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Born August 25, 1997

With the prayer that he will
love God with all of his heart
and walk with Him all the days of his life.

(I tried, but they wouldn’t let me include his picture on this page!)
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Chapter One
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THE PROMISE OF THE SPIRIT
DREAMS GREATER THAN OUR MEMORIES

We all need dreams. We all need those moments when we lift our eyes from the long, winding trail and catch sight of the shining, snowcapped peaks on the horizon. Without such a vision of the peaks, without such dreams, life becomes a weary tramp through the lowlands.

As I look back on the recent years of my pastoral ministry, however, I must honestly admit that what has happened is beyond what I had even dreamed. The peaks are higher, brighter, and more glorious than I could ever have imagined. There have been Sundays when my wife and I have been on our way home after a wonderful day of ministry, and I have turned to her and said, “As far as a pastor is concerned, it doesn’t get any better than this.”

What a joy—what an incredible thrill—to be a part of what God is doing in the hearts and lives of so many people and to see His work grow faster and further than I could have conceived. Sometimes the excitement and gratitude well up within me to overflowing, and I don’t have words to express how I feel.

But at the same time, God keep me—and all of us—from feeling that we have “arrived.” I’m not sure at what age it sets in, but there is a temptation as we get older and have enjoyed some accomplishments and achievements to begin letting up on the accelerator a little. We find ourselves more and more inclined to pop life into cruise control, sit back a little, and watch the scenery go by. We content ourselves with our press clippings and scrap-books and don’t go out of our way to exert ourselves or launch into something new.

Some people call it a “retirement mind-set,” and it can show up in people from their midforties to their midnineties. (If we make it beyond that, maybe we really have earned a little break!) Nevertheless, I have to tell you that I have scoured the Word of God from beginning to end and have not found one place where a believer is given permission to retire. Retire doesn’t seem to be part of God’s vocabulary. That realization is both unsettling and challenging to me.

Now, that doesn’t necessarily mean that things won’t change for us as the years go by. And no one is saying we ought to keep the same routines or do the same things we’ve always done to bring home the bacon or occupy our time. But it does mean that we never become too old to serve the Lord Jesus Christ with all our heart and soul and strength. He will never downsize His kingdom and put us out of work. He never gives us permission to check out of life. He never gives us permission to coast. Becoming a Christian is a lifetime commitment of service and ministry.

I believe it is the same for a church.

I believe that our dreams should be greater than our memories.

I would like you to think with me for a moment about a group of people who had every reason to cling to the past. And yet they were challenged by Jesus Christ Himself to let go of their memories … to put away their press clippings … and to embrace a dream beyond their comprehension.

In John 14, Jesus was in the midst of His final address to the eleven disciples. He was preparing them for the ultimate shock of His arrest and death. He had told them in John 13:33 that He was going away. As we come to chapter 14, our Lord’s purpose is clearly defined in the first phrase of the chapter. “Let not your heart be troubled.…”

He wanted to encourage the troubled hearts of His disciples. He wanted to comfort them with the truth of His ultimate destiny. But as He conversed with them, two of His disciples ventured to voice their insecurities and fears.

Thomas asked Him about the future.


“Lord, we do not know where You are going, and how can we know the way?” (John 14:5)



Can you hear the emotion tremble in this man’s question? “Lord, how can we get to where You’re going if You are leaving us? How will we know what to do, where to go, or which way to turn?”

Thomas, you’ll remember, was the doubter. He wanted all the details in hand before the journey began. He wanted a road map with the route highlighted in yellow marker. Many of us are like that, aren’t we? The Lord patiently answered Thomas’s question. When He had finished, Philip put something else on the table. Philip’s request, however, didn’t concern the future; Philip was concerned about the here and now.


“Lord, show us the Father, and it is sufficient for us.” (John 14:8)



Philip was saying, “If You’re going away, Lord, and we’re not going to have You here anymore, the least You can do is show us the Father, and then we’ll be okay while You’re gone. Lord, where is the Father?”

Now, that seems like a legitimate question. In truth, it is one of the most important questions in all of Scripture. The answer to that question is the secret to all ministry in the church today. It is the ongoing secret for every one of us who knows the Lord. It is the very guarantee that our dreams will always be greater than our memories.

Listen to what the Lord replied.


“Have I been with you so long, and yet you have not known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the Father; so how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me? The words that I speak to you I do not speak on My own authority; but the Father who dwells in Me does the works. Believe Me that I am in the Father and the Father in Me, or else believe Me for the sake of the works themselves.” (John 14:9–11)



Philip said to Jesus, “Show us the Father,” as though he had never seen the Father. And Jesus insisted to Philip that he had seen the Father—he just didn’t realize it! Every time he watched Jesus heal a leper, he saw the Father. Every time he saw Jesus do a miracle of any kind, he saw the Father.

