May 5, 2002

“If we are listening, How Do I Get that Obedience Thing Down.”

     Obeying is not inherent in our nature. In fact not obeying, doing what we are not supposed to do, comes naturally to us all. Lat week I detailed how it is that you might know if you are listening. Today we look at obedience. Any cursory reading of scripture will reveal that the Siamese twin of listening is obedience. The bible tells us that “We are not to just be hearers of the word but doers as well.” God proclaimed in the ages before those  words were written through dozens of His servants, “O Israel, you should listen and be careful to do it.”  I don’t believe at any time in scripture that we see that God’s voice was not heard, in every story it is clear that His intentions were heard, the trouble is that most times the people in the story failed to comply with His directions. 

     Men are real good at that. Just last week in one of my premarital counseling sessions the question was asked in the workbook I use to assist couples in building a solid foundation for marriage that went like this, “What are the top ten reasons that men/women are so strange, weird or different?” This particular couple had listed two answers for men that explains our dilemma. They listed: 1.unwillingness to follow instructions when putting stuff together and 2.Failure to ask for instruction when it is obvious…they are lost.  

     But, obedience is a powerful thing. The Lord says in many places in scripture that it is obedience that he desires, not sacrifice. Jesus stated, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” Obedience is held up as the number one desire of God for you and me. However, when push comes to shove, when the rubber hits the road, when the salsa hits the big enchilada….well… you got the picture, we disobey over and over. Adam and Eve had the same problem, even though they had just one thing…just one thing to remember to obey. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the fruit you find on that tree, don’t eat it. They didn’t have anything else to remember to obey…well, unless you count that “tend the garden” thing an obedience thing. I don’t, before this time there were no thorns or thistles, no weeds or pests. The garden had an abundant source of water, clean air, plenty of sunshine. I would love to tend a garden under those conditions. But, Adam and Eve disobeyed and a host of opportunities to choose the way of disobedience arose then and until the Lord returns. 

     A few centuries before Christ a man named Alexander conquered almost all of the known world using military strength, cleverness and a bit of diplomacy. The story is told that Alexander and a small company of soldiers approached a strongly fortified and walled city. Alexander, standing outside the walls, raised his voice and demanded to see the king. When the king arrived, Alexander insisted that the king surrender the city and it’s inhabitants to Alexander and his little band of fighting men. The king laughed, “Why should I surrender to you? You can’t do us any harm!” But Alexander offered to give the king a demonstration. He ordered his men to line up single file and start marching. He marched them toward a sheer cliff. The townspeople gathered on the wall and watched in stunned silence as, one by one, Alexander’s soldiers marched without hesitation right off the cliff to their deaths! After ten soldiers died, Alexander ordered the rest of his men to return to his side. The townspeople and the king immediately surrendered to Alexander the Great. They realized that if a few men were actually willing to commit suicide at the command of this dynamic leader, then nothing could stop his eventual victory. Can you imagine what victories we would win in this world if we were as obedient to our savior and Lord Jesus Christ as those men were to Alexander? Ask yourself this question, “Why don’t we.” It is very simple why we don’t listen to God.

     First, all of us at one time or another, listen to something else or anything else but the voice of God. Just like Adam and Eve, a conflicting voice or voices speak and their words are so close to what God has said that we trundle off in another direction. We do so because as I said the other voice is close to God and that other voice twists it just enough that we like the sound of it better. How many time do you think the Lord has heard, “I know Lord, but…” When we say but we are actually negating everything else we say before it and telling God I don’t really want to hear or do what you are saying.”

     Secondly, we don’t listen because we are filled with too much pride and independence. I think every one of my children’s first complete sentence was, “Me do it.” Of course their use of personal pronouns was incorrect but they got the point across. They trouble is that they haven’t quite learned the sentence I have been looking for ever since, “Me pay for it.”

