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theological treatment of Christian leadership. 
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prayer and the  
cosmic conflict

As a young lad, I thought the 
expression “golden oldies” 
referred to great songs from 

yesteryear. That may well be true, but 
perhaps “golden oldies” can also refer 
to great books of past generations that 
still have tremendous value for our 
lives today. One such volume is Power 
Through Prayer by E. M. Bounds.

Edward McKendree Bounds was 
born on August 15, 1835, in Shelby 
County, Missouri. Even as a young man, 
Bounds discovered a great passion for 
God and was strongly influenced by 
the writings of John Wesley. Though 
trained as an attorney, Bounds decided 
to become a pastor in the Methodist 
church. During the last 20 years of his 
pastoral ministry, he published exten-
sively on the topic of prayer. He also 
left an indelible mark on the Christian 
church as a powerful prayer warrior.

I recently decided to read Power 
Through Prayer once again.1 His keen 
insights cut like a knife: “The little esti-
mate we put on prayer is evident from 
the little time we give to it.”2 In stark 
contrast to the Twitter prayers3 of many 
Christians, Bounds spent from 4:00 a.m. 
to 7:00 a.m. every morning in private 
prayer. While true that the length of 
time in prayer does not guarantee 
power through prayer, it is unlikely that 
one who rushes hastily through prayer 
will ever make a lasting impact for the 
kingdom of God. Bounds reminds us 
that “the preacher is commissioned to 
pray as well as to preach. His mission 
is incomplete if he does not do both 
well.”4 Those of us who have a passion 
for powerful biblical preaching would 
do well to heed this wise counsel: “The 

character of our praying will determine 
the character of our preaching. Light 
praying will make light preaching. 
Prayer makes preaching strong, gives 
it unction, and makes it stick. In every 
ministry weighty for good, prayer has 
always been a serious business.”5

Not only do preachers need to 
devote themselves to prayer as did the 
early Christian leaders (see Acts 6:4), 
but they also desperately need prayer 
cover. Having encouraged believers 
to “pray in the Spirit on all occasions 
with all kinds of prayers and requests,” 
Paul also makes this appeal: “Pray 
also for me” (Eph. 6:18, 19).6 Some 
might wonder why Paul would request 
intercession on his behalf. After all, he 
was such a powerful ambassador for 
Christ. Did he really need to send out 
appeals for Christians to pray for him? 
The answer is a resounding “Yes.” In 
fact, continued prayer on his behalf 
combined with his own devotion to 
prayer were reasons for his high-impact 
ministry. No wonder he appealed to 
the Christians in Colossae, “Devote 
yourselves to prayer, being watchful 
and thankful.” And then he adds, “And 
pray for us too” (Col. 4:2, 3).

At no time is personal and corporate 
prayer more important than when we 
find ourselves in the midst of the cosmic 
conflict between good and evil. It is not 
coincidental that Paul’s appeal to pray 
in the Spirit on all occasions with all 
kinds of prayers comes immediately 
after his exhortation to “put on the full 
armor of God, so that when the day of 
evil comes, you may be able to stand 
your ground, and after you have done 
everything, to stand” (Eph. 6:13).

In this month’s lead article, Richard 
Rice reminds us of the reality of this 
great cosmic conflict. He answers a 
question that many are asking: “If 
there is a good God who rules over 
history, why is there so much suffering 
in the world?” The answer is found in 
the scriptural teaching about the great 
conflict that began in the courts of 
heaven (see Rev. 12:7–11). That conflict 
continues on planet Earth and intensi-
fies as we draw near to the day of the 
Lord (see Rev. 12:12). Consider adding 
Power Through Prayer to your 2015 
reading list. Its timeless message may 
be more relevant than ever before. 

1 My colleague and associate editor, Dr. Willie E. Hucks, reads Power 
Through Prayer at the end of each calendar year, and his example 
inspired me.

2 E. M. Bounds, Power Through Prayer (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Book House, 1972), 36.

3 I define a Twitter prayer as an abbreviated message of 140 
characters or less, as in a tweet. For example, “Dear God, Help me 
to have a nice day. Amen.”

4 Bounds, Power Through Prayer, 37.
5 Ibid., 31.
6 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture references are from the New 

International Version.

e d i t o r i a l   D e r e k  J .  M o r r i s
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An enemy hath done this: 
Cosmic conflict theodicy1

The assurance that we are connected to a power mightier than any of its foes, and any 
of our foes, can be an immense source of comfort and strength.

One of my favorite college 
teachers was a professor 
of biblical studies. As a 
ministerial student I took 

a number of classes from him, more 
than from any anyone else on the 
faculty. He taught Greek, Hebrew, and 
a number of other courses that required 
a knowledge of these languages. My 
professor loved the topics he was teach-
ing. He was a good communicator 
and enjoyed being with students. He 
had a great sense of humor. Perhaps 
most important, he was an excellent 
scholar. During the years I was his 
student, he pursued his doctorate and 
completed all the requirements except 
the dissertation. 

A couple of years after I graduated, 
I heard that this professor was having 
some health problems. Although he 
was a private person, the diagnosis 
soon became known. He had mul-
tiple sclerosis. I lived not far away, and 
the school asked me to cover one of 
his classes for a few weeks while he 
decided what to do. He managed to 
return to the classroom and teach from 
a wheelchair for a couple of years, but 
the progress of the disease eventu-
ally made that impossible. He took a 
medical retirement and lived in the 
community, where his family looked 

after him for a long time afterward. 
One day during a visit from the church 
pastor, he reflected on his predicament. 
“Every war has casualties,” the profes-
sor observed. “There’s a great war going 
on in the universe between good and 
evil, and I am one of the casualties of 
this conflict.” 

The presence and pervasiveness of 
suffering in the world poses a persis-
tent challenge to religious belief and 
religious believers. If God is perfect 
in goodness and power, philosophers 
ask, how could God allow suffering to 
exist? And if God truly cares for me, 
almost everyone asks, sooner or later, 
why would God allow me to suffer? 
Over the years, people have responded 
to these questions in a number of 
ways. Some believe that God’s plans 
are perfect, and even though we may 
not understand it, suffering has its 
place in God’s design. Others believe 
that suffering is not something God 
wants, but resulted from the mistakes 
that some of God’s creatures made. 
And some hold the view that suffering 
has its benefits, and we can learn and 
grow in response to it. These and other 
ways of responding to suffering, theo-
dicies as they are often called, have all 
received extensive scholarly attention. 
Each has its strong points, each raises 

certain questions, and, most impor-
tant, suffering people somewhere 
have found in each of them a source 
of personal encouragement. 

cosmic conflict theodicy
My professor drew strength in the 

face of his great loss from what some 
call “cosmic conflict theodicy,” the con-
cept that human beings are involved in 
a raging controversy between superhu-
man forces of good and evil. At the 
center of this conflict stands the tower-
ing figure of God’s archenemy, the one 
being, more than any other, responsible 
for all that is wrong and painful in the 
world God created. This figure appears 
here and there in a number of biblical 
passages. One well-known example is 
the prologue to the book of Job (Job 1; 
2). The Lord gave Satan permission to 
test His faithful servant. Also, the devil 
appears as Jesus’ great adversary in the 
Gospels, tempting Him in the wilder-
ness (Matt. 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13). And 
the book of Revelation contains vivid 
portrayals of superhuman conflict: “And 
war broke out in heaven; Michael and 
his angels fought against the dragon. 
The dragon and his angels fought back, 
but they were defeated, and there was 
no longer any place for them in heaven” 
(Rev. 12:7–9, NRSV). 
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For many who suffer, like my 
esteemed professor, the idea of a cos-
mic conflict is personally helpful. They 
believe their suffering does not come 
to them from God, but from something 
utterly opposed to God and is caused 
by a diabolical power that is doing 
everything it can to thwart God’s will 
for us and make our lives miserable. So, 
instead of wondering why God sends, 
allows, or intends to use their suffering, 

their response is to say, “ ‘ “An enemy 
has done this” ’ ” (Matt. 13:28) and put 
the blame on him. 

In recent years, the figure of the 
devil appears infrequently in philosoph-
ical discussions of evil. But for some 
thinkers, the idea of God’s archenemy is 
indispensable to an adequate approach 
to suffering. One is Gregory A. Boyd, 
whose “trinitarian warfare worldview” 
places responsibility for the sufferings 
of the world squarely on the devil.2 

To the question Is God to blame 
for suffering? Boyd responds with an 
emphatic No.3 God has enemies, Boyd 
argues, and these enemies have great 
power. So, they bear responsibility 
for the world’s sorrows and woes. 
Satan and his cohort of once angelic, 

now demonic, followers are the forces 
behind the strife and bloodshed that 
riddle human history. And their inter-
ference with the processes of nature 
has transformed the world from the 
perfect home God intends the world 
to be into an ominous and threatening 
environment, marked by pain, disease, 
and death.4 

According to Boyd, the concept of 
cosmic warfare dissolves the familiar 

questions that suffering raises—How 
can a perfect Being allow it?  and 
Why in particular do I have to suffer? 
The pervasiveness of suffering was 
not bewildering to those who lived 
during the eras of biblical history, he 
observes, nor to those in the centuries 
that directly followed. To the contrary, 
they were keenly aware of the presence 
of evil powers, and they attributed 
the ills of life to them, not to God. If 
the universe is populated by a host 
of beings opposed to God and bent 
on wreaking death and destruction, it 
is hardly surprising that we suffer; it 
would be surprising if we did not. 

From the perspective of cosmic 
conflict theodicy, then, we do not suffer 
because God wants us to, we suffer 

because we live in a war zone. We suffer 
because God’s enemies are active in the 
world, and we have made ourselves 
vulnerable to violence.5 So, it is futile 
to look for a specific reason or purpose 
for suffering. 

The warfare worldview has another 
ramification. “When we accept the 
warfare worldview of Scripture,” Boyd 
says, “the intellectual problem of evil is 
transformed into the practical problem 

of evil.”6 Freed from the burden of 
explaining or comprehending suffering 
and empowered by the victory achieved 
by Jesus’ death and resurrection, we 
are called to join God resisting the 
forces of evil and relieving suffering.

the cosmic conflict of 
the ages 

Boyd is not alone among Christian 
thinkers to give the devil a prominent 
role in his account of suffering. Another 
is Ellen G. White,7 who, in Boyd’s estima-
tion, “integrated a warfare perspective 
into the problem of evil and the doc-
trine of God perhaps more thoroughly 
than anyone else in church history.”8 
The central theme of Ellen White’s 
theodicy appears in the title of her 

satan and his cohort 

of once angelic, how 

demonic, followers 

are the forces 

behind the strife 

and bloodshed that 

riddle human history.
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most influential series, The Conflict of 
the Ages, as well as the title of its most 
influential book, The Great Controversy 
Between Christ and Satan. According to 
the preface, the book’s purpose was “to 
present a satisfactory solution of the 
great problem of evil.”9 

Like Boyd, Ellen White places 
human suffering within the framework 
of a cosmic conflict. The conflict began 
with a revolt against God on the highest 
level of created beings, and it will end 
when God’s enemies perish and God’s 
loving purposes for creation are finally 
fulfilled. From this perspective, the 
devil is the source of all the world’s ills, 
and everything that makes human life 
miserable is ultimately attributable 
to our participation in his rebellion 
against God. 

Like the great antagonist in Milton’s 
Paradise Lost, Lucifer before the rebel-
lion was a majestic figure, a covering 
cherub, and head of the angelic host 
(see Ezek. 28:14, 15). In spite of his lofty 
position and great intelligence, Lucifer 
mysteriously, inexplicably, came to 
resent God’s authority. He aroused 
the suspicions of his fellow angels, 
and when their opposition ripened 
into open revolt, they were cast out of 
heaven. 

When Adam and Eve ate from the 
forbidden tree, their disloyalty to God 
left them vulnerable to God’s enemies, 
and ever since Satan and his angels 
have been busy wreaking havoc on 
the earth. These sinister forces are 
ultimately responsible for everything 
that threatens human life and well-
being, from natural disasters and 
organic diseases to personal sin in all 
its manifestations. Beneath the veneer 
of human activity, the course of history 
consists in the conflict between God 
and Satan as these great powers pursue 
their contrasting objectives for the 
earth, each attempting to counteract 
and undermine the work of the other. 

As Ellen White describes it, the 
central issue in the great controversy is 
the character of God or, more precisely, 
the creaturely perception of God.10 
Lucifer’s persistent charge is that God 
is tyrannical and abusive, unworthy 

of creaturely devotion. To resolve the 
conflict, God provided a definitive rev-
elation of the divine character. The gift 
of God’s own Son vividly displays God’s 
love and exposes the emptiness of 
Satan’s accusations. His dominion rests 
on cruelty and tyranny, not God’s. The 
Cross was the turning point in the great 
controversy. With Christ’s death, “the 
last link of sympathy between Satan 
and the heavenly world was broken.” So 
“all heaven triumphed in the Saviour’s 
victory. Satan was defeated, and knew 
that his kingdom was lost.”11 When evil 
is finally eradicated from the universe 
the “terrible experiment of rebellion” 
will serve as “a perpetual safeguard to 
all holy intelligences, to prevent them 
from being deceived as to the nature 
of transgression.”12 

Questions about cosmic 
conflict theodicy 

No theodicy is more dramatic than 
that of cosmic conflict, spotlighting 
as it does the fascinating, enigmatic 
figure of Lucifer, the archangel who 
became God’s archenemy. But, like 
every attempt to account for evil in 
God’s world, this approach raises some 
important questions. One concerns 
its basic plausibility. Is there indeed 
a cosmic conflict raging all around 
us? Are we surrounded by invisible 
personalities? Do superhuman powers 
actually influence the course of nature 
and history? 

