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OUR PURPOSE AT HOWARD BOOKS IS TO:


Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians


Inspire holiness in the lives of believers


Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere


BECAUSE HE’S COMING AGAIN!
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INTRODUCTION WHAT WAS I THINKING?



ONE TIME Mark Twain’s wife got furious with him and did something she rarely, if ever, did. She started cursing. Twain started laughing, and that, of course, made her even angrier. She asked him what he thought was so funny.


“My dear,” he said through gales of laughter, “you know the words, but you don’t know the tune!”


Some things should be settled in a believer’s life. The eternal verities of the faith should not be adjusted to fit the times, softened to fit the culture, or set aside to fit the changing whims of modern proclivities. Truth is truth because it is true, and it is true in every place and at every time. Real truth doesn’t change.


There was a time when I thought that knowing the truth was enough. I defended it (still do), taught it (still do), and believed that if you got the truth right, everything else would be right.


I’m a lot older now, and some wiser. I was wrong. I got the words right, but I missed the tune.


This book is about the tune.


A number of years ago, a friend of mine left the denomination of which I’m a part. The doctrinal basis of my denomination is a confession of faith, the Westminster Confession of Faith, which contains many of the doctrines of the Reformation.


In our conversation, I asked my friend if he still believed that the Confession was true.


“Of course it’s true,” he replied. “It’s just irrelevant.”


Before we begin, let me state for the record that my theology is orthodox, evangelical, and Reformed. By that I mean that I believe the historic creeds of the Christian faith, I accept the Westminster Confession of Faith as representing the basic doctrines of the Christian faith, and I believe the Bible is true—all of it. Not only that. I believe that the Bible, the creeds, and the Confession are vitally important. They are important like the foundation of a building. They are like the words of a song.


I tell you this for two reasons. First, some of what I’m going to say in this book will make you wonder about my orthodox credentials. And second, I believe the very thing that points one to Christ (i.e., the foundational biblical truths) can also become death to us if, once we go to Christ, we stop there—in other words, if we then get a polemical gun and see our call from God as defending the orthodoxy that got us there.


I’ve been there, done that, have the T-shirt … and it almost killed me. Theology (no matter how orthodox), a belief statement (no matter how biblical), and propositions (no matter how exact and correct) are all useless if they don’t lead us to the reality which is God and to the astonishment that ought to be a regular occurrence in the believer’s life.


Of late I’ve looked at the words—those statements of faith—that I thought were enough and have come to the sobering realization that if we get the words right but can’t sing the tune, we miss the grandeur of the song. I’ve looked at my years of ministry and teaching; I’ve read old sermons I’ve preached and books I’ve written; I’ve thought of the people with whom I’ve worked and of the battles I’ve fought.


As I’ve revisited those places, I haven’t been ashamed of the truth, but I have often said to myself, “What in the world was I thinking?”


This is a book written by an old guy who started out with the right words but has spent most of his life learning the tune. Along the way I’ve discovered that the Christian faith is far more radical and far less cerebral than I thought it was.


I would really like to go back and re-teach some of the things I’ve taught to the congregations I’ve served and at the conferences and seminars where I’ve spoken. I don’t want to re-teach the words of the song. I got those right. I want to teach—as the song says—the world to sing.


Of course, I can’t do that. I don’t have that kind of time, and I’m not sure people would understand.


So I’m writing this book instead.


I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of glib answers to hard questions, irrelevant “God words,” and stark, cold foundations on which no house has ever been built. This book is not about the foundations (i.e., the words). If you’re still struggling with the truth of the Christian faith, read another book.


In this book are my second thoughts on matters of first importance, with the hope of putting music to the words.


So, can you carry a tune?


GEORGE MACDONALD


A VOICE IN THE WIND I DO NOT KNOW; A MEANING ON THE FACE OF THE HIGH HILLS WHOSE UTTERANCE I CANNOT COMPREHEND, A SOMETHING IS BEHIND THEM: THAT IS GOD.








CHAPTER 1 GOD IS A LOT BIGGER THAN I THOUGHT HE WAS



ROMANS 11:36


From him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.


TRUTH IS TRUTH—unchangeable and eternal. That is especially true with God. As I mentioned in the introduction, theology (no matter how orthodox), a belief statement (no matter how biblical), and propositions (no matter how exact and correct) are all useless unless they lead to the reality of God himself.