But it was all so difficult for these shell-shocked, brokenhearted men to grasp. In that moment, the disciples were hung up on their memories. And who wouldn’t be, after the three years they had just spent at the side of Jesus of Nazareth! A thousand images must have flashed across their minds. Jesus on the mountainside … Jesus walking on the sea … Jesus teaching from a boat … Jesus in the synagogue … Jesus with the little children. And now He was going away?

They didn’t understand that Jesus was about to give them the very secret of that ministry they had closely observed for three years. They didn’t understand that their Lord was about to reveal a truth that would sustain them, keep them, empower them, and fill them with overflowing joy in the face of everything the world could throw at them.

To poor, perplexed Philip, Jesus was saying, “I am not the source of My own sufficiency. The things I said and the works I accomplished did not initiate with Me. It was the Father, accomplishing His purposes in and through Me.” Jesus disclaimed any credit for the words He spoke or the works He performed. They all flowed from His Father in heaven.

This perspective helps us to understand a number of similar passages. In John 5:19 Jesus said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, but what He sees the Father do; for whatever He does, the Son also does in like manner.” In verse 30 He said, “I can of Myself do nothing. As I hear, I judge; and My judgment is righteous, because I do not seek My own will but the will of the Father who sent Me.”

You will find this same truth in John 8:28 and again in John 12:49. The Father spoke through the voice of Jesus. The Father healed through the touch of Jesus. The Father worked His will through Jesus. So Jesus was saying, “Listen to Me, Philip. The secret of these works is not My physical presence. And if the secret is not My physical presence, then My physical absence isn’t going to make any difference!”

Do you see what He was saying? “Philip, you must try to understand. I’m going away, that is true. But the secret of My working while I was here was never My physical presence anyway. It was the Father working through Me. As a matter of fact, if you will trust Me, the works that I have done you will continue to do. And hear Me—you will do even greater works than I have done!”

What was Jesus saying to His men that evening? He was certainly trying to lift their downcast eyes and give them a glimpse of the shining mountain peaks on the horizon. Yes, there was a very deep valley that must come first—darker than any moment in the history of the world. But after that, mountain peak after mountain peak! He was telling them, “Don’t look back! Your dreams are greater than your memories.”

The temptation to look back, of course, was very strong. What wonderful years of ministry they had enjoyed, walking with the Nazarene. The wonders! The miracles! The crowds! The excitement! Yet Jesus was telling them, “Yes, life for you is changing. It won’t be the same. But don’t be afraid! The future is brighter than the past.”

Years ago, when I first read those words about “greater works than I have done,” I remember being completely mystified. How could He say that? What could He mean? How could the disciples’ works ever be greater than His mighty works?

Deep down, I wondered if the Lord—because He loved these men and wanted so much to encourage them—might have been, well, overstating things just a bit for their sakes. He knew He was leaving, His followers were full of sorrow, and Jesus wanted to make them feel good. Most of us have done something like that in times past, haven’t we? We go a little bit beyond reality to please someone or lift someone’s sagging spirits.

But that could have never happened with the Son of God. He is truth incarnate. What He spoke was absolute reality and never “stretched” or “elaborated” for emphasis. No lie—whether white, black, or gray—could ever be found on His tongue.

THE POSSIBILITY OF GREATER WORKS

What, then, is the significance of His words for you and me? How could the disciples do greater works than Jesus did while He was on this earth?

And wasn’t He speaking of you and me as well? Wasn’t He saying that we could do greater works than His?

Could it be? Could it actually be true that you and I—all of us who belong to Jesus Christ—have the potential to do greater works than Jesus did? Isn’t that a little outrageous? Isn’t that almost … blasphemous?

No, it is neither outrageous nor blasphemous. It is truth. Jesus, whose name is Truth, said so Himself.

The works Jesus performed during His public ministry were mind-boggling. He banished diseases … cast out demons … raised corpses to life … created wine, fish, and bread with a word and a touch … calmed mighty storms with a single command. How could it be said by any stretch of imagination that the works of the disciples and that our works—we who belong to His church—are greater than Jesus’ works? Has this promise ever been fulfilled? Can we point to anything that would help us understand that in our world today?

Some have said, “Well, you have to understand that the ‘greater works’ are related to belief.” In other words, the reason we don’t do these greater works is because we don’t believe enough. Is that true? The problem with this understanding is that if our ability to do such works depends on our faith, then we would have to have greater faith than Jesus! Jesus didn’t say, “He who believes in Me with sufficient faith,” or “He who believes in Me with all his heart,” or “He who believes in Me intensely and with great sincerity shall do greater works.”

He simply said, “He who believes in Me, the works that I do he will do also; and greater works than these he will do” (John 14:12).

But that makes no sense … does it? Greater works? Greater miracles than He performed? What could that mean?


In John 2, at the wedding feast in Cana, Jesus converted the simple molecular structure of water into the far more complex molecular structure of wine. Can we do more than that?

