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“Living With a Trouble Maker”
by John Killinger

"Z have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 
lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”—Gal. 2:19-20
I still think about something that happened as I was leaving one of my 

parishes. It was the Sunday morning after I had completed my ministry, 
and my wife and I were at home packing to move and listening to our 
church’s warship service on the radio. The phone rang. A woman of the 
parish was on the line. She was crying. Could I come over? I reminded 
her that I was no longer her pastor and suggested that she call one of the 
other ministers. She said no, she was desperate, could I come right then?

When I walked into her living room, I felt as if I had entered a war 
zone where there had been a terrific battle. This story emerged. Her hus­
band had been unfaithful to her several times. She had hired a private de­
tective to follow him to a banking convention the week before. Saturday 
afternoon the detective had presented her with photographs of her hus­
band with another woman. She had started to walk out. Her husband had 
wept and begged her to stay. They had talked and fought all night She 
was going to leave. He wanted her to stay. She knew that if she did he 
would only be unfaithful again. They were at an impasse.

I learned that the husband had been in therapy for most of their mar­
riage. He admitted it had not done any good. I finally said to him, “Brad 
[which is not his real name], you’ve tried almost everything. If you are 
serious about saving your marriage, there is only one thing for you to do. 
You will have to accept Jesus Christ as the Lord and Master of your life 
and turn your future over to him.’’

Brad looked at me through red-rimmed eyes.
“Will you do it?” I said.
“Yes,” he said, “I know Jesus is a very useful tool in cases like this.” 
“Wait a minute,” I said, “I don’t think you understand. Jesus is no­

body’s tool. Jesus is Lord. We don’t use Jesus. Jesus uses us. That’s why 
you’re in this mess now. Jesus wasn’t your Lord, Jesus was your tool.” 
And I told him what he would have to do if he really wanted to repent 
and submit his whole being to Christ and begin to turn his world around.

In the end, he did it He confessed Christ as his Savior and the three of 
us stood in their living room, our arms around one another, and gave 

humble thanks for the love that redeems us in even the worst of human 
situations. Then I asked permission to use their phone to call a fine 
Christian couple about their ages and ask them to come over and share 
the news and be their supportive friends in Christ over the next 12 
months. The couple came, they were there for them whenever they 
needed them, and the last time I saw the first couple, they were ecstati­
cally happy in Christ

That’s where everything breaks down, isn’t it? Trying to use Christ in­
stead of falling down and worshipping him as Lord. That’s where all the 
problems in the SBC are coming from — people who’ve gotten confused 
about what Christianity is all about That’s where our churches get into 
trouble — people forgetting that Jesus is Lord. That’s where you and I go 
wrong — trying to use Jesus instead of being used by him.

Paul didn’t have any problem. “I have been crucified with Christ” he 
said, “and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.” What a testimony! 
What a theology! “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”

I know who I was before Christ came into my life. I was a scrawny, 
nearsighted boy who grew up in a poor home where the parents fought 
all the time and threatened, since he was old enough to remember, to dis­
solve their marriage and send him to a military school. He came to fear 
and hate anything military, for it was the ogre that was going to get him, 
that was going to gobble him up and take charge of his life for as long as 
there was. He learned to defend himself against this possibility, and 
against a bullying father, with the only tactics he had, by swallowing all 
his fears and discomfort and never confiding in anyone how he really 
felt, not even by a wince or a frown. And then one day, as a scared, con­
fused teenager, he heard about a man who had been put to death by the 
military, a man who was more homeless than he had ever been, a man 
who had died to save him from his sins. He trusted that man, and that 
message, and walked the aisle of a Baptist church with tears in his eyes 
to say he wanted to follow that man for the rest of his life.

It wasn’t much of an “I” to give up, was it, and I dare say yours 
wasn’t either, any more than Paul’s was, that shrewd, ambitious, hard- 
driving religious zealot he had been before meeting the Lord. We don’t 
live any more; Christ lives in us.

And who is he, this Christ who lives in us?
That’s the crucial question, isn’t it, if you’ll forgive the pun.
Who is Christ?
Christ is the eternal spirit of God dwelling in a man called Jesus, who 

sided with the poor and outcast, touched lepers, earned the love and re­
spect of prostitutes, talked back to authorities, held little children in his 
arms, and rebuked his own disciples for being blind and deaf to the glory 
of God.

A friend of mine defined him well the other day. The friend is a song­
writer and playwright out in Hollywood. He called me the other day and 
said, “John, I’ve got a great idea for a film about Jesus. I want to call it 
‘The Troublemaker.’” Then he began going through Jesus’s life and 
pointing out what a terrible troublemaker he had been. His parents had 
had to flee to Egypt when he was bom. Then when he was 12 years old 
and they were returning from Jerusalem, they went an entire day’s jour­
ney before they realized he had not come with them, and they had to go 
all the way back to Jerusalem to find him. A troublemaker! And it only 
got worse when he got older. Everywhere he went, trouble. Picking grain 
on the sabbath, healing on the sabbath, telling stories that raised the ire of 
powerful people, going to dinner with the wrong folks, consorting with 
known sinners, always making trouble. And the worst part was, he 
wouldn’t back down when he’d made it. He just stood up to it. You 
know, a lot of folks will tolerate a little trouble if the person who caused 



it will be properly repentant and self-effacing afterwards. But Jesus never 
would. He just toed the mark to the very end.

That’s why he died on a cross. He didn’t have to. He could have been 
conciliatory. He could have had a late-night meeting with the opposition, 
eaten a little crow, and promised to back off into the wilderness and keep 
his mouth shut a while, and it would have been all right. But he wouldn’t 
ever back down. The sure sign of a hell-raiser and a troublemaker.

And he’s still making trouble, isn’t he? I mean, he must be. If he’s 
alive, he’s making trouble somewhere.

I can imagine what he’s saying to some WMU president somewhere 
at this very moment. She’s clasping her hands to her bosom and saying, 
‘M3h Lord, it’s so wonderful to find you here in our little prayer room,” 
and he says to her, “Is that what this is? I thought it had an air of es­
capism about it.”

“Why, Lord, what do you mean?”
“I mean, it’s a good place to come and forget about all the poor people 

who live in the tenement buildings down along the L-train, and all the 
drug trafficking at the high school.”

“Oh, Lord, we women don’t have anything to do with that sort of 
thing!”

“Didn’t think you did. That’s why I said it has an air of escapism.”
And oh, what he’s saying to some fundamentalist about now, who’s 

come to town to put an end to moderate gatherings like this. I didn’t 
really mean to say fundamentalist. There are some good fundamentalists, 
just as there are some bad moderates. Being one or the other doesn’t 
make a person bad. I meant to say “person of ill will.” The P.I.W.’s, 
they’re the ones we have to watch out for, whatever side they’re on. I 
think we all ought to start talking about P.I.W.’s; it would be hard for 
anybody to make a badge of honor out of that

This old P.I.W. is on his knees praying in his hotel room. “Lord, help 
us to gain control of this great convention meeting in New Orleans.”

The Lord says, “What for?”
“Why, for your glory, Lord, and the glory of your kingdom.”
“Hog Wash.”
“What’s that, Lord?”
“I said, ‘Hog Wash.’ Or if it makes you feel better, ‘Holy Hog Wash.’ 