I started out with all the right words yet somehow missed the tune. I hadn’t gone far enough.


What was I thinking? Perhaps I was thinking too much. Let me say it again: the Christian faith is far more radical and far less cerebral than I thought it was.


Sometimes I wish I knew as much as my students. There was a time when I thought I did.


It’s said that the late Albert Schweitzer—the German theologian, musicologist, philosopher, and missionary (a Nobel laureate)—was working on a construction project, building a hospital. One of the nationals came by, and Schweitzer asked him to help. The young man refused on the grounds that he was an intellectual.


“I thought,” Schweitzer said, turning back to his work, “that I was an intellectual once.”


I thought I was one too.


I struggled for years with the eternal verities of the Christian faith. I had an undergraduate degree with a major in philosophy and religion, and I was working through some really hard stuff. I read more books than many people will ever read, asked more questions than many will ever ask, and pushed my epistemological presuppositions to the wall. After the struggle, I came to the Christian worldview from which I now live.


I thought I was at the end of my theological journey. Once the foundations were settled, I thought it was all settled.


I didn’t know it then, but it wasn’t settled at all.


There is no “settled” when it comes to God. For me, faith was cerebral. And having a relationship with God—the real God—is so much more than that. What was I thinking?


I often say to my students, when they are especially strident about a subject, “You haven’t lived long enough, sinned big enough, or failed nearly enough to even have an opinion on that.”


Well, I have lived long enough, sinned big enough, and failed enough. So I want to share with you what I know about God—which, frankly, isn’t as much as I once thought it was.


A BIG GOD



An acquaintance of mine has two earned doctorates. During his academic work, he was an atheist; but as he approached his final dissertation, he had a number of important questions. “The first question on my list,” he said, “is this: is there a God? If there is a God, then he’s in charge. If there isn’t a God, then I’m in charge.”


Good point, that.


It is not the main point, however. The main point is what we come to through this line of questioning: If there is a God, and he is in charge, what does it mean? Where will it lead? What are the implications of that fact? Does it really matter? Given that he is infinite and I’m finite, does it even matter that he’s in charge? Why should I—a mere mortal—care who is in charge? It may be fate, a system, or God, but someone else is in control, so it’s all the same. God is in his heaven, and I am here on earth. There are matters, appropriately, about which I can do nothing, for which I have no plan, and on which I have no vote.


A friend of mine drew a cartoon of two ants standing next to the leg of an elephant. One ant says to the other ant, “Let me introduce you to my new friend. I really didn’t want to be his friend, but when something that big insists, it is a good policy not to offer any resistance.”


Back to our questions. If God is the elephant, what’s an ant to do? Frankly, not much. Then again, a whole lot… we’ll get to that later in this chapter and throughout the book.


The wise preacher who wrote the book of Ecclesiastes said this:


I turned about and gave my heart up to despair over all the toil of my labors under the sun, because sometimes a person who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave everything to be enjoyed by someone who did not toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil. What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he toils beneath the sun? For all his days are full of sorrow, and his work is a vexation. Even in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity. (2:20-23)


For those of you who think the Bible is an unrealistic book, put that in your pipe and smoke it. That, of course, isn’t all the Bible says. But a good place to start is with this understanding of God’s absolute sovereignty. We don’t get a vote.


THE REAL GOD



I used to think I had God figured out. I put him into my theological box, nice and tidy. Now I realize that God simply doesn’t fit in that box. God is not who I thought he was.


A business friend of mine is very good at what he does. In fact, Sam is quite rich, and he’s rich because he’s better at what he does than his competitors are. Before I knew my friend, I knew some of his competitors. One day, for some reason known only to himself, and before Sam was even an acquaintance, he invited me to lunch. Some of his competitors heard about the appointment and issued warnings: “He would sell his mother if he could make a buck,” one told me. “You don’t even want to be seen in a restaurant with that man. It will hurt your reputation,” another said. “If I were you, I would turn down the invitation. There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” another advised.


Against this advice, I accepted the lunch invitation and, in fact, ended up having lunch with Sam on a fairly regular basis. We became friends. It worked because I didn’t want anything from him, and he didn’t want anything from me. We were both just looking for a friend. I quickly learned that Sam wasn’t anything like what I’d been told about him.


