today’s, we skip over a period of approximately 30 years. These included Jesus’ growing years, His baptism and introduction by John, temptation in the wilderness, and the beginning of His ministry. We saw His rejection at Nazareth and His move to Capernaum, which became the unofficial headquarters of His ministry. We see Jesus calling disciples, healing the sick, casting out demons, cleansing lepers. All the while His popularity was growing with the masses but opposition began surfacing from among the religious leaders.
In today’s text it was Jesus’ unorthodox approach to Sabbath observance that galled the defenders of established religious practice. The Pharisees had a very strict application of Sabbath observance and even a minute deviation roused their ire. They could not look beyond their established code of behavior to admit of any worthy act of humanitarian benefit. The Pharisees, as stated by one commentator, “loved their rules and regulations more than they loved God, or cared about the needs of their fellowmen.” These divergent views set the stage for the conflict we see in today’s text.
As Jesus and His disciples walked through the grain fields, the disciples picked, threshed, and ate grain. This in itself was allowable, but the fact that they “worked” on the Sabbath invoked the displeasure of the Pharisees. In response, when Jesus confronted them with the account of David and his companions eating the shewbread, they were silent. Certainly they had read this account. However, they had failed to understand the principle implicit in David’s actions, that it is always right to do the appropriate thing on the Sabbath.
Sometime later on another Sabbath day, Jesus again ran afoul of strict pharisaical Sabbath observance. As He was teaching in the synagogue He observed a fellow worshipper who had a withered right hand. Again, aware that He was being watched by the Sabbath police, He attempted to instill in His hearers the principle that doing good overrode strict rules. So He healed the man, who obviously had enough faith to obey Jesus’ command to stretch out his withered hand.
This act infuriated the strict religionists and they set about to find a way to do something about this man who was disrupting their religious landscape. Here, early in Jesus’ ministry, we see the rising division between the orthodox holders of strict religious practice and the more liberal teachings of Jesus focusing on ministering to human need. He was offering them something much better than the inflexible rigidity of their religious system, but they were too entrenched, and blind, to accept.
Jesus made the startling claim in verse 5 that the Son of man, obviously referring to Himself, was acting with divine authority over man’s laws of Sabbath observance. This paralleled His claim in Chapter 5 regarding the forgiveness of sins. True as these claims were, they nevertheless set the stage for ongoing conflict between Jesus’ teaching and the strict observance of Law promulgated by the Pharisees.
For Thought and Discussion
1. Read Chapters 2:39 through Chapter 5 for background to today’s lesson.
2. Why did Jesus intentionally set up or allow these situations which He knew would create conflict? Discuss.
3. Why were the religious leaders’ minds so closed to Jesus and His teaching? Discuss.
4. Using Jesus’ comment in verse 9 as a framework, discuss allowable and non-allowable Lord’s Day activities.
5. How do we determine the will of God on things which may be questionable or controversial? Discuss.
Lesson emphasis: To see the conflict between strict religious observance and the observance of principles, and to know how to discern the difference.
Key verse: 9
JANUARY 12, 2014
How to Live as God’s People
Luke 6:17-31
Following last Sunday’s text where the religious leaders (incensed at Jesus’ seeming loose view of Sabbath observance) were beginning to plot against Him, Jesus retreated to a mountain and spent the night in prayer. He then chose from among His followers twelve men upon whom He conveyed the status and authority of apostleship. Then coming down from the mountain, He began teaching the multitudes who gathered to hear Him and be healed of their afflictions.
Jesus’ popularity continued to grow, especially as people experienced His healing powers. But as they came for healing and exorcism, they were also exposed to His teaching. Mark tells us that “the common people heard him gladly,” because “he taught them as one who had authority, and not as the scribes.” Here was something different, a teaching that spoke to the heart instead of the dead formalism of religious ritual. But, as we have noted, this led to controversy with the established religious leaders.
This Sermon on the Plain bears distinct relationship to the Sermon on the Mount. Whether it is the same message or distinct, the teaching is consistent and one parallels the other in principle. In it we see the contrast between the world’s values and the values of Christ. We also note the teaching of Jesus’ positive ethic on doing, instead of the negative pharisaical ethic of refraining from doing. The underlying ethic of Jesus’ teaching is love, a deep love for God exhibited in love for one’s fellowman.
In this message Jesus takes common human experiences and endows them with spiritual meaning. Poverty of spirit, spiritual hunger, sorrow for sin, and willingly suffering reproach issue in heavenly rewards. We could call these the blessings of emptiness—the realization of spiritual need and dependence upon God for the filling of those needs. Even those suffering persecution can rejoice, knowing that it is but a temporary condition that will result in eternal reward.
Jesus follows this positive teaching by pronouncing woe upon those who are self- satisfied, who see no personal need, nor care about the needs of their fellowmen. Jesus says they have no reward awaiting them. In essence, they must enjoy what they have now for they will have no enjoyment hereafter.
Then Jesus further turns the accepted teaching of the day on its head by delivering what one commentator describes as a series of bombshells: love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for your foes, be kind to your antagonists, freely give your goods to the less fortunate. These, of course, are all in opposition to human reasoning and can only be performed when true love forms the basis for our actions and responses.
Jesus sums up His teaching with what has become known as the Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do to you—a simple statement, yet with profound implications. It can be followed only when one’s life is motivated by love—the kind of love that originates with God and is embraced by His followers.
For Thought and Discussion
1. Note that Jesus spent a night in prayer before choosing disciples and embarking on His teaching, healing ministry. What message does that give us?
2. Why is it so hard to follow kingdom principles in life? Discuss.
3. Why must these principles emanate from the heart and not just from lip service?
4. What attracted people to Jesus’ teaching? What can we learn from that?
5. What is the great contrast of life that Jesus sets forth in this passage?
Lesson emphasis: The importance of following Christ’s way of love in every area and relationship of life.
Key verse: 31
JANUARY 19, 2014
Jesus Teaches Humility, Compassion, and Integrity
Luke 14:7-18a, 22-24
This passage comes in the midst of Jesus’ teaching on kingdom principles: love, mercy, compassion. These conflicted with the standards of those who adhered to strict observance of the letter of the Law and led to rising opposition from among the religious leaders. They were not only incensed by Jesus’ deviation from strict adherence to the Law, but were also concerned about losing influence and respect from the people. Jesus had resorted to teaching by parables to shield the meaning from those whose minds were closed to truth, but to make the truth available to those who sought it.
The setting for Jesus’ teaching here in this passage on humility and compassion is a Sabbath meal, with all its meticulous regulations, at the house of one of the chief Pharisees (verse 1). One would hope that at least his motives were sincere, but it is obvious from the text (verses 1 and 3) that not everyone’s were. They were watching Jesus with a critical eye. It is also possible that the situation may have been set up in an attempt to trap Jesus in a breach of their sacrosanct Sabbath laws and thus discredit Him among the people. Out of compassion Jesus healed the man and sent him on his way (verse 4).
Then, observing how the guests invited to the meal had sought prominent seats, Jesus launched into a discourse on humility, couching it in a parable about a wedding feast. Human pride prompts us to seek prominence for ourselves. We want to be noticed, to be recognized, and looked up to. But, Jesus says, the way up is the way down. Humility precedes exaltation, and pride is a sure way down.
Humility does not come naturally; it comes as the result of a conscious effort and cannot be achieved outside the help and influence of God. It is one of the kingdom principles that identify one as a member of Christ’s household. The Pharisees and lawyers of Jesus’ day needed this teaching. So do we.
Jesus also used the occasion of the meal to teach another kingdom principle: compassion. Imbedded in this illustration is the principle of caring for the poor, those who cannot recompense our good deeds, those to whom our charity is a blessing of necessity. Jesus said the rewards for such kindness come later, after this life, from God, not from man.
Jesus then used the comment of one of the guests to provide the springboard for another teaching parable. The illustration is of a man who had invited many to a great supper and when it was ready sent his servant to call them to dine. However, they all began making excuses for not being able to attend. They said, in effect, that their personal affairs were more important than their social obligation.
The master, wishing his table to be filled, sent his servants out to invite and urge even the outcasts of society to come to his banquet hall. In that act, and by his proclamation, he barred the original invitees from his table. The message of this parable, of course, is that God’s offer of salvation was spurned by those for whom it was primarily prepared and, due to their refusal, was opened to those considered less worthy—the outcasts of proper Jewish society.
Whether those in attendance at the Pharisee’s house understood the message or not is unclear. However, we understand and know the seriousness of refusal to accept God’s gracious offer to dine at His banquet table. We dare not allow other things to replace the acceptance of His gracious invitation.
For Thought and Discussion
1. What does Jesus’ acceptance of the Pharisee’s invitation tell us about His character? Discuss.
2. What was Jesus’ intention in teaching by use of parables?
3. Why is humility such a hard-won achievement? Discuss.
4. What should be our motivation for doing good?
5. Why is it so tragic to allow lesser things to keep us from fulfilling primary responsibilities? Discuss.
Lesson emphasis: To learn how humility, compassion, and integrity must be hallmarks of the believer.
Key verse: 11
JANUARY 26, 2014
Jesus Teaches Compassion for the Poor
Luke 16:19-31
Just prior to our text Jesus had taught the impossibility of living with divided loyalties, stating “you cannot serve both God and money” (verse 13). It is an either/or situation. However, the Pharisees were wealthy and they also considered themselves strict keepers of God’s Law. We notice in verse 14 that they derided Jesus’ teaching. So Jesus turned to a parable to teach the importance of right attitudes about wealth and the responsibilities that go with it.
The parable is one of contrasts, wealth vs. poverty, torment vs. comfort, eternal bliss vs. eternal damnation. Be aware, Jesus does not condemn wealth, nor sanctify poverty. Both are legitimate and neither, of itself, separates one from God nor achieves His special favor. The principle highlighted here is the proper attitude toward and use of the blessing of wealth.
Another important principle contained in this parable is the reality of future judgment based on one’s decisions in life. We choose our eternal destiny by where we place our loyalties and interests in this life. We also note here the tragedy of failing to heed God’s Word and the directions it gives for guiding our decision-making.
Jesus placed Lazarus and Dives in juxtaposition to show the extreme need of the one and the cold-hearted disregard of the other. Dives had everything—lavish clothing, fine food, a comfortable home. Lazarus had nothing—only the dogs of the street to minister to his wretched body. Self-indulgence vs. deep need. The contrast couldn’t have been sharper.
Jesus used this hypothetical situation to teach values. In life there was a “have” and a “have not.” In death the situation was reversed. Lazarus was at rest in paradise, secure in Father Abraham’s bosom. Dives was tormented in the fires of Hades. It was not because he had had wealth, but because he refused to recognize his responsibility to his hurting fellow Jew that he now suffered.
Interestingly, now that he saw the situation for what it was, he was willing for the former outcast Lazarus to minister to him with something so small as a drop of water. But Father Abraham reminded Dives that the distance between Paradise and Hades was unbridgeable. Lazarus couldn’t go to him; neither could he come to Lazarus. Eternal destinies are firmly fixed at death. There is no possibility of exchange between the two.
Then in a notable act of concern, Dives requested Lazarus be sent as an emissary to his brothers to warn them lest they end up as he. Was he not admitting that they, too, were not making wise choices in life, that they were living selfishly, unconcerned over the needs of their poor brethren? In life he was unconcerned. In death he now had a missionary spirit.
