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part oneMission Possible



Leadership doesn’t depend on where you are—at home, office, school, or church—but on who you are. The Bible provides many great role models for learning how to be leaders, and one of the best examples is Nehemiah. In his Old Testament book of memoirs, we learn the secrets for how to recognize our leadership potential, impart our vision to others, learn the importance of delegation, deal with opposition, lead with integrity, and understand the power of persistence.


High-definition living sounds like a modern lifestyle, but the truth is, its key components can be found in the ancient story of Nehemiah and the way he fulfilled his mission from God.


[image: image]


high-definition principles


Discovering the Words You’ve Been Waiting For


■ The high-definition life has a clear sense of purpose and reflects Christ’s calling.


◗ The high-definition life has a higher price tag than the conventional life.





chapter 1 god’s mission for you



Discovering the Words You’ve Been Waiting For You’re sitting in church listening to a sermon. Or perhaps you’re reading a best-selling book on Christian living. Maybe you’re listening to a recorded message by a well-known inspirational speaker and author. And then suddenly there it is—a statement you’ve been waiting for—a statement that could change the trajectory of your life. This is the statement: God has a mission for you.


God has a plan, a purpose, a special agenda for you. This is an exciting concept—one that is packed with power and possibility. You are on the edge of your seat in the church auditorium. Or you are fighting the temptation to skip to the last page of the book or to fast-forward the tape as you wait with breathless anticipation to find out what that mission is. At long last you will find out what you have been placed on this earth to do. Minute after minute passes. Page after page turns. Any moment now you will have the definitive answer to this crucial question of your existence.


But the answer never comes.


You come to the end of the sermon or the last paragraph of the book, and you begin to feel defeated and a little disillusioned. One question begins to loom large in your mind: If God has a mission for my life, why won’t anyone tell me what it is?


That is a legitimate question, one that deserves a legitimate answer. And I am going to answer that question right now. That’s right. You don’t have to wait until the end of the book for the punch line. I’m going to give it to you right now. Are you ready? Are you sure? This is it. Don’t wimp out on me now. The very next sentence will give you God’s agenda for your life.


God’s mission, if you choose to accept it, is … leadership.


I can read your thoughts right now. You’re thinking, That’s it? That’s your big revelation, Ed, of what God wants for my life? Are you kidding me? There are about a thousand definitions of leadership out there. Can you get just a little more specific? Well, I’m glad you asked, because we are going to take a hard, up-close look at what it means to be a godly leader as we dial in to the life of one of the greatest leaders of all time. This whole idea of godly leadership will come into sharper focus as we learn from a master leader in God’s economy. And when we understand and submit to God’s overall mission of leadership for each of us, we will be able to identify and ready to pursue those unique opportunities that God places in each of our paths—opportunities that enrich our lives, sharpen our focus, and bring greater clarity to our Christian walk.


Leadership: Making a Difference for God


People love to read about leadership. From the One Minute Manager by Kenneth Blanchard to Good to Great by Jim Collins, from The Leadership Secrets of Colin Powell by Oren Harari to Leadership by Rudolph Guiliani, from The Harvard Business Review to Fortune magazine, new books and articles rehashing well-worn ideas on this perennial subject are continually hitting newsstands, bookstores, and cyber-shopping sites. Many of these secular books are great reads with excellent leadership principles for businesses and other organizations. I’ve read many of them myself.


In addition to these titles, we have within the Christian marketplace our own list of popular leadership books: The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership by John C. Maxwell, Courageous Leadership by Bill Hybels, Spiritual Leadership by Richard and Henry T. Blackaby, and Jesus on Leadership by C. Gene Wilkes, to name a few. These are great books that present various principles and ideas from Scripture on what Christian leadership should look like. And they all have their place within the broad and multidimensional field of leadership.


Because there is such a plethora of leadership advice out there, I think it’s important, right from the start, to distinguish the kind of leadership I’ll be addressing in this book. My focus is not limited to church leaders, business executives, political leaders, and others in various positions of professional leadership and management. While the ideas presented here certainly apply to these formal positions of leadership, my desire is to bring the role of Christian leadership down to a more personal and fundamental level. The leadership I’ll be helping you develop applies to the role you play in your daily life—in your home, in your family, and in your marriage, as well as in your job outside the home, if you have one. The leadership I’m talking about is leadership that makes a difference for God, because that is what real, godly leadership is all about.


The High-Definition Difference


Perhaps the best way to explain this kind of leadership is to take a side trip into an electronics store. In the world of home appliances, something called high-definition television, or HDTV, is the newest rage. Recently I wanted to use an analogy to HDTV in a message I was preparing, so I took a camera crew to a local electronics store to find out the difference between high-definition television and conventional television. We found a very knowledgeable salesperson who was kind enough to explain the advantages and benefits of HDTV and show us what sets it apart from the rest of the pack.


