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Chapter 5

FRONT LINE PERILS
Have you decided to walk the road of discipleship? Are you determined to follow Christ wherever he leads? Then be prepared for obstructions, washouts, and falling rocks! For it is absolutely certain that you have a rough road ahead of you. 

One of the ways God helps the disciple is to give a glimpse in Scripture of the perils encountered on the way to a victorious Christian life.

“Moreoever, brethren, I would not that you should be ignorant, how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea; and were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea; and did all eat the same spiritual meat; and did all drink the same spiritual drink; for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ. 

“But with many of them God was not well pleased: for they were overthrown in the wilderness. Now these things were our examples, to the intent we should not lust after evil things, as they also lusted. Neither be ye idolaters, as were some of them; as it is written. The people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to play. Neither let us commit fornication, as some of them committed, and fell one day three and twenty thousand. Neither let us tempt Christ, as some of them also tempted, and were destroyed of serpents. Neither murmur ye, as some of them also murmured, and were destroyed by the destroyer. 


“Now all these happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come. Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall. There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it” (1 Corinthians 10:1-13).


Notice particularly that Paul says these experiences are examples “for our admonition.” He is warning about the many hazards that beset Christians. Although these Israelites shared in God’s revelation of power to Moses in the pillar-cloud and the retreating sea, and though they received the same spiritual sustenance, they failed to pass the stern tests that moses overcame. In a similar way, the Christian leaves Egypt – the world – and crosses the Red Sea – which speaks, I believe, of salvation. He begins to sing of his liberation, just as the Israelites did when they saw the Red Sea rolled back and the enemy wiped out behind them. But he fails to realize that mighty enemies are still ahead. 


Ancient Simeon Stylites lived on top of a flag pole for thirty years, yet he did not escape trials. You may isolate yourself anywhere and still face conflicts. Why? Because the enemy roves within you. The people of Israel fled from the giants of Canaan, but suffered defeat after defeat in the deserted wilderness. Only Joshua and Caleb survived of the pioneer travelers, because they trusted in God. 


These two men illustrate the reality of heart commitment to God. They could easily have differed with each other, but their hearts were right with God. Caleb, for example, said, “Let us go up at once, and occupy it; for we are well able to overcome it.” Some observers might have accused him of self-confidence, but God knew his faithful intention. Joshua focused his words on God: “If the Lord delights in us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us.”


What thrills me is that both men walked with God, both entered the Promised Land, and both were richly blessed. They did not judge the other’s motives by a variation in terminology. And neither should we. A young Christian with wrong vocabulary and ill-expressed doctrine may actually be trusting in the work of Christ more than Mr. Deeper-Life who has it all turned out to the last syllable. Caleb’s and Joshua’s key to entry into Canaan was the same: their sincere, persevering response to God’s promise. 

I believe the land of Canaan speaks of the Christian’s victorious life. The salvation of God has taken us across “Jordan,” but most Christians languish on the border of the Promised Land. We stubbornly believe the mountain ascent will bring us to our inheritance, and we hide among the rocks in the valley. 

We must go on, though we are not entering a picnic ground or holiday camp when we cross Jordan. Battles, struggles, trials and defeats are ahead in the Promised Land, but so are victory and joy and power. After truly entering this land, you will know more of God’s fullness and power, thrilling answers to prayer and intimacy of true discipleship. Yet you will be amazed that the battle can be so fierce. At times there may be no more than bare necessities supplied. Here we realize we are in a fight to the finish with sin, self, and Satan. 

The realization that we are involved in a constant spiritual warfare can be a great source of strength and comfort. When some difficult situation arises or fiery darts from Satan pierce us, we realize that this is part of God’s wonderful plan for us. My wife and I can testify that it is the doing of wonders for us in our married life. Friends often give advice: “You should do this…”; “All parents do that…”; but we are able to go on our knees and say,  “That’s right, Lord, in times of peace, but this is war!”

We are helped when we reflect on this century’s two world wars. Think of the demands made upon young men; think of the anxieties suffered by wives and children. And we have been given the privilege of fighting in the battlefield alongside the Lord of glory, the Captain of our salvation. What sacrifice can be too great for him? Compared with what Christ did on the cross for us, our service for God is nothing. 