Abraham reminded him that his brothers had the Scriptures and that if they ignored them they would also give no heed to a messenger. The principle here is that the Scriptures are adequate for salvation. No dramatic or other-worldly evidence is needed to convince men of their need to follow God’s principles. Obedience is the key to a satisfying, useful life and an eternity of bliss.
For Thought and Discussion
1. Why did Jesus teach by parables? Were they effective? Cite examples.
2. What are the principles that should guide the acquisition and use of wealth? Discuss.
3. What happens after death? What does this passage teach us about an intermediate state? Discuss.
4. What does this passage teach us about the tragedy of being unprepared at death?
5. How do we assure ourselves of Heaven? Discuss.
Lesson emphasis: The utter importance of preparing in life for the destiny of bliss at death.
Key verse: 25■
As always, I welcome your feedback to hansmast@hansmast.com.
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Law Enforcement, Public Sector Union Abuse
Abuse by law enforcement and by public sector unions continues unabated. Lt. John Pike, a University of California Davis police officer, was caught on camera spraying peaceful, sitting protestors in the face with pepper spray from a distance of three or so feet, far less than the minimum distance. Furthermore, he violated rules of conduct in that there was no justification to spray pepper spray on the students in the first place. Because of public sector union rules, the investigation was long and drawn-out and he was paid $70k in salary for paid leave over that time. He was finally fired eight months after the incident.
The Atlantic wrote in 2012, “Lt. Pike was caught on video pepper-spraying seated, non-violent protesters in the face, using a device he was not authorized to carry and that he held closer to their bodies than is recommended. Those viewing his actions on the Internet regarded them as needless and abusive in sufficient numbers that he became a figure of national attention. Two independent reports commissioned by UC Davis concluded that he had acted unacceptably that day in numerous ways. But the internal affairs process used to discipline police officers concluded that he acted reasonably. It is only because new Police Chief Matthew Carmichael overruled its findings, possibly opening UC Davis up to a wrongful termination suit, that Lt. Pike was reportedly terminated. So I ask again. Is there any doubt that this system prioritizes the job security of campus police officers above the safety and well-being of students?”
The Atlantic writes that just recently Pike “was awarded a $38,000 settlement for psychiatric injuries for the way he was treated afterwards. Pike, who was eventually fired, filed a worker’s compensation claim this summer. That means that Pike . . . will get a comparable compensation from the university to that awarded to the students he targeted. UC Davis has also settled with the students . . . $30,000 per plaintiff. . . . Pike was eligible for worker’s comp from the incident after a psychiatrist found that the former officer has a ‘moderate’ disability, ABC affiliate KXTV explains. He claimed to have ‘suffered depression and anxiety over the way he was treated in the wake of the incident,’ they note.”
In related news, the LAPD just fired two officers for coercing people they arrested into having sex with them in exchange for leniency.
—Sources: The Atlantic, The Los Angeles Times
* * * * * * *
Legally Dead
There’s an old joke (which claims to be a true account) in which a conversation occurs on the witness stand between a lawyer and an expert witness doctor.
“Doctor, before you performed the autopsy, did you check for a pulse?”
“No.”
“Blood pressure? Breathing?”
“No.”
“So, then it is possible the patient was alive when you began the autopsy?”
“No.”
“How can you be so sure, Doctor?”
“Because his brain was sitting on my desk in a jar.”
“But could the patient have still been alive nevertheless?”
“Yes, it is possible that he could have been alive and practicing law somewhere.”
That joke came remarkably close to being true in the recent case of an Ohio man which illustrates the long, slow death of our legal system as a system that can be trusted to give fair and helpful results. The Courier (Findlay, Ohio) writes, “Donald Eugene Miller, Jr., walked out of Hancock County Probate Court on Monday [October 7, 2013] as legally dead as ever. In 1994, the court ruled that Miller was legally dead, eight years after he disappeared from his Arcadia rental home. The same judge, Allan Davis, ruled Monday that Miller is still dead, in the eyes of the law. Miller’s request for a reversal came well after the three-year legal limit for changing a death ruling, Davis said. Miller, 61, now of Fostoria, spoke softly in court and offered few details about his past. Miller said he was an alcoholic who was unsure what to do after losing his job. ‘It kind of went farther than I ever expected it to,’ Miller said. ‘I just kind of took off, ended up in different places,’ he said. He said he briefly worked odd jobs in Atlanta and Marathon, Fla., after leaving Hancock County sometime before 1990. Miller said he would like to start his life again, or ‘whatever’s left of it.’ He asked the court to reverse its 1994 death ruling so he can reinstate his canceled Social Security number and driver’s license. The court said no.”
—Source: The Courier (Findlay, OH)
* * * * * * *
Amish Girl Flees Country to Avoid Chemotherapy
A story has become popular on anti-healthcare and anti-government sites about a ten-year-old Amish girl and her parents that fled the country to avoid more chemotherapy, opting instead for the “natural” route. The headlines say things like “Amish Girl Being Forced Into Experimental Chemotherapy Taken Out of U.S. and Recovers With Natural Treatment.” I don’t have the time or energy to properly explore all the issues, but I do have a few quick comments:
The government or medical community should not generally override parents’ medical decisions. In this case, they sent deputies to force chemotherapy. I never would support that.
However, the facts are being grossly misrepresented in many of these articles. I’ll let an expert explain the worst of the inaccuracies: “That isn’t to say that I think [the girl’s father] Mr. Hershberger is lying. He is almost certainly telling the truth as he sees it, but he also clearly grossly misunderstands cancer treatments, specifically why pediatric oncologists do what they do. Unfortunately, quack apologists are taking advantage of Mr. Hershberger’s ignorance about cancer, an ignorance shared by most people. Most likely what happened is that the chemotherapy shrank Sarah’s tumors to the point where they are no longer detectable on CT scans. This is a common initial outcome after early rounds of chemotherapy. The problem with lymphoma is that, although it is fairly easy to put lymphoma into an apparent complete remission, making that remission permanent is difficult. It takes a lot more than just a round or two of chemotherapy, a lesson learned painfully by pediatric oncologists back in the 1960s and 1970s. For example, for the type of tumor that Sarah has, lymphoblastic lymphoma, the treatment is two years duration. It consists of an eight-drug induction over nine weeks followed by an eight-week consolidation course and then maintenance therapy for a total therapy duration of 24 months. For chemotherapy for lymphoma, there are three phases, as listed above. The induction phase is designed to put the patient into remission. Consolidation chemotherapy is given to patients who have gone into remission and is designed to kill off any residual cancer cells that might be present, thus increasing the chance of complete cure. Maintenance chemotherapy is the ongoing, longer-term use of chemotherapy to lower the risk of recurrence after a cancer has gone into remission. It’s basically lower dose chemotherapy given for two to three years to help keep the cancer from returning.
“So it’s quite possible that Sarah has no detectable cancer. If that’s the case, it’s the chemotherapy that she’s received thus far that almost certainly did it, not the herbs and vitamins. If that’s the case, it also means that failing to receive consolidation and maintenance chemotherapy greatly increases the chance that Sarah Hershberger’s lymphoma will relapse, a chance that is probably a near certainty if she only received one or two rounds of chemotherapy, as has been reported. That is the price of quackery. Worse, relapsed cancer is always harder to treat. The first shot at treating cancer is always the best shot, with the best odds of eradicating the cancer. Letting cancer relapse through incomplete treatment breeds resistant tumor cells the same way that not finishing a complete course of antibiotics contributes to the development of resistant bacteria.”
Furthermore, the claim that this is an “experimental” chemotherapy is also misleading. 50% of children with cancer are in clinical trials because there’s less data on childhood cancers because they’re more rare. That compares to 5% of adults. Being enrolled in a clinical trial does not indicate that the chemo is experimental and iffy in nature.
It saddens me greatly that often plain people do not understand the scientific method and double-blind studies better. When you take an hour or two to study the process that forms the basis of medical studies, you quickly realize that it’s a set of rules that is just common sense. Once you understand these common-sense rules, the deceit of these natural healers is very obvious, very quickly. You’re equipped with the right questions to ask to separate genuine healing from quackery. This is a pretty heavy burden on my heart, and I would like to make efforts toward helping this situation before more of our people die from this. I’m thinking of writing a layman’s guide to evaluating scientific claims and perhaps even a statistical project that gathers every instance of cancer (and other diseases) in the conservative Anabaptist community, records what kinds of treatments were used, and what the results were. If anyone has interest in collaborating in this kind of effort or has suggestions, please email me at hansmast@hansmast.com.
—Source: ScienceBlogs.com, LivingFood.us
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Fasting to the Glory of God
by Lamar Seibel
“But the days will come when the bridegroom shall be taken away from them, and then shall they fast” (Matthew 9:15). It is nearly two thousand years since our Lord Jesus Christ has left. Are we still fasting?
How do we fast “to the glory of God”? That is a legitimate question. Paul wrote, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men” (Colossians 3:23). His advice came directly from our Lord who said, “But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face; that thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father, which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth, in secret, shall reward thee openly” (Matthew 6:17, 18).
So, how will God be glorified by our secret fasting? (It may not be possible to fast without one’s family or other close associates knowing. That is acceptable if it cannot be avoided.)
The psalmist has some challenges for us. When others told lies about him, and rewarded him evil though he was good to them; he humbled his soul with fasting. In Psalm 35, when his human nature dominated his emotions and will, he wanted to retaliate (his first reaction to Nabal). Fasting brought his will under the control of his spirit, and his prayer for revenge boomeranged back to his own bosom. God was glorified!
Another time the psalmist declared, “My knees are weak through fasting; and my flesh faileth of fatness” (Psalm 109:24). As the writer of Hebrews reminds us, sometimes we are chastened by the Lord. This may be something distressing that the Lord allows to happen. It may be an accident that we should have avoided but cannot change now. Maybe we spoke words that cannot be called back. “Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous. . . . Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees; and make straight paths for your feet, lest that which is lame be turned out of the way; but let it rather be healed.”
Another question to consider is, “Must I fast?” Is fasting the same as praying? We would hardly ask, “Must I pray?” It seems we know the answer. While prayer is our daily means of communication with our heavenly Father, fasting is reserved for special times of communication. Maybe if prayer is like using the telephone to ask a quick question, fasting is like planning for a face-to-face meeting or writing a serious letter to someone. Fasting is for weightier matters, when the spiritual implications are more crucial.
Sometimes youth are confronted with church difficulties (“How do I choose?”) or decisions regarding courtship or requests to teach school or to serve a term of voluntary service. Parents should encourage prayer and fasting for such matters. One suggestion might be to fast on Saturday, from Friday night till Saturday night. Skipping breakfast on Sunday to spend more time in study and prayer is another suggestion. It will increase alertness during the church service. We owe it to our ministers who spend many hours in preparation.
Are there physical conditions that must be taken into consideration? Yes, a few. Youth or adults who take insulin for diabetes will still need their insulin, because the body is burning fuel (blood sugar) made by the liver during times of fasting. Some very thin individuals may experience too much weight loss, especially during times of physical stress, such as surgery or recovery from injuries.
As one writer has said, “Fasting is an important, personal matter invoking intense spiritual discipline.” Daniel, captive in Babylon said, “I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, with fasting, and sackcloth, and ashes” (Daniel 9:3). Fasting is intended to bring the body under subjection to the will, with the goal of intensifying spiritual interests. “But I keep under my body and bring it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:27).
Fasting brings glory to God when it is used to break the food addiction that causes obesity. It is inconsistent for us to be critical of those addicted to alcohol or nicotine or other drugs, if we cannot bring our flesh into subjection in the matter of eating.