You don’t want me to have control of anything. You’re the one with con­
trol needs. I never needed to control anything. I left that to the Pharisees 
and the Romans. Free people don’t need to hold other people in bondage. 
My gospel is about being free, it’s not about gaining control.”

“Oh, save me, Lord; I thought I was talkin’ to you and the devil’s got 
me!”

The troublemaker. And if he lives in us, he’s bound to get us in trou­
ble too, isn’t he? Been in any trouble lately? If you haven’t, he probably 
isn’t living in you. Paul was always in trouble. So were the other disci­
ples, after they learned to let Christ live in them. It goes with the terri­
tory.

Some of you know I got in trouble with the Baptists years ago, out in 
San Francisco. I was invited to come out there and speak to 800 college 
students on the campus of Golden Gate Seminary and tell them about 
Christ and the freedom he brings. I made the mistake of suggesting that 
the Sunday School Board in Nashville wasn’t exactly as free as the wind, 
and got a lot of people upset, including the president of the seminary and 
the executive secretary of the SBC. They decided I shouldn’t go around 
speaking on Baptist campuses any more, and thought it might be best if 
employees of the Sunday School Board didn’t talk to me any more, even 
some who happened to go to church where we went to church.

And I’ve gotten in trouble in a church or two.
One time I served a church in the same town as Jerry Falwell, and I 

made the mistake of asking some questions about the spiritual integrity 
of televangelists who take money from widows and orphans to build reli­
gious empires. It got me in trouble with some of my own elders who 
were financially involved with Falwell, and held some of his bonds. For­
get about Jesus, they said; you’re making trouble. I can’t help it, I said; I 
am being crucified with him.

It’s funny how it works. He has always gotten me in trouble. And 
sometimes it has been like those kids in school who were always getting 
you in trouble. You know, they would egg you on to do something and 
then when you did it and the teachers were coming down on you they 
weren’t anywhere around to share the blame. Sometimes I have looked 
around when I got in trouble and said, “Okay, Lord, where are you? I 
need you and you’re hiding out again.”

Not really.
But I have worried a lot in my lifetime that I was always doing some­

thing to get me into trouble for Jesus and I never saw him. I mean, you’d 
think he’d show himself once or twice, wouldn’t you? I think I saw an 
angel once. Gabriel. I was only 16 years old at the time, but it was so real 
I could describe it to you now as if it were yesterday, and it has never 
ceased to reassure me at times when I have needed reassuring.

Yet I’ve never seen Jesus.
For a long time I thought maybe I was an inferior saint or something. 

I prayed a lot. I studied hard. I gave 110 percent of everything I had. But 
still no Jesus. How did I know he was really living in me? Maybe it was 
all wishful thinking.

Then I studied Jungian analysis and learned something about the self. 
The self doesn’t see the parts of the self it is giving free reign to. What 
the self sees in dreams and fantasies and out of the comer of the eye is 
the shadow figures it tries to repress. If in your dreams you encounter 
dark, evil creatures and alluring sex partners, it is because your dreams 
are the only places they can breathe. When you’re awake you manage to 
keep them well at bay.

One night I dreamed I was showing someone around my old church in 
Los Angeles. We often did that in real life, of course; it is a fabulous old 
cathedral of a building. We were down in the area of the transcept, near 
the chancel, and I saw a former divinity school colleague over there in 
the shadows, urinating over the pews! What a terrible fellow, I thought. 
Just like him. Then I remembered what Jung said and realized that 
wasn’t really my colleague, it was me, it was a part of myself that felt 
that way about that church. I wouldn’t be profane about it in the day 
time, when I have control of my thoughts, but my dream told the truth 
about me.

The point about Jesus is that I know he’s living in me because I don’t 
see him. If I were repressing and denying him, he would show up in my 
dreams and perhaps even in my consciousness, like that image of myself 
I discerned in the profanating colleague. But the fact that he doesn’t 
show up there, that I never see him anywhere in my vicinity, is proof 
positive that he is really in my life, that our lives are now congruent, that 
I am indeed crucified with him so that I no longer live, but Christ lives in 
me, and the life I live in the body I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me.

I am not being immodest; that is just the way it works.
“I live by faith,” said Paul. That is what I’m talking about — being so 

congruent with Christ that now Christ makes the major decisions in our 
lives, Christ decides what we shall do about this and that, Christ gets us 
into trouble with our boards and with our communities and with our col­
leagues and with anybody else who doesn’t happen to have Christ living 
in him or her in the same way. But Christ can do that, because Christ 
loved us and gave himself for us. Before God, he earned the right to do 
it.

I wouldn’t be happy if it were any other way, would you?
There are a lot of modem saints I wish I had met, but there is one 

above all I would have given a lot to know. That is the great Methodist 
missionary to India, E. Stanley Jones. Jones had such a generous and tri­
umphant spirit that I can never read him without feeling myself lifted and 
stretched and deepened. I am especially fond of his autobiography, which 
he called A Sonq of Ascents. He wrote it three times. He says so in the in­
troduction. The first time he wrote about his adventures as a Christian 
missionary. Then he decided that the events of his life were not suffi­
ciently important to warrant a book about them. So he recast the book as 
a spiritual autobiography, dealing with important philosophical and per­
sonal matters. He wrote a manuscript of 560 pages. It took him two 
years. But when he finished that, he reread it and decided it still wasn’t 
good enough. So he scrapped it. Imagine that! Two years of work and he 
simply threw it away.

By now he knew what was wrong. The first two books talked about 
him. He wanted his autobiography to talk about Jesus. So he began 
rewriting it, centering on Christ. He remembered an African convert he 
had met who called himself “After.” Everything happened to him “after” 
he met Christ. It was so with me too, said Jones. So he wrote the third 
draft of his autobiography, centering not on the events of his life but on 
the Event of Christ, and this time he got it right and published it.

I love a man like that! It’s the kind of man Paul was. It’s the kind of 
man I would like to be. “I have been crucified with Christ and I no 
longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by 
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faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gaVe himself for me.”
Jones mentioned an African. Maybe Africans and other Third World 

persons understand dying with Christ better than a lot of us in the First 
World or the Second World. I have a colleague named Dr. Bill Cowley, 
who was a missionary to Nigeria and now teaches religion and communi­
cation at Samford University. A few weeks ago I was speaking at a 
preaching convention in Atlanta. I was asked to talk about the power of 
illustrations. I asked Bill one day, “Bill, what is the most powerful ser­
mon illustration you have ever heard?” He thought for a moment and 
said, “I guess it’s one I use myself.” And he told me this story.

Every year at the mission school in Nigeria, Bill gave the graduating 
seniors an opportunity to talk about their lives and what they intended to 
do with them. One year an unusually gifted and hardworking student 
named John Olawuje was graduating. He was known to all the mission­
aries as an outstanding young man. When John’s chance to talk about his 
life came, the secret of his intense dedication came out.