Someone has said, “The devil doesn’t waste his fiery darts on nominal Christians.” The history of war confirms that armies make opposing leaders their targets. Satan uses the same tactics. He does not waste time on those who are not counting for God; he aims for the active disciple. When the devil sees someone steadfastly following Christ, he goes into a strategy meeting with the demons of hell and together they plan a full-scale attack. If we understand something of the enemy’s movements and are armed against them, we shall not be caught unawares. 

Two tactics we are told to use against the devil are to resist and to run. I have always been a better “runner” than “resister,” but I want to learn more about resisting in God’s strength. The Word of God tells us to “flee” Satan’s temptations (2 Timothy 2:22). It says to resist him, not in our own power, but in the power of the cross of Christ (James 4:7). The atoning blood of Jesus Christ removes the guilt of our sin, and the cross severs Satan’s control over us. The crucified life of a disciple is maintained only as other camouflaged perils are recognized and avoided. 

The first is pride. The Word of God says, “Pride goeth before destruction” (Proverbs 16:18). We need to ask God to search our hearts and root out this subtle peril that has time and again ruined Christian men. I have seen young men, dedicated, zealous, filled with the Spirit, and seemingly being used by God, become totally ineffective because of pride. They have seen answers to prayer and are sure they are getting through to God. Or they have been greatly used by God in the salvation of souls. Or they have been told that they are exceptionally gifted in some way. Then spiritual conceit invades and takes over.  

One mark of spiritual and emotional stability is to remain unaffected by commendation. Such a person can take the praise and honor of men realistically He knows where the true honor is due. 

The unstable person receives praise and clutches it protectively. If he is told he is weak in a particular area, he will nurse the memory of someone telling him this was his strong point! A balance Christian knows how to accept the praise of men with diffidence and to welcome their criticism with concern. When you begin to accomplish something for God, watch for pride to follow and repent of it before the cross. 

There is a kind of pride that elevates us while debasing others. We must be careful of criticizing Christians for not having attained something spiritual which we have gained. But if we have not gained it if we indeed to possess it; we have received it from God. 

It helps me sometimes to think what I will be like forty years from now: will I preach with as much zeal, as much urgency, as much exercise of spirit as now? I can’t know, and I must be careful what I say about others. 

Someone has pointed out to me that the defects which we sometimes see and judge in others may be battle-scars suffered in faithful service to Christ. Perhaps the Christian has seen more and harder battles than we. He may have won many battles, but not without scars and wounds in the process. 

We might consider older men of God old-fashioned and short on zeal. Younger Christians must show mercy to the older generation, and I ask them in return to have mercy in their dealings with us. God wants both the older and younger generations to realize neither would be anything without Christ and his grace. 

The kindred peril to pride is a critical spirit. It seems easy to see distinctly everything that is wrong with other people. But psychologists tell us that the things we most readily criticize in others are sometimes things which are wrong in our own lives. This is called projection, and some Christians unwittingly specialize in it. 

When I tested myself on this, the results scared me. If, day in and day out, I was seeing something wrong in other people, was it really a reflection of some weakness in my own personality or habits? I saw others’ inconsistencies so readily. One man tended to be superficial; another seemed to say things he did not mean; a third was weak on economizing time. But could it be true that these weaknesses supposedly contrasted with my strengths, but the comparison was neither fair nor kind. 

Paul instructed Christians in Philippians 4 to think positively:

“Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report, if there be any virtue and if there be any praise, think on these things.” 

I believe this represents part of the revolution in men’s lives that Christ came to bring. It is a revolution that replaces complaint with wholesome and affirmative thinking, a revolution that passes over people’s mistakes and follies to bring God’s light and love on the scene. 

One time I was running to catch a train in Stockholm and hot criticism welled up within me against the brother who had mixed up the schedule and got me to the station ten minutes after the train was due to leave. “Why cannot people who have lived in Stockholm all their lives read their timetables?” I thought to myself. I wanted to get to Gothenberg the next morning in order to investigate a ship that might serve our goal of world evangelism.

I left the station, battling with myself, until the Lord brought Romans 8:28 to my mind. Some might say that this verse is a “crutch” for the crippled, but I was feeling crippled as I sought victory over the feelings in my heart. I leaned on the promise: “All things work together for good to them that love God, to those who are the called according to his purpose.” And in faith I was able to praise God that I did not catch the train. 

That night the train I had missed crashed. I offer no explanation for the crash, but I learned to be more careful about concluding that disappointing events are mistakes. We make mistakes, but our God does not. And with infinite patience and foresight, he specializes in overruling ours. 