In John 4, by a word uttered over ten miles from the scene, Jesus instantly reversed the decay process and restored to full vigor and activity the cellular structure destroyed by a mortal illness. Can we do more than that?

In John 6:1–14, Jesus took five loaves and two fish and created out of them enough bread and meat to feed five thousand hungry men and their families. Can we do more than that?

In John 6:15–21, Jesus created an antigravitational force of an unknown nature that enabled Him to walk along the surface of a stormy sea. Can we do more than that?

In John 11, Jesus stood at the mouth of an opened grave and called through the veil of death to His friend Lazarus. Not only was Lazarus dead, his limbs, eyes, brain, and internal organs were already in a state of decay. This man had been dead for four days; putrefaction was well under way. And yet at the creative word of Jesus Christ, all the cells and functions of that body were instantly restructured, and the departed spirit was summoned again to the body. Lazarus lived and spoke and thought and remembered. Awesome! What could possibly qualify as a greater work than that?1



Great works? Marvelous miracles? Yes, beyond all question. And yet think about it: every one of those acts was only superficial and temporary. I am not discounting what Jesus did. I am simply making the point that no one was permanently helped by these miracles. None of men’s deepest needs were met by these works of power.

Yes, He created food for a single meal; but the people just got hungry again.

Yes, He stilled the raging sea; but only until the next storm.

Yes, He healed bodily ailments; but every person he healed eventually died anyway.

I don’t know what you think about Lazarus, but I really feel bad for him. How would you like to die twice? That’s what happened to him. He had already passed into Glory. He was already walking the streets of heaven, talking to Abraham, Moses, and David, filling his eyes with heavenly splendor and gazing on the very throne of God. And what happened? Jesus brought him back. Years later, Lazarus had to repeat the whole process. He had to die again. The miracle of bringing Lazarus back was no favor to Lazarus! Jesus did it as a sign miracle for all who watched.

Dr. John Mitchell, preeminent Bible teacher for many years at Multnomah Bible College, used to tell the story of sitting at the bedside of a dying friend. The man seemed to be slipping out of this life. His breathing grew very, very shallow until, finally, it seemed to stop.

Well, Dr. Mitchell thought, he’s gone now.

Suddenly, the man’s eyes popped open and he looked up at the craggy face of Dr. Mitchell. “Who’s there?” the man said.

“It’s all right,” Dr. Mitchell soothed. “It’s just me.”

“Oh,” the man groaned, “I’m so disappointed!”

The dying man had anticipated looking into the face of Jesus—or at least an angel. Instead, he saw the same old hospital room and the face of the old Scotsman Mitchell. If he was disappointed, just imagine how Lazarus had felt! What a letdown to find himself back in his grave clothes lying on a slab in a dark tomb.

Yet the Author of Life called him back, and he stepped once again into the lesser light of the sun. And you and I can do a greater work than this? How so?

THE PROMISE OF GREATER WORKS

The fact is, Jesus tied His promise of “greater works” to the coming of the Holy Spirit.

In John 14:12, Jesus said, “And greater works than these he will do.” For what reason? Here’s the key: “Because I go to My Father.”

This is a common phrase and a common teaching. John 7:39 states: “But this He spoke concerning the Spirit, whom those believing in Him would receive; for the Holy Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.” He had not yet left.

In John 16:7 Jesus said, “Nevertheless I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to you.”

These greater works Jesus promised were dependent upon Jesus’ physically leaving this world and going back to heaven. Those things could not happen, He told them, until He went to His Father and sent the Holy Spirit down to take His place.

After Jesus had spoken these words to His disciples, He went to the garden that night where He was captured, taken to trial, and brutally crucified. He rose from the grave on the first day of the week and appeared to the believers over a period of forty days. He then ascended back to His Father, and ten days after His return to heaven, the Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost, and the third person of the Trinity came upon them in power. Then Peter and the other disciples stood in front of the very mob and the very rulers who had crucified Jesus and proclaimed His resurrection and offer of salvation. Three thousand people experienced the miracle of regeneration in one day.

Someone has said that more people believed on the Day of Pentecost than had believed in the entire three and a half years Jesus walked on this earth. I believe that is true.

Amazing as our Lord’s words in John 14:12 may be, it is literally true that a believer today may accomplish greater works on earth than our Lord Himself acomplished. I would like to suggest to you three ways that our works are “greater.”

WE HAVE A GREATER MESSAGE

The great works Jesus did while He pitched His tent among us dealt with the material. The greater works that He promised deal with the spiritual.

In Luke 10:17, the disciples had just returned from their first preaching mission:


Then the seventy returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in Your name.”