John was bom as a twin, in a tribe which considered twins an evil 
omen. Because twins were a sign of evil, it was a tribal rule that twins be 
put to death as soon as they were bom. But John’s father loved his new 
son more than he loved the tribal rules. As soon as his two children were 
bom, he quietly slipped away into the forest with the little girl and dis­

posed of her. That way nobody knew that John had been bom a twin. He 
was accepted by the tribe and grew up through a normal boyhood.

One day, John’s father told him about his sister who had had to die in 
order that John might live. “From that day on,” said John, “I have had to 
live for two — for my sifter as well as myself.”

“Then one day here in the mission school,” said John, “I learned about 
Christ and what he had done for me — how he had given his life on the 
cross for me — and from that day forward I have had to live not for two 
but for three, for my sister and for myself and for Christ. If you have 
wondered why I work very hard and try my best to be a good person, it is 
because of this. My sister and my Lord must live their lives through me.”

It’s simple, isn’t it? We often make it complicated, but it isn’t compli­
cated, it’s simple. Christ died for us, and now he lives in us. We live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved us and gave himself for us. And if he 
gets us into trouble sometimes — well, that’s who he was. No, correc­
tion, that’s who he is. We just have to go along with him.

PRAYER. What can we say, Lord? You have given everything for us. 
It is a great privilege to live for you, to have you living in us. Forgive us 
for ever being selfish, and let us be faithful to this relationship that does 
so much for us — even when you get us in trouble. Amen.
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“Lest A Bramble Rule Over Us”
Judges 9:7-15 

by W. Randall Lolley

Remember Gideon? Not the one who puts Bibles in all the motels, but 
the one highlighted in the Old Testament, during the period of the 
Judges. (Judges 6-8). Gideon was a hero in Israel, ridding the land of 
dominance by the Midianites. Gideon was quite a family man. Listen: 
“Now Gideon had seventy sons, his own offspring, for he had many 
wives. And his concubine who was in Shechem also bore him a son, and 
he called his name Abimelech.” (Judges 8:30). Gideon died “in a good 
old age” and was buried in the tomb of Joash his father.

Gideon’s corpse was scarcely cold, when his son, Abimelech, off­
spring of his concubine at Shechem, and half-brother of Gideon’s other 
seventy sons, became embarrassed by his inferior status. He conspired 
with his mother’s kinsmen to help him seize power. They contributed the 
funds with which Abimelech “hired worthless and reckless fellows who 
followed him.” (Judges 9:4). In time they massacred every one of the 
seventy sons of Gideon, Abimelech’s half brothers, and potential rivals 
for power in Shechem after the death of Gideon. Only Jotham, Gideon’s 
youngest son, escaped the blood-bath. He hid himself from the assassins. 
Abimelech took no prisoners, ruled with a big stick, and could not tell 

the truth. So the Shechemites anointed him king.
In time, Jotham, the only kinsman escapee, assembled the people of 

Shechem in that natural amphitheater by Mount Gerizim, and without 
benefit of microphone or megaphone shouted out the famed Jotham’s 
parable. (Judges 9:7-15). Morris Ashcraft only recently reminded me of 
it. The olive tree refused to enter politics by saying, “Shall I leave my 
fatness, by which gods and men are honored, and go to sway over the 
trees?” The fig tree declined to run for office, justifying the refusal by 
saying, “Shall I leave my sweetness and my good fruit, and go to sway 
over the trees?” The vine turned thumbs down on a call to leadership, 
saying, “Shall I leave my wine which cheers gods and men and go to 
sway over the trees?” But the bramble bush drove a hard bargain and 
agreed to become the ruler of the forest.

The bramble is really a briar, prickly and thorny, with spines and run­
ners forming tangled masses of vegetation. It is an ugly, useless, undesir­
able plant which bears no fruit and appears to serve no redeeming pur­
pose. Jesus spoke of it in Luke 6:44—’’For figs are not gathered from 
thorns, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush.”

Jotham outlined a political reality for every age. When the olive trees, 
fig trees, and grape vines refuse to provide leadership, albeit they may be 
busy producing fatness, sweetness, and cheer, then the bramble bushes, 
who have nothing to give up anyway, are always ready to rule over us. 
Good people, by default, allow ambitious and fruitless folks to fill lead­
ership voids. Since 1979 Jotham’s parable has played a re-run in our 
beloved Southern Baptist Convention.

Thus the timeliness of this 1990 Forum theme: “Recapturing the Fu­
ture.” It is high time that a new breed of leaders, blending our heritage 
and our hope, lead us “back to the future.”

Meet Baptist A - He is conservative and proud of it. In fact, he is quite 
comfortable with being called a fundamentalist. He is sick and tired of 
being caricatured as an uncaring, unthinking, unintelligent block head. 
And he is weary of feeling cut out of the Caribbean cruises and the high 
command of past presidents in whose grip political decision-making is 
held vice-like just now. He is looking for leaders.

Meet Baptist B - He prefers to call himself moderate—progressive is 
even better. He has passion and is sick and tired of being labeled “lib­
eral” just because he happens to be open on several theological issues. 
He supports the Baptist cooperative technique because it is a far better 
way of doing missions and education than any other way yet devised. He 
is looking for leaders.
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Meet Baptist C - She is young, bright, articulate. She bears no special 
label except the one she inevitably wears with her gender. She is a Chris­
tian Baptist female. She is sick and tired of all the chatter which sur­
rounds her efforts to pursue her calling—the intimidations and threats to 
monitor her witness. She knows that there is a hand on her shoulder, a 
fire in her bones, and a mandate to her mission from which she cannot 
escape. She is looking for leaders.

Meet Baptist D - She is one of Southern Baptists* 6,000 home and 
overseas missionaries. She is frightened, frustrated, and hurt with her 
people. She feels like a chip in a terrible game of political intrigue. Let 
her tell you how she feels: “Our hardest times as missionaries have not 
been when we have worked isolated at our station, without friends or 
family, and sometimes in physical danger. We have suffered most when 
we have felt helpless as Christian friends we depended on for prayer and 
other support were more concerned over biblical inerrancy and political 
maneuverings than with missions and their covenant with us.*’ She is 
looking for leaders.

These, four, and millions more, all over this world, now raising its 
freedom cries, are looking for leaders to claim their futures. Where will 
they come from—the fruit bearers or the briars? Those of you in this 
room—the olive trees, the fig trees, the grape vines of this Conven­
tion—hold the answer to that question squarely in your hands.

One of the lingering questions, fascinating both young and old, is, 
“Where did all the dinosaurs go? What ever happened to those huge 
creatures which roamed the earth eons ago? Well, students of dinosaurs 
disagree; but there is some concensus that something cataclysmic af­
fected the climatic, which affected their food supply, which affected their 
life style, which eventually wiped out all of them. In short, the dinosaurs 
disappeared when their food supply failed—when that which fueled them 
disappeared.

So with our Southern Baptist family recapturing the future. Our lead­
ers recently have been elected, and they have led us with a dinosaur 
rhetoric. And their rhetoric is soon to die out in three crucial areas (bibli­
cal authority, pastoral authority, and Christian femaleness) as the fresh 
winds of a recovered biblical free church rhetoric displaces the very 
forces which have fueled the past.

1. Listen to the dinosaur rhetoric of the past regarding biblical au­
thority:

“The theological doctrine of biblical inerrancy is the only force 
sufficient to correct a dangerous theological drift in our denomina­
tion.” (Essence of several quotations from a variety of fundamen­
tal—conservative leaders).