The Bible tells us God has entrusted the treasures of the Holy Spirit to the clay pots of our bodies as containers. In our work for the Lord we often mess us his purpose. There are times when I could weep for marring the wonder of his truth with my corroded personality, my beat-up pot. But God’s sovereign power overrules and makes the crudest, weakest, lowliest, most out-of-place testimony for him count for eternity. 

If we have a greater vision of our sovereign God, our negativeness and criticism would diminish or vanish. When we fully realize that our human leaders are learners like the rest of us, we can concentrate on God and be delivered from a critical spirit. 

Another peril to the victorious Christian is becoming accustomed to spiritual things. As we see the power of God at work, answering prayer and accomplishing the impossible in people’s lives, we may find ourselves being callous about the miraculous. 

A team working in Operation Mobilisation met for prayer in Zaventem, Belgium, and quite a few strayed to pray till 3 A.M. The financial needs of the work were acute and God stirred us to a great exercise of faith. When we went to bed, we had a thrilling conscious ness that God was going to work. The next morning I had to phone our central office in England for some other business. On the phone someone asked me if I had heard about the large gift which had come from another country. The telegram announcing the gift had come to our office that very day. The amount was some $6,000. The money did not come from someone who was stirred up in the prayer meeting, but from someone thousands of miles away, who had sent it sometime earlier. We have seen things like this happen for over a decade, and we simply praise God for his answers to prayer. But there is a grave danger of becoming familiar with the miraculous, casual about God moving in wonderful ways. 

The Bible says that there is rejoicing in the presence of angels over one soul that repents, but sometimes we do not rejoice unless it is a dozen. I remember at Bible College when I went out and was able to help someone find Christ. I really got excited and would barge into a fellow student’s room bubbling with joy. “Come on, drop your work. Let’s have a prayer meeting, brother. Let’s give up some time to praise the Lord.” A week later, another brother would come to see me. He was not as loudmouthed as I: “Praise the Lord, George; a fellow down the street accept Christ tonight.” What was my reaction? “Oh Praise God; that’s good. Amen.” And back I went to my studies. May God forgive us for letting ourselves become over-familiar with holy things, or rejoice over our victory and not over that of the other fellow. 


Such familiarity can be heartbreaking in gatherings of God’s people. Sometimes we meet around the Lord’s Table to remember his death and there is less praise among us than if we shared a meal of ham and eggs after a long night. The Israelites in wilderness took God’s miracles for granted: they became accustomed to manna, and craved meat. God gave them the meat they desired, and leanness filled their souls. It can happen to us, too. 


Another peril of the Christian life is ascetism. If we seek hardship because it builds our reputation, we are not suffering for Christ’s sake. An example of this was a young man on a witnessing tour who was invited to stay overnight at a Christian home where the hostess went to a lot of trouble to prepare a comfortable bed. The young man stiffened proudly and announced that he no longer slept in beds. He had forgotten – or had never learned – that Paul knew how both to be abased and to abound. This balance is difficult, but it is possible as we make love our way and Christ our goal. 


Asceticism is not nearly such a problem as its opposite – laziness and the love of ease. This is one of the most deadly perils for a Christian in the position of independent responsibility. Discipline is good for us, and laziness is a great sin. One reason the Church lacks foot soldiers is that it lacks people who want to work hard. Nehemiah’s men finished their task because they had “a mind to work.” When the pressures of duties relax, laziness becomes a tremendous danger to many Christians. 


Then there is a serious peril of disqualification. When God begins to use you significantly, the devil closes in to discover some flaw that he can exploit and scandalize. Evangelist Alan Redpath has pointed out that King David’s sin with Bathsheba was preceded by his sinful withdrawal from battle. While his troops were fighting the enemy, he was at leisure, and his relaxation physically and spiritually opened him to the whirlwind of temptation that swept him into sinful list and God’s judgement. 


This illustrates the peril of being away from the place God has called us to, of breaking communion with the lord Jesus Christ, of self-indulgence, and of arrogant criticism. These give Satan his change to invade our spirit and to inflame sin that will dishonor God and ruin our testimony. Though the sin can be forgiven, the consequences may hinder the gospel for years.