     Every single time we choose to disobey God’s revealed truth, we choose to act independently of Him. It is an expression of our pride. We tell God that we can handle it. We declare to an all knowing God, who knows our past, present and future, that we’re making the best choice. That is like a five year old dictating the menu to his mother because he knows what is most nourishing? That would be pretty foolish wouldn’t it. What are we having for dinner today son? Well, I have picked out a vitamin and nutrient packed menu, ice cream, gummy worms and M & M’s. We will never know better than God knows. Just as Satan lured Eve into subtle pride, he lures so many people into destruction with six little words, “You’ll never know till you try.”

Third, we fail to listen to God because we are making decisions in the realm of the flesh and not the realm of the spirit. Does our enemy ever appeal to us concerning our hunger or thirst for God ? He appeals to us in the things that please the eye and flesh. Just following today’s scripture in chapter 3 verse six we read, “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eye and a tree desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. God is interested in what is best for us and our families. There is a power that is at work in us that is greater than all the power of Sin, Satan and Hell. But we must obey and thereby appropriate it. 

Fourth, I think we fail to obey God because so many others around us aren’t.    Chuck Swindoll tells the story about a test conducted by a university where ten students were placed in a room. Three lines of various length were drawn on a card. The students were told to raise their hands when the instructor pointed to the longest line. But nine of the students beforehand had been instructed to raise their hand when the instructor pointed to the second longest line. One student was the stooge. The usual reaction of the stooge was to put his hand up, look around, and realizing he was all alone, pull it back down. This happened in over 75% of the time, with students from grade school through high school. The researchers concluded that many would rather be part of the crowd instead of being right. Satan uses the same weapons against the believing as well as the unbelieving and yes, I believe it is in most of our nature to blend into the crowd, to just go along to get along. But friends, we should never compromise what is right for what is popular.

Finally, I think we don’t obey because we follow a little maxim that we all learned when we were young, “It’s better to be safe than sorry.” Folks some people obey others and God because of fear. But fear is not the best motive for obedience. Others obey God because they get something out of it. That is “bargain basement level obedience.” I get a bargain here, so sign me up. But, the sad fact for that type of obedience is that obedience sticks around until the next bargain comes along. The third type of obedience to God comes because of a genuine love that we have for God. Here is a little secret folks, a genuine love for God is never safe. So for those of us who would rather be safe than sorry, you are in for a rough row to hoe. You’re about to jump into a rut of life that you better choose well because you’re gonna be in it for the next forty years. The love of God and obedience that it requires is not safe. Let me let you in on a secret of my life, “Safe sort of makes me sick.” I get this awful taste in my mouth with always doing the “safe” thing. And when God has called me to do many things in my life they defiantly didn’t look safe at the outset. But looking back…God steered me into totally safe waters every time. (San Francisco Harbor.) 

     John Eldridge wrote a book entitled “Wild at Heart”. The word “wild” attracted me to the book. Eldridge speaks of what he calls the wild love of God for you and me and how he pursues us with a wild abandon. In all of his books he invites his readers to enter into that love, love out of a heart that is marked by passion, adventure, faith and courage. Then he puts a finger on a problem. This problem that he identifies is addressed to men. He said, “Most of the men you meet today in church are not marked by these things, passion, adventure, faith and courage.”  Be honest,” he says. “Walk into any church in America today and most me and women you meet are bored.” Here is his theory as to why. “When all is said and done, I think most men in the church have come to believe that God put them on earth to be a good boy. The problem with men," we are told, "is that they don't know how to keep their promises, be spiritual leaders, talk to their wives or raise their children."  All very real problems.  But if they try really hard, maybe one day after years and years of effort they might reach the lofty summit of one day becoming a really nice person.  For some people, and maybe nobody would say this out loud, but it's how in a visceral way we live and respond.  For some people that is the summit of Christian maturity.  Being nice. 
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There's nothing wrong with being nice.  I wouldn't want to be mean.  But if being nice is all there is, no wonder people are bored.  Niceness does nothing for me.  It stirs nothing in me.  It feels insipid.  It tastes like vanilla.  I try to figure out in my own spirit why it is that I have a negative reaction to that.  The reason I react negatively to it is this: niceness doesn't call me to anything.  It doesn't call me to courage.  It doesn't require passion, fidelity or faith.  All of those things are things I desperately need to live the life I have to live as a father and a parent and a person in the world.  Where'd this idea come from that niceness is the summit of Christian maturity?  Maybe, Eldridge postulates, the reason that some reduce their definition of Christian maturity to being a really nice person is because we have reduced our perception of Christ to being not much more than the world's nicest guy.  I stand before you and say, men and women of God, hear the glorious eternal beyond the call of God on your life.  Be nice. Be swell, be Mr. Rogers.  Be like all the depictions of Jesus you've seen in the movies and in pictures, kind of weak and pathetic, but he's nice.  Isn't he nice!
Galatians 5:18
1: For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