Listen to the biblical rhetoric of the future regarding biblical author­
ity.
“The law of the Lord is perfect, 

reviving the soul.
the testimony of the Lord is sure, 

making wise the simple;
the precepts of the Lord are right, 

rejoicing the heart;
the commandment of the Lord is pure, 

enlightening the eyes;
the fear of the Lord is clean, 

enduring forever,
the ordinances of the Lord are true, 

and righteous altogether.
More to be desired are they than gold, 

even much fine gold;
sweeter also than honey

and drippings of the honeycomb.” (Ps. 19:7-10).
Here in one Old Testament text are nine words describing the Word of 

the Lord—perfect, sure, right, pure, clean, true, righteous, desirable, and 
sweet. And the word “inerrant” is not among them. It is a man-word, not 
a God-word.

Listen again: “All Scripture is inspired by God . . . “ (II Tim. 3:16). 
“There are some things in (Paul’s letters) hard to understand, which the 
ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other 
Scriptures. You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, beware lest 
you be carried away with the error of lawless men and lose your own sta­
bility.” (II Peter 3:16-17). Here Peter serves commentary on some of 
Paul’s inspired statements. Here, precisely, is the error of inerrantists. 
They “twist to their own destruction” perfect words from a perfect Bible 

because everyone of them is an imperfect interpreter. And they have used 
our Bible to bludgeon persons into submission to their imperfect inter­
pretations. That is the dinosaur way; and its days are numbered. That 
which fuels it is fast becoming fossil.

Here is the biblical way of appealing to biblical authority. Listen. Paul 
speaks to Timothy in II Timothy 2:15; “Do your best to present yourself 
to God as one approved, a workman who has no need to be ashamed, 
rightly handling the word of truth.”

Paul’s word here is ORTHOTOMEO, which literally means “to cut 
straight; to cut rightly.” The idea expressed is that the servant of God is 
to teach the Word of God straight without bending or distorting it to fit 
his/her own prejudgments. Paul’s word conjures many pictures. We use 
the same prefix in words like ORTHODONTIST (one who straightens 
teeth) and ORTHOPEDIST (one who straightens bones). The early 
church fathers likened Paul’s word ORTHOTOMEO to 
ORTHODOXY—-that is, straight thinking, straight teaching, and straight 
responding to the Word of God. John Calvin connected Paul’s word with 
a father dividing out (cutting rightly) food at a meal; cutting it up so that 
each member of the family received the fitting and necessary portion. 
The Greeks in Paul’s day used this word in three different connections: 
For driving a straight road across country, For plowing a straight furrow 
in a field, For cutting and squaring a stone so that it fitted properly into 
its place in the structure of a building.

So, you see, Paul’s word ORTHOTOMEO (“rightly handling the word 
of truth”) is a many-faceted concept Christians who “rightly divide the 
word of truth” (KJV) drive a straight road through the whole of biblical 
revelation and refuse to be lured down fascinating but irresponsible 
proof-texting by paths. They plow a straight furrow; following a line-up 
on biblical truth, through all the fields of human endeavor—and that in­
cludes modem science. They take each portion of biblical truth and fit it 
into its correct position as a skilled stonemason does a stone, allowing no 
part to usurp an undue place or an undue emphasis, and so to knock the 
whole structure of truth out of balance.

Here is the wave of the future.
Have you noticed within recent weeks that the rallying call of the pre­

sent SBC leadership has shifted from “inerrancy” to the rhetoric of a 
“perfect Bible?” That is a predictable move—even a shrewd political 
move. “Perfect” is a fine biblical word describing Scripture. But I do 
wonder whether our leaders know the New Testament meaning of “per­
fect.” It refers not to nature, but to function. It means performance, not 
perfection in any ethical sense. In short, “perfect” describes an entity 
doing exactly what it was intended to do. A “perfect” Bible functions 
perfectly only when handled as Paul mandates in II Timothy 2:15. The 
future belongs to this understanding of biblical authority. Let us seize to­
gether this moment for truth.

2. Listen to the dinosaur rhetoric of the past regarding pastoral au­
thority: “The pastor is the ruler of the church. There is no other thing 
than that in the Bible ... A laity-led church will be a weak church every­
time.” (W.A. Criswell). If they (lay persons) will get where they ought to 
be, they’ll be where I am.” (Jerry Vines). Listen to the biblical rhetoric of 
the future regarding participatory servant leadership. “And (Jesus) said 
to them, The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; ... But 
not so with you; rather let the greatest among you become as the 
youngest, and the leader as one who serves ... I am among you as one 
who serves.” (Luke 22:25-27): “When (Jesus) had washed their feet, and 
taken his garments, and resumed his place, he said to them ‘Do you 
know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord; and you 
are right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your 
feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do as I have done to you.*” (John 13:12- 
15).

Have you noticed that many pastors who use the dinosaur rhetoric 
wear cowboy boots? Now there is nothing wrong with cowboy boots, un­
less you lose your towel while looking for your lariat. Bolstered by their 
holsters, the cowboys run roughshod throughout the flock of God. They 
rule from their saddles. Never expect a cowboy to do a shepherd’s job. 
There were as many cattle as there were sheep in Jesus* day; and perhaps 
just as many cowboys as shepherds. Listen: “I am the good cowboy.” 
Does that sound like our Lord? No! It struts too much. Too much macho. 
Cowboys drive cattle. Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd.” (John 
10:11). Shepherds lead sheep; and die for them if they have to. It sounds 
so like our Lord who took up his towel twelve hours before he took up 



his cross. Toweling is the servant way of Golgotha.
Christian ministry is not something you do. It is someone you are. All 

ministry in the name of Christ is cruciform. It is nailed to a cross.
Priesting means “bridge building” (coming as it does from the Latin 

pontifex - bridge). At the clergy/laity interface, the differentiation is in 
role, not rank. It tapers off into gifting. The night before he died, Jesus 
Christ washed the feet of a dozen prima-donnas arguing over which ones 
of them would be greatest when their movement prevailed. Priesting: the 
key is “authority”—EXOUSIA (out of being); based on influence, energy 
from within, not “power”—DUNAMIS from without. Priesting is never 
by way of the special few. It is always by way of all the servant people of 
God (the LAOS). Pastors are leaders, not rulers, in a partnership of ser­
vants (no matter how many present-day leaders twist and distort He­
brews 13:7 to their own destruction). The tides of history run against au­
thor! tarians/totalitarians. The future belongs to servant leaders who 
democratize their churches and their agencies. Let us seize together, this 
moment of truth.

3. Listen to the dinosaur rhetoric of the past regarding Christian fe­
maleness: “Whereas, the Scriptures, attest to God’s delegated order of 
authority (God the head of Christ, Christ the head of man, man the head 
of woman)...; and Whereas, the Scriptures teach that women are not in 
public worship to assume a role of authority over men ...; and Whereas, 
while Paul commends women and men alike in other roles of ministry 
and service (Titus 2:1-10) he excludes women from pastoral leadership (I 
Tim. 2:12) to preserve a submission God requires because the man was 
first in creation and the woman was first in the Edenic fall . . . “ (SBC 
Resolution #3, Kansas City, MO, 1984).