Such a view of things seems to fly 
in the face of our modern perspec-
tive. Today, people instinctively look 
to science and technology for an 
understanding of the world we live 
in rather than to supernatural forces. 
People today seldom appeal to angels, 
demons, or other invisible personalities 
to account for things that happen. 
Perhaps this is why most philosophical 
treatments of evil today do without 
the devil. 

Along with this general reservation, 
some people wonder about the very 
concept of cosmic conflict. The idea 
of a superhuman agent whose revolt 
engulfs the entire universe and poses 
a genuine threat to God’s government 

seems incoherent in light of traditional 
concepts of divine power and sover-
eignty. How could any created being 
pose a serious challenge to God? After 
all, as Creator, God not only brought the 
universe into being; it is God’s power 
that sustains all that exists, moment 
by moment.13 But, if everything owes 
its existence to God, how could any 
created being, even the most highly 
exalted, pose a plausible threat to God? 
What would intelligent beings hope to 
gain from contesting God’s supremacy 
if they knew that God could instantly 
annihilate them? 

the enduring appeal of 
cosmic conflict theodicy 

Whatever the questions it raises, 
many people find the idea of cos-
mic conflict not only plausible but 
personally helpful. Boyd insists that 
secularism, with its dismissal of the 
supernatural, is no longer as influential 
as it once was. With the “postmodern 
awakening” of the past few decades, 
the “narrow structures of modern 
Western naturalistic categories” are 
becoming increasingly irrelevant, and 
people are less willing to dismiss the 
perspectives of other historical eras and 
other cultures today as implausible, 
“primitive,” or “superstitious.”14 

On a popular level, of course, 
the supernatural has never lost its 
attraction. Angels have been featured 
in motion pictures and television 
programs. And millions of people are 
intrigued by the devil. He is a familiar 
character in movies and novels. He 
figures prominently in a wide range 
of religious phenomena, evoking 
responses that range from fear, revul-
sion, and defiance to admiration and 
even worship, and he has even made 
an appearance in popular psychology.15 

Another factor points to a superhu-
man source of evil. Certain forms of 
suffering are of such duration, intensity, 
or magnitude that they defy compre-
hension. Only a cause of superhuman, 
indeed, near-cosmic proportions, it 
seems, could possibly account for 
them. The Holocaust made the idea 
of the devil plausible for many in the 

L e a d  a r t i c L e R i c h a R d  R i c e
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twentieth century. We can all recall 
instances of cruelty and violence so 
outrageous, so beyond what humans 
alone could conceive, that they cry 
out for some cosmic explanation. They 
become remotely comprehensible only 
when attributed to a superhuman, 
supernatural, demonic source. 

To speak of suffering on a grand 
scale with language freighted with 
cosmic connotations seems natural. 
And the idea that superhuman forces 
lie behind great moral conflicts speaks 
to us at a deeply intuitive level, as 
popular movies such as The Lord of the 
Rings and Man of Steel indicate. Behind 
the spectacles that entertain us lies a 
specter that haunts us.

cosmic conflict and 
divine deliverance 

A far more important reason to 
ponder cosmic conflict carefully is 
the powerful notion of divine deliver-
ance it conveys. For this theodicy, God 
has become no detached executive, 
serenely presiding over the cosmos, like 
a CEO in the corner suite of a high-rise 
office building, far removed from the 
rough and tumble of the streets below. 
To the contrary, God is a powerful 
force within the world, challenging 
and resisting the agents of evil at every 
turn. This picture of God can be greatly 
reassuring to people who feel helpless 
before the forces arrayed against them. 

There are those whose losses have 
the potential to leave them feeling 
utterly defeated and deprive their lives 
of meaning. There are people, like my 
professor years ago, whose devastating 
disease took away their health and 
ended careers they loved. Then there 
are people in the throes of enslaving 
habits, serious addictions that have so 
exhausted their energies and depleted 
their resolve that nothing in the sphere 
of natural remedies or conventional 
treatment can help. When recovery 
programs, self-help regimens, and 
medications all fail, people may feel 
that they are in the grip of an enemy 

possessing supernatural strength. And, 
for them, the idea of divine victory and 
divine deliverance may provide the only 
basis for hope.

The assurance that we are con-
nected to a power mightier than any 
of its foes, and any of our foes, can be 
an immense source of comfort and 
strength. So the notion of cosmic con-
flict, with its assurance that God can 
defeat all that harms and threatens us 
and will eventually eradicate suffering 
entirely, can play an important role in 
a “practical theodicy.” It gives strength 
to many as they face the enormous 
challenges that suffering brings.   

 1 This article is an adaptation from Richard Rice’s book Suffering and 
the Search for Meaning: Contemporary Responses to the Problem 
of Pain (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014). Used by 
permission of InterVarsity Press.

 2 Gregory A. Boyd, God at War: The Bible and Spiritual Conflict 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997); Gregory A. 
Boyd, Satan and the Problem of Evil: Constructing a Trinitarian 
Warfare Theodicy (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001). 
The purpose of both volumes, Boyd states, “is to explore the 
significance of the biblical portrait of Satan for a contemporary 
theodicy.” The purpose of God at War is to show that the biblical 
writers held a warfare worldview. The purpose of Satan and the 
Problem of Evil is to show how the early church lost sight of the 
warfare worldview and then to demonstrate that it provides for a 
theodicy that is superior to all alternatives (God at War, 22, 23).

 3 Gregory A. Boyd, Is God to Blame? Beyond Pat Answers to the 
Problem of Suffering (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003).

 4 Asserts Boyd, “There is no such thing as ‘natural’ evil. Nature in its 
present state, I believe, is not as the Creator created it to be. . . . 
When nature exhibits diabolical features that are not the result of 
human wills, it is the direct or indirect result of the influence of 
diabolic forces.” Satan and the Problem, 247. 

 5 “By our own rebellion, we are caught in the crossfire of a cosmic 
war, and we suffer accordingly.” Boyd, Is God to Blame? 105. 

 6 Boyd, God at War, 291.
 7 Best known as one of the founders of the Seventh-day Adventist 

Church, Ellen G. White’s place in American religious history has 
received increasing attention in recent years. See, e.g., Ann Taves, 
Fits, Trances, and Visions: Experiencing Religion and Explaining 
Experience From Wesley to James (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1999), 153–165. 

 8 Boyd, God at War, 307n44. 
 9 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy Between Christ and Satan 

(Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1950), xii. 
 10 See Sigve K. Tonstad, Saving God’s Reputation: The Theological 

Function of “Pistis Iesou” in the Cosmic Narratives of Revelation 
(New York: T & T Clark, 2007). 

 11 Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press 
Pub. Assn., 1940), 761, 758. 

 12 White, The Great Controversy, 499. 
 13 Paul’s quotation of a pagan poet is often cited in this connection: 

“ ‘In him we live and move and have our being’ ” (Acts 17:28). 
 14 Boyd, God at War, 61–63.
 15 See M. Scott Peck, People of the Lie: The Hope for Healing Human 

Evil (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1983). 
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Abandonment  
and pastoral care

No one chooses to be aban-
d o n e d .  A ba n d o n m e n t 
occurs when those from 
whom we expect love, 

understanding, and acceptance turn 
away from us. Whatever the cause of 
the abandonment, the experience is 
painful. Church members, even whole 
groups within a church, abandon one 
another because of some disagreement 
over doctrine, polity, or otherwise not 
having their way. Christian church 
history is replete with instances where 
a disagreement or dispute regard-
ing doctrine or polity, organization 
or choice of leadership, or even the 
use of a particular word in stating an 
ecclesiastic position has led not to 
just abandonment and expulsion of 
individuals and whole groups but to 
torture and elimination of those who 
were considered as heretics or enemies 
of the church.

Abandonment is more than an issue 
of history. It is a personal tragedy, leav-
ing the victims in emotional turmoil, 
social isolation, homelessness, sick-
ness, and disablement. Abandonment 
affects our parishioners, and we, as pas-
tors, should expect to deal with it. Some 
need help working through their painful 
memories of being abandoned in the 
past, while others may seek support 
for a current crisis. Many such victims 
have confidence that God will bring 
about healing through the ministry of 
their pastors. Still others who have no 

connection to God or any church may 
also seek help from a pastor.

Some who have been abandoned 
will never connect with a pastor unless 
the pastor goes to them. I met one such 
person when I was a student pastor. 
Visiting a nursing home, I came across a 
38-year-old man who was curled up in a 
fetal position and completely noncom-
municative. He suffered from advanced 
multiple sclerosis. His only other visitor 
that day was his mother, and she could 
only afford to make the trip monthly. 
He was about two years younger than I 
was, and I just could not imagine what 
he was experiencing. 

the pastor and 
abandonment

Scripture speaks much about those 
who were abandoned. Imagine the 
loneliness and fear Joseph experi-
enced when he was abandoned in 
a dry well, later sold as a slave to a 
caravan on its way to Egypt, and still 
later abandoned in jail for being true 
to God (Gen. 37:22–28; 39). Think of 
David, abandoned by his son, Absalom, 
in the latter’s coup attempt (2 Sam. 
15:1–14). Even Job cried out in anguish 
because his prayers seem to have been 
ignored (Job 30:20–31). Or imagine the 
national sense of abandonment during 
the captivity when God’s people cried 
out in Babylon, “How shall we sing 
the Lord’s song in a strange land?” (Ps. 
137:3). And even Jesus was not spared 

from the agony of abandonment in 
Gethsemane (Matt. 26:56; Mark 14:50), 
the betrayal of Judas (Mark 14:10, 11), 
the denial by Peter (Matt. 26:69–75), 
and the separation experienced on the 
cross when He uttered those words of 
“ultimate” abandonment, “ ‘My God, 
my God, why have You forsaken Me?’ ” 
(Mark 15:34, NKJV). 

With such a brief portrayal of aban-
donment in Scripture, it should not 
come as a surprise to pastors that 
they and their families too can be easy 
targets of rejection. We can see the 
effects of abandonment when someone 
loses themselves in alcohol or drug 
addiction because we are watching 
from the outside. But we do not notice 
the crisis when we, who are pastors 
and chaplains, become “addicted” to 
serving the needs of the church or a 
chaplaincy setting because we are in 
the midst of the situation. We are doing 
good, but we may fail to recognize the 
anxiety, sadness, and even the tears 
in our spouses as we leave for yet 
another home visit, church meeting, 
or conference committee gathering. 
“Workaholism” can be an addiction 
that many pastors struggle with, and 
consequently their families may experi-
ence abandonment. 

One way abandonment may mani-
fest itself in pastors is their unexpected 
departure from ministry. In one confer-
ence where I served as a pastor, eight 
fellow pastors withdrew from ministry 
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in one year. The shock waves were 
bigger than one might expect. Not only 
were the individual congregations left 
wondering why they were abandoned, 
but also many colleagues in this small 
conference.

Another way, not very common 
but real, that pastors abandon their 
congregation is by taking the extreme 
step of suicide. This is not something 
we like to admit, but it does happen. 
In my pastoral career I have had two 
clergy colleagues who committed sui-
cide. The incidents shook those of us 
who worked with them and became 
confusing and unbearably painful for 
their parishioners.

Sometimes pastors feel abandoned 
when they fail to understand or adjust 
to denominational policies they cannot 
fully comprehend. I served in a denomi-
nation that made clear that our loyalty, 
after our commitment to Christ, lay with 
the church. I was present when a clergy 
couple asked whether they could be 
appointed to churches geographically 
close enough to share one parsonage. 
The bishop said “No.” He reminded 
us that when we were ordained, we 
promised to go where we were sent. 
Yes, we did, but we had no idea of the 
strain that would put on our families.

Pastors may also create feelings 
of abandonment in a congregation 
by leaving “too soon.” A church that I 
served many years ago endured the loss 
of several pastors within a few years. A 
well-liked pastor was reassigned after 
five years in the parish. The next pastor 
left on his own initiative after a year. The 
third pastor, well liked, left ten months 
after arriving at the church to open a 
small business. When I left after almost 
four years to be a chaplain, it must have 
seemed to the parishioners that they 
had been abandoned not just by the 
four pastors but by the conference that 
sent us to them.

How should 
pastors respond to 
abandonment?

So, as pastors, where do we begin 
to deal with abandonment? In the 
ideal world we begin with an honest 

look at our spiritual condition no later 
than when we are in seminary. A senior 
pastor, pastoral counselor, or seminary 
professor with training in counseling 
are all potential resource people to aid 
us in looking into ourselves. If we are 
willing, they may help us to identify 
memories, barely suppressed emo-
tions, or dysfunctional behaviors that 
indicate that we have been abandoned 
or suffered some other ordeal.

Some of us will discover feelings 
of having been abandoned when our 
parents divorced, a sibling died, or our 
family was impoverished. We need to 
be aware of these experiences and learn 
how to keep them from interfering with 
our ministries. As we listen to individu-
als narrate their story of having been 
abandoned, we need to be sufficiently 
self-aware of our feelings and memories 
so that we attend to their pain instead 
of ours.