We do well to consider Jesus’ admonition to His disciples: “Howbeit this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting.” Have we been too quick to assume that the sinner was not willing or that the saint was not diligent or that it was my one weakness or that it must not have been the Lord’s will? Maybe the brother would not have had a nervous breakdown or maybe the preacher would not have lost his inspiration if only I had fasted and prayed!
For the Christian, failure to fast is inexcusable. When we stand before our Saviour on the Judgment Day, we will be confronted with that truth. We will not be able to claim ignorance but will have to acknowledge our lack of dedication. ■
— Reprinted with permission from Home Horizons, October 2013.
Annie Funk and the Titanic
by Lester Burkholder
“Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:7, 8).
More than one hundred years ago, the great ship Titanic sank and over 1,500 souls were swept into eternity. On board the Titanic was Annie C. Funk, a member of the Hereford Mennonite Church in Berks County, Pennsylvania. As a missionary serving in India, she worked with lepers and set up a school for girls.
In 1912 Annie received a telegram bearing the news of her mother’s illness and requesting that she return home. Traveling by train and boat, she arrived at Liverpool, England. Annie was scheduled to travel on another ship, but it was delayed and the travel agent changed her reservation to the Titanic, which sailed from Southampton. Annie celebrated her thirty-eighth birthday while sailing toward America.
On the night of the sinking, Annie was asleep in her cabin; but when a steward woke her, she dressed and went on deck. Reports state that she was in a lifeboat ready to be lowered to safety, when a mother and child arrived on the scene. Annie gave her seat on the lifeboat to the mother and child, and she stepped back onto the sinking ship. Since that was the last lifeboat available, Annie was among the hundreds who perished.
Annie is an example of genuine compassion, giving up a place of safety to keep others from perishing. Both her labors in India and her sacrifice on the Titanic came from a heart of true charity.
As we follow our busy schedules, how often do we take time to help others as opportunities arise? How often do we step outside our place of safety to brings others the plan of salvation through Jesus Christ? It is the least we can do in honor of Jesus, who also made the supreme sacrifice so that we can live in Heaven for eternity.
“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). ■
— Reprinted with permission from the Beside the Still Waters, July-August 2013 devotional. Submitted by Melvin Mast.
THE TRINITY “Visible” in the Word and World?
by Dave Hunt
Many Christians can’t understand, much less defend, the “Trinity.” Yet that is exactly how the Bible presents God. Genesis 1:1 states, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” The word used for “God” in this statement is the Hebrew word elohim, which literally means “gods.” It occurs 2,500 times in the Old Testament. Though a single noun is available, the plural form is nearly always used for God. And, in violation of grammatical rules, with few exceptions singular verbs and pronouns are used with this plural noun. Why?
The Shema declares, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord” (Deuteronomy 6:4; Mark 12:29). In Hebrew it reads, “Jehovah our elohim [gods] is echad [one] Jehovah.” Echad signifies a unity of more than one. It is used in Genesis 2:24, where man and woman become one flesh; in Exodus 36:13, when the various parts “became one tabernacle”; in 2 Samuel 2:25, when many soldiers “became one troop,” and elsewhere.
All through the Old Testament, both God’s plurality and unity are consistently expressed: “Remember now thy Creator [lit. ‘creators’]” (Ecclesiastes 12:1); “For thy Maker is thine husband [lit. ‘makers, husbands’]” (Isaiah 54:5). Unitarianism, the belief that God is a single entity, has no explanation for this unfailing presentation of God’s plurality.
If, as in pantheism, everything is God, then to be God loses all meaning and so nothing is God. With polytheism, the many gods fight wars and steal one another’s wives. There is no basis for morals, truth, or peace in Heaven or on earth. Polytheism’s basic problem is diversity without unity.
Muslims and Jews agree on one thing: the belief that God is a single Being. They insist that Allah and Jehovah are each single Beings, a belief also held by cults such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons, among others. Some Pentecostals claim that God is a single Being and that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are God’s three “titles” or “offices.” Here we have the opposite problem: unity without diversity.
That God must manifest both unity and diversity is clear. All through the Old Testament, both God’s plurality and unity are repeatedly expressed. The God of Judaism, like the Allah of Islam, would be incomplete in Himself, unable to experience love, fellowship, and communion before creating beings with whom He could have these experiences. But the Bible says that “God is love.” How could the God of Islam and Judaism be love? Whom could He love when He was alone before creation?
The God of the Bible
The Bible presents God as complete in Himself, being three Persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, separate and distinct, yet at the same time eternally one God. The three Persons of the Godhead loved, communed, fellowshipped with each other, and took counsel together before Creation. Isaiah “heard the voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”(Isaiah 6:8). Moses revealed the same counseling together of the Godhead: “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Genesis 1:26); and again, “Let us go down, and there confound their language” (11:7). Who is this “us,” if God is a single entity? Why does God say, “the man is become as one of us” (Genesis 3:22)?
The Witness of Creation
Although the word trinity does not occur in the Bible, the concept is clearly there, providing both the unity and diversity that makes possible the love, fellowship, and communion within the Godhead. Yes, Godhead. In Romans 1:20, Paul argues that God’s “eternal power and Godhead” are seen in the creation He made. God’s eternal power, certainly—but His Godhead?
Yes, as Dr. Nathan R. Wood pointed out years ago in The Secret of the Universe, the triune nature of God is stamped on His creation. The cosmos is divided into three: space, matter, and time. Each of these is divided into three. Space is composed of length, breadth, and height, each separate and distinct in itself—yet the three are one. Length, breadth, and height are not three spaces but three dimensions comprising one space. Run enough lines lengthwise and you take in the whole. But so it is with the width and height. Each is separate and distinct, yet each is all of space—just as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct Persons, yet each is fully God.
Time also is a trinity: past, present, and future—two invisible and one visible. Each is separate and distinct, yet each is the whole. Man himself is a tri-unity of spirit, soul, and body, two of which are invisible and one visible. Many more details could be given of the Godhead’s tri-unity reflected in the universe. It can hardly be coincidence.
The Witness of Scripture
The New Testament presents three distinct Persons, each recognized as God. Yet we repeatedly find the clear statement that there is only one true God. Christ prays to the Father. Is He praying to Himself? “The Father sent the Son to be the Saviour of the world” (1 John 4:14). Did He send Himself? Worse yet, did one “office” pray to and send a “title”? Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have distinct functions, yet each works only in conjunction with the others. Christ said, “The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works” (John 14:10). “I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another Comforter. Even the Spirit of truth” (John 14:16, 17). Throughout Scripture, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are individually honored and act as God, yet only in concert with one another.
The Old Testament clearly presents three Persons in the Godhead interacting. For example: “Mine hand also hath laid the foundation of the earth, and my right hand hath spanned the heavens: . . . From the time that it was, there am I: and now the Lord God, and his spirit, hath sent me” (Isaiah 48:13-16). The One speaking refers to Himself as the Creator of all, so He must be God. But He speaks of two others who must also be God: “The Lord God, and his Spirit, hath sent me.” Jesus presented a similar passage to the Pharisees (Matthew 22:41-46) when He asked them who the Messiah was, and they said, “The Son of David.” He then quoted Psalm 110:1: “The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool.” Then Jesus asked them, “If David then call him Lord, how is he his son?” (Matthew 22:45). The Pharisees were speechless. Unitarianism cannot explain these two “Lords.”
In Prophecy
Most Jews worldwide await the Messiah’s first coming, unaware that He already came, was rejected, and crucified. Jesus warned, “I am come in my Father’s name, and ye receive me not: if another shall come in his own name [i.e., Antichrist], him ye will receive” (John 5:43). Sadly, it will take Armageddon for Israel to repent, turn to God, and embrace the One who came 2,000 years ago in His Father’s name.
When they see the Messiah come to rescue them, and discover to their shame who He is, “they shall mourn for him, as one mourneth for his only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, . . . a great mourning in Jerusalem” (Zechariah 12:10-14). Why such extreme sorrow? The God of Israel declares: “They shall look upon me whom they have pierced” (12:10)!
At Armageddon, God comes to the rescue as the One whom Israel has pierced! Pierced?! When and how could Israel pierce the One who told Moses, “There shall no man see me, and live” (Exodus 33:20)? God, “a Spirit” (John 4:24), cannot be pierced—but the Messiah coming as a man could be, and was. Jesus, who fulfilled every Messianic prophecy, was pierced on the cross. Why was He crucified? For claiming to be God (John 10:30-33)!
In Zechariah, God is speaking in the first person, yet two persons seem to be involved: “They shall look upon me whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him” (12:10). “Me” and “him” seem to be two persons, yet one—and both must be God! Is God two persons? In fact, He declares Himself to be three in one! Remember, in Isaiah 48:16 we encounter God, the Lord God, and the Spirit of God, each distinct, yet each is God.
Could this be what the Holy Spirit inspired the Apostle John to write, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”? Surely this One called the “Word,” who existed from the beginning and is God, must be the God Isaiah says speaks from the beginning: “I have not spoken in secret from the beginning” (Isaiah 48:16).
But the similarities in these two verses don’t end there. Both raise almost identical questions. In Isaiah, how can God be sent by God; and in John, how can God be with God? There is only one solution: the Messiah must be God! When Jesus said, “I and my Father are one” (John 10:30), the Jews accused Him of blasphemy, saying, “for . . . thou, being a man, makest thyself God” (vv. 31-33).
For the Messiah to declare His deity was the ultimate heresy, worthy of death? No! According to the Hebrew prophets, the Messiah had to be God and, at the same time, the Son of God. If God has a Son, who Himself is God and one with His Father, that would dissolve the rabbis’ objections. We encounter God’s Son a number of times in the Hebrew Scriptures. Speaking prophetically, the psalmist presents God as declaring of One who is to come, “Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee” (Psalm 2:7). Jehovah’s Witnesses, who deny Christ’s deity, take this as referring to Christ’s birth on earth as the beginning of His existence. That cannot be the case, because God speaks of His Son as already existing and warns a God-defying world, “Kiss the Son, lest he be angry. . . . Blessed are all they that put their trust in him” (v. 12).
It is clear from a number of other statements by the Hebrew prophets that the Son of God already existed as God before His Incarnation. Solomon quotes the Prophet Agur: “Who hath ascended up into heaven, or descended? Who hath gathered the wind in his fists?” The obvious answer is “God.” Then he asks, “What is his son’s name?” (Proverbs 30:4), proving that the Son of God already existed at that time.
While promising salvation through the coming Messiah, God repeatedly declared that He himself was the only Saviour: “I, even I, am the Lord; and beside me there is no saviour” (Isaiah 43:11); “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth: for I am God, and there is none else” (Isaiah 45:22). And yet this salvation goes to “the ends of the earth” by another who must Himself be God and the Messiah: “I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth” (Isaiah 49:6). The “I” who speaks and the “thee” who is “salvation” must surely each be God.
Unquestionably, the Hebrew prophets all agree that God exists as a tri-unity: three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) but one God—and that in the Messiah He becomes man without ceasing to be God. Christ’s claims that He was God and man and one with His Father, agree with the prophets. Isaiah declared: “For unto us a child is born” (Isaiah 9:6). This refers to His humanity, derived, as foretold, from His virgin mother, Mary: the “seed” of the woman (Genesis 3:15). But Isaiah adds, “Unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder. Of the increase of his government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David” (Isaiah 9:6, 7). Surely the Son given must be the already-existing Son of God—and He must be the Messiah because He will rule on David’s throne.