Listen to the biblical rhetoric of the future regarding Christian fe­
maleness: “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons (and daughters) of God 
through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put 
on Christ There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.4’ 
(Galatians 3:26-28). “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit 
. .. For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the mem­
bers of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ... Now 
you are the body of Christ and individually members of it And God has 
appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, 
then workers of miracles, then healers, helpers, administrators, speakers 
in various kinds of tongues. . . But earnestly desire the higher gift.” (I 
Corinthians 12). The 1984 SBC Resolution consists of 86 lines, and 542 
words. Eight times it mentions “ministry.” Fifteen times it mentions 
“women.” Thus the real agenda in that resolution was not ministry, but 
women—females themselves—all the women in all the churches of the 
Southern Baptist Convention. And in that hotly controverted resolution, 
the most contested concept is in the 10th “whereas”—“the woman was 
last in creation and and first in the Edenic fall ...” That phrase makes 
plain the real issue before Southern Baptist churches today. It is not vo­
cation, mission, ministry, or ordination. It is womanhood itself. The 
churches of this Convention must hammer out for themselves—one and 
all—a doctrine of Christian femaleness.

And sincere students of Scripture will not resort to prooftexting from 
a few isolated and imprecise verses for such a profound doctrine. They 
will rely on the total sweep of biblical revelation—including the doc­
trines of creation, salvation, gifting, calling, equipping, and ministering.

Anybody who takes the time to do it can write just as strong a resolu­
tion against men as the Kansas City resolution was against 
women—while using Scripture in precisely the same way. For example, 
the Bible says: “Sin came into the world through one man (Adam), and 
death through sin, and so death spread to all men.” (Romans 5:12). The 

^first blamer was a man—’’she gave me and I did eat.. .” (Genesis 3:12). 
The first liar was a man (Genesis 3:10). So was the first murderer (Gene­
sis 4:8). Jesus was denied by a man, betrayed by a man, and doubted by a 

man. He was condemned to death by men; and men drove the nails into 
his hands, and shoved the spear into his side. If we want to add up the 
Bible’s testimonies and divide them up according to gender then man 
does not come out any better than woman. But we are not likely either to 
bring in the Kingdom or better it on the earth by such an endeavor.

Close examination of the biblical passages cited in the Kansas City 
resolution reveals several crucial things. There are twelve biblical texts 
cited. The most striking thing about them is the high degree of selectivity 
used in deciding that these verses are to apply literally as “an order of 
creation” to women today, while other equally specific passages are 
overlooked. Every sect has established itself in this same way, whether 
“the Moonies”, “the Mormons”, Jim Jones in Guyana, or Father Divine 
in New York. They select a few texts, disregard their context, bend their 
interpretation, and make them normative for faith and practice. That is 
the “heresy” in the Kansas City resolution. That resolution writer was not 
a literalist. He was a selectionist

The simple plain fact is that in both the Old Testament and the New 
Testament women play a surprisingly prominent role in male-dominated 
religion. For example, two books in our Bible bear the names of 
women—Ruth and Esther. Miriam, Aaron’s sister, was a prophetess who 
celebrated Israel’s Exodus from Egypt in the dawn of Hebrew history. 
(Exodus 15:20). Deborah, a judge in Israel, so represented the Spirit of 
the Lord, that the mighty general, Barak, refused to go into battle without 
her blessing. (Judges 4:4). Huldah, the prophetess, played a profound 
part through her preaching, in the great reforms under King Josiah. (II 
Kings 22). Priscilla took the powerful preacher, Apollos, to her home in 
Ephesus and “taught him the way of God more accurately.” (Acts 18:26). 
Lydia, seller of purple goods, was converted on the river bank at Philippi, 
and helped Paul plant the first church in Europe. (Acts 16:14). Phoebe, 
“a deaconess of the church at Cenchrea,” was sent by Paul on a preach­
ing mission to Rome. (Romans 16:1-2). Four unmarried daughters of 
Philip the Evangelist at Caesarea, were effective preachers throughout 
that entire region. (Acts 21:8-10). Elizabeth was the first human being to 
know that the time of Messiah’s coming was at hand, and that her son, 
John would be the forerunner. (Luke 1:57ff). Mary, Elizabeth’s cousin, 
actually bore the miracle conceived Son of God. (Luke 2:lff). Anna, the 
prophetess, at age eighty-four, proclaimed Jesus the Messiah in the Tem­
ple when he was only forty days old. (Luke 2:36-40). The women were 
last at the cross (Matthew 27:55-56); and first at the tomb. (Luke 24:1- 
12).

“Last in creation; first in the Edenic fall” — is that the best the di­
nosaur rhetoric can muster to put Christian femaleness down, and keep 
women “in their place” out of the mainstream of God’s futures for God’s 
people? The biblical rhetoric of the future has another word—a word of 
grace. Women have been loosed from the bondage of the law (and of cul­
ture) and liberated into the power of the Gospel, just like men. God has 
no grandchildren; but all who believe are freed to be the sons and the 
daughters of God. The future belongs to Christians who embrace that call 
to freedom. Let us claim together this moment of truth. We started this 
message with Abimelech. Let me conclude with him—“Then Abimelech 
went to Thebez, and took it. But there was a strong tower within the city, 
and all the people of the city fled to it, all the men and women, and shut 
themselves in; and they went to the roof of the tower. And Abimelech 
came to the tower, and fought against it, and drew near to the door of the 
tower to bum it with fire. And a certain woman threw an upper millstone 
upon Abimelech’s head, and crushed his skull. Then he ciled hastily to 
the young man his armor-bearer, and said to him, ‘Draw your sword and 
kill me, lest men say of me, a woman killed him.’ And his young man 
thrust him through, and he died.” (Judges 9:50-54.) Thus ended the ca­
reer of the consummate male chauvinist. You know what, the future does 
not belong to ABIMELECH BAPTISTS! AMEN.
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Not for release until 3:00 p.m., Monday, June 11

Carolyn Weatherford Crumpler and her husband, Joe, reside in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, where he is pastor of Mount Carmel Baptist 
Church. She retired in August 1989 as executive director of the 
Southern Baptist Woman’s Missionary Union in Birmingham, 
Ala., after serving 15 years as head of the national woman’s orga­
nization. During that time, contributions to foreign missions 
through the Lottie Moon Christmas Offering tripled from $23.2 
million to almost $70 million. Through the Annie Armstrong 
Easter Offering gifts to home missions almost quadrupled from 
$8.1 million to $30.8 million. Before going to Birmingham, she 
was WMU executive secretary at the Florida Baptist Convention. 
The Mississippi native received degrees from Florida State Uni­
versity and New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary. She has 
honorary doctorate degrees from several universities. In 1988 she 
received the E. Y. Mullins Denominational Service Award from 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Ky.

A Trustee Worthy of Trust
by Carolyn Weatherford Crumpler

During a visit to Las Vegas, Nevada to make arrangements for the an­
nual meeting of Woman’s Missionary Union, I took time out to visit 
Hoover Dam. I had heard about that engineering feat for many years. I 
had driven through the fertile farm lands in southern California, where I 
learned that those green fields were possible because of the damming of 
the Colorado River. I had heard of the power generated by the Hoover 
Dam, and I wanted to see for myself.