With appropriate supervision in our 
practice of ministry, we can begin our 
healing process even as we help others. 
Others of us will need to go further and 
engage in pastoral counseling where we 
are the counselee—not the counselor.

From my own experience, I recall 
dealing with parents of children with 
cancer. I joined a grief support group 
working with such parents and soon 
found that I had more than the aver-
age amount of counseling training at 
that point. Even then I was not ready 
to deal with my own fears and grief 
when our daughter struggled with 
cancer. I needed to be with others who 
understood what it felt like to be help-
less. The leader of this group, a trained 
clinical pastoral education supervisor, 
was helpful. However, what helped the 
most was being with other parents who 
would never abandon their children 
even though it may have felt like they 
were as they stood helplessly by while 
the hospital staff took over the care of 
their children. 

When abandonment experiences 
are faced without support from peers 
or professionals, we may feel over-
whelmed. We may even be angry at 
the magnitude of the suffering we 
experience, either within ourselves or 

with those who seek help from us in 
coping with their pain. Since anger is 
not easily tolerated in congregations 
or pastors, we may suppress or repress 
our anger only to have it resurface as 
depression. Our sense of abandonment 
may result in deciding not to seek 
the help we need to cope with our 
emotional and spiritual needs. We may 
also feel as if there is no way to cope if 
we have limited access to competent 
pastoral counselors with clinical as well 
as pastoral training. 

Pastors also face abandonment, as 
a pastoral issue, whenever they note 
that the great question “why” is asked. 
Why did God allow a good person to 
suffer? Where was God when my baby 
died? Where was God when my spouse 
was killed in a car accident? Why did 
God allow my spouse to leave me?

In situations such as these, we need 
to be aware of our limits as to how much 
we can do to alleviate the suffering that 
comes from being abandoned. We may 
be shocked to learn that people are not 
always healed by our recommendations 
to pray or enter into extended pastoral 
counseling. While our parishioners do 
need our supportive pastoral care, we 
must learn to refer people to clinically 
trained counselors or psychiatrists. 
Otherwise, we may inadvertently ques-
tion the power of prayer or the need 
to get professional counseling and 
assistance.

People who suffer abuse—physical, 
emotional, or sexual—may question the 
need for spiritual strength. They may 
even rage at God and/or the church 
for what they have had to endure. We 
who are pastors need to be humble 
especially when we have not lived 
with such abuse. We may not begin 
to understand the rage or sense of 
rejection that some victims carry within 
their souls. We may interpret it as a lack 
of faith, instead of recognizing that the 
victim has been blocked internally from 
connecting with God.

Working together to 
bring relief

How else do we cope with the 
emotional and spiritual burdens of 
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even a small congregation? Where 
do we turn when there are no addi-
tional resources from our conferences, 
colleagues, or retired clergy? We can 
choose to organize with other pastors, 
either denominationally or ecumeni-
cally, to form support groups for each 
other. Pastors can gather as a visible 
demonstration that God does not leave 
us isolated to cope with our burdens 
and those of our congregation. We can 
pray together as a visible sign that God 
calls us to be together—not driven apart 
by our unconscious needs or conflicts.

At the church where I now worship, 
we have a pastoral visitation commit-
tee. A pastor leads the committee, 
but most of the visiting is done by 
laypeople. This group has gone through 
a training program along with periodic 
supplementary training. They maintain 
contact with people who would oth-
erwise have no physical contact with 
the church because they are unable 
to come to the church. They show that 
the church cares about God’s people 
enough to come to them.

However, our parishioners need 
more than just an occasional visit. 
So, our church publishes a prayer 

list of groups of people with particu-
lar needs. While obvious, it is worth 
reminding each other that we can help 
people to avoid feeling abandoned 
by praying for them and sharing with 
them that we are praying for them. 
Unless they have stated that they do 
not want prayer, it would be spiritually 
strengthening to pray with them, in 
person, where possible, and over the 
phone when it is not. Even praying over 
the Internet is worth exploring.

Perhaps one of the most impor-
tant ways to show people that they 
are not abandoned by God or the 
church would be to involve them with 
Communion service when they cannot 
come to church. Both when I was a 
church pastor and when I served as a 
chaplain, I found this to be a ministry 
many appreciated. It is, after all, a 
visible sign that the church as the body 
of Christ is deeply interested in the 
spiritual welfare of its members and 
showing that the community of faith 
cares.

There may be some church mem-
bers who feel so abandoned and have 
gone so far away that they have sinned 
grievously and think that God does 

not love them. Local church pastors 
are not always aware of this problem. 
However, I witnessed such despera-
tion repeatedly when the military 
veterans to whom I was a hospital 
chaplain shared their feeling that God 
did not care about them. Often their 
feelings were the outcomes of what 
they were expected to do in wartime. 
Unless we have been through combat, 
particularly as a member of a military 
or paramilitary force, we simply do 
not know the depths of violence that 
a human being is capable or the guilt 
that may result from it.

In such and similar cases, the 
church needs to find ways to make 
it clear that all of God’s people are 
invited into the congregation. The 
church and its pastors need to remind 
their congregation that Jesus will 
not abandon His followers under any 
circumstances. His promise is: “I am 
with you always, to the end of the 
age” (Matt. 28:20b, NRSV). We need 
to consciously witness to Jesus’ love 
for everyone. Any genuine reminder of 
God’s presence and love can create a 
foundation for healing from the experi-
ence of abandonment. 
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the least of these: 
Revisiting our ministry 
mandate to forgotten groups

I love Jesus’ parables. They are pow-
erful illustrations of the kingdom, 
the King, and the principles by 
which He governs His realm. 
One such parable is in Matthew 25. 

In chapter 24, as He nears the end of His 
earthly ministry, Jesus explains to His 
disciples the signs of the end of time. 
He continues this end-time discussion 
in chapter 25 by showing how the righ-
teous Judge will give His final review and 
verdict. Jesus does this by telling three 
stories: the parable of the ten virgins, the 
parable of the talents, and the parable 
of the sheep and the goats. These three 
parables are loaded with meaning and 
have received a thorough treatment 
by countless preachers and scholars. 
However, I compared what I call the 
“post-decision declaration” in each of 
the three parables. This led me to notice 
a significant difference between the first 
two parables and the third. 

After Jesus pronounces each deci-
sion, the master in the story gives to 
the lost and left out a sort of final word. 
This post-decision declaration is a type 
of explanation as to why they were not 
being rewarded. To the foolish virgins, 
He says, “ ‘ “I do not know you” ’ ” 
(Matt. 25:11).1 Then, to the “ ‘ “wicked 
and lazy slave,” ’ ” He says, “ ‘ “you 
ought to have invested my money with 
the bankers, and on my return I would 

have received what was my own with 
interest” ’ ” (v. 27). 

But, the final parable stands out, 
not only for its verdict, but more so for 
the reason behind that verdict. 

First, it stands out because it is so 
extensive. Jesus takes time to identify 
each person or group and to say how 
they were cared for. Then He reverses 
the entire explanation and provides 
for the wicked what is practically the 
same description, just with a nega-
tive twist. He is intentionally explicit. 
Second, this extensive explanation 
stands out because the explanation 
reads so simply and practically. These 
are things they could have, should have, 
been doing all along. These are things 
that they often claimed they stood for, 
yet they failed over and over to follow 
through. The master’s final words are 
chilling: “ ‘ “Truly I tell you, just as you 
did not do it to one of the least of these, 
you did not do it to me” ’ ” (v. 45).

Ellen White’s comment is notewor-
thy: “The world will be convinced not 
so much by what the pulpit teaches as 
by what the church lives. The preacher 
announces the theory of the gospel, but 
the practical piety of the church dem-
onstrates its power.”2 We have preached 
sermons about the “least of these” 
countless times, and many people do 
not want to hear about this. They do not 

seem to remember “the least of these” 
either. We must be more intentional 
about how we communicate the gospel 
through acts of service. 

Jesus talks very specifically about 
what matters to Him and what type 
of ministry makes Him take note. He 
makes it unequivocally clear that He 
identifies directly with the voiceless, 
forgotten groups in society that often 
receive our last-ministry consider-
ations. Jesus identifies with “the least 
of these.” So, what are some ways 
we can be more intentional about 
reaching out to “the least”? A closer 
look at the parable illuminates some 
hidden opportunities for ministry to 
the forgotten groups. While space does 
not allow for a thorough explication of 
all the forgotten groups, a few specific 
examples will lift the spirit of the text 
and challenge our ministry.

those who hunger
The first group of people that the 

Master highlights includes those who 
suffer from hunger. Clearly, there is 
so much more ministry to be realized 
for the hungry. Hunger outreach by 
the Adventist Development and Relief 
Agency may be vibrant across impov-
erished countries, yet even in wealthy 
nations many still struggle to find 
three square meals a day. According to 
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hungerreport.org, “Hunger rates in the 
United States remain tremendously 
high in part because of a weak recovery 
since the end of the Great Recession.”3 
The author argues further: “When the 
breadwinner in a household is out of 
work, everyone living under the same 
roof is at risk of hunger.”4 

It is actually innovative to think that 
the way to fight hunger is to create jobs, 
given that traditionally our churches 
in the United States have set up food 
pantries to serve the hungry. The irony 
of our food pantry ministries is that 
they usually partner with the local food 
bank to serve food. And, generally, the 
food that comes from the food banks 
is food that the donors (even the ones 
who work in the food pantry) normally 
would not eat. So, the approach to 
hunger would be more effective if we 
tried a different tactic. 

Consider the epidemic proportions 
of children who are growing up without 
adequate parental support, which 
limits proper food availability. Studies 
show that approximately 70 percent of 
African-American children in the United 
States are being raised in a single-
parent home.5 This means that the 
vast majority of African Americans are 
at immediate risk “because the social, 
emotional, and financial resources 
available to the family may be limited.”6 

In his book Father Hunger, Robert 
McGee contends, “This kind of emo-
tional hunger acts in many ways 
just like physical hunger. If we aren’t 
provided with what is best for us, we 
will soon begin to seek other, less 
healthy, substitutes.”7 McGee adds 
that this hunger leads to the dangers of 
codependency, dysfunction, addiction, 
and the like.8 We need new ministries 
and strategies to feed the hungering 
children who sit in our pews and live 
in the communities where we pastor. 
We need mentoring programs and 
community centers to feed them with 
love, affirmation, and support. 

In my previous district, one of the 
churches started a volunteer men-
toring ministry at a local community 
center. We did not start a community 
center; we simply adopted one. Various 

members picked a day of the week and 
volunteered an hour for that day. We 
played games with the children, helped 
them with homework, and even put 
on a few basketball tournaments. One 
day, as I was sitting at a table playing a 
board game with a little girl, she asked 
me, “Are you my dad?” I was speechless. 
Then I began to realize how important 
it is for us to invest our time and energy 
with the children in our community.

those who are sick
When Jesus thanks the righteous 

for their compassion for the sick, He 
does not say that they visited. He says, 
“ ‘ “I was sick and you took care of 
me” ’ ” (v. 36). We struggle to visit the 
sick regularly. We generally keep their 
names in the church bulletin and often 
mention their names at prayer meeting. 
They might get a quick visit if they have 
a committed pastor or exceptional 
elder. However, we do not do much to 
provide for their care and recovery. 

Health-care costs continue to rise.9 
In addition, unemployment persists. 
With the rising cost of health care, the 
exorbitant prices of medication, and 
the unemployment situation, we need 
solutions that provide quality care for 
the sick who are among us. And health 
is one of the areas with a special mes-
sage we have to share with the world. 

In the book Creation Health, Dr. 
Monica Reed and Dr. Des Cummings 
put a new twist on the eight laws of 
health. For years we taught NEW START; 
now there is CREATION.10 Same gospel, 
but a new acronym. It reminds us, 
“Embracing the CREATION Health pre-
scription can restore health, happiness, 
balance, and joy. These eight principles 
are the Creator’s gift to help us experi-
ence life as He designed us to live it.”11

In what ways can we apply the eight 
laws of health in a nonconventional 
ministry to provide for the unique needs 
of our sick and shut in, chronically and 
terminally ill members? What about a 
task force deputized with ensuring that 
all our sick members have adequate 
sunlight, fresh air, and whatever type 
of exercise they can handle? What if 
we started a ministry to pay for the 

medication of (non) members who are 
in need? 

What do we do for those in our 
midst who suffer from mental and emo-
tional sickness? The wide prevalence of 
depression has led to depression being 
called the common cold of mental 
illness.12 Is there any consideration 
for those who are suffering from post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after 
severe abuse or fighting in a war? 
What do we do for those who are not 
emotionally healthy? How do we show 
compassion and provide care to them? 

I have long thought that, with all 
of the counselors in our churches, we 
can at least provide a regional guide 
for therapeutic and emotional support 
professionals. Or, why not start a grief 
support group for those who have 
experienced major loss? What about 
allowing Alcoholics Anonymous or 
Narcotics Anonymous groups to utilize 
our ministry space?

My very first pastoral assignment 
was in a depressed rural town in 
Alabama. The largest employer was 
a small factory that made car parts. 
There seemed to be a disproportionate 
number of cancer cases in the area, 
which many people attributed to the 
water contamination crises that had 
plagued the area for years. I visited with 
community members who lamented 
that while cancer is one problem, the 
other one is their inability to afford 
treatment because the factory began 
laying off many of the workers due to 
outsourcing. It quickly became appar-
ent that these women were deeply 
depressed concerning their situations. 
They needed real support. Although I 
offered no solutions, they were really 
glad that someone cared enough to 
listen and that they had an opportunity 
to share their frustrations. 