But Isaiah declares that the Messiah is God! His name is “Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God.” And He is also “The everlasting Father.” Here is the same mystery: God is both Father and Son—God who became man in the Messiah!
The fact that God would come as a man, be pierced to the death, resurrected, and return to rescue Israel at Armageddon is exactly what the Hebrew prophets foretold. Most Jews still refuse to recognize this identity of the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” When Israel sees her God in this form coming to her rescue, it will be painfully clear that He has been to earth before, where He was rejected by Jew and Gentile and pierced to the death.
Still a Mystery
Jesus said, “The Father loveth the Son, and hath given all things into his hand” (John 3:35). God’s love is not just toward mankind but first of all among the three Persons of the Godhead. And three Persons they must be. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit can’t be mere offices, titles, or modes in which God manifests Himself, for such cannot love, consult, and fellowship together. Not only is the Son presented as a person but so are the Father and the Holy Spirit. The Bible presents each member of the Godhead as having His own personality: each wills, acts, loves, cares, can be grieved, or become angry.
Godhead? Is that a Biblical term? Yes, indeed. It occurs three times in the KJV New Testament: in Acts 17:29, Romans 1:20, and Colossians 2:9. In contrast to theos, which is used constantly throughout the New Testament for “God,” three different but related Greek words occur in these verses (theios, theiotes, theotes), which the King James translators carefully designated by the special word, Godhead. That very term indicates a plurality of being. Paul wrote, “In him dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily” (Colossians 2:9). Did he simply mean that in Christ dwelt all the fullness of Himself? That would be like saying that in me dwells all the fullness of me. Well, of course it does—so why say it, and what does it really mean? Nothing!
Does it simply mean that in Christ dwells all the fullness of Deity, as some non-KJV translations render it? That, too, would be redundant—or it would detract from the Deity of Christ. For if Christ is intrinsically God, then what is the point of saying that “in Him dwells all the fullness of Deity”? Of course it does! But if Christ is the Son and there are two other persons in the Godhead, then it does mean something. It means that just as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one God, so, when the Son became man, He brought that fullness of the Godhead with Him into flesh.
It is a mystery how God can exist in three Persons yet be one God; but it is also a mystery how God could have no beginning and create everything out of nothing. We can’t understand what a human soul or spirit is. Nor can we explain love or beauty or justice. It is beyond human capacity to comprehend the full nature of God’s being. But neither can we understand what it means for us or anything else to exist—nor can we comprehend what space or time or matter are.
For every door science opens, there are ten more unopened doors beyond. The more we learn, the more rapidly the unknown expands before us like receding images in a hall of mirrors. The Jehovah’s Witnesses and other Unitarians argue that because the Trinity can’t be understood, it can’t exist. But the fact that it is beyond human comprehension (exactly what one would expect of Deity) is no reason for rejecting what the Bible presents so consistently to us. God is telling us about Himself so that we may believe in and know Him. We dare not reject what He says or lower Him to the level of our finite minds. ■
— Reprinted with permission; Dave Hunt, author; The Berean Call, publisher.
Counseling From the Word
Questions to Ask When Choosing a Counselor
by Association of Biblical Counselors
1. Is God’s Word the source of their counsel? Is the Bible seen as being one truth among many other truths, or is it the most reliable place for real help? Find a counselor that is convinced that real truth applied to real problems brings about real change. Lives are changed as the truth of God, as revealed in His Word, is applied to the toughest problem.
2. Is the counselor Biblically sound? Most counseling errors stem from the fact that the counselor has views of God, change, problems, etc., which are shaped more by culture and Pop-Psychology than by God’s Word. Sound theology should shape their psychology rather than the other way around.
3. Is the counselor committed to growth and change, or is he more interested in endless discussions about the problem? Many counselors are good at “diagnosing” but don’t have answers for change. What results is “Diagnostic Damnation.” Seek out a counselor that is more concerned with God-honoring change than with labels.
4. Will the counselor lead me to answers found in God’s Word, or tell me the answers are within me? Most of the 250 commonly used approaches to counseling assume “the answers are found within.” Find a counselor who understands that the Bible teaches that we need outside counsel from God and His revealed truth. They should point people to real answers, not more self-focus.
5. Is the counselor well-trained? Find a counseling center or ministry that is well-trained in Biblical counseling. They should provide in-house training in addition to the degrees they have already received.
6. Will the counselor honor my marriage? Much marriage counseling today is really divorce counseling. Counselors split couples up to work on “individual issues” with the end result being the couple growing farther apart. Ask the counselor if he takes seriously the commandment to “not separate what God has joined together.” Couples should be counseled together and work toward real changes that will grow the worst marriages into marriages that sing.
7. Will the counselor honor my authority as a parent? Some counselors meet alone with children and do not include parents in the process. Find out if the counselor will counsel children with their parents present as well, because we believe it to be the best way to implement real change. Biblical counseling equips parents to lead their children. ■
— Reprinted with permission.
Sermon of the Month
Each month we will feature a Biblical sermon in this column. We would like to emphasize expository preaching and ask our readers to submit good expositional sermons for consideration. Please send typewritten copies by “snail mail” or E-mail to Editor, Sword and Trumpet, Box 575, Harrisonburg, VA 22803; swandtrump@verizon.net.
Standing Our Ground for the Faith
by Robert L. Evans Presbyterian minister and author (1866-1960)
“Earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).
Jude, guided by the Holy Spirit, took up his pen to write a message to the saints, and had in mind to write concerning some phase of our “common salvation,” but the Spirit of God would not permit him to do so, for in order for Him to complete the whole body of truth, there needed to be a special exhortation to “earnestly contend for the faith” and a strong warning to those who would depart from the truth.
Hence we have near the end of the New Testament this epistle that, down through the centuries, has been a sort of red light to the saints. Here is an exhortation to Christians that the Lord has never revoked.
The world is filled with divers kinds of religions and cults, but remember that there is but one Faith that was once for all delivered to the saints. It is spoken of as “the Faith” and not “a Faith.” The Lord had reference to this Faith when He said: “When the Son of man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?” (Luke 18:8).
This is the one true religion in the world based upon the revelation of the one true God. The Spirit of God has never given the church, or the body of saints, any authority to add to the body of truth “once delivered to the saints,” or to delete any portion from it.
There has nothing been added to God’s complete revelation since, nor will there be, rest assured, till the long silence will be broken by the personal return of our Lord in glory to translate the body of saints to the heavens.
In the last century thousands went into Mormonism because they believed that the Book of Mormon was an addition to the Bible and brought added light from God. It is still making converts of the spiritually ignorant. Later, many accepted the teachings of Mary Baker Eddy, who claimed new light on the meaning of the sacred Scriptures, influencing multitudes even of professed Christians to enter her cult.
We often hear in some quarters about “progressive revelation.” The statement is misleading for it implies that God is still continuing the process of revelation. We also hear about “progressive Christianity.” This is just as misleading, for Christianity has never changed, nor has the condition of the world nor of humanity at any time necessitated any addition to the original tenets or doctrines once at the beginning established by the Holy Spirit.
This Faith was delivered to the saints. It was not delivered to the Jews, though in ancient times God did deliver His great revelations to them. But not the articles of Faith, not even to the Apostle Paul, though much of the truth embodied in the Faith was delivered to the saints through him!
It was not delivered to any pope or to any body of ecclesiastical leaders, not to colleges or universities, but to the saints. It is your heritage and mine—and you professors, whatever be your title or sphere, keep your hands off the truth of the Faith. Be careful that you do not add to, detract from, or seek to change or modify by your worldly wisdom “the faith once delivered to the saints.”
It was not formed as most of the systems of philosophy have been by men or by a number of men adding to what others have written. It was delivered by faithful witnesses unto the saints. It came from God and was delivered to the saints.
We are to “earnestly contend” for it. We are not urged to contend for “religion.” Much blood has been shed for religion by those who gave no evidence that they knew God. But believers are exhorted to earnestly contend for the divinely revealed Faith once for all given. There is one Greek word translated “earnestly contend” and it means to fight for what you are standing on and to hold on to what you have.
Many present-day ministers ignore this epistle. They seem to think it is unbecoming for Christians, especially ministers, to engage in any controversy, or to fight for the truth. Controversy and a bad spirit are, in their estimation, synonymous terms.
We have only to consider the attitude of our Lord toward false teaching to see the error of such a position. During the whole of His public ministry, He was in the midst of controversy. Yet no one would accuse Him of lacking in the spirit of meekness and humility. No one ever used more severe language when speaking of wrong teaching; moreover He did not confine His censures to false doctrines, but included in His strictures those who were guilty of spreading them abroad.
He did not hesitate to accuse the scribes and Pharisees, the religious leaders of His day, of being blind guides, hypocrites, a generation of vipers who should not escape the damnation of Hell.
The apostles, Spirit-filled as they were, followed their Lord in this strong attitude toward error and toward those who were guilty of harboring or spreading it. Most of the epistles were written with the express purpose of defending the truth and exposing error. They nearly all have much in them that was controversial.
How thankful we ought to be that these early Christian leaders did earnestly contend for the Faith once delivered to the saints! Paul did not hesitate even to rebuke and reprove Peter publicly for this lack of courage to stand in the presence of ridicule and censure for the great truths of grace in the Gospel.
When we compare some of our present-day church leaders with the past contenders for the Faith, we confess that it seems there are few who are ready to show their colors.■
— Reprinted with permission from The Biblical Evangelist, May–July 2013.
Pluralism and the Gospel
by Dan Reed
“If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye have received, let him be accursed” (Galatians 1:9).
T he message of Paul is antithetical to all that we are taught in the pluralistic society in which we live. It is a message of exclusivity. Paul’s message would be classified as hate speech today.
We are living in an age of latitudinarianism. That is an old word for liberalism. The liberal philosophy is that you must not be dogmatic about anything except being against dogmatism!
Today the message is “Keep an open mind.” Nothing is settled. It is not important what you believe; the only important thing is that you believe.
That is the message of pluralism. Religious pluralism simply means that no one has a corner on truth. All “truths” are equally valid.
G. F. Lessing tells the story of a father who had three sons and a coveted gold ring which all three wanted when he died. He could leave it to only one, and he knew they would battle over it. Therefore, he had two other rings made which looked like the genuine gold ring, but they were not genuine.
When he died, they all got rings that looked alike; but they knew only one had the genuine gold ring. They all went to a philosopher to ask how they should handle the argument. He said, “Your problem is not the ring. Your problem is in what you believe about the ring. If you will all three believe you have the genuine thing, your problem will be solved.”
That is the essence of pluralism. To be the pluralist, it doesn’t matter what the truth is. In fact, there is no such thing as absolute truth. What really matters is that we all believe.
There is a bumper sticker that expresses this idea which is becoming more and more popular. It says “Coexist.” Each symbol stands for some ideology or religion. C is the Islamic crescent. E stands for science and naturalism. The T is for Christianity.
It is basically the new peace symbol. It means that we should live in peace and harmony.
There is a real sense in which that is true if you mean not persecuting or harming other people because they do not believe like you believe. We are never to persecute or harm others to persuade them to our beliefs.
But that is not what they mean. They mean that we cannot know truth. Therefore, we must not struggle over our beliefs, and particularly we cannot ever state that anybody else is wrong.
We are taught to keep our minds open. Do not believe anything with finality.