Of course, I who cannot change a light bulb understood nothing of 
what the guide told us about the dam, but I was impressed! As I returned 
to my rental car I stopped to read the inscription on a plaque at the base, 
of an American flag: “It is fitting that this flag should fly here, in mem­
ory of those men of vision who dreamed of dry ground made fertile, and 
to those of genius and labor who made the dream reality.” That inscrip­
tion defines trustees, trustees who are worthy of trust. We see them in all 
walks of life. We have seen them in the Southern Baptist Convention.

Visionaries. Often a visionary is an object of scorn. “It’s all right to 
have a dream, but you have to put a platform under a dream.” Don 
Quixote was the dreamer of what people thought were impossible 
dreams. Solomon said, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” 
(Proverbs 29:18) God is a visionary, and he is a giver of visions. His vi­
sion for the world and its people is clearly stated in Habakkuk 2:14: “For 
the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as 
the waters cover the sea.” These words are inscribed in the beautiful 
entry of the Woman’s Missionary Union building, at the base of the 
world fountain that is the focus of the building. They describe the vision 
that is at the heart of missions.

The New Testament statement of that vision is “That at the name of 
Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, 
and things under the earth; and that every tongue should confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:10- 
11)

Through the ages God’s people, the trustees of his world plan, have 
dreamed of giving every person in the world the opportunity to hear the 
gospel. The dawning of the modem missionary movement came with the 
vision of William Carey. That vision was shared with others, who joined 
him, or opened up new areas to the gospel. The vision took shape in the 

%nited States with the going of the Judsons and Luther Rice. For Bap­
tists, it led to the formation of the Triennial Convention, a drawing to­
gether of the scattered Baptist churches around the missionary cause.

For Southern Baptists the vision became reality in 1845, when a group 
of Baptists in the South gathered in Augusta, Georgia to form the South­
ern Baptist Convention. The men who formed the Southern Baptist Con­
vention were moved by a vision: “they founded a society of cooperating 
believers who organized a ‘plan for eliciting, combining, and directing 
the energies of the whole denomination in one sacred effort, for the pro- 
pogation of the gospel...’ The glory of the Southern Baptist Convention 
is that the design of its organization was to preach the gospel in its en­
tirety to the entire world, motivated by the belief that He who has saved 
to the uttermost has called for the conquest of the uttermost.” (from En­
cyclopedia of Southern Baptists, Vol. II, page 1246)

By 1888 the women in these churches in the South were expressing 

their vision. They dreamed of stirring up the missionary zeal and of stim­
ulating the grace of giving among the women and children in the 
churches. Southern Baptists had a dream. Trustees of that vision were 
leading the churches toward the realization of that dream.

Most prominent among the visionaries was Luther Rice. Returning 
from the foreign mission field to inform Baptists that they had missionar­
ies there, Rice invested his life in pulling the dreamers together and di­
recting their course. In her excellent biography of Rice, Mrs. Luther Joe 
Thompson highlights the results of his dreams.

Geniuses. Scoffers in his day and in later days called Luther Rice the 
dreamer. He dreamed of an educated clergy, so he started a school. He 
dreamed of an informed laity, so he started a newspaper. He dreamed of 
cooperating churches involved in missions, so he started a convention. It 
is true that much of his work did not last, but his work gave birth to other 
activities and events which laid the foundation of what we do today. Rice 
was a dreamer, a visionary, a trustee worthy of trust Much of his suc­
cess, however, can be attributed to the geniuses who took his dreams and 
made them reality.

Jesus set the pace for giving body to dreams. He gave his life. He 
commissioned his followers to complete his task. By example, sending ।
them out together to tell the good news, he showed us how to do the 
work. When he told the disciples to “Go ye into all the world, and preach 
the gospel to every creature,” he had a genius of a plan. He said, in good 
Southemese, “y’all go...”

There were men of brilliance who organized the Southern Baptist 
dream. Simultaneously with the formation of the Convention, two mis­
sion boards were organized. Soon a seminary was founded. Woman’s 
Missionary Union followed, and three years later the Sunday School 
Board was established. One by one agencies followed, as organization 
was perfected. When a task was identified, always there were trustees of 
genius who determined how the task could be carried out effectively.

The genius of financial support has enabled Southern Baptists to carry 
out a missions program second to none. Lottie Moon of China threw the 
challenge to the women when she encouraged them to give a “love offer­
ing for Jesus” so that two single women missionaries could join her in 
Pingtu. The women accepted the challenge, and gave enough money to 
send three women. Every Christmas since then Southern Baptists have 
given a love offering to Jesus for foreign missions. In 1895 the women 
were requested to give a similar offering for home missions, a practice 
which has continued. In 1925 the Cooperative Program was bom. Fi­
nally, a unique plan for “eliciting, combining, and directing” the financial 
resources of the churches toward the spread of the gospel had been de­
veloped.

The genius of organization has been evident in the life and work of 
our Convention. The Sunday School Board through the years has pro­
vided the genius for helping the churches to be “organized and function­
ing.” Acknowledging that Jesus Christ established the church, the Board 
and other agencies have consistently worked to assist the churches in car­
rying out their tasks. The Sunday School, to teach the Bible; Training 
Union, to train church members; WMU and Brotherhood to provide mis­
sions education; various committees and programs, all have been devel­
oped to enable the church to work effectively.

As a product of Southern Baptist Convention efforts, I express my 
gratitude to the visionaries and geniuses who have helped to shape my 
life. Since becoming a Christian when I was twelve, I have belonged to 
eleven Southern Baptist churches. I have had twelve Southern Baptist 4
pastors. Nine of those were educated in Southern Baptist seminaries. I 
have a personal debt of gratitude for those trustees of my life and Chris­
tian development.

Laborers. Visionaries and geniuses often are rather helpless in making *
dreams realities. Jesus carried his disciples on a mission trip, showing 
them the needs of the people, motivating them to compassion for those 
people. Then he said, “The harvest truly is plenteous, but the laborers are 
few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he will send forth la­
borers into his harvest” (Matthew 9:37-38) It takes many more workers 
than dreamers and engineers.

Laborers must work at Bible study, if they are to be thrust into the har­
vest. They must understand what the job is, and who leads it. The Bible 
clearly sets forth that the work is the Lord’s, and that he gives the in­
structions. More important, he also gives the resources, the gifts with 
which the work can be done. Today we are expending much effort in de­
bates over the Bible. We need to spend that energy hiding it in our hearts
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and following its commands.
Laborers must work at mission study, finding out how well we are 

doing in carrying out the missions task we have been given. We are send­
ing missionaries to 117 countries. That’s a remarkable achievement for 
Southern Baptists! .But what of the other countries? How do we decide to 
enter these, and not to enter those? While we have developed bold 
means, through Cooperative Services International and Non-Residential 
Missionaries, God has been opening doors, tearing down walls, in coun­
try after country. As we read about that, how do we make a response?