Later on I would learn the values of 
this type of moral support. Years ago, 
while pastoring in the big city, I met 
Ruth. Everyone who knew her called her 
“Grandma.” She was 83 years old and 
very sick. She had a family, but she had 
no one to take her back and forth to her 
many doctor appointments. More than 
that, she needed someone to look after 
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her affairs. During one of her many stints 
in the hospital, her son stole money 
needed to pay insurance costs and her 
mortgage. We helped her renegotiate 
the terms of her loan with the mortgage 
company and get caught up with all her 
bills. Clearly, Grandma Ruth was ready 
to die, but she was worried about her 
son and the other six children she had 
adopted. She, too, was depressed and 
very lonely. She had people all around 
her, but she was still lonely. Grandma 
Ruth taught me that sick and lonely 
people need our love and care.

those who are in prison
Finally, Jesus says to the righteous 

ones, “ ‘I was in prison and you came to 
visit me’ ” (v. 36, NIV). I wonder how long 
it would take during a prison visit for an 
inmate to start talking about his or her 
children. Or, how long would it take for an 
inmate to start talking about worries and 
stress, depression and anxiety resulting 
from being locked up? Can you see how 
this is directly tied to the first two forgot-
ten groups? “Father hunger” happens 
when Dad is in prison. More than that, 
Dad experiences PTSD and depression 
because of all the things he has endured 
and because he must now face the bleak 

prospects for his future release. And 
once released, he is often tempted to 
return to a life of crime because it is very 
hard to get a job when you have a felony 
conviction on your record. 

Michelle Alexander expounds on 
this issue in her book The New Jim Crow: 
“Once a person is labeled a felon, he 
or she is ushered into a parallel uni-
verse in which discrimination, stigma, 
and exclusion are perfectly legal, and 
privileges of citizenship such as voting 
and jury service are off-limits. It does 
not matter whether you have actually 
spent time in prison; your second-class 
citizenship begins the moment you are 
branded a felon.”13 

The irony of inmates not being 
able to find jobs after they have been 
released is evident in that all of them 
work while they are imprisoned.14 They 
are forced to work for pennies.15 So 
basically, the prison system denies 
them the right to provide for their 
families while the prison benefits from 
their labor. That is de facto slavery. Or, 
at the very least, it is a revamped form 
of convict leasing.16

What are we doing to protect pris-
oners from these types of injustices? 
What are we doing to provide a safety 

net for them once they are released? 
Can the church create systems for 
professional development, economic 
protection, and emotional support 
for these brothers and sisters who are 
at the greatest risk of falling through 
the cracks? What can we do to curb 
the hunger of their children? Maybe 
we should build a graduated halfway 
house with a job-training center and 
day-labor agency. Lots of our churches 
participate in Angel Tree style pro-
grams.17 Maybe we should create a 
ministry to provide for these children 
for every major holiday.

The church where I currently serve 
has a vibrant prison ministry. Church 
members minister in the prison facility 
on a regular basis, but even after the 
inmates are released, the ministry 
does not end. Church members and 
ministry leaders work to integrate them 
into church life. Just this past Sabbath, 
one brother stopped me to say, “Thank 
you for everything you all have done to 
help me since I got out.” Another young 
brother came who was released just 
last week. He asked for work because 
he was trying to earn enough money 
for travel across the country to visit his 
newborn son. He had worked numerous 

The screams caught them off 
guard. Who was this naked man 
running toward them? His very 
demeanor invoked fear. The disciples 
turned and ran, but as they were 
rushing into the boat, they realized 
that Jesus was not with them. He 
had held his ground. Stirring up their 
courage, they headed back toward the 
tombs.

Upon their arrival, they 
discovered “him that was possessed 
with the devil, and had the legion, 
sitting, and clothed, and in his right 
mind” (Mark 5:15). Talk about 
an encounter with God! A man 
possessed by demons had been set 
free by the power of God. 

Where did he get clothes?  I would 
like to think that Jesus gave him one 
of His own garments (justification), 
but He did not stop there. He gave the 
man His own mind (sanctification). 

This former slave fell in love 
with Christ and never wanted to 
leave his side. “However, Jesus did 
not permit him, but said to him, ‘Go 
home to your friends, and tell them 
what great things the Lord has done 
for you’ ” (Mark 5:19, NKJV).

It is a part of God’s plan that 
we become living witnesses and 
a light to those in darkness. The 
more deeply we know Him, the 
more brightly we shall shine and the 
greater the harvest. 

When Christ later arrived in 
Gergesa, the people of that territory 
flocked to Him. The gospel is 
not a lifeless theory but vibrantly 
transforming. You cannot stay on 
shore—you must go forth to share 
“what great things the Lord has done 
for you.”

—Jim Ayer serves As AssociAte director, 

Adventist World rAdio, silver spring, 

mArylAnd, United stAtes.

You cannot stay on shore

http://www.revivalandreformation.org/
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menial jobs but had not come up with 
enough money. He worked for two days 
cleaning the church and doing manual 
labor, and in return, we gave him the 
balance needed for travel fare. Although 
the money we gave him was not much, 
he was happy to tell me yesterday 
that he had purchased his ticket. He is 
excited to meet his son for the first time. 

Conclusion
The refrain that keeps ringing in my 

mind is the moment when the king says, 
“ ‘ “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do 
it to one of the least of these, you did 
not do it to me” ’ ” (v. 45). This is a very 
compelling concept that Jesus identifies 
directly with those who are forgotten. 
And He bases our final reward on how 
we treat those forgotten ones. 

In that very next line—the last 
verse—the finality of the judgment is 
expressed. “ ‘And these will go away into 
eternal punishment, but the righteous 
into eternal life’ ” (v. 46). If we want to 
be counted on the side of the righteous, 

we must be careful to care for the least 
of these—those who usually get the 
last consideration by our churches. 
We must care for them and minister to 
them, because when we do, when we 
reach down to help them up, we are 
looking into the very face of our Lord.  

 1 Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture references are from the New 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 

 2 Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church (Mountain View, CA: 
Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948), 6:260.

 3 “Full Employment in America,” Hunger Report, accessed June 
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 4 Ibid.
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se/868,867,133,38,35/10,168,9,12,1,13,185/432,431.
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for Women, Children, and Society, in National Center for Health 
Statistics, Report to Congress on Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing 
(Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 1995), cited 
in, “America’s Children: Key National Indicators of Well-Being, 
2013,” childstats.gov, accessed June 17, 2014, www.childstats 
.gov/pdf/ac2013/ac_13.pdf.

 7 Robert S. McGee, Father Hunger (Ann Arbor, MI: Vine Books, 
1993), 18.

 8 Ibid.
 9 Paul Davidson, “Health Care Spending Growth Hits 10-Year High,” 

USA Today, April 1, 2014, www.usatoday.com/story/money/
business/2014/03/30/health-care-spending/7007987/.
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 11 Des Cummings Jr. and Monica P. Reed, Creation Health, Secrets for 
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 12 Jenna Baddeley, “Depression and Its Metaphors,” Embracing the 
Dark Side (blog), Psychology Today, November 3, 2008, www 
.psychologytoday.com/blog/embracing-the-dark-side/200811/
depression-and-its-metaphors.

 13 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in 
the Age of Colorblindness, Reprint ed. (New York: The New Press, 
2012), 92.

 14 “Prison Labor,” Prison Policy Initiative, accessed June 18, 2014, 
www.prisonpolicy.org/prisonindex/prisonlabor.html.

 15 Ibid.
 16 Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name: The Re-

Enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War 
II (New York: Anchor, 2009). Blackmon takes a look at the period 
post Civil War to Civil Rights and explores in detail the complex 
practice of convict leasing. Recently freed slaves were arrested 
on baseless charges and forced to work in labor camps like coal 
mines and railroads, where many died due to dangerous and 
unsanitary conditions. Blackmon contends that this revamped 
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 17 “Angel Tree,” Prison Fellowship, accessed June 18, 2014, www 
.prisonfellowship.org/programs/angel-tree/.
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The Epistle to the Hebrews 
as pastoral encouragement

It was a small group of believers, 
only 20 or 30, but they shared a 
common experience of hardship.1 
They had left behind the assurance 

and secure identity that only an ancient 
and close-knit community can provide 
in the form of a first-century syna-
gogue.2 Judaism was a widespread and 
recognized religion in the Greco-Roman 
world. Most first-century Jews would 
have thought it madness to risk the 
comparative safety of their worldwide 
community for the uncertainties of the 
fledgling Jesus movement.

Worse, they felt the cruel taunts by 
those who did not share their belief in 
Jesus. Former companions heaped ver-
bal abuse on this little group of Jewish 
believers who had “compromised” 
their heritage by following Jesus, the 
crucified Jew. “Where is Jesus now?” 
they mocked. “Where’s your temple 
and altar?” “Do you have a covenant 
with God?” “Where’s your history and 
tradition?” 

The pastor of this little gathering 
of Jewish believers was absent, but he 
hoped to be “restored to [them] very 
soon” (Heb. 13:19). 3 In the meantime, 
he wrote a word of encouragement, 
along with a series of dire warnings. 
That letter is what we know today as 
the Epistle to the Hebrews.

their struggles
T h e s e  J e w i s h  b e l i e v e rs  h a d 

“e n d u re d  a  h a rd  s t r u g g l e  w i t h 

sufferings, sometimes being publicly 
exposed to abuse and persecution” 
(Heb. 10:32, 33). Some had been thrown 
in prison. Many had their property plun-
dered (v. 34), probably while in prison.

T h e i r  pa s to r’s  e m p h a s i s  o n 
community and shared pain is uncom-
promising: “Remember those who 
are in prison, as though you were in 
prison with them; those who are being 
tortured, as though you yourselves 
were being tortured” (Heb. 13:3). They 
had looked death in the face as they 
struggled against the hostility of their 
former community (Heb. 12:3, 4). 

Some were about to abandon 
their confidence and to shrink back 
(Heb. 10:35, 38, 39). In fact, some were 
drifting away from the message they 
had heard (Heb. 2:1), and others had 
fallen into the habit of “neglecting 
to meet together” (Heb. 10:25). Their 
hands were drooping and their knees 
were buckling; they were shrinking 
back instead of pushing forward (Heb. 
12:12). They were in danger of falling 
away (Heb. 6:6), of spurning the Son of 
God (Heb. 10:29), of growing weary and 
fainthearted (Heb. 12:3), of refusing the 
voice of God (v. 25), and of being led 
astray by their former faith (Heb. 13:9). 
Indeed, the pastor feared that “they 
are crucifying again the Son of God 
and are holding him up to contempt” 
(Heb. 6:6). 

This was clearly a community in 
need of exhortation and encouragement.

the pastor’s initial 
response

The first matter the pastor’s exhor-
tation to the Hebrews clarified was 
the antiquity and superiority of the 
Jesus faith. Jesus was the eternal Son 
through whom God had now spoken 
(Heb. 1:2, 3). And, as a Son (Ps. 2:7;  
2 Sam. 7:14), He was superior to all the 
messengers (angels) through whom 
God had spoken to “our ancestors” in 
the past (Heb. 1:1, 5), including Moses 
(Heb. 3:1–6). Jesus’ superiority over 
the messengers was made clear by 
contrasting the Son with the mes-
sengers (vv. 6–13). The author affirmed 
this with a string of Old Testament 
(OT) passages that he applied to Jesus 
(Deut. 32:43 [Greek OT]; Pss. 45:6, 7; 
102:26–28; 110:1). Notice that “Lord” 
in Hebrews 1:10 refers to Jesus.4 He 
is the Creative Agent of God (vv. 2, 3), 
who “founded the earth” and created 
the heavens (v. 10). And though they 
will all wear out like clothing (v. 11), 
the Son remains forever (vv. 8, 11, 12b).

“We,” their pastor reminded them, 
“do have a high priest, a sacrifice, a 
sanctuary, a covenant, a promised 
land, and a chosen city.” “We have a 
great high priest . . . Jesus, the Son 
of God” (Heb. 4:14), who is “a high 
priest forever according to the order 
of Melchizedek” (Heb. 6:20). “He holds 
his priesthood permanently, because 
He continues forever” (Heb. 7:24), 
whereas death prevented the Levitical 
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priests from continuing in office (v. 23). 
High priests, by definition, offered sac-
rifices, so “it is necessary for this priest 
[Jesus] also to have something to 
offer” (Heb. 8:3); and “this he did once 
for all when he offered himself” (Heb. 
7:27), and “the sacrifice of himself” 
was for the removal of sin (Heb. 9:26).

The blood of bulls and goats dealt 
only with the external pollution but 
were entirely inadequate as a means 
of cleansing from the inner reality of 
sin (Heb. 9:9, 10; 10:4, 11). The death 

(blood) of Jesus is the potent force 
that truly sanctifies (Heb. 10:10; 13:12), 
perfects (Heb. 10:14), forgives (v. 18), 
and cleanses sin at the deepest level 
of the human heart (v. 22). “For this 
reason”—that is, the effectiveness of 
Christ’s death to purge sin—Jesus “is 
the mediator of a new covenant [or 
promise]” (Heb. 9:15; 12:24), indeed, 
“of a better covenant” (Heb. 8:6). This 
new covenant achieved what the old 
one merely prefigured; that is, “the 
promised eternal inheritance” (Heb. 
9:15), “forgiveness” (Heb. 10:17, 18), 
access into “the presence of God” 
(Heb. 9:24), and “the full assurance 
of hope” (Heb. 6:11), a hope that is 
“sure and steadfast” (v. 19). The open 
access into the very presence of God 
that Jesus’ death has achieved was an 
encouragement to the weary Jewish 
believers to press forward with confi-
dence and full assurance (Heb. 3:6, 14; 
4:16; 10:19–22, 35; 11:1; 13:6).