In other words, they were thrilled that they had been able to cast out demons. But Jesus said to them,


“Behold, I give you the authority to trample on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall by any means hurt you. Nevertheless do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rather rejoice because your names are written in heaven.” (Luke 10:19–20)



Did you hear what Jesus said? They had been cheering and laughing and high-fiving because they were able to order some evil spirits around. Jesus said, “That’s okay, but don’t get so excited about that. What you really need to get excited about is that your names are written down in heaven.”

What was Jesus saying? The spiritual is far more important than the material. The eternal is infinitely more important than the temporal.

You and I have difficulty understanding that. One of the reasons we do not have greater works going on in our lives is because we, as believers, do not understand the priority of the spiritual over the material. We have a much greater message because conversion is the greatest miracle we could ever be associated with.

A friend of mine told me about a group of short-term missionaries who recently held evangelistic meetings in Africa. During those meetings, these believers reported, a blind man miraculously received his sight. When the believers came back to report to the sending churches, that was just about all they could talk about. A man’s sight restored—what a miracle! Yet during those same meetings, many embraced Jesus Christ as Savior and found eternal salvation. Many stepped out of spiritual blindness into the light of God’s kingdom. But that news always seemed to receive second billing to “the miracle.”

If we could only view these things as God does! The message of reconciliation meets the basic needs of every man and woman, every boy and girl, and it meets those needs permanently. In miracles, only God’s power and goodness are revealed, but in conversion, God’s grace is revealed—something that causes even the angels to look over the ramparts of heaven in wonder (see 1 Peter 1:12).

The message of the saving grace of God is the greater message because it was the message that extended to the Gentiles and rolled outward across the world like a mighty tsunami wave. The death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ have given to us in this generation the greatest message that has ever been communicated to any people. Anywhere. At any time. Period.

It is called the eternal gospel, the Good News.

You and I can show compassion and reach out to help people with their hurts. We can minister to them in their sorrow. We can assist them in dealing with terrible addictions or dysfunctional family situations. But if, in the process, we do not give to them Jesus Christ and salvation, we have only postponed the inevitable. We have not helped them!

In years past, when the “social gospel” was popular, many Christians became excited about meeting people in their social, physical needs. There are many versions of the social gospel out there today, and certainly we need to do good to those in need. And yes, it is true that if we meet the physical needs of “the least of these” brothers and sisters, we have ministered to the King Himself. But if we do all these things and we leave them without the permanent message of salvation, we have not changed them.

Our message is greater because it is for eternity.

WE HAVE A GREATER MINISTRY

Not only is the message greater, but we literally do have a greater ministry. The works Jesus did while He walked the dusty paths of Palestine were localized in scope. If you were up on a space shuttle flight, you could look down at the great curve of the earth and, if the shuttle was in the right orbital position and weather permitted, you might strain your eyes and see a tiny strip of land at the edge of a great continental shelf.

Israel.

During His lifetime, the Son of God was confined in His influence to a comparatively small section of that thin slice of Middle East real estate. That was His ministry. If you’ve ever been to Israel, you know it’s not a very big place. It’s a postage stamp.

Martin Luther said, “For Christ took but a little corner for Himself to preach and to work miracles, and but a little time; whereas the apostles and their followers have spread themselves through the whole world.” Jesus committed the gospel to a small group of eleven men in order that they might carry it to the ends of the earth. At that time, the whole world, with the exception of a few in Israel, was lost in the darkness and despair of unbelief—“without hope and without God in the world.” And yet in just a little more than three hundred years, Christianity closed nearly all the temples of the heathen Roman empire and numbered its converts by the millions.

These were the greater works, and down through the centuries, He still carries on this ministry through the believers in the body of Christ. Today, our words are carried across the entire globe. I do not pastor in a little corner of Palestine. When I preach, I speak in a large city. But not only that, what I say is recorded, and it will be on television in the whole community the following Sunday. And these words, somewhere down the road, will get into the mix of a radio ministry that is on many radio stations, and they will go all over the United States.

Jesus never did that.

Could He have done it? Yes, He could have. But He has chosen, rather, to give the opportunity to us—to you and me—to do the greater works.

My son David, who is a computer whiz, was showing me something amazing a few days ago. Many people want to listen to our radio program but find that it’s not being broadcast at a time when they can listen. Now that is no longer a problem. You just crank up your computer, push a few buttons, my face swims up on the screen, and you can program the day’s message to be heard at any time you wish, right through your computer.

I was at the Billy Graham Training Center right before Dr. Graham decided to communicate to the most people he had ever communicated to in his life. The number was in the billions. They had a satellite hookup that took his image and his words literally across the world.

We have a greater ministry, just as Jesus said we would.

Our dreams will always be greater than our memories because this world is exploding in its ability to communicate. Back in 1962—some thirty years before the advent of the Internet—Marshall McLuhan wrote, “The new electronic interdependence recreates the world in the image of a global village.” Unfortunately, Christians are sometimes the last people to take advantage of this technology.