One man sat under a very liberal preacher for several years. When the liberal preacher resigned, the man came to tell him how much he would be missed. He said, “You know, before you came, I cared not for God, man, or the devil. But after listening to you preach, I have come to love all three.”
But truth demands antithesis. If there is a Heaven, there is a Hell. If there is a right, there is a wrong. If there is truth, there are lies.
The Bible, if it is anything, is authoritative. It is a final word. This is why it is hated by liberals. It is not because it claims to be a truth among many, but because it claims to be the truth among all! It is exclusive!
“To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is because there is no light in them” (Isaiah 8:20).
“I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me” (John 14:6).
“Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).■
— Reprinted with permission from Sword of the Lord, September 2013.
Song of the Month
James S. Martin, Music Editor “ . . . singing with understanding!”
Across the Sky the Shades of Night
Hamilton/Geistliche Lieder • Nun Freut Euch 8.7.8.7.8.8.7.
James Hamilton, 1882 J. King’s Geistliche Lieder, 1535
Lyrics: If you find yourself in a gathered assembly of worshipers during the closing hours of December 31, you will have the perfect hymn for the occasion.
James Hamilton (1819-1896), a Scottish-born clergyman in the Anglican church, wrote this text specifically for a New Year’s Eve worship service. While we have other “specific-event” hymns in our hymnals, they are usually events in the context of planned public worship, such as Christmas, Easter, or Thanksgiving. But the New Year’s Eve service has been less common in our Anabaptist traditions, which may be why this text is less familiar.
The passing of a year always triggers a certain amount of reflection. We look back, in gratitude or sorrow, and we look ahead, with varying degrees of renewed hope. The Romans enshrined this idea by naming the first month of the year after Janus, the god of beginnings and endings. Janus was always depicted as having two heads—facing in opposite directions.
But looking both directions was not invented by Roman philosophy. The Old Testament walk of faith leaned heavily on the ability to reflect on past miracles as a source of strength for future victories. This reminiscing, as in Psalms 105 and 106, formed a central theme in their songs of praise.
Hamilton’s original text included both the cross and the altar as the physical objects in the sanctuary on which we gaze as we do our reflecting. The editors of our current version scrubbed out some sacramentalism by removing the altar, but the cross remains. Paul “gloried” in the cross, and every redeemed soul finds his gaze wandering often back to that pivotal event. It is, both personally and historically, the Ultimate Reflection.
The third stanza presents a lovely image: Gathering up memories of the year, as though flowers in a meadow. It is a quiet gathering, one that requires sitting still. We bow silently at the year’s end and stroll back through our memories, lingering briefly over many events—both pleasant and painful. Remembering lifts us above the rest of creation. Dogs and daisies do not reflect on the past, as far as we know.
Then we look ahead to 2014 and beyond—“right onward through our journey home.” For some of us, 2014 may be the final leg of our pilgrimage. An omitted stanza directs us to “lift our eyes to dear ones gone before us,” with a wistful plea to be reunited someday.
Music: The tune Nun Freut Euch first appeared in Joseph Klug’s 1535 collection called Geistliche Lieder [Spiritual Songs], printed in Wittenberg, Germany. We usually associate Wittenberg with a more prominent name of the Reformation, and indeed, Martin Luther may have written this melody. Most historians, though, tend to lean toward an anonymous folk tune origin.
What we do know is that this sturdy melody was matched to one of Luther’s earliest hymns, “Nun Freut Euch, Lieber Christen” [Dear Christians, Rejoice!]. The association of text and tune became permanent, and today this tune is interchangeably known as Luther’s Hymn or Nun Freut Euch.
The harmonization shown here contains a more challenging bass line than other versions. In fact, the downward bass leaps of the opening notes will rattle the self- confidence of the average congregational bass singer. The opening measure has a trap for beginning song leaders too. Not many hymns begin on beat 2 of 4.
But this majestic tune is easily worth a little practice! Don’t rush it; the bass singers need time to progress sedately from chord to chord. Musically, the composition is well-poised and deeply satisfying. Lift your voice in the assembly of pilgrims and let it be a sublime expression of your courage to step into 2014. ■
Book Review . . .
Crazy Busy: A (Mercifully) Short Book About a (Really) Big Problem
Author: Kevin DeYoung
Publisher: Crossway, 2013, 124 pp.
Available from: Westminster, Amazon.
Those who pick up this book will most likely fall into one of two categories. Some of you will look at the title, mystified, and think “Crazy? Busy? What do those two adjectives have in common? And crazy busy what?” Others will instantly identify with the concept and feel a certain kinship with the cover diagram (a running figure, its head an outsized exclamation mark). If you are of the former group, don’t bother with this book. But if you have any immediate sense that this might be something you need to read, you are probably right.
Most of us have heard that if we want to get something done, we should look for a busy person to do it, because he will get the job done. Some people seem to naturally thrive on activity and accomplishment and quite happily load more onto their schedules. Others, gifted with diverse abilities and called to serve in numerous areas, suddenly find that they have taken on more than they can handle. Both types of people can easily become “crazy busy” (which can be defined as excessively busy, to the point of frustration and actual inefficiency) without intending to.
DeYoung acknowledges that he is at once the best and the worst person to write a book on busyness, because his life is “crazy busy.” His description of his high school and college years makes it apparent that he is “wired” that way. (Friends were astonished to hear that he was planning to write about one of his biggest weaknesses; DeYoung says he wrote the book “to figure out things I don’t know and to work on change I have not yet seen [p. 14]” in order to experience progress himself.) He makes it clear that his book is neither a collection of time management tips nor a theological exposition on Sabbath rest. However, understanding our hearts and experiencing change require theology and practicality, and he offers both of those.
First on the agenda is a list of three dangers associated with busyness. It can rob us of joy, making us frazzled, irritable, and stressed. (The busy person is generally not the only one suffering when this happens.) Busyness robs us of spiritual growth as the cares of life choke the Word of God. And busyness can cover up deeper, more serious issues—what DeYoung calls the “rot in our souls.”
Is crazy busyness merely a modern phenomenon? Is it actually harder for us than it was for our ancestors to strike a reasonable balance between sloth and over- commitment? DeYoung suggests that two aspects peculiar to our time play upon sinful tendencies present since the Fall: the complexity of our lives and the sheer volume of our opportunities (p. 24). Picture yourself in a log cabin on the early American frontier or a mud hut in primitive Africa, and you will understand what he means by these.
What are some heart sources of our attraction to sinful busyness? DeYoung offers seven possible diagnoses. We might be suffering from one of pride’s many manifestations, which he calls “the killer P’s” (p. 33). Among others, these include people-pleasing, poor planning, possessions, prestige, perfectionism, and posting (for those who don’t blog, tweet, or show your faces in an ever-increasing variety of methods, this refers to social media.) We may be trying to accomplish things God never intended us to do—what DeYoung calls “the terror of total obligation” (p. 43).
Some people fail to set priorities and experience “mission creep” (p. 53). This sinister-sounding term simply means that in pursuing lesser but more urgent-seeming needs, we move gradually away from our main calling. Focusing on the demands right in front of us makes it easy to disregard previous commitments and neglect our primary responsibilities.
Three other potential diagnoses are “child-obsessed parenting,” or in modern parlance “freaking out about our kids” (p. 65); letting “the screen” dominate our lives and asphyxiate our souls (also known as Internet addiction); and failing to establish healthy rhythms. We overestimate how much of our children’s future well-being depends upon us. We are overcome by the need to feel connected. And on the average, we sleep nearly two and a half hours fewer per night than did Americans a century ago!
The solution is not a life of idleness. Somewhat surprisingly, the seventh diagnosis is that we suffer more in busyness because we object to suffering. We expect life to be easy. God has given us work to do, and there will be tiredness and stresses associated with it. However, it is possible to serve and bear burdens with the right character and dependence on God rather than being “stressed and frenzied while actually accomplishing very little” (p. 102). How do we get there? The last chapter, entitled “The One Thing You Must Do” is a rationale for allowing God to minister to us in what is suitably called “devotions:” devoting ourselves to prayer and reading the Word.
Whether you are genetically programmed or environmentally pressured to be crazy busy (think “Mennonite work ethic” gone to seed) or have only overextended your natural abilities, this book is a wake-up call and a source of help. The problem is “really big,” but DeYoung outlines doable beginner steps on the pathway to balance. (You may find, as I did, that you are almost unconsciously tweaking unhealthy patterns soon after finishing the book.) Theological carefulness is blended with honesty and humor to produce a book that is well-written and easy to read! ■
Missions at Risk—A Failure of Nerve
by Albert Mohler
America’s evangelical Christians are facing a critical testing-time in the twenty-first century. Among the most important of the tests we now face is the future of missions and our faithfulness to the Great Commission. At a time of unprecedented opportunity, will our zeal for world missions slacken?
Just as doors of opportunity are opening around the world, the church seems to be losing its voice. A virtual re-paganization of Western culture is occurring, indicating that the failure of the American church is evident at home as well as abroad. What is the root issue?
At base, the issue is a failure of theological nerve—a devastating loss of Biblical and doctrinal conviction. The result is retreat on the mission fields of the world and regression on the home front. Since the middle of the last century, the mainline Protestant denominations have been withdrawing from the missionary enterprise, some even declaring a “moratorium” on the sending of missionaries charged to preach the Gospel. Among these denominations, the total missionary force is now a fraction of that during the 1950s, and many of those who remain on the fields have been assigned duties far removed from conversionist witness.
This loss of theological nerve is a fundamental failure of conviction. Put bluntly, many who claim to be Christians simply do not believe that anyone is actually lost.
The essence of this belief is universalism, the belief that all persons will be saved, whether or not they have a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. Universalism presents itself in many forms, including modern inclusivism, pluralism, and relativism. In its boldest and most honest form, it is the absolute declaration that all persons will be saved (if indeed there is anything from which to be saved). By this account, all religions have an equal claim to truth which underlies the “religious” character of humanity.
In its more romanticized forms, universalism is the belief that God would not actually sentence rebellious human beings to eternal punishment, in spite of what He reveals in Holy Scripture. These persons believe in a God of their own devising, and not the God of the Bible.
Universalism also presents itself in a naive form, in which Christians refuse to deal with the issue and simply declare no position or conviction on the issue. Their stance betrays their lack of conviction and even compassion. Their conscience is uncluttered by concern for the lost.
The believing church down through the ages has steadfastly resisted the universalist temptation, because universalism is so directly opposed to the clear teaching of Scripture. The Bible presents Jesus Christ and His atoning work as the only means of salvation, His Gospel as the only “good news” for a lost world, and the Gospel as the global mandate of the church.
There is no room for universalism—whatever its form—in evangelical churches. By rejecting the finality of Jesus Christ and the integrity of His Gospel, those who promote universalism are witnesses to another gospel—demonstrating a perversion of the Gospel as the Apostle Paul had warned.
Given their commitment to the Gospel, could evangelical Christians allow universalism to make inroads into their ranks? There are signs that this is now well underway. In the evangelical academy, some are advocating views well in line with the liberal Protestant arguments of the mid-century. The challenge of pluralism has found many evangelicals with weak knees. The pattern of evangelical compromise is also evident in those who seek to reduce the unique claim Christianity makes to truth, and also among those who promote the idea of a second opportunity for saving faith after death.