Thus, the pastor assured his little 
flock that they have Jesus as their 
high priest, His death as their sacrifice, 
heaven itself as their sanctuary (Heb. 

9:24), the new covenant as their divine 
guarantee, a heavenly country as their 
better land (Heb. 11:15, 16), and the 
heavenly Jerusalem as their city—“the 
city of the living God” (Heb. 12:22; 11:10, 
16). Or, to use his favorite adjective, 
Christians5 have a better leader (Heb. 
1:4), a better hope (Heb. 6:9; 7:19), a 
better covenant promise (Heb. 7:22; 
8:6), a better sacrifice (Heb. 9:23), better 
possessions (Heb. 10:34), a better coun-
try (Heb. 11:16), a better resurrection  
(v. 35), and a better future (v. 40).6 

the call to persevere
The pastor called on two examples 

of those who endured suffering and 
yet pressed on: Jesus and the past 
heroes of endurance. Psalm 8, the 
pastor noted, promised that humans 
were to be crowned with glory and 
honor and that all things were to be 
subjected to them. However, we do not 
see that yet. No indeed, said the pastor, 
“but we do see Jesus,” who is “now 
crowned with glory and honor because 
of the suffering of death” (Heb. 2:5–9; 
emphasis added). Through suffering 
He was fitted to be a sympathetic high 
priest (vv. 17, 18). Even though He was 
a Son, nevertheless, He knew what it 
meant to stay on course despite the 
pain (suffering) (Heb. 4:15; 5:8).

The community’s experience of 
suffering for their faith united them with 
the suffering of Christ, “the pioneer of 
their salvation,” who was fully prepared 
for His role “through sufferings” (Heb. 
2:10). Jesus tasted death for everyone 
(v. 9), and through His death He set 
apart the little community, and us too, 
to God (Heb. 10:10, 14). Hence, the One 

whose suffering consecrates (that is, 
the Son) and those who are consecrated 
(that is, the believers) are united to the 
one Father, and “for this reason Jesus 
is not ashamed to call them brothers 
and sisters” (Heb. 2:11).7 To confirm 
the family relationship between Jesus 
and the believers, the pastor placed 
three OT texts on the lips of Jesus: 
Psalm 22:22; Isaiah 8:17b, and Isaiah 
8:18a. The first reference has Jesus 
testifying to His siblings in the context 
of the worshiping community (Heb. 

2:12). The second citation has Jesus 
confessing His confidence in God even 
in the context of His suffering, which is a 
clear encouragement to His addressees 
(v. 13a). In the last quotation, Jesus 
speaks of the believers as the children 
whom God had given Him (v. 13b).

Jesus’ identity with the suffering 
Jewish believers was no charade; it was 
real. He, too, shared in the same flesh 
and blood (v. 14). Indeed, He became, 
in every respect, like His brothers and 
sisters. Two purpose clauses clarify 
how His becoming a human helped the 
“descendants of Abraham” (v. 16): “so 
that through death he might destroy 
the one who has the power of death, 
that is, the devil” (v. 14), and “so that 
he might be a merciful and faithful high 
priest in the service of God, to make a 
sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the 
people” (v. 17). The author’s pastoral 
intent in this chapter is clear: “Because 
he himself was tested by what he suf-
fered, he is able to help those who are 
being tested” (v. 18); a sentiment that is 
repeated in 4:15, “For we do not have a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize 
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“We do have a high priest,” the writer of 

Hebrews explains, “a sacrifice, a sanctuary, a 

covenant, a promised land, and a chosen city.”
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with our weaknesses, but we have one 
who in every respect has been tested as 
we are, yet without sin.”8

To a weary and faltering congrega-
tion (Heb. 6:11, 12), it was reassuring to 
learn that the promise of God’s rest was 
still open and lay ahead of His pilgrim 
people.9 God’s rest has its origin in the 
creation narrative (Heb. 4:4, quoting 
Gen. 2.2, 3), and it was still available to 
the Exodus generation. But that genera-
tion failed to enter it because of a lack 
of a persevering faith (Heb. 3:16–19; 4:2, 
6); and Joshua’s leading the wilderness 
survivors into the Promised Land was 
not the ultimate fulfillment of entering 
God’s rest (v. 8). If it had been, David, 
many years later, could not have spoken 
of “today” (Ps. 95:7b): “again he sets a 
certain day—‘today’—saying through 
David much later [than the Exodus], 
in the words already quoted, ‘Today, if 
you hear his voice, do not harden your 
hearts’ ” (Heb. 4:7). The pastor urged 
his congregation not to emulate the 
unbelief of the wilderness generation, 
but rather to make every effort to enter 
God’s future rest (v. 11).10

the future
The conjoining of suffering and a 

future hope in chapter 11 also reflects 
the writer’s conviction that abuse is a 
real possibility for those who heed his 
call to affirm Christ publicly and boldly 
(Heb. 3:6; 4:16; 10:19, 35). Equally, the 
writer invited his readers to look by 
faith beyond the present exigencies to 
a future made secure by the achieve-
ments of Jesus. Faith is the capacity to 
see and be certain about God’s invisible 
future (Heb. 11:1, 3).11 Such as Noah 
who, when warned about things not yet 
seen, prepared an ark (v. 7). Abraham 
went out not knowing where he was 
going, yet looking forward to the city 
of God (vv. 8, 9).

The patriarchs saw the promises 
of God from a distance, and longed for 
the future city of God (vv. 13–16). Isaac 
blessed his sons with his eye on the 
future (v. 20). Joseph saw the return to 
Canaan and gave instructions about his 

burial there (v. 22). Moses suffered hard-
ship with the people of God, eschewing 
the comforts of Egypt, preferring the 
reproach of Christ because he saw 
Him who is unseeable (vv. 25–27).12 In 
Hebrews 11, the “emphasis is on faithful 
deeds” and a persevering faith, that is, 
on a faith that turns “hope into reality 
and the unseen into sight.”13 The eyes 
of faith could see that future rest not 
far ahead. The pastor’s flock was among 
“those who are about to inherit salva-
tion” (Heb. 1:14, author’s translation), 
for the world that is about to come is 
theirs (Heb. 2:5). Meanwhile, they were 
to seize the hope that lies ahead (Heb. 
6:18) and press towards it, enduring the 
trials as divine discipline (Heb. 12:7–11).

The catalogue in 11:32–40 begins 
positively by listing the triumphs of some 
of the OT judges, and ending with David 
and the prophets, but then suddenly 
the tone shifts to a dire list of calamities 
in verses 35b–38. The list is fearsome: 
tortured, jeered, flogged, imprisoned, 
stoned, sawn in two, killed by the sword, 
destitute, persecuted, and mistreated. 
The exemplars of faith from of old, 
who have run their race, surround, so 
to speak, these tiring Jewish believers 
and urge them to keep on running with 
perseverance (Heb. 12:1, 2).14

In their struggle against those 
who opposed them, this band of early 
Christian Jews had not yet suffered to 
the point of shedding their blood (v. 4), 
but Jesus had suffered so (Heb. 2:9, 10, 
18; 5:8; 9:26; 13:12). Their Champion 
(archēgos), Jesus, had finished His 
course, having endured “hostility 
against himself from sinners,” and 
even “endured the cross, despising its 
shame” (vv. 3, 2). The pastor wisely, 
therefore, admonished his flock to fix 
their eyes on (aphoraō) Jesus and to 
contemplate (analogizomai) Him who 
endured such pain (vv. 2, 3) and to go by 
faith where He has already gone (Heb. 
6:19, 20; 10:19–22).

Conclusion
When the author, in his concluding 

remarks, quoted two encouraging texts 

from the OT (Deut. 31:6; Ps. 118:6), he 
was not simply offering the mandatory 
“have a nice day” that one receives at 
the supermarket’s checkout. His texts 
were appropriate to the actual situation 
of the readers: 

I will never leave you or forsake you. 
So we can say with confidence, 
The Lord is my helper; 
I will not be afraid. 
What can anyone do to me?

The call, then, was to go outside the 
camp of Israel “and bear the abuse He 
endured,” knowing that believers had 
no enduring city here, but were to look 
to the future for the secure city of God 
(Heb. 13:13, 14).15 

 1 William L. Lane suggests a household gathering of some 15 
or 20 persons. William L. Lane, Hebrews 1–8, Word Biblical 
Commentary, vol. 47a (Dallas: Word, 1991), iii.

 2 F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, New International 
Commentary on the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1990), 3–9; P. T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews, 
Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge, 
UK: Eerdmans, 2010), 9–13. Possibly they had not entirely cut 
their ties with their former Judaism.

 3 All biblical references are from the New Revised Standard Version 
(1989), unless indicated otherwise.

 4 Bruce, Hebrews, 63.
 5 “Christian” is an anachronism, but it is used for convenience.
 6 Hebrews uses the comparative adjective “better” “superior” 

(kreittōn) 12 times, which is 71 percent of the New Testament’s 
total usage.

 7 Literally “brothers” (adelphoi), but the inclusive rendering of the 
NRSV is true to the overall meaning of the text.

 8 We should not read too much into this verse regarding the 
theological debate over Jesus as a model of how to attain a sinless 
state in this life. This is a practical pastoral encouragement to a 
despondent group to persevere even when the Christian journey 
becomes exceedingly tough. 

 9 William G. Johnsson, “The Pilgrimage Motif in the Book of 
Hebrews,” Journal of Biblical Literature 97 (1978): 239–251.

 10 The reference to the Sabbath (Heb. 4:9) is illustrative of God’s 
future rest. It does not prove the binding nature of the fourth 
commandment. However, since the addressees were very likely 
Sabbath-observant Christian Jews, it is a very meaningful 
illustration.

 11 Only Romans (40 times) uses the noun “faith” (pistis) more often 
than Hebrews (32 times). The meaning in Hebrews is not identical 
to the nuance Paul gives it in Romans.

 12 Note the powerful paradox.
 13 Francis D. Nichol, ed., Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, 

vol. 7 (Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1957), 
471; William G. Johnsson, The Abundant Life Bible Amplifier: 
Hebrews (Boise, ID: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1994), 205.

 14 Norman H. Young, “Suffering: A Key to the Epistle to the Hebrews,” 
Australian Biblical Review 51 (2003): 47–59.

 15 Norman H. Young, “ ‘Bearing His Reproach’ (Hebrews 13:9–14),” 
New Testament Studies 48, no. 2 (2002): 243–61.

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.
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planning a sermonic year

Planning out the sermonic year 
and being intentional about 
creating a unified schedule 
of Sabbath services and ser-

mons gives direction and inspiration to 
members and focus to the pastor and 
leadership.1 It helps show the pastor 
and leadership whether they are bal-
anced in presenting various themes. The 
sermonic year calendar also can make 
sure that your church programs are in 
line with the direction and mission of 
the church and help both the pastor and 
ministry teams stay organized.2

Yet, planning a sermonic calendar 
year takes months. From August to 
October, I spent about three to five 
hours each week on it. Much of that 
time was praying for wisdom and the 
leading of the Holy Spirit. I needed to 
hear what direction God wanted me to 
lead the church in the upcoming year. 

Because such plans are so impor-
tant, what follows are steps that I have 
found crucial for developing a sermonic 
year calendar: 

1. survey the community 
and congregation

The first step involves surveying 
the community to discover what vari-
ous sermon topics would interest the 
unchurched. Be sure to include your 
leadership team and members in this 
process. You could actually go to a few 
neighborhood shops and ask patrons 
what they would like to hear about 
when they come to church. Or have 
members ask family and friends what 
they would like to hear from a church. 

I always had a series of sermons, 
suggested by nonmembers, that I adver-
tised in a flyer. This created credibility 
and brought new people to the church. 
Some suggested subjects were how to 
raise kids, how to have a better marriage, 
defining the New Age, and explaining 
why there are so many religions. Getting 
feedback from seekers helps you focus 
on the needs of the unchurched and be 
intentional about reaching them.

Take a survey of your congregation 
to find out what areas they feel you 
should be addressing. Include open-
ended questions for them to suggest 
topics of interest. 

2. take a leadership 
retreat

In August of every year I took my 
leadership team to a spiritual/planning 
weekend retreat. We spent Friday night 
and most of the day Sabbath praying, 
worshiping, reading the Bible, and 
reflecting. Saturday night and Sunday 
morning we spent visioning. I gathered 
many ideas from the leadership team. 
We also hammered out dates for special 
events such as Vacation Bible School 
(VBS); this was also a time to decide 
which programs from the previous year, 
if any, should be terminated. 

During that weekend I received 
valuable feedback about issues and 
challenges in the congregation and 
community that were not brought 
up in the surveys. The leaders shared 
about the church as a whole in addition 
to individual concerns. This gave me 
insights as to the spiritual pulse of the 

church, which also became the basis of 
my sermonic year. 