The technical description he gave us, as best as I can convey, is that HDTV screens have many more lines of resolution than conventional television screens. These hundreds of lines of resolution, made possible by the digital technology, enhance the quality of the picture far beyond what was previously possible. The cutting-edge digital technology of both the HDTV and the high-definition broadcast signal gives a whole new dimension to the television-watching experience.


The salesman told us that, basically, HDTV has “superclarity.” Whether you are looking at it from a distance or up close, the picture is perfectly clear. There are no fuzzy lines, no distortions, and no shadows that can appear in the pictures of regular sets. High-definition television serves up a richer, bolder, more vibrant picture than any kind of TV image you’ve ever seen before.


I must confess that I was amazed. The picture quality of HDTV compared with a conventional television was like the difference between seeing a photograph of someone and then seeing the person—in person! It was incredible. I almost bought one on the spot. Unfortunately, the price tag was a little too steep for me. One HDTV had a price tag of $9,999. Ouch!


While television isn’t always the best thing for us to spend our time on, the example of this new technology makes an apt metaphor when I’m explaining the leadership principles we’ll study together in this book. In these pages I’m going to show you how following these leadership principles can transform your life from “conventional” to “high-definition.” You’re going to find that high-definition living is a life of superclarity and vibrant depth.


Surely all of us would like to experience that kind of life. That’s why this is not just a book for church leaders, executives, or business managers. This book is for everyone who wants to make a difference for God. High-definition living helps us make that difference by giving us a richer awareness of God’s presence in our lives. HD living brings clarity to the lessons the Bible teaches. And it helps us recognize the opportunities for leadership God puts in front of us—everywhere, every day.


As Christians in the world today, whether we are talking about marriage or dating or parenting—or whether we work in the mailroom or preside over a Fortune 500 company—in anything that occupies our time and energy, we should lead lives of high-definition clarity. This means we have a clear sense of purpose and a life that reflects Christ’s calling on our lives, both at a distance and up close. Living a high-definition life as a follower of Christ means being a leader.


[image: image] The high-definition life has a clear sense of purpose and reflects Christ’s calling.


When others look at you and me they should see a radical difference and want to follow us to the Savior. They should look at us and say, “Wow! Seeing how you live your life and how you inspire others to better living is like looking at life in a whole new way. I thought I knew what life was supposed to look like, but I realize now that I’ve been looking at a conventional life all these years, not an HD life.”


The Price of the HD Life


But just like buying one of the new televisions, obtaining an HD life is costly. It carries a much higher price tag than the conventional life. Once you see the difference the clear calling of Christian leadership can make in your life, you won’t want to go back to the old life with its fuzzy lines and distortions and shadows. But I want to warn you right up front: It’s not going to be easy. There’s a price to be paid if we want to live the abundant life Christ came to give. But the rewards are well worth the price.


[image: image] The high-definition life has a higher price tag than the conventional life.


When I saw those high-definition TVs at that electronics store, I had a choice whether or not to fork out the cash to buy one and take it home. But the high-definition calling on the life of every believer is not a choice. Christ calls us out of the world and says, “Take up your cross and follow me.” He calls out the impassioned plea, “Be fishers of men. Lead for me in a dark and desperate world.”


Are you ready to take the plunge into the high-definition life to which Christ is calling you? Are you ready to accept the mission God has planned for your life? Are you ready to take on the mantle of Christian leadership in your business, your church, your home, your school, your club, and in every other circle of influence God has given you? If so, this book is for you. In the pages ahead, I’ll be your salesman to explain all the benefits and advantages of this rich and vibrant life of godly leadership, and I’ll offer principles and guidelines that will help you upgrade your life from conventional to HD. Trust me. You’ll be amazed at the difference.
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high-definition principles


Recognizing Your Leadership Potential


■ High-definition leaders make a salt-and-light impact wherever they are.


◗ Leadership is not about how many people follow you—it’s about being on God’s side.


• Our ultimate mission is to inspire others and glorify God.


■ In God’s economy Mission Impossible becomes Mission Possible.


◗ Leaders ask the right questions of the right people.


• Wise leaders respond to problems by “sitting down.”


■ Fasting brings focus and clarity to your prayers.


◗ People of impact humbly acknowledge the greatness of God.


• Leaders accept the blame; losers pass the buck.


■ Godly leaders gain confidence to accomplish impossible tasks by praying the promises of Scripture.