Phillip Yancey interestingly and poignantly asks this question around this whole dynamic when he says, "Do you really believe that's all he was? Nice?"  I mean he was nice, he was gentle.  Children came to him.  There was a gentleness about him that people felt safe around.  But do you believe that that's all he was - nice? That that was the pinnacle? Do you really believe that the Roman government would execute Mr. Rogers?  Or Captain Kangaroo?  That crazy idea stirs things up in my mind.  Was it niceness that so inflamed the hearts of certain people that they would be willing to die for him?  Was it niceness that so stirred the hearts of other people that they wanted to kill him?  Something else was going on there.   Mr. Rogers, I don't know.  I'd much rather be told to be like William Wallace.  I'd much more likely follow a person like William Wallace. Even if I had to die, I'd follow somebody like that.  You might be wondering who William Wallace is.  In the movie Braveheart, William Wallace was played by Mel Gibson.  William Wallace wasn't safe but he was good.  And while it might feel like a bit of a stretch to see him as a type of christ, William Wallace was a warrior poet who came as a liberator of Scotland in the early 1300s.  When Wallace arrives on the scene, Scotland had been under the iron fists of English monarchs for centuries.  The latest, Edward the Longshanks, was the worst.  Under his rule, Scotland was devastated.  Her sons were being killed, her daughters were being raped.  The Scottish nobles, supposed protectors of the flock, instead piled heavy burdens on the backs of people while they lined their own pockets by cutting secret deals of compromise with Longshanks, the enemy.  Wallace was the first person to come along who had both the courage and the authority to stand against these English oppressors.  Outraged that anyone would have the audacity to stand against him, Longshanks sent his armies to the Field of Sterling to crush this rebellion.  The Highlanders came down.  It was time for a showdown.  But the nobles, cowards all, didn't want to fight.  They wanted to be nice.  They wanted a treaty with England.  They wanted to make friends with the enemy that would buy them more lands and more power.  They were the typical Pharisees, bureaucrats, religious types.  Without a leader to follow, without a shepherd to guide, without a father to call them out to their destiny, the Scots begin to lose heart.  One by one, then in larger numbers, they started to walk away from the fight.  At that moment, Wallace rode in with his band of warriors.  A rag tag group, reminiscent of some raw bone fishermen who followed Jesus 2000 years ago.  Ignoring the nobles who were still trying to make friends with the enemy, Wallace went straight for the hearts of these fearful, beaten down Scotsmen.  Something is familiar.  I hear Paul saying in the book of Galatians, "It was for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Keep standing firm.  Do not be subject to the yoke of slavery."  The same spirit calling people forth to a fight, if need be, to live the life of freedom that God has called us to and that freedom means obedience.  Same battle, much higher stakes.  In the Kingdom-of-God battle, we are being called into a battle for the very souls and eternal destinies of men and women.  At the end of Wallace's speech, these guys were ready to go.  They would run through a wall for him!  He invited them to partner with him in a cause that would set people free and heal the land.  But it was a cause that could cost them everything they had including their lives.  Every one of them said, "Yes." Jesus asks the same, passionate, courageous and free. Free to choose the way of obedience or not. So I ask, will you trust and obey? Let us pray.
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