3. pray, study, and reflect 
After we came back from the 

retreat, I spent considerable time in 
prayer, Bible study, and reflection. 
Sometimes I felt God was calling us 
to a greater focus on mission, other 
times on building community, yet other 
times towards various topics, such 
as personal sanctification or spiritual 
growth. I took all of these ideas and 
started putting them on a spreadsheet 
in an attempt to make connections and 
a logical sequence out of them.

4. put it together: first 
draft

By October, I finished working on 
a first draft of the master calendar 
and upcoming sermonic year. (I used 
a one-page calendar for the sermon 
planning so I could see the whole year 
at a glance.) Here are some things I 
included in the master calendar:

A. Pay attention to the major events of 
the year. As I finalized the sermonic year, I 
always paid close attention to what I call 
the “seasonal.” This includes New Year’s 
Day, Valentine’s Day, Easter, Mother’s 
Day, Father’s Day, Thanksgiving Day, and 
Christmas. During these days people are 
much more inclined to go to church, and 
so I wanted to use these opportunities to 
minister to them, hoping too that they 
would continue to come. 

Other dates that I added to this 
list were the church anniversary (to 
emphasize how God led in the past and 
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His vision for the future), personal vaca-
tion times, school breaks,3 VBS, and two 
short evangelistic meetings. One was 
to be conducted in February and one 
in September. Each of them spanned a 
week and two weekends.4 The addition 
of all these special Sabbaths will take 
approximately 12 to 15 weeks out of the 
year. Pay attention to the overall church 
rhythm and plan accordingly.  

B. Schedule Communion services. I 
put Communion and footwashing on 
the calendar four times a year. I tried to 
conduct one or two of them on Friday 

night or Saturday night to incorporate 
an Agape Feast and give variety.

C. Plan acts of kindness. I always 
planned four Sabbath afternoons of ser-
vice to the community in conjunction 
with a sermon series on action. During 
these Sabbaths, people may engage 
in any form of community service they 
want—personally, as a family, or as a 
church.

D. Conduct rewind Sabbaths. We 
also took two Sabbaths a year around 
the beginning of December and called 
them “rewind.” The emphasis is to 
thank the Lord and show how He led 
us in the past. During that time, we 
brought all the people who were bap-
tized and those who helped them in 
their walk with the Lord during the year 
to give testimonies up front. Through 
testimonies and videos, we highlighted 
the ministries God empowered the 
church to do. We gave a summary of 
all the series we preached during the 
year and especially emphasized their 
relevancy and application.

E. Schedule the series. Look for 
blocks on your calendar that will 
accommodate a sermon series four 
to eight weeks long. If the series is 
shorter than three or four weeks, you 
do not get the maximum impact. If 
the series is longer than eight to ten 
weeks, people lose interest. Schedule 
one to three weeks of space between 
each series. That way, the pastoral staff 
can address current events and issues, 
bring in a guest speaker,5 or take the 
series a bit longer if the Spirit moves. 
Be sure to take into consideration 

the series’ length necessitated by the 
theme you present. While not ideal, if 
you occasionally have to take a week 
off during a series to accommodate a 
special event, you may do so. 

5. solicit feedback and 
craft the final draft

I gave the calendar to the board 
members, church secretary, musicians, 
graphic designer, outreach coordina-
tor—anyone who needed to know. I did 
this for two reasons: First is to get feed-
back. Second, everyone knows what 
is going on and can be a part of what 
is scheduled. After I incorporated the 
feedback from the leadership team and 
made sure that they were comfortable 
with the schedule, the final calendar 
for the upcoming year was given to the 
church body by November. We found it 
important to let the membership know 
what was scheduled so they could plan 
accordingly, such as invite friends and 
family to a series that might interest 
them.

How to plan a sermon 
series

1. Prayerfully choose major themes 
to address. All topics you preach on 
will basically fall into the following 
categories: 

• Felt needs covers all of the how-to 
topics, such as raising kids God’s 
way, overcoming depression, han-
dling anger, breaking bad habits.

• Spiritual growth includes topics 
such as prayer, Bible study, wor-
ship, sanctification, justification.

• Doctrines are covered during evan-
gelistic meetings.

• Stewardship includes the four T’s: 
tithe and offering, temple (your 
body), talents, and time.

• Vision casting includes the jour-
ney the church is going on, both 
spiritually and relationally, toward 
embodying the character of the 
first-century church of Acts 2. 

• Seasonal, as mentioned before. 

Do not limit yourself to just one 
or two of these themes. Try finding a 
place on your calendar to touch on all 
of the above categories. Because it can 
usually take about four to eight weeks 
to cover each one, expect about two 
years to cover them all.

For example, every year in January, 
I dealt with my vision and the values and 
mission for the church. Stewardship 
was addressed in April, and the sea-
sonal was covered throughout the 
year. Some ideas of how to approach 
the seasonal could be topics like the 

some of the benefits of planning your 
sermonic year are being able to avoid the 

rush and panic that comes with not knowing 
what you will be preaching about next week.
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life/teachings of Christ around Easter, 
or marriage and parenting around 
Mother’s or Father’s Day.

Be sure to have a good mix of Old 
Testament, New Testament, and topical or 
thematic sermons. Books such as Genesis 
and John can be used to cover almost 
every category presented above. Help 
your people get deeper into the Word. 
Regardless of the theme, the gospel mes-
sage should be reflected in every sermon. 

Sometimes we gave the whole year 
a theme, such as “The Year of Mission.” 
Every sermon series was related to what 
it means to be missional. Many of the 
series were overtly about mission, such 
as “The Most Effective Evangelist in the 
World” and a series on the Holy Spirit’s 
role in mission. There was also a series 
on James, with the central theme “If 
we’re going to be a church on a mission, 
then our best testimony is how we live.” 

Other times, we decided that each 
month or sermon series needed its 
own theme. For example, the whole 
month of November could deal with 
thankfulness.

Some themes6 to consider are the 
character of God, denominational dis-
tinctiveness, Christian basics, Bible 
characters, and the Ten Commandments.

2. Intentionally craft sermon series. A 
sermon series demands more from the 
preacher in the way of “packaging” than 
does a stand-alone sermon. You need to 
divide the topic into individual sermons 
and scriptures that cover a certain 
amount of terrain each week. Keep your 
sermons simple enough for seekers to 
understand (avoid jargon and explain 
theological terms) but without water-
ing down your message. You need to 
choose the series titles; perhaps a series 
metaphor, subtitle, and text presenting 
them in a unified way. You may write 
a marketing paragraph for the church 
Web site to stir interest in the series for 
your church and community. 

Once you know the blocks of time 
you have to work with, then schedule 
each sermon series on the calendar and 
plan the order of the individual sermons 
within each series. Try moving from 

week one being more theological to the 
final weeks leaning in a more practical 
direction—from the why to the what. 
This way you are leading people toward 
personal and corporate application of 
the spiritual truths they have learned. 
Factor in the sequence of evangelism, 
discipleship, and Christian maturity. 

3. Plan with a creative team. Develop 
a creative team before delivering your 
series. This team should include worship 
leaders, media directors, elders, and a 
couple of other creative people. Look at 
the series in broad brush strokes, talking 
about the overarching metaphors and 
ideas you want to communicate.

The role of the team is to help flesh 
out the ideas. They need to be honest 
enough to say things such as, “I think if 
you preach it that way, you will deliver 
the theological goods; but I don’t think 
that will change anybody’s heart.” Take 
their comments seriously, and go back 
to the drawing board. Always ask, “How 
is this truly going to change lives?” 

In addition to giving honest feedback, 
creative teams are beneficial because 
they keep you working ahead. When you 
work ahead, the series become more cre-
ative and good ideas eventually become 
great ones. Team members can help with 
illustrations, PowerPoint presentations, 
videos, titles, and so on.

4. Brand the series. Once you deter-
mine the flow of the series, you should 
begin work on “branding,” which means 
the words and images that will be 
used to communicate the series. For 
example, we titled a series on the Holy 
Spirit “3rd Person” and chose titles and 
graphics that reflected the mystery of 
the Spirit. We gave the title “TXT MSG” 
to a series on the Bible. Coordinate 
your titles and visual elements, not for 
the purpose of being slick but to help 
people stay focused in one direction. 

Another element of branding would 
be to see whether there is a way to incor-
porate ministry initiatives during a series 
so that people can see how what they 
hear is connected with how they live. 

At the end of the day it’s not about 
clever branding; it’s about relevant 

preaching. If we are not handling the 
Word of God with integrity and showing 
people how truth makes a difference 
in their lives, all our creativity would be 
nothing more than smoke and mirrors. 
We hit the mark when we faithfully preach 
God’s Word in a way that opens up the 
possibility for genuine life transformation.

Conclusion
Some of the benefits of planning 

your sermonic year are being able to 
avoid the rush and panic that comes 
with not knowing what you will be 
preaching about next week. This 
also allows time for the worship and 
communication coordinators to plan 
services and branding that will con-
tribute to the theme. Finally, it allows 
for a balance in the topics and spiritual 
lessons presented.7    

Keep in mind that there needs 
to be a balance between structure 
and flexibility. The calendar changes 
sometimes. If there are new issues that 
need to be addressed, such as a death 
in the church or crisis in the community 
or global events, then change your 
sermon schedule accordingly. The 
sermonic year should be used as a tool 
to bring edification to members and 
further the call of God’s mission.  

1 A sermonic year calendar can still be effective for those in 
multichurch districts but may require your elders and guest 
preachers to preach to a specific theme rather than picking their 
own topic. For more information about planning with church 
districts in mind, see Rodlie Ortiz, “Planning a Preaching Calendar 
for a Multichurch District,” Ministry, August 2011, www 
.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2011/08/planning-a-preaching-
calendar-for-a-multichurch-district.

2 “But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way”  
(1 Cor. 14:40, NIV).

3 It is not wise to start a new series during spring break or other 
weekends that are traditionally family vacation times for those in 
your congregation.

4 One of these could be extended to a full evangelistic series 
spanning three to four weeks.

5 My philosophy is that I invite guest speakers not to fill time but to help 
me fulfill my vision and mission for the church. I might invite some 
guest speakers for training purposes, others for evangelistic purposes, 
yet others because they have a big name and will draw a crowd. 

6 For more theme ideas, see J. Reynolds Hoffman, “Planning a 
sermonic year,” Ministry, December 1978, www.ministrymagazine 
.org/archive/1978/12/planning-a-sermonic-year.

7 For further insights, see Derek Morris, “From Panic to Purpose: The 
Process and Benefits of Planning a Preaching Calendar,” Ministry, 
September 2004, www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2004/09/
from-panic-to-purpose.html.

S .  J o S e p h  K i d d e r

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.
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the promise in god’s name

In Western culture, names are 
not generally chosen to convey 
information about the character 
or qualities of the people they 

identify. For instance, if I introduced 
myself to you as Daniel, my name 
would not convey to you any new 
information about me or my character. 
In contrast, names in biblical times 
communicated significant information 
about the individuals they identified. 
Consequently, by looking at God’s 
name in Scripture, we should be able to 
learn something about who God is and 
what His character is like. What we learn 
is that God is much more than the God 
of our fathers, even more than the God 
of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob. His name is a promise, 
and that promise was given to Moses 
when God called him into ministry—a 
promise that is extended to all those in 
ministry even today.

An encounter
Exodus 3 is part of a larger chiastic 

structure that is framed by oppression 
at its beginning, in Exodus 1, and its 
conclusion, in Exodus 6.1 We first learn 
of this oppression in Exodus 1:8, when 
a pharaoh came to power “who did not 
know Joseph,” and by Exodus 6 that 
oppression had intensified greatly.2 
There is much to explore in Exodus 1–6, 
but the exegesis here will focus specifi-
cally Exodus 3:14–17, the center of the 
chiasm—the height of Israel’s hopeless-
ness and Moses’ encounter with God.3 

The backdrop to Exodus 3:14 is a 
dialogue between the Lord and Moses. 

In Exodus 3:10, the Lord commands 
Moses to go to Pharaoh and bring His 
people “ ‘out of Egypt’ ”; that is, out of 
slavery. Moses responds with a ques-
tion in Exodus 3:11, “ ‘Who am I, that 
I should go to Pharaoh and bring the 
Israelites out of Egypt?’ ” The Lord, in an 
attempt to allay Moses’ concern, reas-
sures Moses that He—the all-powerful 
One, the Creator of all things seen and 
unseen—would go with Moses (v. 12). 

The careful reader will notice that 
the Lord may already be revealing 
His identity to Moses via a play on 
words, namely, His use of the personal 
pronoun “I.”4 Moses asks, “Who am 
I?” and the Lord responds, “ ‘I will be 
with you’ ” (v. 12; emphasis added). 
Moses, a mere shepherd, doubted his 
own ability to confront the power of 
Egypt.5 So, the Lord reassures Moses 
that Moses’ strength would not go 
before Egypt; rather, it was His strength, 
the Lord’s strength, that would go before 
Egypt. The Lord would not leave Moses 
alone. Thus, in this exchange we get 
a glimpse into God’s nature, one that 
is all-powerful and loving, a God who 
wants to be with His creation. 

Questions and answers
Still unsure about his ability to 

complete the mission, Moses poses 
the second of five objections6 to the 
Lord, “ ‘What is [Your] name?’ ” (v. 
13). Interestingly, after Moses voices 
his uncertainty about his own ability, 
to which the Lord responds that His 
presence would go with him, Moses 
then extends his uncertainty to the 

Lord’s ability. Moses compares God to 
his fears, and Moses’ fears prevail. 