I remember when television first came out. Many Christians shunned it, believing it was run by the prince of the power of the air. The evil one certainly had his influence in that medium (and still does), but why not use television as a means to proclaim the Good News? Why not use radio? Why not use print? Why not use the Internet? Why not use any means at hand to take the message of the gospel and spread it throughout the whole world? The farther the better. The faster the better. The sooner the better. Until He comes!

What Jesus was saying to His disciples was this: “While I was on this earth, I was localized, I could only touch individual men and women in My travels and speak to a few local audiences. But believe Me, after I am gone and the Holy Spirit comes to fill and empower My sons and daughters, then My ministry will be as far spread as Christians are.” So wherever there is a Christian, there is Christ. Wherever there is a believer, there is ministry.

We have a greater message and we have a greater ministry. But there is something else.

WE CAN DO GREATER MIRACLES

I can almost hear some of my readers speaking out loud as they read this: “Now, wait a minute. I’ve been tracking with you to this point, Jeremiah, but this one’s a little bit scary. What in the world do you mean?”

Let me suggest to you that the Lord Jesus, while He was on this earth, never saw a conversion like that of Saul of Tarsus. He never saw a revival like the Great Awakenings that have shaken our world. The miracle of regeneration is indeed a grade A miracle. It is the greatest miracle there is. Do you believe that?

Dr. Henry Morris, a member of the church I pastor and a distinguished creation scientist, has a way of stating things in scientific terms. Ponder for a moment Dr. Morris’s unique description of conversion:


A person who is a closed system spiritually, utterly inadequate and self-centered, suddenly becomes an open system, integrated, and with his life centered in the omnipotent Creator. He who was spiritually deteriorating day after day, as a matter of fact “already dead while he liveth,” through the power of the Holy Spirit, now the God of hope fills him with joy and peace. He abounds in hope through the power of the Holy Spirit, and he becomes quickened together with Jesus Christ. His life was a chaos, and now is a cosmos, with order, meaning, and goal. He is born again, a miracle of grace, a living testimony to the great Power of creation, who also is the God of salvation.2



Wow! That’s what happens when a person receives Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. That’s what happened to you when you said yes to Him. You were a closed system, and you became an open system. You were chaos, and now you are cosmos.

You can tell people about that. Just look them in the eyes and say, “Did you know I once was a chaos, but now I’m a cosmos?” That ought to at least get their attention!

What are we talking about? We’re talking about the miracle of regeneration. The longer God gives me the opportunity to preach and teach, the more overwhelmed and amazed I am at how God, by His grace, works in human hearts. He can take a person who is going totally in the wrong direction and—in a moment of time, through an encounter with Jesus Christ—radically change that person and set him on the road to glory with holy happiness and joy in his heart.

Jesus Christ is the only one who can do that. And that is the miracle He has called us to perform as we spread throughout our neighborhoods, our nation, and our world as ambassadors of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

How do we go about doing the greater works? If you read this passage of Scripture in context, you won’t have any doubt about what this is all about. Look again at John 14:12:


“Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these shall he do; because I go to the Father. And whatever you ask in My name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it.” (John 14:12–14, NASB)



THE POWER BEHIND THE GREATER WORKS

The greater works are accomplished by prayer.

I am so excited about the future of Shadow Mountain Community Church, the church I pastor. Here’s why: I know that our dreams are greater than our memories, because all the wonderful things God has done in the past years—in our facilities, in our schools, in our multiplied outreach opportunities—have been accomplished through the agency of a few people who have faithfully prayed every day for these ministries.

Not long ago, the Lord gave us a vision to raise up a whole corps of people who would pray around the clock, twenty-four hours a day, for the ministries of our church. And my thought is this: if God has done what He has done with a few people praying, and if the secret to the greater works is in the power of prayer, what should be expected when God’s people consistently and regularly and throughout the whole day and night get on their knees and bring this ministry before God in prayer?

I promise you, our dreams are greater than our memories.

It is exciting to me to understand what begins to happen as we pray. It’s not that we pray in order that we might do the work. Take another look at the verse: “And whatever you ask in My name, that will I do.” If you ask anything in His name, He will do it.

That is no small distinction! Sometimes Christians get weary because we forget. We think God wants us to do His work for Him. That will make you tired very, very quickly. You can’t do it! I can’t do it! Our legs are too short to run with God! What Jesus is saying is this: when we pray, God is going to do His work through us, and we will be channels for His work.

I remember hearing about a preacher who said he could build a great church even if there was no God. I’m not sure that’s a compliment. Sometimes we do commendable, praiseworthy things in the energy of our flesh. But when God begins to do the work through us, it is an entirely different proposition altogether. Incredible things begin to happen. Dreams take shape that are greater than our memories.