As I’ve gotten older, I’ve discovered that God isn’t altogether what I thought he was either. Some people have been misrepresenting him too. Don’t get me wrong; these people don’t know they’re misrepresenting him. In fact, they think they’re doing God and others a great service. Nonetheless, perhaps their perceptions don’t get to the heart of who God is. So I want to, as it were, invite you to have lunch with him.


AS I’VE GOTTEN OLDER, I’VE DISCOVERED THAT GOD ISN’T ALTOGETHER WHAT I THOUGHT HE WAS.


You might be surprised.


Perhaps people have told you that God is a “child abuser”—a Father who will cut off our legs if we get out of line. Or that he is eternally disappointed with us and that his disappointment was reflected in the cross. Perhaps they said there are certain people God loves and certain people he doesn’t love. He has been portrayed in books, on broadcasts, and from pulpits as a religious God who wants everybody to be religious—or else. And then there were others who told us God is sort of like Santa who gives gifts, like a favorite uncle who affirmed and loved us, or like a grandfather who stayed up at night admiring us.


I did my fair share of misrepresenting God. I was quite secure in my worldview—I believed it, taught it, defended it, and wrote about it.


Then God—the God of the universe, the real God—came … and put me in my place.


A SCARY GOD



If you’ve never stood before God and been afraid, then you’ve probably never stood before the real God. (It doesn’t end there—with fear—but that is where it starts.) I used to think that God was nice and safe. Now I know that he is scary.


As long as I could keep God in church, in my theology books, and in my academic discussions, I could deal with him. But when the real God came, it felt like he shook the church, burned the books, and laughed at my academic discussions. I then realized that one doesn’t “deal with” God. He deals with us.


The church where I’m a member is a bit different from most. Do you know what our elders gave my pastor for his birthday? They gave him a forty-five. Yeah, a gun. Don’t ask me. Maybe it was for church discipline or something—be holy as God is holy … or our pastor will shoot you dead.


I have a book in my library titled Bible in Pocket, Gun in Hand. It’s about the early circuit riders in America. Maybe our elders were reverting to an earlier and simpler time when things were clear: do it our way or pay the consequences.


Well, God doesn’t wield a gun. But he isn’t “safe” either.


The book of Job is a philosophical discussion about the problems of suffering, evil, and pain. These problems are debated in college dorm rooms everywhere; nobody has any answers, but it’s fun to talk about the questions. The difference between the book of Job and a dorm-room debate is that with Job, the questions weren’t just theory. His questions were of great existential importance because he was not an outsider talking about the philosophical problem of suffering. Job had lost his family, his possessions, his reputation, and his friends. He sat on an ash heap, scraping the scabs off his sores, and he had had it.


Don’t let people use Job as an example of an especially spiritual person who took his suffering the way Christians are supposed to take it: praising God. He did that, but only once. He said, “Though he slay me, I will hope in him” (13:15). After that, Job reverted to a normal human reaction—anger, bitterness, and self-pity. He was ticked, and he yelled at God.


When Job had told God what he really thought, God asked, essentially, “Are you finished?”


Then God started asking some very intimidating questions. Job, having encountered the real God, had an attack of sanity and said, “I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (42:5-6).


God is scary … really scary. So be afraid … be very afraid.


Why do you think the Scriptures say no one has ever seen the face of God? Why do you think prophets hid their faces from God? Why do you think Elijah ran and Jeremiah wept? Why do you think Jacob almost died wrestling with an angel? Why do you think Paul said he was talking like a fool when he bragged? Why do you think most folks don’t read the book of Revelation or, if they do, feel the need to soften it?


Because one does not trifle with a God who is big and scary.


In my saner moments I’m glad he’s that way. Little gods do little things. They speak silly words, and while they might be less threatening, little gods don’t give us meaning, demand anything of us, or inspire us.


A GOD IN CONTROL



I used to think (or at least hope) that I was the one in control. Now I know that God is the only one in control. I’m not. I’m helpless.


I’m big into control. I’m an adult child of an alcoholic, and that means I have the perception that every time I’ve been out of control, I’ve gotten hurt. So I try to control everything in my life. My theology is an effort to get some kind of handle on God and control him. My religious profession is, I suppose, an effort to control God too. I pray and preach and teach about God to get some kind of handle on him.