God’s request is indeed daunt-
ing: He asks Moses to confront both 
Pharaoh and the Israelites. At the time, 
Pharaoh was the leader of the strongest 
nation and army in the world. What can 
one 80-year-old shepherd do? And the 
Israelites themselves were no less a 
fearful obstacle. Moses must approach 
this skeptical nation and convince 
them that God has indeed sent him—an 
80-year-old shepherd—to Pharaoh. 
Moses was inquiring about something 
more than simply the name of God, he 
was asking about God’s very nature.7 
“Who are You that You can help me 
overcome Pharaoh?”

On the heels of that question, we 
come to the passage that is at the 
heart of this exegesis in Exodus 3:14. 
God’s response to Moses’ question is 
“ ‘I AM WHO I AM,’ ” which can also be 
translated in the future tense, “I WILL BE 
WHATEVER I WILL BE.”8 After God reveals 
His name in response to Moses’ second 
objection, He proceeds, for the balance 
of the chapter, to describe His plans in 
detail, addressing Moses’ fears about 
Pharaoh and the Israelites.

A message of hope
Several critical themes emerge from 

what God is communicating about His 
nature in what He revealed to Moses. 
To begin with, in the four verses this 
article considers, the verb “say” is used 
by God eight times; three in connection 
with Moses and five in connection to 
Himself. This pattern begins in Exodus 
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3:14 when “God said . . . , ‘This is what 
you are to say’ ” and later in that same 
verse, “thus you shall say.” Next, in 
Exodus 3:15, “God also said . . . , ‘Say 
to the Israelites,’ ” followed in Exodus 
3:16, when God commands Moses yet 
again to “assemble the elders of Israel 
and say to them . . . saying” (author’s 
translation). Finally, in Exodus 3:17, God 
concluded with the words, “So I said, I 
will bring you up out of the affliction” 
(author’s translation). 

Eight times in four verses, the 
Lord is both speaking and directing 
Moses to speak on His behalf, first 
to the Israelite body as a whole, and 
then separately to Israel’s elders. Tell 
the people and then tell their leaders; 
it seems that God wants to ensure 
His message of hope is conveyed. Say 
this, say that, and say this too—as if 
there is so much that the Lord wants 
to communicate with His people, who 
have been in bondage for hundreds of 
years. The Lord has a message of hope 
and wants His children to know that 
He has always been with them, and is 
with them presently—a message that 
is inherent to His name.

The second major theme concerns 
what God Himself has been doing. If 
we look back to the beginning of the 
narrative, we find the Lord, in Exodus 
3:7, 8, stating what He has been doing: 
“ ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my 
people’ ”; “ ‘I have heard’ ”; “ ‘I am 
concerned’ ”; and concluding with 
His rescue, “ ‘I have come down to 
rescue.’ ” 

Transitioning to Exodus 3:16, 
17, we see a parallel structure of the 
Lord’s attentiveness and compas-
sion: “ ‘I have watched over you’ ”; “’ I 
have seen’ ”; and concluding with His 
reminder of rescue, “ ‘I have promised 
to bring you up out of your misery.’ ” 
God is telling Moses that He is not an 
absent God; He is not One who is busy 
attending other matters. Rather, the 
Lord has His finger on the pulse of all 
that is afflicting His children, and He is 
about to move into action. This brings 
us to the third and final theme that this 
exegesis will consider: God’s promise 
to those He has called that He will be 

with us forever, all of which is revealed 
in His name. 

the god of the fathers
In the Bible, names of people, 

places, and things carry with them 
great significance.9 For example, after 
Moses led the Israelites across the Red 
Sea and into the wilderness of Shur, 
they came to a place called Marah, 
where they could not drink the water 
because it was bitter. Scripture records 
that it was “therefore . . . named Marah” 
because the waters were bitter (Exod. 
15:23, author’s translation). In another 
place, the Lord changed Abram’s name 
to Abraham, which means “father of 
many nations,” because He had “made 
[him] a father of a multitude of nations” 
(Gen. 17:6, author’s translation). The 
new name expressed the promise that 
the Lord would manifest Himself in a big 
way in Abraham’s future. Hence, we see 
that names in the Bible could contain a 
sense of past, present, and/or future.10 

Perhaps what the Lord was telling 
Moses, when He referred to Himself 
in Exodus 3:15 as “ ‘the God of your 
fathers—the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac and the God of Jacob’ ” was “I 
am the God whose history you know.” 
In other words, God could have been 
trying to encourage Moses by implying 
that I am that same mighty God who 
promised Abraham that his seed would 
be as numerous as the stars in heaven 
and as the sand of the seashore (Gen. 
22:17); I am that same God who brought 
that promise to life when Isaac’s wife 
carried two nations of people in her 
womb (Gen. 25:23); I am that same God 
with whom Jacob struggled until the 
breaking of the dawn, and I changed his 
name to Israel for he had struggled with 
God and with man and prevailed (Gen. 
32:28). All of this history would have 
come to mind when God declared to 
Moses that He was the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. 

Moses, when hearing God described 
as mentioned above, would have heard 
the voice of a loving Father, the gentle 
appeal of his great Lover, the mighty 
roar of his all-powerful Creator. Gerald 
Janzen notes that “history is the clue 

to the character of God, the history is 
the clue to the meaning of the name.”11 
While God’s history provided a clue into 
His character, His present and future 
existence was revealed to Moses. Said 
differently, God was known by Moses and 
the Israelites as the One who appeared 
to their forefathers, but somehow it had 
escaped them that He was the One who 
presently was with them.

God had promised to always be with 
His children. But now He was revealing 
to Moses that this promise—to never 
leave them—had not been forgotten. 
The declaration of His name—I AM—
was to take on new significance. The 
Israelites would now experience God 
as much more than the God of their 
fathers; they would experience Him as 
their God today! They would experience 
Him as the promise fulfilled. 

god’s name as promise
Finally, we come to God’s name. 

Exodus 3:14 opens with “God said to 
Moses, ‘I am who I am.’ ” The Lord elabo-
rates on His name in the following verse, 
when He says, “ ‘Say to the Israelites, 
“The Lord [Yahweh], the God of your 
fathers—the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” ’ ” The 
covenant names YHWH and I AM are 
derived from the same verb root “to 
be.”12 The form of this verb could signify 
any tense—past, present, and future.13 
God is telling Moses that His name, and 
subsequently His character, is a state of 
being. God is proclaiming that He is all-
powerful, He exists solely on the merit of 
His own strength, He needs no other, He 
is the essence of life. God always IS, God 
always WILL BE, and God always HAS 
BEEN. God’s character is in His name. 

Moreover, the fascinating part 
about God’s declaration is that He is 
proclaiming to Moses that He was, 
is, and will ever be, not as an empty 
statement. God is proclaiming His 
state of being in the context of Exodus 
3:7, 8, 17.14 He is stating that I have 
seen, I have heard, I am concerned, I 
have watched, and I have promised to 
come and rescue. In this context of His 
proximity to His children, He declares 
His very being. God states that He has 
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always been with His children, that He 
always is with His children, and that He 
will always be with His children. God’s 
very nature is revealed, and His nature 
is to be with His children. God proclaims 
His eternal and ever-pursuing love for 
His children. 

Conclusion
God loves His creation. From the 

moment that He created the first couple 
until today, there has never been a 
moment that He has not been with us. 
In Exodus 3:14–17, we learn much more 
than the vocal sounds or the spelling of 
the name of a deity. We see the heart of 
the One who is intimately familiar with 
who we are and eager to lead us out of 
the bondage in which we find ourselves. 

In Exodus 3:14–17, God revealed 
much more than just His name; He 
revealed the essence of who He is: 
He is the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob—the God 

who promised and has always been 
with us. He is the great I AM; the One 
who is with us today and will be with us 
forevermore. We can take comfort that 
when God calls us to action, He does 
not send us by ourselves. Rather, He 
Himself will go with us and give us the 
ability to carry out our ministry. We can 
rest in the knowledge that our success 
does not depend on who we are, nor 
will it be hindered by our past or the 
obstacles in our future. Instead, we can 
be assured that our success is directly 
linked to our connection with the all-
powerful, all-consuming, self-existing 
One—the great I AM. 

 1 David A. Dorsey, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament: A 
Commentary on Genesis–Malachi (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
1999), 64.

 2 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture references are from the NIV. 
 3 Ibid. Dorsey outlines the chiastic structure on the same page as 

follows:  
a oppression by pharaoh (1:1–22) 
 b Moses comes to pharaoh’s house (2:1–10)

    c Moses departs from Egypt (2:11–25) 

   d Turning point: call of Moses (3:1–4:17)
    c’ Moses returns to Egypt (4:18–31)
   b’ Moses comes to pharaoh’s house (5:1–4)
  a’ worse oppression by pharaoh (5:5–6:13)
 4 Peter Enns, Exodus, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 100.
 5 John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1992), 245.
 6 Andrews Study Bible: New King James Version (Berrien Springs, MI: 

Andrews University Press, 2010), 77. The Bible organizes Moses’ 
five objectives as (1) Who am I? (2) Who are you? (3) What if they 
don’t believe me? (4) I am not eloquent. (5) Send someone else. 

 7 Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative, 246.
 8 Andrews Study Bible, 77.
 9 Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative, 246. For another 

illustration of this principle, see1 Sam. 25:25.
 10 J. Gerald Janzen, “What’s in a Name: Yahweh in Exodus 3 and the 

Wider Biblical Context,” Interpretation 33 (1979): 228. Janzen’s 
article directly suggests that names carry the past and the future; 
I am suggesting that they also included the present. By looking 
at my example Marah, its name in the present is Marah due to 
the fact that it has bitter waters; therefore, the element of present 
appears.

 11 Ibid., 232.
 12 Enns, Exodus, 102.
 13 George H. van Kooten, ed., The Revelation of the Name YHWH 

to Moses: Perspectives From Judaism, The Pagan Graeco-Roman 
World, and Early Christianity (Boston: Brill Academic Pub., 2006), 
7.

 14 Ibid., 8.

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.

D a n i e l  X i s t o

http://100daysofprayer.org/
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Message, Mission, and Unity of the Church  
by Ángel manuel Rodríguez, ed., hagerstown, md: Review and herald Publishing 

Association, 2013. 

This book comprises the second 
volume of a three-volume series, 
Studies in Adventist Ecclesiology, 

produced by the Biblical Research 
Institute (BRI) of the General Conference 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
This ecclesiological study is the result 
of the work of many well-recognized 
and highly respected Adventist scholars 
in various countries. This present vol-
ume concentrates on the nature of the 
church, its message, mission, authority, 
and unity, while the prior volume in the 
series, entitled Toward a Theology of the 
Remnant: An Adventist Ecclesiological 
Perspective, deals with the very identity 
of the Adventist Church as the remnant, 
which occasionally needs to be exam-
ined and reaffirmed. 

The f irst  three chapters are 
devoted to studies on the nature of the 
church: “The People of God in the Old 
Testament,” “The Universality of the 
Church in the New Testament,” and 
“Biblical Metaphors for the Church: 
Building Blocks for Ecclesiology.” 

Chapters 4 through 7 excavate the 
mission concept in the Old Testament 
and the New Testament, the book of 
Daniel, and the book of Revelation. 
Chapters 8 through 10, as historical 
studies, try to provide historical back-
ground for the better understanding 
of the mission, message, and unity 
of the church in general as well as 
in particular. In this section, chap-
ters 8 and 9 trace the understanding 
of the mission and the nature of the 
church in the post-apostolic church 
and the sixteenth-century Protestant 
Reformation. 

Chapter 10 explores the history of 
Adventist ecclesiology. Chapters 11 

through 15 and 17 concentrate on the 
message, mission, authority, and unity 
of the church from the perspective of 
the Adventist Church: the elements 
that contribute to the global unity 
of the church, the message and the 
mission of the church, the nature and 
the role of the Fundamental Beliefs 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
the close relationship between the 
church and the Holy Spirit, the role of 
the church in the interpretation of the 
Bible, and the mission of the Adventist 
Church among world religions. After 
providing the ecclesiological role of 
Ellen G. White in the Adventist Church 
(chapter 16), chapters 18 through 21 
include discussion on the relationship 
between Israel and the church, a study 
of world religions and salvation, and 
a personal reflection on Adventist 
mission today. The appendix, titled 
“Roadmap for Mission,” is the docu-
ment voted during the 2009 General 
Conference Annual Council  and 
published in the General Conference 
Working Policy 2011–2012.

There is no doubt that this work will 
contribute to a new appreciation of the 
Adventist Church acting as the remnant 
in the contemporary world. This book 
will clearly show how Adventist eccle-
siology intersects conclusively with 
modern concerns. This volume will also 
advance the reader’s understanding on 
the nature, message, mission, author-
ity, and unity of the church, particularly 
the Adventist Church. 

However, there are three points 
of inconvenience of the book. First, 
considering that this volume provides 
wider biblical, historical, theological, 
and missiological background of the 

church than the prior volume does, it 
would have been better if this volume 
had been published prior to the first 
volume that specifically deals with a 
serious theological reflection and a 
clearer expression of the identity of the 
Adventist Church as a community of 
spiritual remnant. Second, this volume 
contains the nature, message, mission, 
and unity of the Christian church in gen-
eral at the same time as the Adventist 
Church in particular. Consequently, this 
volume is inclusive in nature, so the 
readers can become a little confused 
in understanding the nature, message, 
mission, and unity of the Adventist 
Church in particular. Third, this volume 
covers such a multitude of critical 
issues that it is hard to deal with them 
thoroughly, and it includes multiple 
questions that cannot be answered 
completely.