Perils still beset the Christian living in the Promised Land, and we must be aware of them. We must remember the warning in 1 Corinthians 10:12: “Let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.” God’s provision for us amid the dangers is constant: “There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man; but God is faithful… he will make a way of escape” (10:13). Choose it, and God’s grace will bring victory. 

CHAPTER 6

LOVE THAT CONQUERS

In John 13:34,35 we read these words of Jesus: “A new commandment I give unto you, That you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this shall all men know that you are my disciples, if you have love one to another.” This is the touchstone of Christianity and the dynamic of the revolution that was begun by Jesus Christ himself. 

Some Christians seem to have misread this verse. They apparently see: “By this shall all men know that you are my disciples, that you have no possessions.” Or “… that you read and carry your Bibles.” Or perhaps “… that you have sound doctrine.” Or maybe that “… you traverse land and sea to win converts to Christ.”

But Jesus said none of those things. He said that there is one major thing that will convince the world we are his disciples, and that is the love we have for one another. We are not the disciples of a theory or doctrine or institution, but disciples of the loving Jesus! His love led Jesus to give his life for us, and that kind of love is commanded between Jesus’ followers. 

People sometimes ask me, “How do you conceive of the love of God?” My answer is found in 1 John 3:16 – “In this we perceive the love of God, in that he laid down his life for us.” As a consequence, says John, “So we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.” This is the supreme love, Jesus told us, for “greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). 

Love is the essence of discipleship: it is the wall that surrounds a disciple, the roof that protects him, and the ground which supports him. The Bible says emphatically that though I speak with tongues of men and of angels, have all wisdom, make tremendous sacrifices, give my body to be burned, and relinquish all I own, I am worth nothing if I have not done them in love. 

Most of us have to admit that we know very little about actually loving people. We know that we have often loved because of the benefits that come to us. Divine love is impartial; it loves the repulsive and the attractive, the beggar and the merchant prince. 

Is this love really possible? And does it work? When I give myself for the sake of another, when I “fall into the ground and die” in order to bear fruit, when I deny myself and take up the cross and follow Jesus – does it make a revolutionary difference? Or would it turn me into a blind fanatic rushing from one good deed to another and getting trampled by the strong?

This love is possible, and it is very practical. It does not come naturally, nor does it come instantly in a rededication service or some particular experience. Real love comes from God, who is love, and it is developed in the hard school of life over many years. There may be a crisis of appropriating God’s love, but a process of expressing love follows or it all becomes an abscess. 

The Bible speaks clearly on how to acquire and develop God’s love. The first thing it tells me is that love is a fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22). As every Christian has the Spirit, every Christian may have this love. Ephesians 5:18 gives one of the few commands about the Holy Spirit in the New Testament: “Be not drunk with wine, wherein in excess; but be filled with the Spirit.” The filling produces an overflow that touches other people.

What are the evidences of the filling of the Spirit? “…Speaking to [among] yourselves in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.” This is joy and encouragement shared with other Christians. And it also communicates with God: “… singing and making melody in your hearts to the Lord; giving thanks always for all things.” These signs accompany the love given by the Holy Spirit. 

The Scriptures also teach that prayer will develop this love. Paul is our example: “I bow my knees unto the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ… that he would grant you … to be strengthened by his Spirit… and to know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge” (Ephesians 3:14,16,19).

As the Lord blesses the person prayed for, he will also work in your heart. We are sometimes partly responsible for others’ weaknesses, and weaknesses in a brother’s life may reflect weaknesses in our own. If I have been spiritually discerning of something wrong, through prayer, I can help to change it. Let us pray earnestly for the people we do not like or do not understand, and God will make changes in the situation. We have many examples of this in Scripture, and we are exhorted to pray for all men, even our enemies, said the Lord Jesus. 

Another helpful step is to pray with the person concerned. If you are having trouble with someone in your church or group, try to pray with him about various needs and joys. This effort to share and understand will be rewarded by fellowship and a growing love. 

The love of God believes the best about people, and discounts adverse reports and rumours. Love sympathises and assists. Perhaps there are intense problems handicapping the person. Poor health may be dragging him down. Background environment or heredity may still control the individual. Prayer together can open the channel of love and wisdom from God to both. 

Belief in the sovereignty of God enables us to rest in the confidence that he is in charge of all that is going on in the earth. Sometimes the devil seems menacingly near, but he is weak in comparison with the God who is in charge of our lives. Though Satan makes headway, he cannot overcome the Christian who is trusting God. He can say, “The Lord is in this,” and look for the Lord’s way out. Philippians 1:6 assures us that God has begun his work in us, and he will complete it. 