This is slowly beginning to change for me. Over the years I’ve begun to loosen my grip. To be honest, I didn’t have any choice in the matter. When you encounter the real God, you learn that he simply refuses to be controlled.


That was Paul’s experience. In his letter to the Romans, Paul sounds like a helpless man—because that’s exactly what he was. He wrote, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate…. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:15-24).


The psalmist cried out to God, “O LORD, God of my salvation; I cry out day and night before you. … Incline your ear to my cry! For my soul is full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol. … Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with all your waves” (Psalm 88:1-7).


If you’ve ever had kidney stones, what I’m going to say next won’t surprise you.


YIKES!


I have women friends who’ve had both kidney stones and babies, and they actually say that the pain of having a kidney stone is worse than the pain of childbirth because at least when delivering a baby, you get a baby. With a kidney stone, all you get is that stupid stone.


At any rate, when I went through my experience with kidney stones, at first I didn’t know what it was and thought I was going to die. As my wife took me to the hospital, I was thinking about my will. Who would get my computer? Was my insurance up to date? Whom would my wife marry after I was gone?


When I got to the hospital, they gave me a shot, and I felt wonderful. Then they gave me pills, and whenever the pain got bad, I just popped a pill. Then a surgeon—who seemed to me a very young surgeon, kind of like Doogie Howser—explained what he was going to do about getting the stone out. I said something like, “Oh no, you’re not! I can live on these happy pills the rest of my life.”


But I didn’t have any choice. After a while the pills would begin to lose their potency. I could cuss and spit, but that wouldn’t help get rid of the stone. In fact, there wasn’t a thing I could do but go through with the surgery. So do you know what I did? I let go. I couldn’t fix the problem, and I couldn’t make the situation any better. All I could do was take the anesthetic, go to sleep, and let the surgeon do his work.


WHEN YOU ENCOUNTER THE REAL GOD, YOU LEARN THAT HE SIMPLY REFUSES TO BE CONTROLLED.


When the real God comes to us, he is like the surgeon. He is going to do what he is going to do, and I’m helpless to change or fix anything. I don’t get a vote, and it drives me nuts. Not only that. I’m powerless to get him to stop because, as C. S. Lewis said, God is a good surgeon. He won’t stop until he accomplishes whatever he has determined to accomplish.


I feel completely helpless.


That is appropriate.


I am.


I used to say that God and I were partners. We’ve not. He is God, and I am not. So sometimes the most important thing I can do is get out of the way.


A CONFUSING GOD



I used to think that I had God down. Now I realize that much of the time, all I am is confused.


Does God confuse you? Have you ever been sure that God told you to do something or promised something only to find out that you were wrong—terribly wrong? Have you ever pontificated about God only to find out that you didn’t speak from Sinai, and you had to eat crow? Have you ever told someone that God told you to tell that person something and then found out that the person got into serious trouble because of your dumb remarks? Have you ever thought that you had seen God, only to find out that you were crazy? Have you ever answered questions about God not because you knew the answers but because you simply had a glib tongue or were trying to cover for your lack of answers?


I have.


In Romans 11:34 Paul asked a rhetorical question: “Who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?” The answer to that question is, of course, nobody. No one has understood God, and no one has ever helped him out with advice. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8—9).


I teach through a syndicated radio broadcast called Key Life. On part of Wednesday’s program and on all of Friday’s program (when my pastor, Pete Alwinson, joins me), I devote time to answering some of the thousands of questions we receive at Key Life Network. In addition, at almost all of the conferences and seminars this ministry conducts around the country, we include a segment during which I answer questions. I also spend considerable time at Reformed Theological Seminary answering questions from students.


I used to be anxious about those Q &A sessions. No more. I’m no longer anxious because I generally know more than those who are asking the questions. That isn’t pride; it’s just true. After all, I’ve been at this longer than most of them. (Would you go to a surgeon who doesn’t know more than you do about surgery?)


More importantly, though, I’m comfortable with those Q&A sessions because I don’t mind responding, “I don’t know. I don’t have the foggiest idea about how to answer your question, and I am, as a matter of fact, probably more confused than you are.”


Do you remember the Y2K scare, when the “experts” predicted that all of civilization would come to a screeching halt because computers were programmed to work with two-digit numbers for years, like 98 or 99, and wouldn’t be able to transition to using four digits, like 2000 or 2001?