I strongly recommend this volume 
for not only theological scholars and 
present Adventist pastors, but also 
theology students and seminarians, as 
well as lay leaders of the church who 
want a better understanding of the 
nature of the church, its message, mis-
sion, authority, and unity. The studies in 
the volume will “contribute to build up 
the faith and commitment” (xii) of the 
readers. The volume would enhance the 
readers’ understanding of the church 
and the ground used for establishing its 
mission. The readers will experience the 
renewal of their passion for the mission 
of the church.  

—Reviewed by Sang-Hoon Jee, PhD, assistant pro-

fessor, faculty of Religious Studies at Asia-Pacific 

International University, Muak Lek, Saraburi, 

Thailand.

R E S O U R C E S
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 Adventist leaders 
mark growth of deaf 
ministries

Silver Spring, Maryland, United 
States—The Seventh-day Adventist 

Church’s ministry to deaf people is 
gaining traction worldwide with 
increased coordination to better reach 
and minister to members of this often-
neglected subculture. The year 2014 
marked the first time that each of the 
denomination’s 13 world divisions 
had a designated coordinator for deaf 
ministries in their territory.

“We’re seeing exciting things hap-
pening, and we hope to keep offering 
resources for both the deaf and the hearing 
to understand the challenges of ministry 
for this unique group,” said Larry Evans, 
an associate Stewardship Ministries direc-
tor, who has long promoted mission 
to deaf people and currently helps the 
denomination coordinate this outreach 
effort. “Only about 2 percent of deaf 
people are Christian,” he added. “We need 
to be talking more about reaching this 
unreached people group.”

The development of resources to 
deaf people includes a new Web site 
with sections for both people who are 
deaf and people who hear. 

Deaf people are often isolated from 
the typical sources of spiritual teaching 
and encouragement. When they are 
members of a hearing church, they 
are often not included in most church 
activities, including church leadership. 
Some practices at deaf congregations 
are noticeably different—heads are 
not bowed during prayer, hymns 
aren’t sung but signed, and applause 
is replaced by a waving of hands. 

Evans and others, including North 
American Division vice president 
Debra Brill, have continually pushed 
the denomination to understand how 

to better minister to deaf people. 
Summertime camp meetings for deaf 
people have been held in the United 
States for more than three decades. 
Earlier in 2014, a school for deaf students 
was opened in Kenya that serves 18 stu-
dents. Also, in April 2014, 75 people from 
several countries throughout Europe 
held a conference for the deaf people in 
Germany. And in Brazil, more than 1,200 
people attended a deaf camp meeting 
in November.

In areas lacking a coordinated 
approach to deaf ministry, church mem-
bers can think of ways to include deaf 
people in church services and leadership, 
said Esther Doss of the Three Angels 
Deaf Ministries. “Make friends with deaf 
people and interact with them,” Doss 
said. “We don’t have to worry about 
making a mistake—they’re used to it.” 
She added that churches can train or hire 
a sign-language interpreter to help the 
deaf people feel more welcomed. “Use 
your imagination a little bit, think how to 
make the environment more accessible.” 

Many proponents of the ministry say 
more resources are needed, including 
a ministry training center to train deaf 
pastors and Bible workers. In 1996, Jeff 
Jordan became the first deaf Adventist 
to earn a master of divinity degree from 
the Adventist Theological Seminary at 
Andrews University. He now pastors the 
Southern Deaf Fellowship, an online 
church based in Tennessee. Jordan said 
church employees working in full-time 
deaf ministry are few. “We need more 
workers to help finish the great commis-
sion given to us by Jesus,” he said.

In the meantime, at least one more 
worker is becoming ready for service. 
Brazil’s first deaf Adventist pastor, 
Douglas Silva, will graduate from semi-
nary shortly.

For more information about 
Adventist  Deaf  Ministr ies,  v is it  
adventistdeaf.org. [Ansel Oliver/ANN]

 Adventists 
celebrate religious 
freedom in papua 
new guinea

Po r t  M o r e s b y,  Pa p u a  N e w 
Guinea—Thousands of people 

from various Christian denominations 
marched in the capital of Papua New 
Guinea on Friday, December 5, 2014, in 
an Adventist-organized celebration of 
the religious freedom that they enjoy 
on the South Pacific island nation.

The march capped a major sympo-
sium on religious freedom hosted by 
the Adventist-affiliated International 
Religious Liberty Association (IRLA) on 
the campus of Pacific Adventist University 
and attended by government officials and 
the leaders of a number of religious faiths.

Leigh Rice ,  president of the 
Adventist  Church in Papua New 
Guinea, said Adventists participating 
in the march were saying “thank you” 
for a freedom that they do not take 
for granted. “We know many of our 
members around the world live under 
enormous pressure,” Rice told a rally 
following the march in Port Moresby. 
“How wonderful that this nation grants 
freedom to us, and not just to us, but 
to a broad range of religious practices.”

A senior Roman Catholic clergy-
man, Victor Roche, compared Papua 

D A T E L I N E

Thousands of people marching in celebration of 
religious freedom in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, 
on Friday, December 5. [photo: James D. Standish]

http://www.adventistdeaf.org/
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New Guinea (PNG) with other coun-
tries beset with religious violence and 
illustrated his point by mentioning 
the 28 Christians, including at least 8 
Adventists, who were killed by Islamic 
extremists in Kenya. “We must be 
thankful,” Roche told the crowd. “In 
PNG, if we want to worship on Sunday, 
we can. If we want to worship on 
Saturday, we can. If we are Muslim and 
want to worship on Friday, we can.”

He implored the crowd to pray that 
the freedom continued unabated.

The International Religious Liberty 
Association (IRLA) intends to play 
a role in securing that freedom by 
opening a local chapter. The govern-
ment of Papua New Guinea is giving 
the new chapter a grant of 10,000 
kina (US$3,900) to help it get started. 
“We need to expand the religious 
liberty movement in PNG,” Delilah 

Gore, Papua New Guinea’s minister for 
religion, youth, and community devel-
opment, said in announcing the grant 
during the religious symposium on 
Thursday. “Even though PNG is a pre-
dominantly Christian nation, we have 
non-Christian religions coming here. 
A new chapter of the IRLA will help us 
peacefully and sustainably manage 
our growing religious diversity.”

The chapter will be coordinated by 
Sir Gibbs Selika, deputy chief justice 
of the country’s Supreme Court and 
a Seventh-day Adventist. He said he 
looked forward to learning from other 
IRLA chapters around the world. “We 
can learn from each other, and together 
we will be strong,” Sir Selika said.

John Graz, secretary general of 
IRLA and religious liberty director at the 
world headquarters of the Adventist 
Church, said that the promotion of 

religious freedom through strong 
national chapters was vital in respond-
ing to a growth of violent religious 
extremism and other restrictions on 
faith. “We hope that this first chapter 
in the South Pacific will be the first of 
many in the region,” Graz said.

Bienvenido V. Tejano, Philippine 
ambassador to Papua New Guinea, spoke 
passionately to the rally on Friday about 
the advancement of religious freedom in 
his own country after Graz instigated a 
Philippine chapter of the IRLA. Students 
were barred from taking national exams 
on any day other than Saturday at the 
time, and the IRLA chapter aimed to 
change that. “Today students have the 
opportunity to take exams on a day that 
does not violate their conscience,” Tejano 
said. “This is the practical difference 
religious freedom makes.” [James D. 
Standish/Adventist Review staff] 

The Gospel of John (chapters 13–
17) records the last meeting of Jesus 
and His disciples before His death. 
This would have been the perfect time 
for Jesus to give them an unforgettable 
blueprint for accomplishing God’s 
mission in this world.

 He might have clarified some 
theological questions that have fueled 
controversy for centuries. He could 
have shared some ideas on fund-
raising and strategies for reaching 
every village, town, and city. The 
disciples could have learned about 
setting priorities. And certainly some 
ideas about sharing the good news 
among diverse cultures and languages 

would have been most timely.
 But Jesus did not address these 

matters, at least not directly. He 
used His last few moments to focus 
on relationships rather than tasks. 
He washed the disciples’ feet, spoke 
about His betrayal, reaffirmed that 
He had chosen them, gave a new 
commandment, described the work 
of the Holy Spirit, and used the vine 
and branches metaphor as a symbol 
of the relation between Him and His 
disciples.

 Could it be that Jesus was telling 
His followers (then and now) that 
the first task in mission is to create 
a people, a community, that reflects 

God’s own character and exists to 
bring Him praise and honor? This 
encompasses the real meaning of 
revival—giving God His rightful 
place in our lives. For the truth is that 
when we take care of our private lives 
with God, our public life will take 
care of itself. 

—loWell c. cooper serves As A generAl 

vice-president for the World chUrch of 

seventh-dAy Adventists, silver spring, 

mArylAnd, United stAtes.

Existing to bring Him praise
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Human performance integrity

There are several standards by 
which human performance 
can be measured—physical, 

mental, social, and emotional. Many 
of these standards have been carefully 
researched and validated. Yet, there 
is no single standard that melds each 
of these sometimes disparate areas 
together.

One of the great experiments of 
the Bible attempted to meld these 
standards. Often we view and use the 
Bible as empirical evidence for how we 
and others should live. When done in 
the right spirit, this can be appropriate. 
Yet there are some significant myster-
ies that need exploring. One of these is 
found in a story familiar to many: the 
story of Daniel and his three friends 
in Babylon:

“But Daniel was determined not to 
defile himself by eating the food and 
wine given to them by the king. He 
asked the chief of staff for permission 
not to eat these unacceptable foods. 
Now God had given the chief of staff 
both respect and affection for Daniel. 
But he responded, ‘I am afraid of my 
lord the king, who has ordered that you 
eat this food and wine. If you become 
pale and thin compared to the other 
youths your age, I am afraid the king 
will have me beheaded.’

“Daniel spoke with the attendant 
who had been appointed by the chief 
of staff to look after Daniel, Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah. ‘Please test us 
for ten days on a diet of vegetables and 
water,’ Daniel said. ‘At the end of the 
ten days, see how we look compared 
to the other young men who are eat-
ing the king’s food. Then make your 
decision in light of what you see.’ The 
attendant agreed to Daniel’s sugges-
tion and tested them for ten days. 

“At the end of the ten days, Daniel 
and his three friends looked healthier 
and better nourished than the young 
men who had been eating the food 
assigned by the king. So after that, the 
attendant fed them only vegetables 
instead of the food and wine provided 
for the others. 

“God gave these four young men 
an unusual aptitude for understanding 
every aspect of literature and wisdom. 
And God gave Daniel the special ability 
to interpret the meanings of visions 
and dreams” (Dan. 1:8–17, NLT).

In the Babylonian court were 
gathered the best and brightest 
from throughout the kingdom. The 
competition was very talented. Have 
you ever wondered how these young 
men could be found sharper and 
smarter than all the rest in only ten 
days? I like to call this amazing dif-
ference observed in Daniel, Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah human perfor-
mance integrity (HPI).

One of the great challenges of sci-
entific research is how to account for 
and control the confounders—outside 
factors that may affect the outcome. 
Was it simply the diet and water that 
brought about these remarkable find-
ings, or might it be something entirely 
different, or a combination of factors?

Good health habits tend to clus-
ter; that is, people who make careful 
dietary choices tend to exercise more 
regularly, use fewer harmful sub-
stances, sleep more regularly, and, in 
general, exhibit greater self-discipline. 
Most likely, these four young captives 
did not suddenly adopt new habits 
when in captivity. They probably had 
already been living healthfully to pre-
serve every aspect of their being to 
honor and glorify God.

Too often we fail to recognize the 
subtle impact our lifestyle choices 
have on the most sensitive parts of our 
day-to-day performance and, easier to 
accept, that eventually, in old age, we 
might develop a debilitating disease. 
Yet science recognizes that insufficient 
sleep, dehydration, noisy environ-
ments, alcohol, and unhealthy diets, 
to name just a few, impact the highest 
levels of human performance—our 
cognitive performance. In lifestyle, 
the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts.

When the final test for these young 
men came and they were evaluated by 
the king himself, they were found to 
have incredible wisdom and judgment 
and were ten times more capable than 
their peers (Dan. 1:19, 20).

Human performance integrity is 
what gave Daniel and his three friends 
this incredible evaluation. They chose 
to live each day in such a way as to 
maintain their optimal, God-given 
performance—physically, mentally, 
emotionally, socially, and spiritually.

Here are simple ways you, too, can 
optimize your HPI: 

• Place your trust implicitly in God.
• Choose a healthy diet.
• Get 30 to 60 minutes of physical 

activity every day.
• Drink sufficient water.
• Sleep at least eight hours per night.
• Live a temperate life, avoiding 

toxic substances and using the 
good things in moderation.

• G e t  a d e q u a t e  e x p o s u r e  t o 
sunshine.

• Breathe pure air.
• Serve those in need.

How is your HPI today? 

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.

The pasTor and healTh  Fred Hardinge

Fred Hardinge, DrPH, RD, is associate director of the General Conference Health 
Ministries Department, Silver Spring, Maryland, United States.
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