THE PRIORITIES OF THE GREATER WORKS

A long time ago a pastor of the Moody Church in Chicago made this comment: “Never undertake more Christian work than can be covered in continual prayer.” Good counsel! I have a feeling that many of us are over our limit. I have a feeling that many churches are well over their limit. Oh, how we need to grasp the priority of prayer! I have no idea what is going to happen in and through my ministry because I’m not going to do it. God’s going to do it.

As we pray, God will show us what He is doing, we will get under the spout, and He will pour His work down through us. The reason I’m excited about it is because I know God’s vision for you and for me, for my church and for your church, for my family and your family, for my city and your city, is much greater than ours would ever be. I’m energized just thinking about what God is going to do.

So often in the past I have concentrated on this goal and that goal. I’m really into goals and objectives and plans—both in my personal life and as the pastor of a church. But I believe that people should not concentrate so much on the goal as on the power. And as we pray, we may discover that what we thought were great and lofty goals are pale and puny alongside His goals for our life and ministry.

Let us ask God to make us faithful as people of prayer, and let us pray that God will do His work through us. Then, whatever God wants to do, let’s be open to it!

I have no idea what God is up to in your life and mine, but as He works through His mighty Spirit, we are about to find out! I promise you, it will not be on anybody’s chart. You are not going to find a framed copy of it hanging on the wall of some office. God is going to do it in His own way—in startling, unexpected ways—through us as we trust Him and as we pray.

Our prayers are greater than our past, and our dreams are greater than our memories.

Just as Jesus said they would be.


Chapter Two
[image: ]

THE ATTRIBUTES OF THE SPIRIT
DISCOVERING THE FORGOTTEN GOD

A woman was trying to teach her Sunday school class the doctrine of the Trinity. That’s quite a challenging subject to tackle with adults, let alone primary children. But she happened to be a very creative lady, and she felt sure she could come up with a visual aid to help them grasp this difficult concept.

She decided on a pretzel.

Why a pretzel? Well, she reasoned, it’s made up of one strand of dough but is so intricately interwoven that it possesses three distinct holes. So she brought a pretzel on Sunday morning, held it up in front of her class, and pointed to the hole at the top. A dozen sets of little eyes followed her.

“Children,” she said, “this is like God the Father.”

No one challenged that comparison. If the teacher said God the Father was like a hole in a pretzel, she must know something about it. “Just think of this first hole as the heavenly Father,” she told them. After letting that sink in for a moment, she pointed to the second opening. “This is like God the Son. Think of this second hole as our Lord Jesus. Then here, this hole down at the bottom, is like God the Holy Ghost. And just as this pretzel is made up of one piece, yet there are three separate holes, so the Trinity is one God with three separate persons.”

It wasn’t a bad illustration in a pinch. But had it made the desired impact? She asked the children to repeat what she had taught them: “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost.” When she was all done, she asked one of the children, a little boy, if he could stand up and repeat what he had learned. Rather reluctantly, he shuffled to the front of the class. Holding up the pretzel, he went through this miniature catechism—just as he remembered it.

“This hole here on top is God,” he said. “I mean, God the Father. And then this hole right here is Jesus. And this,” he concluded triumphantly, “is the Holy Smoke!”

Well, two for three isn’t so bad, is it? His answer reminds me of one of my favorite stories, about a little girl who’d never been to a Baptist church before or observed what they did there. She was especially interested in the way they baptized people … thoroughly.

When she went home, she thought she would try that. Her mother heard the water running in the bathtub upstairs and went up to investigate. Her little girl had all her doll babies lined up next to the tub. She was going to do what she saw in church and make sure her little brood was thoroughly baptized. Her mother stood at the door watching.

The little girl took the first doll, put it in the water, looked up at the ceiling, and solemnly repeated these words: “I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and in the hole you go.”

Children aren’t the only ones who feel confused about the Holy Spirit. Often when people try to describe the person and ministry of the Spirit, they become mystical, vague, tentative—and maybe a little uncomfortable. The way you view the Holy Spirit is very likely colored by your tradition, the teachings and attitudes you’ve grown up with.

In this book you hold in your hands, I would like to do more than just dispel confusion, important as that may be. I have a great desire in my heart to see the church of Jesus Christ embrace the wonderful, life-transforming truths about this mighty third person of the Trinity—this forgotten God, the Holy Spirit.

I’m convinced that we have put the church at a great disadvantage because of our unwillingness to proclaim these all-important truths.

The forgotten God needs to be remembered.

WITHOUT HIM, WE HAVE NOTHING

One day it hit me all at once that just about everything we count important to us in doctrine and practice is rooted in some aspect of the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

As I searched the Scriptures, I encountered an amazing series of “can’ts” relating to His touch on our lives. Consider this …

You can’t be saved without the Holy Spirit

In John 3, Jesus entertained a night visitor. In my mind’s eye, I picture the Lord and Nicodemus standing together at the edge of a rooftop, under a sky blazing with stars. The cooling night wind whispers in the leaves of the olive trees, and Jesus turns to His distinguished guest with a statement that must have seemed utterly shocking.

“Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.… Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:3, 5).

Jesus told Nicodemus that one of the indispensable ingredients for salvation was the Holy Spirit. (I personally believe the reference to water is a reference to the Word of God. We’ll look into that more carefully a little bit later.) But don’t miss the crucial truth here: There are two important aspects regarding salvation, the Word of God and the Spirit of God. Nobody finds salvation without the Spirit of God.

You can’t have assurance without the Holy Spirit

In Romans 8:16, Paul told the Romans, “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.”

Wherever I travel across this country, people ask me, “How can I have assurance of salvation? How can I know that I really belong to Christ?” There are many Scriptures to which we can point, but the bottom line is this: if you have the Holy Spirit living within you, that Spirit testifies with your spirit that you are a child of God. It is the inward witness of your faith.

Most of us have had the experience of saying to people, “I don’t know exactly how to explain it, but I know I’m a Christian.”

“Well, how do you know?”

“I just know inside.”

We know inside because the Spirit of God is there, witnessing to our assurance. Somewhere within us, a voice whispers, “You are Mine. You are not your own. You belong to Me.”

You can’t become holy without the Holy Spirit

The book of Galatians tells us that the characteristics of holiness are ninefold. “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22–23).

It isn’t your fruit; it is the fruit of the Spirit. It isn’t something you go out and try to do. You can’t sit in a chair and try to work yourself up to peace or love or patience or goodness. It grows within you—a natural product of the Holy Spirit living within you. He produces these qualities in your life.

You can’t understand the Bible without the Holy Spirit

Does that surprise you? Years ago, I remember hearing Campus Crusade founder Bill Bright teaching on the Holy Spirit. In his message, he told about a man to whom he’d been witnessing. One of this man’s problems with the Christian faith was that he’d tried again and again to read the Bible but couldn’t make any sense of it.

Then the man received Jesus Christ and came back to visit Dr. Bright a week later. He had an amazing story to tell. During that week’s time, he said, it was as though somebody had rewritten his Bible. Suddenly the Scripture came alive to him. Understanding broke into his thoughts like quick lightning strikes.

How had it happened? The Teacher had taken up residence within him. What had once been obscure and confusing now pulsated with meaning, encouragement, and hope.

I read about a man who carried a tiny little folder in his Bible case. Inside the folder was a microfilm reproduction of the entire Bible. All 1,245 pages and 773,746 words were printed in a space just a little more than one square inch. But the man couldn’t make out one word of it! Holding it up to the light or putting it against a dark background wouldn’t help. Only with the aid of a high-powered microscope could it be read. This need for an outside source of help to read a microfilm reproduction of the Scriptures reminds me of the difficulty people outside of Christ have in understanding the Bible.

Listen to what Paul said to the Corinthians: “The natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Corinthians 2:14).

Just prior to this verse, Paul wrote, “Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might know the things that have been freely given to us by God” (1 Corinthians 2:12). That means that Christians, who have the Spirit of God living within them, have an inward interpreter who helps them to understand what the Bible means.

A companion.

A tutor.

A private instructor.

He illuminates our minds. The scales fall off our eyes, and all of a sudden, the Spirit of God makes it possible for us to understand God’s truth.

You can’t understand the Bible without the Holy Spirit. What’s more …

You can’t pray without the Holy Spirit

Ephesians 6:18 (NIV) instructs us to “pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.” Romans 8:26 says, “Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered.”

Yes, we know that all things work together for good to those who love God (Romans 8:28). But within that same context we are told that we don’t even know how we ought to pray. What was Paul saying? He was telling us that although we can be sure of the ultimate, there will often be times when we don’t know what to make of the immediate.

We know that all things work together, but sometimes on the road to the “all things” we find ourselves so confused or filled with pain that we don’t even know how to pray.

I heard a story about a pastor who frequently visited a woman who was dying from cancer. One day she told him, “I’m so often racked with pain that it’s hard for me to gather my thoughts to pray. Even when I rally a little from the influence of the medication, my mind is still so dull I can’t concentrate for any length of time.”

He looked at her a moment and said, “Well, you can groan, can’t you?”

“Oh yes,” she replied, “my days are spent doing that.”

“Well, never mind that you can’t formulate prayers,” the pastor told her. “The Holy Spirit translates your groans into eloquent petitions and presents them to the Father!”

Can you remember moments in your life when your heart was so heavy or your thoughts seemed so confused that you couldn’t even find words to speak to God? Sometimes, even though we’re on our knees in an attitude of prayer, we can only manage to sigh or groan or whisper the Lord’s name. And in those moments, according to Paul, the indwelling Holy Spirit takes our sighs and our groans and brings those prayers to God. He understands the inward turmoil in our life. He is the searcher of our hearts, and He knows us better than we know ourselves.