Another step that develops love is personal interest in the welfare of others. This is shown by both word and deeds. Sincere attention builds a bond that involves us in others’ lives. If someone’s personality rubs against yours, ask questions about your common concerns and look for things to compliment. You’ll find love sprouting from the interest, and you may receive love in return. 

Some of us find it easy to make fun of people: the shape of their ears, the style of clothes, or the odd mannerisms. Jokes about others are good fun unless they wound the victim. Amy Carmichael said: 

“If I enjoy a joke at the expense of another, if I can in anyway slight another in conversation or even in thought, then I know nothing of Calvary love. If I belittle those whom I am called to serve, talk of their weak points in contrast to what I think are my strong points; if I adopt a superior attitude, forgetting ‘Who made thee to differ? What hast thou that thou didst not receive?’ then I know nothing of Calvary love.”

Another stimulus to love is to give something to another. There is a story of a husband and wife whose marriage was on the rocks. The husband never remembered anniversaries or birthdays, and he was always complaining. She became more and more discouraged. On day he inexplicably decided to bring her some flowers. It was so unusual that when he came to the door and held out the flowers she wept hysterically. “What a miserable day!” she moaned. “I’ve been having trouble with the children all day, the clothes washer broke, I burned the supper, and now you’ve come home drunk!” Don’t wait so long to rebuild a relationship that your gift can’t be believed. Give something of practical help or a memento that shows you care. 

How blind we sometimes are to the plain words of Scripture! Jesus commanded the help of his people to one another by saying: “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me” (Matthew 25:40). This is a revolutionary passage of Scripture, and if we let it penetrate our minds daily, it would change our lives. Our attitude towards the weak and needy, God says, reveals our attitude to his Son. This should lead us to repentance. “He who loves not his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen? (1 John 4:20). 

And have we forgotten what is called the Golden Rule? “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them: for this is the law and the prophets” (Matthew 7:12). This verse offers us a simple check on our speaking or acting: Would I enjoy this if it were directed at me? This would eliminate cruel gossip and destructive criticism, and would spare us from future judgement. 

The Bible tells us we are to correct someone in the Spirit of Love when it is necessary. “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual” – which excludes quite a few Christians – “restore such an one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted” (Galatians 6:1). Amy Carmichael wrote: “If we can go to someone to correct them without a pang in our hearts, then we know nothing of Calvary love.” The love depicted in 1 Corinthians 13 allows no rejoicing hearts over the failure of another person. Love never speaks with the attitude: “I told you so; you should have listened to me!” It sorrows with those who mourn, and lifts up those who fall. 

In his love, God can transform sorrows and failure so we can help and comfort others. God says Paul, “comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God’ (2 Corinthians 1:4). How can a woman who has had four children, with no complications at birth and no problems as they have all grown up, help a woman who has had three still births and now has a handicapped child? She has not been prepared for this opportunity. But a woman who has lost a child herself or has suffered deeply in some other way can communicate the love of God that she has experienced. She may speak directly, but with compassion, to the sufferer. 

To rebuke and exhort another Christian is one of the hardest things to do properly. It is easier to overlook the fault, but love must be correct at times. Amy Carmichael comments: “If I’m afraid to speak the truth lest I lose affection or lest the one concerned should say, “You do not understand,” or because I fear to lose my reputation for kindness; if I put my own name before the other’s highest good, then I know nothing of Calvary love.”

Love acts. When I see a little child running toward a busy street, I do not just stand there and suggest: “Wouldn’t it be better to stay on the pavement?” I move into action. I grab the child back from the street in order that its life may be saved. The Bible says that we are to snatch men from the fire of hell. To think such action too drastic is a misconception of love.

The love of Jesus was not of the Hollywood variety. His love led him to serve. I believe it was also love that sent Jesus into the Temple to clean up the mercenary mess there and to chase out the greedy merchants with violence. It was love for righteousness; it was love for those who were being cheated. His love let to action all through his life. 

Love grows – When it is exercised. Supplying all-conquering love is God’s part; expressing love is our part. As we walk with God, he will make us confident “of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6). And God will work in the lives of others by love, for his perfect love never fails. 

------------------------------ END OF PART THREE --------------------------------
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