Laborers must work at prayer. Mary Webb, member of Second Baptist 
Church in Boston, 21 years old in 1800, set a model for us in prayer. 
Wanting to be involved in missions, not knowing how, crippled and 
bound to a wheel chair, she began to labor in prayer for missions. She or­
ganized the women in Boston into the Boston Female Society for Mis­
sionary Purposes. She was the grandmother to all Baptist women’s mis­
sionary efforts. One visible result of her labors is seen in the life of Dr. 
Simon Sircar, principal of the Christian College of Theology in Dacca, 
Bangladesh. He is the great-, great-, great-, grandson of the first convert 
of William Carey. Around the world are men and women in Christian 
labor who are the fruits of the prayers of Mary Webb and that train of 
pray-ers who followed her.

Laborers also must be busy in the harvest of souls today. It is not 
enough that we support the labors of others. We must be involved in wit­
ness and ministry where we are. We are the trustees of today. Will we be 
found faithful?

Risk. Trustees face risk. There is the risk of being misunderstood, 
mocked, defeated. There is risk in voluntary cooperation. There is risk in 
forming a gigantic convention with a common purpose. But this high- 
risk endeavor is also a high-yield investment.

The controversy that has shredded our convention in the past eleven 
years was a risk we took when we organized in 1845. The results of the 
controversy are clearly seen in the decline in missionary appointments 

and the net loss in missionary personnel, home and foreign, in 1989. Fi­
nancial support has declined, regardless of what we read about our giv­
ing increasing. Churches average giving 8% beyond themselves through 
cooperative missions. We have not reached the mission offering goals in 
years. We are paying the price, and the price is unbelievably high.

As you know, I was married in August, 1989. I inherited a wonderful 
family of Crumplers, among them a fiftyish nephew. Norman is not a 
church goer, certainly not a Southern Baptists. At breakfast with him in 
January, I discovered the reality of what we are losing.

Norman told of being at a convention in Boston, seated beside a long­
time client of his. The client asked Norman what he had done recently 
that was exciting. Norman said the only thing he had done was to go to 
Birmingham to the wedding of his uncle. The client asked who his uncle 
had married, and Norman said, “I don’t know her last name, but her first 
name is Carolyn.” The client from Tennessee said, “I know her. She was 
Carolyn Weatherford, and I don’t like her. She believes in women 
preachers, and she has kept WMU out of the Southern Baptist Conven­
tion.”

Norman admitted to being a bit offended! Then he asked me about the 
differences in what that client (whom I did not know) believed and what 
I believed. He wanted to know the names of some other people who were 
on the same “side” as I, and I gave him a few. Then he asked, “Who in 
Cincinnati is on your side?” to which I promptly said, “Joe Crumpler.” 
Norman looked me square in the eye and said, “You go home and tell 
Uncle Joe to get busy and straighten out Southern Baptists. If you don’t, 
there aren’t going to be many new Christians in America. You are losing 
your credibility.”

Today’s trustees, are we willing to dream of a new spirit in our con­
vention that will enable us to spread the gospel? Are there geniuses out 
there who can lead the way? Are we willing to labor at bringing that to 
pass? Warren Hultgren challenged us twelve years ago, “If it is to be, it is 
up to me.” So be it.

Not for release until 4:30 pan., Monday, June 11,1990

Franklin D. Pollard, native of Olney, Texas, became pastor of 
First Baptist Church in Jackson, Miss., on March 1,1986, where 
he previously served in the same position from 1974 to 1980. 
Prior to his present pastorale, he was president of Golden Gate 
Baptist Theological Seminary, Mill Valley, Calif., from 1983. He 
also served as pastor of First Baptist Church, San Antonio, Texas, 
and Shiloh Terrace Baptist Church, Dallas, Texas. Among other 
activities, Pollard was host and Bible Teacher for “At Home With 
the Bible” from 1979-83; and for 10 years beginning in 1976, he 
was the preacher for the worldwide radio program, “Baptist 
Hour.” His education includes degrees from Texas A&M Univer­
sity, College Station, Texas; Mississippi College, Clinton, Miss.; 
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, Texas; 
and New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, New Orleans, 
La. Pollard and his wife, the former Jane Shepard, have two chil­
dren, Brent and Suzanne.

“Entrusted With The Gospel”

by Franklin D. Pollard

In I Thessalonians, Chapter 2, Paul is reviewing his conduct and pre­
sentation of the Gospel while in Thessalonica. For all called of God to 
Christian ministry, for all who want to make a maximum impact for the 
Gospel, these words are more than a pattern. They contain insight into 
what God must have had in mind when He said: “Now I’ll make me a 

minister.” Verse 4 combines both the agony and the ecstasy of our call­
ing, words which simultaneously humble us to the dust and inspire us to 
the utmost. “We have been approved by God to be entrusted with the 
Gospel, so we speak.”

In this portion of Holy Scripture, we are given glimpse at the heart of 
a messenger of Jesus Christ. This passage not only declares to us the 
heart of our message, but demonstrates to us the heart of a messenger of 
our Lord Christ. If you are effective in ministry, you will make Christ the 
heart of your message and you will pray constantly that the Christ you 
proclaim will dominate your heart as His messengers.

I Thessalonians 2:5-8: “You know we never used flattery, nor did we 
put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. We were not look­
ing for praise from men, not from you or anyone else. As apostles of 
Christ, we could have been a burden to you, but we were gentle among 
you, like a mother caring for her little children. We love you so much 
that we were delighted to share with you not only the Gospel of God but 
our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us” (NIV).

By example constantly and on several occasions specifically, our Lord 
clearly stated that His idea of leadership is not that of this world’s: “He 
that is greatest among you shall be servant of all,” He said.

Paul is exhibit A, a sterling example of this kind of servant leader. “I 
did not use flattery to manipulate you,” he reminds. “I was not motivated 
by greed for power, position, glory or money. O, dear people, leave your 
ambitions, your career and your wealth in His hands. Whatever He gives 
you will be more than you deserve.” Paul goes on: “I did not assert my 
authority as an apostle.” Perhaps one of the best indications of serious 
spiritual illness among us is our preoccupation with authority. The world 
will never be won by the ego-maniac who guards his authority, but by 
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the loving servant who gives self away like a mother saying to those to 
whom they minister: “I impart to you, not only the Gospel of God but 
also my very own life because you have become so dear to me.”

This passage declares to us the heart of the messenger and also im­
presses upon us the heart of our message. This foundational truth is de­
clared. It is the Gospel with which we are entrusted and about which we 
speak.

When Henry Ward Beecher began his ministry, the results were un­
derwhelming. There was no response, no growth, no signs of awakening. 
The indifferent remained indifferent. The lost remained unreached. One 
day a thought grabbed him and shook him awake. “There was a reason 
why, when the Apostles preached, they succeeded, and I will find it out if 
it is to be found out.” What sould strategy. How immediate was the re­
ward. Would to our Lord all of us would be driven back to the New Tes­
tament to seek the secret of the success of that early band of bold minis­
ters to our Lord. They had a message which consumed them like a flame 
and through them set the world on fire. Their message was no theory, not 
something they had simply learned. It was no propaganda of beautiful 
ideas of the brotherhood of men. It was not an argument, but an an­
nouncement. It was not a debate, but a declaration. It was inflecting, con­
tagious proclamation of the mighty acts of God. It’s keynote was: “That 
which we have seen and heard declare we unto you that you also may 
have fellowship with us. And truly our fellowship is with the Father and 
with His Son, Jesus Christ” (I John 1:3).