Have you ever asked someone to pray for you because of a crushing heaviness you felt in your life, but didn’t even know how to word your request? Sometimes what we feel inside seems so hard to explain. Sometimes we’re embarrassed to admit to an old problem or habit that has been with us for years. But we don’t have to explain anything to the Spirit of God. We don’t have to search for words. He knows very well what plagues us and burdens us and worries us and presses in our spirit. And He spreads those very things out before the Father’s throne.

You can’t serve God without the Holy Spirit

The Bible says that when you’re saved you not only get the Giver, you get the gift! You receive the Spirit of God, but you also receive the gift of the Spirit. Every Christian, at the moment of belief, is immediately endowed with a special gift of ministry. You will find those gifts listed in Romans 12, in Ephesians 4, and in 1 Corinthians 12.

Paul writes:


There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men. Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.

(1 Corinthians 12:5–7, NIV)



In other words, every believer has a gift of the Spirit. We are to exercise that gift so that everyone else profits. I exercise my gift, and it helps you. You exercise your gift, and it helps me. And all of us using our giftedness help the whole body to grow.

But you can’t do that without the Spirit of God. The whole concept of service is based on the spiritual filling of the believer. No wonder so many of God’s people are running around with their tongues hanging out trying to figure out how to survive! Do you know what we’re trying to do? We’re trying to accomplish a supernatural task in the energy of our own weak flesh. It’s insanity, but we do it all the time! We run like crazy trying to keep up with everything, trying to dot every i and cross every t, and we fall into bed at night totally exhausted. There is no human way for us to do the work of God in the energy of the flesh. If the Spirit of God doesn’t fill us with His power, we’re attempting the impossible.

Please read these next words very carefully: The Christian life isn’t hard; the Christian life is impossible. And unless the Spirit of God indwells us, we can’t serve.

You can’t witness without the Holy Spirit

Remember how the disciples waited in the upper room? They were waiting because they were told to wait. Jesus had said: “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses” (Acts 1:8).

I would hate to measure all the damage done in the church throughout the years by people who tried to witness in the energy of the flesh without the Holy Spirit. I could chronicle a few of those disasters if you’d like the sad details. We literally drive people away from God by our own self-effort, however well-intentioned. Our presentation may be pleasant, our statements may be doctrinally sound, and our logic may be seamless. But unless we move and speak in the power of the Holy Spirit, our words will ring hollow. We will have nothing to share.

When some people make up their mind to witness, it’s as though they were on some sort of quota system. Every Thursday night they set out to gather so many scalps in the neighborhood. I’m not saying we shouldn’t have goals, but I am telling you that attempting to win people to Jesus Christ without the empowering of God’s Spirit is an impossible task.

Carl Lawrence relates the eyewitness account of two young Chinese ladies in their early twenties who came to faith in an underground church in China. Just a week or so later, the pair reported that God had called them to go minister on Hainan Island off the southern coast of China—thousands of miles away.

Other believers cautioned them to get some training before they went, but they felt compelled by the Spirit to go right away and just trust God to lead them. The elders of the house church finally agreed to give them their blessing and sent them out.

Two years later the young women came home and reported to the church. They reluctantly got up and apologized for their “unfruitful work.” It seemed they had won only three thousand people to Christ and started only thirty house churches. The astonished leaders asked what method they had used. All the women could reply was, “Every morning we just read God’s Word and prayed, asking the Holy Spirit to teach us what to do. Whatever God’s Word spoke to us, that is what we did. We only obeyed.”

The Holy Spirit is the very center and the energy of all witnessing.

I could give you many more “can’ts.” These represent just a few core thoughts. We have an indwelling source of power in the person of the Holy Spirit, who empowers us to live the Christian life. Without Him, we’re about as useful to God’s kingdom as an unplugged toaster.

DON’T BE IGNORANT ABOUT THE HOLY SPIRIT

J. Vernon McGee used to love to quote verses that began like this: “Be not ignorant, brethren.…” The venerable old expositor used to say that the largest denomination in the world was the “Ignorant Brethren.”

The Bible tells us again and again not to be ignorant:


We’re not to be ignorant concerning God’s righteousness. (Romans 10:3)

We’re not to be ignorant about the future of Israel. (Romans 11:25)

We’re not to be ignorant regarding spiritual gifts. (1 Corinthians 12:1)

We’re not to be ignorant about the destiny of believers who have died. (1 Thessalonians 4:13)



Sometimes we’re asked questions like the one found in 1 Corinthians 6:19: “Do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit?”

In essence, Paul was saying to the Corinthian believers, “Don’t you know? Haven’t you heard? Hasn’t it sunk in yet? Are you ignorant that the Holy Spirit dwells in you?”

The book of Acts takes us through a time of transition from Old Testament thinking into the
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THE ADVANTAGES OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
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