The pattern is not restricted to the academics, however. The most dangerous trend may be found in the pews of evangelical churches, where more and more Christians are willing to reject or compromise the uniqueness of Christ and His atonement, citing the apparent “sincerity” of those who worship other gods, or no god at all. Many American Christians seem increasingly reluctant to believe that their unsaved neighbors will go to Hell. The urgency of world missions is a strange concept to a generation seemingly preoccupied with feel-good religion and self-help courses.
Where will the church stand? A report released just a few years ago indicated that only a third of the participants at an Urbana missions conference (bringing together thousands of college-aged evangelicals) indicated a belief that “a person who does not hear the Gospel is eternally lost.” As one missionary veteran responded: “If two-thirds of the most missions-minded young people in America do not affirm the lostness of mankind, the Great Commission is in serious trouble!” Should these trends remain unchecked and uncorrected, the missions cause—and the church itself—will be in serious trouble indeed.
This is, as the late Carl F. H. Henry advised, a time for evangelical demonstration. Our words of support for the missionary cause are meaningless if we do not produce a new generation of bold, courageous, and committed Christian missionaries. Let us make our convictions clear. Evan- gelical Christians must take our stand for the Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, who alone has made atonement for our sins. In a day of pluralism, we must point to the only Gospel that offers salvation. We must learn again to define the true Gospel in terms of justification by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone. This is the sum and substance of the genuine Gospel—and the true Gospel is always a missionary Gospel.■
— Reprinted with permission. www.Albert Mohler.com, November 2004.
The Power of Intercession
by Eric Brubaker
We live in a society where people tend to think mostly about themselves. Many tend to care very little about what is going on in someone else’s life, and frequently don’t want to get involved. Even when there is an accident, or when a driver is stranded along the road—there’s a tendency to drive by instead of stopping and helping. Certainly there are times when we might feel as though there’s nothing we can do. Some are not trained professionals and thus feel unable to help. Yet there are times when we may not care enough to stop, and thus we just drive on.
Coming upon an accident scene may be an infrequent experience in our lives, but there are other (less life-threatening) situations around us, where people are dealing with hurt and pain and disappointment, and where easy solutions are hard to come by. The impact of sin is all around us, and sometimes among us, and there are times when people are stubborn and have their heels dug in and their minds made up. Such situations are common around us and sometimes it looks like there is nothing that we can do. In many cases there is nothing we can do to help.
1. The Meaning of Intercession
Intercession is a practice found throughout the Bible. Most often it appears in the context of prayer, where one person prays on behalf of another. But there are also other instances outside of prayer, where one party takes up the cause of another party and pleads their case. Or, intercession can occur when someone intervenes between disputing parties with the goal of reconciling their differences. Another word for this is interpose, which involves putting oneself between opposing parties. Intercession then is taking up the cause of another person or group of people, and acting on their behalf through prayer or through verbal testimony.
The first step in becoming an intercessor is to learn what is going on in the other person’s life, and then to become involved at some level in trying to remedy the situation. We may often feel helpless in knowing what to do in certain situations, but awareness and concern are two important factors in intercession. Galatians 6:2 says, “Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ.” This is a reminder that even the act of helping people to carry the burdens of life is a way of showing them the love of Christ. And we cannot help to carry what we are not aware of and what we are not concerned about. The second greatest commandment in the Bible is to love our neighbors as ourselves (Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:39). And this can involve interceding for them.
One of the pitfalls in interceding for others is that sometimes people become overly concerned about what is happening in another person’s life, and so some discretion is necessary in this area. The Bible in several places warns about meddling in the affairs of others. First Peter 4:15 says, “But let none of you suffer as a murderer, or as a thief, or as an evildoer, or as a busybody in other men’s matters.” A meddler is someone who habitually sticks his nose into a situation in which he has no business. The Bible clearly warns about meddling, saying that we should not do it.
2. Accounts of Intercession in the Bible
The word intercession is not used very often in the Bible, but examples of it are seen frequently, especially in the Old Testament.
Abraham Interceding for His Family (Genesis 18)
Abraham was interceding for the city of Sodom, where his nephew Lot was living. Three heavenly messengers came to visit Abraham, one of them being the Lord (verse 17). He revealed to Abraham what He was about to do to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. The Lord said that the sin of these cities had become so grave that the outcry against them was great (verse 20). He was on His way to see if the sin of the city matched the outcry that had come to Him (verse 21). Abraham realized that Lot and his family living in Sodom were in danger, and so he was pleading with the Lord not to “destroy the righteous with the wicked” (verse 23). In fact, he says to the Lord, “That be far from thee to do after this manner, to slay the righteous with the wicked: . . . Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (verse 25). Abraham was not pleading that God would withhold the punishment due the wicked, but that He would spare the righteous from the same fate as the wicked. Abraham was counting on the fact that Lot and his family would be considered righteous.
The Lord graciously responded to the pleading of Abraham and said that if He found just (fifty) righteous people in the city, He would spare it (verse 26). Abraham realized that there might not be fifty righteous in the city, so he begged the Lord to spare the city if less than fifty righteous were found there. Five times he interceded for the city, and each time the Lord granted his request. The Lord finally agreed to spare the city even if only (ten) righteous people were found there (verse 32). The Lord did destroy the city, for even ten righteous persons could not be found; but Lot and his family were graciously spared. Abraham’s request was granted. The righteous were not destroyed with the wicked.
Jude 22, 23 echoes the image of Abraham pleading for Lot in Genesis 18 when it says, “And of some have compassion, making a difference: and others save with fear, pulling them out of the fire; hating even the garment spotted by the flesh.” The reference to “snatching them out of the fire” is a form of intercession. Jude reminds us that there is a time to step in and become involved when someone has fallen into sin. It is like snatching them out of the fire because they are being saved from the wrath of God. Again, discretion is needed to know when it is appropriate to become involved. But Jude reminds readers that it is our Christian duty to seek to rescue those who are perishing.
Eli Interceding for His Sons (1 Samuel 2)
In Old Testament times, Eli the priest had two sons who were wicked and undisciplined. The Bible says that “the sin of the young men was very great before the Lord: for men abhorred the offering of the Lord” (1 Samuel 2:17). The young men were also priests, but they brought disgrace upon the office, and upon their father, and upon the Lord. Eli heard about all of the evil things his sons were doing and he warned them saying, “If one man sin against another, the judge shall judge him: but if a man sin against the Lord, who shall intreat for him? Notwithstanding they hearkened not unto the voice of their father, because the Lord would slay them” (1 Samuel 2:25). Eli tried to warn his sons about the consequences of their evil ways. He tried to intervene and “snatch them out of the fire.” But his sons were stubborn and disobedient and were not willing to listen to their father. Eventually they died in battle against the Philistines (1 Samuel 4:11).
Eli’s situation reminds us that there are times when it is imperative to step in and warn and rebuke (1 Samuel 3:13). But if this doesn’t help the situation, the only thing we can do is to plead with God on their behalf. If individuals do not change their course and turn away from their evil behavior, the only thing left to do is to intercede for them before God. For example, the aged priest Samuel knew that the children of Israel had sinned greatly by asking for a king. And yet, in light of their evil request, Samuel says, “Moreover as for me, God forbid that I should sin against the Lord in ceasing to pray for you: but I will teach you the good and the right way” (1 Samuel 12:23). Samuel was committed to interceding for the people, praying that they would do what was right and follow the way of the Lord. Samuel’s example is a great challenge for us to be committed to praying for people’s spiritual direction.
In addition to interceding that God would be merciful in His judgment (like Abraham did for Lot) and getting involved to help “snatch” others from their lives of sin (like we are commanded to do in Jude 22, 23), there is also a time to intercede for persons whom you know and who are going through difficult times. This relates to the idea of “bearing one another’s burdens,” which included praying for persons during times of spiritual testing.
3. Jesus Interceding for His People
When Jesus was at the Last Supper with His disciples He was aware that a difficult night lay ahead for Him and His disciples. He said to Simon, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: but I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren” (Luke 22:31, 32). The Bible says that Satan wanted to sift Peter like wheat, which seems to imply that some kind of trial or test lay ahead. Jesus was referring to the three times that Peter would deny Him later that night.
Satan was somehow involved in Peter’s denial of Jesus. He had asked Jesus for permission to be involved in this, and Jesus apparently consented. One writer notes that Satan was seeking to “shake [Peter] violently, as one does wheat, to cause [him] to fall” (ESV Study Bible footnote). Satan clearly wanted to disrupt Peter’s steadfastness. He wanted to cause him to fall away and to destroy his faith. The beautiful lesson from this experience is that Jesus interceded for Peter. He prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail. In the midst of a very difficult trial where Peter would fail miserably, Jesus’ prayer was that Peter’s faith would not fail.
What can we learn from this event? First Peter 5:8, 9 says, “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour: whom resist stedfast in the faith.” Satan has not changed since the days of Peter and Jesus. He still wants to destroy people’s faith. He still wants to sift people like wheat. He still wants to cause people to fail. He is an adversary, and his goal is to devour the Christian. Since this is so, one of our prayers should be that Christians remain “steadfast in the faith,” and that their faith would not fail. If we know that people have been going through difficult situations, even if they have stumbled and fallen, we should pray that they would become penitent and remain strong in the faith.
When the Apostle Paul was in Athens, he sent Timothy to Thessalonica to establish and strengthen the believers in their faith (1 Thessalonians 3:2). Paul was very much aware of the schemes of Satan and said, “When I could no longer forbear, I sent to know your faith, lest by some means the tempter have tempted you, and our labour be in vain” (1 Thessalonians 3:5). Paul knew that during great spiritual testing it is possible to lose faith and fall away. And so he sent Timothy to establish and strengthen them in the faith. Sometimes there are situations around us where people are going through difficult circumstances in life. We have a tendency to pull away from them and be uninvolved during that time, but the examples of Jesus and Paul show us that the stability of a person’s faith is very important. Thus we should do what we can, either by prayer or by physical presence and encouragement, to make sure that their faith does not fail.
However, there are times when our efforts are simply weak and inadequate. We may want to pray and intercede for another person or situation, but we simply don’t know how to pray or what to pray for. Or, we may be weak in stamina and discipline. In these situations, Romans 8:26, 27 reminds us that the Spirit helps us in our weaknesses, and that He intercedes for the interceder. The Holy Spirit intercedes on our behalf, either taking up our prayers (praying for the situations that we were praying about) or interceding for us, that we remain strong and persistent in our prayers. The Great Searcher of Hearts knows the mind of the Spirit and hears His intercessions on behalf of the saints.
Intercession is a very important part of the Christian life. By it we can take up the cause of other persons, and represent them before Heaven. Intercession has undoubtedly had a profound affect in the lives of the saints down through history, and it has likely altered the course and direction of the lives of many people. Intercession can be a great comfort to someone who is struggling or has lost his way. It reminds those who have lost their way that someone else is interested in their plight. But beyond that, intercession can actually change people’s direction in life, or at least help to bolster their faith during a difficult time. But we are not limited to our own efforts and to our own strength. We have an Intercessor in Heaven who has an even greater interest in our lives than we do. He is the eternal Great High Priest, the perpetual Intercessor—and He never tires of representing His own before the Father.■
— Reprinted with permission from BRF.
The End Is Near
Prophecy Viewpoints
God’s 144,000 Sealed Servants
by Nabi Adam
In Chapter 6 of Revelation, Jesus the Lamb who is worthy to take the scroll out of the hand of God starts opening the seals of the scroll, and the Seal Judgments begin as the seven-year tribulation starts on earth. The sixth chapter ends with the question, “For the great day of his wrath is come; and who shall be able to stand?”, so it is obvious that awful events are taking place on the earth.