Their declaration majored on relationship, not creed; on a person, not 
a plan. What did they declare? Two events which were really not two, 
but one. Christ died for our sins and He rose again on the third day. The 
book of Acts records that they preached “Jesus and the resurrection.” 
Paul reminded the Corinthians: “I determined to know nothing among 
you save Jesus Christ and Him crucified.”

When he came to Thessalonica, Acts 17:2 records that Paul went 
straight to the synagogue and “Reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 
explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise 
again from the dead saying, ‘This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you is 
the Christ.’”

Dear people, I speak to my own cold heart as well as to you. We will 
never make an impact on our world unless we are sold out to Jesus 
Christ It is not the teachings of and about Christ we share. It is the life of 
our Lord Christ we preach. Of Him Dorothy Sayers wrote: “From the be­
ginning of time until now, this is the only thing that has ever really hap­
pened. When you understand this, you will understand all prophesies and 
all histories” (Man Born To Be King).

Do you realize how this is lacking in our own fellowship today? How 
easy to lose our grip on our purpose. Denominations do not die because 
they embrace faulty doctrine. I believe in sound doctrine founded upon 
the Word of God. I am an inenantist. I believe the Bible is the Word of 
God. But denominations die because they let the fire of compassion go 
out Then they begin to argue over lesser things. They engage in the dan­
gerous sport of mountain climbing over molehills. When Paul wrote the 
Corinthian church, he addressed a church committing suicide. They were 
divided because they magnified leaders instead of the Lord. Having 
strayed away from their passion for Christ, their passions found less de­
sirable avenues of expression. Some paraded their spiritual gifts rather 
than employ them for the good of the Body. After leading them out of the 
boggy marshland of these pitfalls, Paul sets them again on a solid foun­
dation. He brought them back to the only cure for division. Chapter 15 
begins with the plea: “Remember the Gospel. This is of first importance. 
Christ died for our sins, according to the Scripture. They buried Him and 
He rose again the third day just as the Scriptures said He would.” For 
more than fifty verses, he declares the life that is ours in knowing the liv­
ing Christ and closes by saying: “Thanks be to God who gives us the vic­
tory through Jesus Christ our Lord. Therefore, my beloved brothers, be 
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord for as 
much as you know that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.”

It is interesting that Paul begins our text declaring that his work 
among the Thessalonians was not in vain (2:1). Verse 8 of the preceding 
chapter tells us why he knew the work had been sucessful: “Because the 
word of the Lord has sounded forth from you.” How subtly does our 
enemy distract us from our purpose and joy in our Lord. Notice that in 
verse 8 the Bible speaks of the word of the Lord. Am I not on target in 
observing in recent years, a tendency on the part of some Christians to 
talk of the Word of the Lord? Now, you know that I believe the Bible is 

the word of God. It is divinely inspired, God-breathed, it is everything it 
says it is. “It has God for its author, salvation for its end, and truth with­
out any mixture of error for its matter (The Baptist Faith and Message, p. 
7). I am an inerrantist. If you go from this hearing, saying I don’t believe 
the Bible, I hope a yellow wart grows on the end of your nose! The Bible 
is God’s Word. But it is not God. The ultimate Word of God is Jesus 
Christ John 1 asserts: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was 
with God and the word was God ... and the Word was made flesh and 
dwelt among us.”

From His great heart of love, God wanted to reveal Himself to us. He 
wanted to speak a word. Not just a word in a language so a few people 
could understand, but a word in a person so everyone could understand. 
God wants us to know Him, not just His will, or He simply would have 
given us a book with laws in it. Not just to know His power, or He would 
have shown that in nature, in flashing bolts of lightening or in the blow­
ing of hurricanes. Not just to show us His love of beauty, or He would 
have given us a rose or a bird or a mountain. He wanted us to know Him, 
so He gave us Himself in Jesus Christ The Bible is the Word of God be­
cause behind the Bible is a voice and the voice is that of Jesus Christ.

“I came to town,” wrote John Wesley in his journal, “and offered them 
Christ” Spend your days doing that! Use your Bible for what it is: an of­
fensive weapon, a sword, not to hack down other Christians, but to offer 
Christ. Don’t describe your Christianity as an offering of a creed. Offer 
them Christ. Don’t spend your days apologizing for your faith or debat­
ing fine shades of Christian meaning. Offer them Christ!

I’m not arguing against detailed instructions in the implications of our 
faith for life and character and conduct. To interpret the Gospel in terms 
of ethical, social and economic challenges today is imperative. I am sim­
ply declaring that our witness is ineffective and dull if it only exhorts: 
“This is what you must do.” The essential message of Christianity is: 
“This is what God has done once and for all!” Jesus said: “I, if I be lifted 
up will draw all men unto me.” There is no magnetism which will draw 
like that. There is no better way to repel people than to neglect that. 
(Much of this thought originated in James S. Stewart’s Heralds of God).

It was June, 1979,1 was never more proud to be a Southern Baptist. 
Fifty thousand of us were gathered in the Astrodome in Houston, Texas. 
Bold Mission Thrust was more than a motto. It was becoming a heartbeat 
of a people of God. We had a workable plan to confront the world with 
the gospel by the year 2,000. It appeared we had the mind and the heart 
to do it Thousands of us responded to the invitation to give ourselves to 
this task. “Thank God,” I prayed, “we’re going to do it. We’re going to 
do it.” At that time our denomination was growing at the rate of two hun­
dred thousand people per year. Our seminaries were filled with record 
numbers of people committed to the giving of their lives to the spread of 
the Gospel throughout the world. But while the spirit of God was at 
work, another spirit was at work too that week in June of 1979. In 
twenty-four hours this denomination had another agenda. It has been so 
for these eleven years. And now eleven years later, we are losing more 
members that we are adding. The most effective tool for obeying the 
Great Commission in history, the Southern Baptist Convention has been 
neutralized and is in real danger. I remember when I was a young 
preacher, I thrilled at the thought of coming to these meetings. During 
the Foreign Mission Board, the Home Mission Board reports and the an­
nual sermon, the house was packed with people of one spirit. When offi­
cers were elected a few thousand gathered, often wondering who would 
be nominated. And those elected usually were the ones with the most 
eloquent nominator.

How things have changed! That which used to be thrilling and heart­
warming is now chilling and heartbreaking. We have in our annual meet­
ings a spirit, not of a family of the Lord Christ, but of a national political 
convention.

In years past, media reports of the Southern Baptist Convention re­
flected in one way or another “these people are fools for Christ’s sake.” 
Now media reports declare us only to be fools who have lost our way 
and turned on each other.

God’s word to us is the same as His word to a group of Christians 
who had not strayed one degree off course in basic doctrine, who had 
successfully repelled false teachers and false teaching. Hear well His 
Word: “You have left your first love. Remember therefore from whence 
you have fallen and repent and do the deeds you did at first or else I am 
coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place unless 
you repent” (Revelation 2:4-6).
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