◗ Leaders are committed, available, and willing to be part of God’s answers.





chapter 2 high-definition essentials



Recognizing Your Leadership Potential Christ made a high-definition statement in Matthew 5:13-16 that clarifies our objectiveas believers and leaders. He said:


You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt loses its flavor, how shall it be seasoned? It is then good for nothing but to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men. You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven, (NKJV)


Salt and light are not benign elements; they are high-definition essentials. They change, season, redefine, expose, and bring a new perspective to whatever they come in contact with. That is our mission as believers, to make a salt-and-light impact wherever we are. And we do this not so people will taste us and see that we are good, but so that they will taste God and see that he is good (see Ps. 34:8). We are to season life and expose the darkness for the glory of God.


[image: image] High-definition leaders make a salt-and-light impact wherever they are.


The very nature of our spiritual calling is leadership. We follow God, but we are to be leaders of men and women, calling them out of the darkness and into light, out of the mundane and into the meaningful. Biblical leadership has very little to do with what we do—with our vocation or station in this life—but everything to do with who we are, our position in Christ.


True biblical leadership also has nothing to do with how many people are following you. In fact, you might be leading in a particular area and have absolutely no one following you! OK, I hear you asking, “How can I be a leader if no one is following me?” Sometimes standing up for God means standing alone. Others may be impressed by the stand you take, but they may not follow you right away. Over time, though, the truth always wins out, and others will eventually see it in you and be compelled to follow.


Biblical leadership is not about leading throngs of people; it is about making an impact for God no matter what the personal cost. If thousands follow or a few follow or no one follows, as long as you are on the side of truth and the side of God, you are a leader. Remember, an individual plus God is always a majority.


[image: image] Leadership is not about how many people follow you—it’s about being on God’s side.


Consider the ministry of Jesus Christ while he was on the earth. Jesus had relatively few committed disciples, yet the impact of his message has changed the course of world history. In Acts 5:38-39, as a group of Jewish leaders were deliberating about whether to put Peter and the other apostles to death for their radical faith, a Pharisee named Gamaliel spoke up for this meager band of Christ-followers: “Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.”


Gamaliel was a wise man who had great foresight, because regardless of its initial acceptance, the impact of the apostles’ message has stood the test of time and truth.


Christ himself said that few would enter the narrow gate and find life everlasting but many would go through the broad gate that leads to destruction (see Matt. 7:13-14). He knew full well that his difficult message would initially only draw a handful of disciples who were willing to take up their crosses and follow him. So as you lead others to the abundant life that Christ offers, don’t be discouraged if few are being impacted by the message you share with your life and with your words. Being a leader for Christ means being willing to take a position that’s tethered to truth and then tenaciously sticking to it, regardless of how unpopular it is. If you do not take the lead by walking down the right path, even when it is unpopular and no one is following, you will end up following someone else and potentially leading others down the wrong path.


The Tenacious Difference Maker


The biblical role model for leadership we are going to meet in the pages ahead was a tenacious difference maker whose story is memorialized in the greatest book ever penned on leadership. This man was very prominent in politics and business in the Middle East. He rose from obscurity to national recognition almost overnight. He knew a lot about leadership, and he put that knowledge into practice. His name was Nehemiah, and his story is told in the Old Testament book bearing his name.


• • If you want to learn how to impart your vision to others, study Nehemiah.


• • If you want to learn the importance of teamwork, study Nehemiah.


• • If you want to learn how to deal with opposition, study Nehemiah.


• • If you want to learn how to inspire with integrity, study Nehemiah.


• • If you want to understand the power of persistence, study Nehemiah.


Throughout the first part of this book, we are going to turn to Nehemiah as a mentor who can help all of us, regardless of our positions in life, improve our leadership skills. And as we go along, I’ll continue to highlight high-definition principles.


Now, you might still be thinking to yourself, Self I don’t need to read this book, because I am not a leader. I am not a Nehemiah. I am not a Moses; I am not a David; I am not a Paul. I am not a leader. That line of thinking is false, because if you are alive, you are a leader! Remember, leadership means impact, and each of us impacts people and events whether we are in the home, the office, the neighborhood, or at school. We all need to learn from Nehemiah so that we can clarify God’s ultimate mission for our lives: to inspire others to live lives that please and glorify our Lord.


[image: image] Our ultimate mission is to inspire others and glorify God.


Setting the Stage: The Walls Fall


Before we dive into the Book of Nehemiah, it is important for us to get some history under our belts.


The year is 586 B.C. Enter King Nebuchadnezzar, the leader of the Babylonian empire. King Nebuchadnezzar attacked Jerusalem and destroyed the temple, the house of Jewish worship. In the process of sacking the city, this very sadistic and legalistic tyrant did something really terrible: He destroyed the city’s walls. Now, if you destroyed a city’s walls back then, that was big, that was bad, and that was ugly.