As Chapter 7 starts four angels are restraining the winds from blowing on the earth. Another angel tells them not to release the winds till the servants of God are sealed in their foreheads. Winds can be very destructive and no doubt God has and will use them for His purposes. We do not know for certain what all this seal consists of other than it includes the name of their heavenly Father. It is interesting to note that God is the first to employ a seal or mark on the foreheads of His servants, not Satan or the beast. Satan often counterfeits the good things of God. The “mark of the beast” in the foreheads of those who worship him is not very original. Satan does not think up good ideas. He simply copies the good things God does to try to gain an advantage himself.
In the first part of Revelation 7:4, we see the number of those who will be sealed. “And I heard the number of them which were sealed: and there were sealed an hundred and forty and four thousand.” What is the purpose of sealing these 144,000 servants of God? We are not explicitly told why they are sealed, but in Revelation 9:4 it says they will be protected from the locusts that ascended out of the smoke from the bottomless pit, which had power like scorpions. Only those men who “have not the seal of God in their foreheads” will be hurt by those locusts.
Revelation 14 tells us more about these 144,000 servants of God. At that time these sealed servants of God are in Heaven. They are with the Lamb before the throne of God. It also says they will be singing a new song which only they can sing. They were redeemed from the earth. They are redeemed from among men so they are not some angelic group. No doubt a qualification for them to be sealed was that they were redeemed. The only way to be redeemed is by the blood of the Lamb, and it says they “follow the Lamb whithersoever he goeth.” Next it says that they “were not defiled with women; for they are virgins.” While it is not certain what this means, undoubtedly they were pure. These servants of God had no guile in their mouth and are “without fault before the throne of God.” These are qualities all servants of God should desire in any age.
As servants of God, what service will these 144,000 perform? Undoubtedly part of their mission will be the same as ours today; they will witness to the unsaved around them. Not only will these 144,000 be witnessing to others, but Revelation 14:6 says, “I saw another angel fly in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people.” This is the ultimate fulfillment of Jesus’ prophecy in Matthew 24:14 which says, “And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world for a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come.” We as Christians today are commissioned to preach the Gospel, but the entire world hearing the Gospel is not a prerequisite for Jesus to come for His church in the rapture. This preaching by the angel will take place after the rapture, but before Jesus comes to reign on the earth.
There are many things about these sealed servants of God which we have learned, but now we come to a question many ask, “Who are they?” We will let Scripture answer that question for us. “And I heard the number of them which were sealed: and there were sealed an hundred and forty and four thousand of all the tribes of the children of Israel” (Revelation 7:4, emphasis added). The passage plainly says the 144,000 sealed servants of God are Israelites from twelve tribes of the children of Israel. There are 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes that are listed. To make the point more emphatic, God had John record the names of the twelve tribes the 144,000 will come from.
Various commentators have said the 144,000 represent an assortment of groups of Gentile Christians in the church age. However, that position makes Revelation 7:5-8, which lists the twelve tribes, seem unnecessary. Nowhere else are Gentile Christians listed as twelve tribes like the “tribes of the children of Israel” named in these verses. It makes much more sense to take Scripture literally, which is to take it for what it says, than to take it figuratively or allegorically as some have done.
During the Tribulation God will again be dealing directly with Israel and these verses describe one of the groups from Israel who God will especially bless and use. As the Darby translation renders God’s promise in Daniel 9:24, “Seventy weeks are apportioned out upon thy people and upon thy holy city.” God still loves His chosen people Israel. He has chosen to seal 144,000 of the Jews living during the Tribulation who have turned to Jesus as their Saviour and are redeemed. They will be protected from some of the judgments poured out on the earth at that time. We later see them in Heaven in Revelation 14, so at some point they face death, though they are sealed. Their distinctive song in Heaven seems to indicate a unique place among the redeemed.
Some have asked if these are the only Jews who will be saved during the Tribulation. Revelation 7:9 describes “a great multitude, which no man could number, of all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues, stood before the throne, and before the Lamb.” This indicates there will be other Jews among the saved from “all nations.” That throng is separate from the 144,000 sealed servants of God. More exciting things can be gleaned from the tribes of Israel who are sealed. We will look at that another time.
Examining the Legacy of the Gospel Song
by James S. Martin
“W hat shall we sing?” has long been a dependable hot-button question in the church. From chants to psalms to hymns to choruses, the changes in worship music have seldom gone smoothly. In some ways, Anabaptist groups have been less vulnerable to worship fads. They have historically kept a stronghold on their worship traditions. But the switch from German to English in the late 19th century broke that continuity and left the Anabaptists scrambling to borrow worship materials from the nearest Protestant sources. The Gospel song was one such acquirement that became surprisingly entrenched in Anabaptist worship, considering how poorly it fit their theological motifs.
First-Generation Gospel Songs: Sunday Schools and Revivalism (1860-1900)
The origins of the Gospel song are usually traced to the camp meeting songs of the early 1800s. Out of Appalachian folk traditions came “white spirituals” such as “Give Me That Old-Time Religion” and “On Jordan’s Stormy Banks I Stand.” In this era, blacks and whites often attended camp meetings together and may have shared their heritage of simple praise songs. Black spirituals of that day included songs like “Go Tell It On the Mountain,” “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder,” and “Were You There?”1
The Sunday school movement, which sprang to life in the mid-1800s, created a demand for simple spiritual songs for children. William Bradbury led the way in the 1860s with fresh tunes, many of which we still sing: “Jesus Loves Me,” “Saviour, Like a Shepherd Lead Us,” “My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less,” and “Just as I Am.”
During the same period, Robert Lowry composed lively tunes such as “Marching to Zion” and “All the Way My Saviour Leads Me.” He wrote both words and music for “Shall We Gather at the River.” More memorably, the blind poetess Fanny Crosby supplied around 8,000 new song texts,* frequently collaborating with the composer William Doane.2 Some of her best-known songs include “To God Be the Glory,” “Blessed Assurance,” “Rescue the Perishing,” and “I Am Thine, O Lord.” Other favorites born in this era were “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” “I Will Sing of My Redeemer,” and “He Hideth My Soul.” Of course, these examples represent the “gold” of the Gospel song style; the “chaff,” or the 99%, has drifted away.
Although this type of song was first designed for Sunday schools, it also proved to be the perfect tool for the mass urban revivalism that began in the 1870s. Dwight L. Moody and his songleader, Ira D. Sankey, held dynamic evangelistic rallies in large urban venues, creating a new model for parachurch ministry. With solos and choir support, Sankey could quickly teach these new repetitive songs to large crowds without songbooks.
Compared to singing hymns in the Lowell Mason style, this was heady stuff. It was a brand-new sound for Christian worship, modeled closely on the popular music of the day—parlor tunes and folk ballads. The fresh personal testimony of the lyrics, the lively rhythms, and the easy tunes made these songs custom-tailored for the excitement of the whole revivalistic project. Moody knew that mass evangelism depended heavily on the emotional momentum created by large crowds singing sensational songs together. He said, “I believe that music is one of the most powerful agents for good or evil.”3
The spirit of revivalism stirred among the Mennonites too. As they began borrowing both the methods and materials of the Protestant Awakening, the more cautious segment of brothers withdrew to form the Old Order groups. Today, we forget how threatening these bouncy new English jingles must have sounded to ears accustomed to slow German hymns.
The first wave of these new Gospel songs entered the Mennonite churches through the Church and Sunday School Hymnal, 1902. A few decades later, the 1927 Church Hymnal (Mennonite) attempted to reign in the zeal for Gospel songs by limiting the number of Gospel songs to 20%.** The book that has spread Gospel songs across a wide segment of conservative Anabaptist churches to this day was the 1959 Christian Hymnal, produced by the Churches of God in Christ, Mennonite.
Characteristics: Identifying Gospel Songs of the Sunday School Era
Classifying worship songs is always complicated by the exceptions. For example, the Gospel song “When Peace Like a River” is quite hymnlike. Compared to hymns, however, Gospel songs had a distinctly new flavor.
General Features
1. Song form. In the hymn tradition, tunes and texts were conceived of independently. Hymnwriters wrote poems in standard meters that could be matched to any number of existing tunes—or interchanged for variety. The Gospel song writers and composers collaborated to create a single work. Like the secular vocal songs of the day, the tunes were specifically composed for the lyrics, or vice versa. This enabled a unified expression that often communicated effectively.
2. Spontaneity. Many pieces, both words and music, were written in very little time and put into circulation. Hence, the endlessly romanticized folklore in the collection of “hymn stories.” One gets the impression from these books that the average Gospel song flowed out on the back of an envelope in 20 minutes, in response to some personal crisis. The tunes were jaunty, but not especially creative. The texts were not intended as studied theological statements. Often the language was only tangentially Scriptural and the Biblical allusions ambiguous. The spontaneous response of the songwriter’s experience made the songs at once intimate and ephemeral.
Consider these familiar lines:
I am trusting in my Saviour,
With a calm and steady light;
Hope is shining on my pathway,
Making all things fair and bright.
I am trusting, trusting, trusting,
I am trusting day by day,
I am trusting in my Saviour
To go with me all the way.
This is a perfectly valid expression for the disciple of Jesus. But the poetry is fluffy; it uses a lot of syllables to say very little—a mark of hastily composed verse. Contrast this to the densely packed lines of a hymn like “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.”
3. Commercialism. The revivalism of the late 1880s kicked off an overwhelmingly popular market for these new songs. Publishing houses sprang up to fill the demand. Millions of paperback collections of the latest songs were snapped up for use in Sunday schools and urban ministries, as well as for singing in the home. (In this pre-iPod era, if people wanted music, they had to make it.)
Musical Characteristics
1. The refrain. The most obvious feature of Gospel songs was the repetition of a refrain, or chorus, after each verse. As everyone piled into the familiar repetitions, it lent a forward momentum to the singing, even if many singers did not know the song well.
2. Motor rhythms. Where hymns moved along sedately at a pace set by quarter and half notes, the Gospel tunes stepped along a brisk eighth note trot. The net result was more syllables of text per minute. “I Am So Glad That Our Father in Heaven” is a good example. One can almost hear in these staccato rhythms the steam engine dynamism of the Industrial Age in which the music was born. The social gospel reformers had progressive agendas, and this was their beat. Meditative music it was not; it was the Gospel on the move.
3. Dance rhythms. The skipping effect of a dotted eighth note followed by a sixteenth note brought a toe-tapping exuberance into the church that shocked the hymn singers of that day no less than if “praise and worship” choruses were brought into our Anabaptist assemblies today. Sing to yourself the classic hymn “Holy, Holy, Holy” with music by John B. Dykes [Hymns of the Church #113], and then sing William B. Bradbury’s music as used in “Holy Is the Lord” [Hymns of the Church #119]. The first is meditative; the second is jiggy. Songs like “Standing on the Promises” are an odd choice of musical expression for a people who have traditionally opposed clapping and dancing in worship.
4. Harmonic simplicity. The story of a song’s harmony is told in the bass line. Many Gospel tunes are “three-chord specials.” That is, the bass notes are primarily DO, FA, and SOL—corresponding to the three primary chords I, IV, and V. A side-by-side comparison illustrates this readily. Compare “The Whole World Was Lost” to “In Heavenly Love Abiding” [Hymns of the Church #625 and #626]. In the first, the Gospel tune, the bass notes have little movement; in the second tune, the bass moves about constantly, in a melody of its own. This makes Gospel tunes great for singers learning to sing parts. It also makes them less interesting musically, which is why they wear out sooner.