I didn’t buy into the mania. So when the great crash didn’t happen, boy did I have fun on my next broadcast.


I love making fun of “experts” who are wrong. There is so much arrogance, so much self-righteousness, and so much self-aggrandizement in many experts that when they’re wrong (and they often are), it’s hard to resist pointing it out.


God does that to us sometimes, when we’re acting like experts: “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Dress for action like a man; I will question you, and you make it known to me” (Job 38:2-3). In other words, what do we know about his plans or his ways? If we’re honest, very little.


A few months ago I was the officiating minister at the funeral of a teenage boy who had committed suicide. I guess people expected me to explain how a good God could allow such a tragedy. There was a time when I would have tried. But instead, I said, “I don’t understand this. It makes me angry and confused. So if you’re angry and confused, at least we can cry together.”


I HONESTLY USED TO THINK THAT IF ONE WORKED AT IT HARD ENOUGH ONE WOULD EVENTUALLY FIGURE OUT GOD.


Angry and confused. I’m not sure about the anger, but I do believe confusion is appropriate when standing before the real God.


I honestly used to think that if one worked at it hard enough, studied the Bible long enough, and talked to the right people often enough, one would eventually figure out God. I’m an old guy now, and I’ve been doing all three for a long time. And I was wrong.


GOD’S WEIRD CHOICES



I used to think that God liked only certain people—those who lived up to his standards. But I’m increasingly surprised by his choice of friends. And even more surprised that his choice includes me.


God makes what seem to me some very funny choices—meaning, they’re not necessarily the choices I would make. You see, I always thought God had a big house in which the people who did what he said could live, worship, and enjoy fellowship. On the outside were the people who didn’t do what God said to do. I, of course, was on the inside, because I did what he said—or at least tried to. I figured my sincerity would give me a pass.


But I was wrong.


God said to Moses in Exodus 33:19, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.” In other words, God will choose his own friends, thank you very much.


That has always bothered me.


I am probably as religious as any person you know. Maybe even more. I teach religion to religious students at a religious graduate school. I stand before a whole lot of people and say religious things. I write religious books, I teach religious seminars, and I do religious radio broadcasts.


I’m really religious.


What bugs me is when God chooses to love people who aren’t religious or, at any rate, not as religious as I am. I’m beginning to learn that God makes, by my judgment, some weird choices. He loves people who drive me nuts, and he has mercy on people to whom I would not show mercy. He moves beyond religious institutions and befriends people with whom I would not be friends.


Whoopi Goldberg, who calls herself an atheist, is not one of my favorite people. But did you see her movie Sister Act? It’s about a prostitute who hides from some thugs who want to kill her. What makes it unique is that she hides in a Roman Catholic convent. She dresses like a nun and becomes the choir director, teaching the nuns to sing music that’s more upbeat and fun than their usual convent fare.


OK, that’s cool and a good story.


But what makes the story for me is this: Early in the film, the convent church is old and filled with old people who are very religious. Once the prostitute/nun starts leading the choir, however, the people on the outside (prostitutes, drug addicts, and other colorful characters) start coming into the church. In fact, they fill the church.


When I first saw that scene, I started crying. (I hardly cry at anything. I’m a guy, OK?) My wife, who was with me, gave me a look that said clearly, “Will you stop it? Are you a fruitcake? This is a comedy. Can’t you see that everybody else in this theater is laughing, and you’re crying? I think I’m going to sit somewhere else and pretend that I don’t know you.”


Nevertheless, I couldn’t stop weeping. When the movie was over, I asked God about my peculiar reaction, and I felt him answer that it wasn’t me—it was him. He was speaking through that scene.


I whined in response. But Lord, Whoopi Goldberg? Why couldn’t it have been through Billy Graham or the Pope?


I didn’t get an answer.


I have a recurring dream in which I’m finally home in heaven and am sitting at the Lord’s table for the marriage supper of the Lamb. All kinds of people are there: those who were once homosexuals, pornographers, and gluttons. As I look around, I also see former adulterers, liars, and thieves. There are one-time prostitutes and pimps, tax collectors and drunks. I’m generally pleased that some clergy persons are present, some leaders of the church, and even one or two television preachers. And, frankly, I’m shocked.


Then, in my dream, I hear a voice from the throne, and the words are addressed to me. The voice is God’s, and he asks, “And what do you think you’re doing here?”
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