We don’t have city walls these days, so it’s hard for us to relate to what a devastating and crippling event this was for the people of Jerusalem. We build fences around our houses, we live in gated communities, and we buy sophisticated alarm systems. But we do not build city walls. In biblical times, however, city walls provided protection for Jerusalem. They showed the other people living in the land that the Jewish God is a God of protection. The walls allowed them to worship in peace. And if enemies tried to attack Jerusalem, the walls could slow them down for three to six months.


But Nebuchadnezzar tore down the walls, and Jerusalem was left vulnerable and humiliated.


The walls are important to our study; they are one of the major themes in the Book of Nehemiah. King Nebuchadnezzar didn’t stop with the destruction of the walls, though. After taking control of the city, he also took many of the Jews and deported them eight hundred miles through the desert back to Babylon. This is known in biblical history as the Babylonian captivity. The Jews lived in Babylon as slaves for several decades until the Medes and the Persians, under King Cyrus, attacked Babylon and conquered it, killing its current king, Belshazzer. King Cyrus of Persia took the helm in Babylon in 539 B.C.


King Cyrus had a sympathetic heart toward the Jews. He said, “Jews, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll let you go back eight hundred miles to Jerusalem, and, if you want to, you can construct your house of worship. Also, if you want to, you can rebuild the wall.”


So a lot of Jews went back, led by a man named Zerubbable and later by a man named Ezra, a contemporary of Nehemiah. The temple was rebuilt, but with only a shadow of its former glory. No one was able to rebuild the wall, because it was such a mammoth task. So while the Jews restored worship in Jerusalem, at the same time they were still open and vulnerable to opposing forces that might come in and tear them apart again.


In 464 B.C. a new king moved into the palatial oval office of Persia, which today is known as Iraq. His name was King Artaxerxes. He was now the man of the hour in Persia, and he said, “There will never be a wall around Jerusalem again.” It seemed as though the Jews had missed their window of opportunity to rebuild the city’s wall.


This is where Nehemiah comes into the picture.


The Book of Nehemiah is actually Nehemiah’s memoirs. And one of the first entries in this book of memoirs tells us about Nehemiah’s occupation. You might think he was on the CEO level, since he is serving as a model of biblical leadership for us. But the job description Nehemiah records in chapter 1, verse 11, at first seems to be at the opposite end of the corporate spectrum: “I was a cupbearer to the king.”


A what-bearer?


A cupbearer.


You mean, Nehemiah, Mr. Leader, was a table waiter, a camel-burger-flipping person?


No, not at all. In fact, the cupbearer was the second most important position in the empire. Nehemiah was a Hebrew, a non-Persian, yet he was second in command to King Artaxerxes.


He was the wine and food taster, assassinations being quite common back then. If a cupbearer tasted some wine and dropped over dead, the king would say, “Well, I guess that was a bad year.” And, because they didn’t have CNN back then, it was also Nehemiah’s job to give late-breaking news to the king. He was the king’s most faithful and trusted adviser, and aside from the ever-present threat of food poisoning, Nehemiah had it made. He had all the perks, all the benefits of being the cupbearer: the corner office, the cellular chariot phone, use of the company’s team of camels. Major money. I can picture Nehemiah kicking back in his corner office overlooking the beautiful sights of Susa, the Washington, D.C., of ancient Persia, the place of power plays, power suits, and power lunches.


It was in the midst of this luxurious lifestyle that Nehemiah began to hear the Mission Impossible theme song playing in the background. Maybe, just maybe, as he heard the music, and I am paraphrasing a little bit, God stepped in and said, “Nehemiah, this is your mission should you choose to accept it: Travel eight hundred miles to Jerusalem and rebuild the wall around my city. And by the way, Nehemiah, you are going to face some major opposition, some major criticism. Also, Nehemiah, you will have to walk into King Artaxerxes’s office, the man who can chop your head off if he is in a bad mood, and ask for some major time off while retaining all your salary and benefits. You will have to ask for the resources to go back to Jerusalem, along with the security forces and the travel documents.”


It was then that God probably changed the theme of the assignment. I suspect he said something like this: “Nehemiah, I know you are a cupbearer, but I am going to change you from a cupbearer into a contractor. I will give you the ability to do it. This idea has been Mission Impossible for ninety years, but in my economy, it’s now Mission Possible. And Nehemiah, you’re the agent in charge.”


[image: image] In God’s economy Mission Impossible becomes Mission Possible.


Then maybe God added, “Nehemiah, if you choose not to accept this mission, one day Jerusalem could self-destruct in five seconds.”


The Requirements to Lead Mission Possible
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