5. Major key. Where are the minor key Gospel songs? Without exploring the psychology of taste and tonality, we should at least ponder the dislike for minor key music that seems to linger in the conservative Anabaptist ear. Perhaps a century of overdependence on major key, “happy-clappy” praise songs has dulled our senses to the more serious expressiveness of minor key songs.
Textual Characteristics
1. Focus on personal experience. This doesn’t mean that Gospel songs used “I” and “my” and hymns do not. But the Gospel song, almost by definition, majored on the personal testimony of salvation. A side-by-side comparison in the Christian Hymnal of the two selections “I Will Sing of My Redeemer” and “Oh, Worship the King” [#8 and #9] illustrates the general difference in tone and expression between Gospel songs and hymns.
2. Superficial content. As noted earlier, the very nature of spontaneity precludes a profound development of the theme. Gospel songwriters tended to pad their verses with trite repetitions of salvation lingo. Consider this popular refrain that was added to Isaac Watts’ timeless hymn “Alas! and Did My Saviour Bleed?” [Christian Hymnal #311]:
At the cross, at the cross where I first saw the light,
And the burden of my heart rolled away,
It was there by faith I received my sight,
And now I am happy all the day.
This can certainly be the newborn believer’s genuine testimony. However, it has a breezy—almost flippant—air about it that seems to laugh at the serious words of Watts. Read through the song and feel the contrast in both attitude and literary quality as you move from the verses to the refrain.
3. Cheap grace. Unfortunately, too much of revivalism was founded on cheap grace theology. Just pray the sinner’s prayer and you’re home free! Naturally the songs used by revivalists reflect this thinking. A line from “Oh, Why Not Tonight?” captures it well: “Believe, obey, the work is done, be saved, oh, tonight.” Or consider the bouncy little chorus, “I had so many sins and He took them all away.”
4. Overused metaphors. While the language of Gospel songs was often cast in fresh images from contemporary life, certain themes got more mileage than others. For example, seafaring images were popular. “Jesus, Saviour, Pilot Me,” “Love Lifted Me,” and “The Haven of Rest” are typical examples. “Roaming” is another common image, no doubt taken from the “lost sheep” figure. Many songs mention wandering out in the world and finding one’s way back home.
In general contrast to hymns then, Gospel songs tend to be big on joy, salvation, personal experience, and spontaneity. They tend to be weak on Scriptural theology and the wider scope of the Christian journey, as in themes of discipleship, brotherhood, and suffering. The tunes are rhythmically more dancelike and melodically more upbeat and predictable.
Second-Generation Gospel Songs: Concert Gospel (1900-1950)
The revivalists and singers that followed Moody and Sankey leaned even harder in the direction of popular music and shallow lyrics. Charles Alexander and Homer Rodeheaver were two gifted songleaders of the early 1900s who borrowed entertainment tactics to get the crowds singing. With bold conducting, trombone solos, and showy vocals, they blurred the lines between an evangelistic meeting and a Gospel concert.4
Gospel songs written in this era are noticeably different from the Sunday-school-era Gospel songs. Rodeheaver himself admitted the shift toward show business:
It was never intended for a Sunday morning service, not for a devotional meeting—its purpose was to bridge the gap between the popular song of the day and the great hymns and Gospels songs.5
An example of the evolution of songs about the heavenly Jerusalem could illustrate the shift.
Hymn: “Jerusalem, My Happy Home”
Su nday school song: “I Love to Think of My Home Above”
Concert Gospel song: “I’ll Fly Away”
Additional characteristics of “concert Gospel” songs:
1. Soloistic tunes. Vocal soloists with choir support became a standard feature in these days. A flood of new songs was written to provide soloistic material. “The Old Rugged Cross,” “I Come to the Garden Alone,” and “I’d Rather Have Jesus” are a few classic examples.
2. Syncopation. The Sunday school tunes brought a new bounce into Christian singing; the concert Gospel tunes upped the tension with syncopation. The fourth phrase of “Stepping in the Light” [Christian Hymnal #561] illustrates this daring new rhythmic technique. Today we scarcely notice it. Two other songs of the period that use extensive syncopation are “Living for Jesus” and “Since Jesus Came Into My Heart.”
3. Call and response. An innovation in form was to have the upper and lower parts repeat phrases after each other, such as in “Send the Light” [Christian Hymnal #212]. This became a stock feature of the 1940s-era Gospel song, with whole songs composed on this model. “Each Day I’ll Do a Golden Deed” comes to mind. These Gospel hits were popularized by Gospel performers like the Chuck Wagon Gang, the Blackwood Brothers, and the Happy Goodmans. In one of history’s little ironies, these groups were later imitated by an amazing variety of aspiring Amish and Mennonite singing groups, minus the instruments.
4. Feel-good lyrics. The concert Gospel message became a lot more comfortable with general and sentimental references to salvation. Consider the song “Way Down”:
I have a feeling in my soul,
Since the Saviour made me whole;
Way down, way down, way down,
Away down deep in my soul.
The plaintive soloistic lament, as in “This world is not my home, I’m just a passing through . . .” blurred the lines between Gospel and country and western music. In fact, country music has some of its origins in Gospel music. One can still hear exactly those kinds of Gospel songs on country music radio, especially in the southern Bible Belt.
In conclusion, these features all pushed in the direction of concerts and away from congregational singing. It was “sanctified” entertainment. Mercifully, most of this genre has stayed out of Anabaptist songbook racks.
Should we sing Gospel songs in our assemblies?
This is like asking, “Should we eat cookies?” A dietary fanatic might say no, but most of us feel life is richer with cookies and milk. Yet no one would advocate a total diet of cookies and milk. Paul speaks of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs (Eph. 5:19), which clearly implies variety in our expressions of praise. Think of hymns as steak and salad. Then Gospel songs are the milk and cookies, and concert Gospel songs . . . they might be Coke and Twinkies.
Junk food provides instant gratification but not lasting satisfaction and good health. Only the immature eat it all the time. We have to help our children make good dietary choices because their instincts are not trustworthy. Just so, we ought to maintain a healthy distrust of our natural inclinations in music. Our taste must always be subject to the scrutiny of the Biblical standard.
Treats do have their time and place. A bag of Snickers makes a poor dinner, but one Snickers bar is great on a cold afternoon. “I’ll Fly Away” makes a poor worship song in church, but it can still cheer up a laborer’s dull afternoon.
We should sing the best Gospel songs for the sake of our little children. They love to chime in on the simple refrains. These songs were, after all, originally developed for Sunday school. The Apostle acknowledged the need for both milk and meat. “Sing Them Over Again to Me” is quality milk.
Following the Davidic precedent, Gospel songs provide a needful outlet for singing our personal testimony. The basic theme of Gospel songs is “I Will Sing of My Redeemer.” Feel the deeply personal tone of these familiar lines:
Perfect submission, perfect delight,
Visions of rapture now burst on my sight;
Angels descending, bring from above
Echoes of mercy, whispers of love.
This is my story, this is my song,
Praising my Saviour all the day long . . .
With the latent pietistic stream running through Anabaptist spirituality, it is not surprising that Anabaptists felt comfortable borrowing Gospel songs. On the other hand, “me-centered” expression runs contrary to the stronger Anabaptist emphases of brotherhood and self-effacement. Have Gospel songs eroded our sense of collective adoration in worship?
Finally, Gospel songs balance out what hymns do for our worship. Worship should engage the whole person—body, soul, and spirit. Too much rhythm appeals only to the body. Sentimental and personal lyrics primarily stir the soul. Theologically profound hymns may gratify only the intellect.
Challenges for our Day
Let’s be brave enough to be Scriptural! “Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” indicates a variety of expressions that spring from the Word of God and the work of God and the person of Jesus. There must always be room for simple joy in our public worship. However, we may need to wean ourselves away from a sentimental attachment to a popular music fad that sprang out of 19th-century revivalism. There are, after all, other alternatives to hymns that have centuries of Christian tradition behind them. Where are the Scripture songs? What about chants, prayers, or antiphons? Are we singing any Psalms?
As with mission concepts, the Anabaptist attachment to Gospel songs is another example of indiscriminate borrowing from Protestantism. “Indiscriminate” does not mean “bad”; it means not thinking carefully before you choose. If we do not show Scriptural discrimination before we borrow, or if we are unwilling to examine our choices in the bright light of the Word, we are vulnerable to becoming something we don’t want to be.
Songs do not merely preach; they change our thinking in ways we are not aware of. Gospel songs have probably done more to shape our concepts of salvation and conversion that all our preaching put together.*** The cheap grace theology, the high-pressure altar calls, the once-and-done view of salvation—the ideas that once sounded so foreign to the Anabaptist mind—have lodged themselves within our subconscious to a degree that 21st-century Anabaptism has yet to understand.
Cross-bearing, suffering, discipleship, yieldedness—the Gospel themes which defined Anabaptism—are ironically too dissonant for the chirpy tone of many Gospel songs. Our songs can become “pacifiers”—comforting without being nutritious. We must honestly evaluate the singing diet in our churches.
Contemporary Christian Music
The Gospel song eventually gave way to another worship fad—the praise and worship music of the 1960s and 70s—the popular performance of which became known as Contemporary Christian music (CCM). This music, which borrowed the sounds of rock music to carry a Christian message, has made overwhelming invasions into the musical tastes and values of Anabaptist youth in the past several decades. But until the hand-wringing parents deal honestly with their own attachment to the Gospel song, they have little foundation from which to direct their children. Gospel music and CCM both came out of renewal movements in the church. Both borrowed the styles of contemporary pop music to reenergize worship, and both had close ties to show business. And both compromised a Biblical approach to worship because the showman’s song is not the people’s song. To our confusion, some of the current tension between the generations is simply a tension between yesterday’s fad and today’s fad. But the language of the debate is too often generalized as “Christian music versus worldly music,” when neither side is honestly measuring the styles against a Biblical standard.
Now some have defended Gospel songs for their simplicity. They do fit us well, in one sense, for conservative Anabaptists are generally not highly educated in music. But our collective singing is a gift offered to God. This neglected concept colors how and what we sing. Our “sacrifice of praise” is the New Testament answer to “the finest of the flock.” We do not preach shortcuts in the Christian journey in other areas; we preach about the cost of discipleship. How could we promote a whatever-is-easiest approach to worship?
This is not musical snobbishness; it is Biblical. The Law allowed the poor to bring turtledoves, and God certainly honors the saint who brings the “Wonderful Story of Love.” At some level, we are all musically poor. Our finest hymns are humble little offerings compared to the music of Heaven. Jesus taught a powerful lesson from the lady who gave two mites, but He did not teach that we should all give two mites so that no one feels left out.
Let the best Gospel songs continue to ring in our chapels and schools and homes. We need them. Which ones are the best? Just flip through a half dozen major denominational hymnals from recent years and see which ones have survived. You will find a consensus that will probably look familiar.
What’s on your praise menu? ■
— Reprinted with permission from The Heart Beat of the Remnant,400 W. Main St., Suite 1, Ephrata, PA 17522, July/August 2012.
**This was the same criteria that John D. Martin used in his recent Hymns of the Church.
* Fanny was certainly good with poetry, but it is to be noted that she was paid to produce song texts, which resulted in many of them actually being of mediocre quality. Less than 1% of her texts have endured to our day. . . . This should remind us that writing poetry or prose for the money does not produce an anointing.
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