











Spiritual Needs

First, the local church should help
to meet our spiritual needs. This
should be foremost on the list. Our
church experiences should draw us
closer to the Lord. This will not be
Himited to worship or preaching
times only, but will extend to fellow-
ship, recreational activities and any-
thing else done in the name of the
church.

Certainly our church services
should provide a spiritual lift for the
members. People ought to enjoy go-
ing to church. The program, the
preaching, the participation ought to
be enjoyed and not endured. When
souls are saved, when hearts are
touched, when the services are
warm, our spiritual needs are met.

Social Needs

Another great characteristic of the
church is its social aspect. The
church provides a place whereby
one may make new, Christian ac-
quaintances. It is not enough to tell
a new convert that he must give up
old friends. There needs to be a posi-
tive replacement, and, of course, that
is where the church fits in.

Smalt group fellowships may be
hosted by individual Sunday School
classes. The entire church body may
choose to gather at other times. We
must learn to open up our own
homes for fellowship time with all
Christians, but especially the new
converts and new members. We live
in nicer homes than ever before. We
must use them for the glory of God.

The Lord didn’t give us $100,000
homes and not expect us to use
them for His glory. Open homes
mean open hearts, and as church
members we have a wonderful op-
portunity to reach out by opening up
our homes, We all crave and seek
social interaction. The right kind of
church helps to meet that critical
social need.

Service Needs

Finally, the church provides for
our service needs. Generally speak-
ing, people of all sorts want to be
used in some type of service.

Christians, of course, are com-
manded to render service to the

Lord. What is my outlet for this ser-
vice? The local church. God has cho-
sen the local church as the vehicle
to be used for service and this is such
a great blessing.

I read in the papers and watch on
the news as so many of these “nuts”
nowadays are out to save this and
that. There is the whooping crane,
the snail darter and the rain forests.
Last year | saw in a news magazine
a man chained to a tree holding a
big sign that read, “Save A Tree.”

Please don’t take me wrong, I'm
not for the indiscrirminate destruction
of our environment. But | sure am
glad there are opportunities for us to
serve the King of Kings and the Lord
of Lords and be involved in some-
thing that has eternal value. [ can't
imagine the Lord praising us in judg-
ment because we saved a tree, how-
ever, | believe He will say well done
for every man, worman, boy and girl
that we have helped to get saved.

Something that Matters

In the first couple of years | was
in Goldsboro, we had a particularly
rambunctious boy who rode one of
our buses to church. (He was a vir-
tual demon on wheels.)

make me the bus director.” 1 was
elated.

That's what | want to spend my
life doing. Something that really mat-
ters. Something that will matter for
all eternity. I'm so glad that the local
church affords that opportunity. Ev-
ery Sunday School teacher, every
children’s church worker, every bus
worker had a part in helping that
young man. What a joy! That's what
I want to spend my life saving, boys
and girls and men and women.

Yes, thank the Lord-for the church.
[t meets our three most critical
needs. [t satisfies our spiritual, social
and service cravings. Thank God for
the church!m
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whole year. We prayed
diligently for him during
the year and at the end of
the year he came back.

In a little while he was
saved. Even as a teen
there were definite marks

of a “new creature.” His

bhehavior improved. Then
he moved, We lost track

of him. A few months ago

my secretary called io my
office and told me that

this young man was on
the phone, [ picked up the

phone and what joy on

the other end of the line.
“Preacher,” he said, “I
got married and I'm go-
ing to church regular and
guess what?”
“What?" [ inquired.
“Last Wednesday night
in business meeting the

church here voted to
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Principles on Pain

You Can’t Force Go ¢’s Hand
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By Thomas R. McCullough

talked to her today on the
phone. Her husband is days
away from surgery that will
amputate his leg, He is willing
to face that possibility so he
can walk again. She is distraught
because when this hurdle is over
they still face the unknown future
of his lung cancer.

Though God’s Word does offer
eternal hope for such a hurting
couple, is there real help to an-
swer their questions about today?
Are there explanations beyond the
pious pastoral platitudes? Can all
their “whys?” be satisfied in this
waorld?

I believe there are answers. Not
all of them are satisfactory to our
finite minds, but God is not silent
when it pertains to the eternal
problern of pain.

Are pain and suffering new 20th
century phenomena? Not on your
life. They are as old as Job him-
self. In fact, the problem of pain
and suffering is the very issue
grappled with in that oldest book
of the Bible. We have been given
the extraordinary privilege of
drawing back the heavenly cur-
tain that separated Job from his
God and his nemesis Satan. Even
a rapid study of only the first few
chapters of this classic will reveal
several principles on pain by
which to live.

No Shield

In the first verse we notice that
Job’s moral goodness was not an
impenetrable shield against pain
and suffering. The Bible could not
have given us a clearer descrip-
tion of a man who worshipped
and served God with all his heart.
Job was, “perfect and upright, and
one that feared God, and shunned
evil.” Yet we find him later suffer-
ing the worst kind of personal
pain, having lost his family, his
fortune and his health.

The New Testament also gives




several examples of this same truth.
In Matthew 14, Jesus’ disciples find
themselves on the Sea of Galilee in
a terrible storm after having specifi-
cally obeyed the Lord to set out from
shore without Him. Their sifuation
was terrifying and potentially life-
threatening, not because of their dis-
obedience but because of their obe-
dience.

In Luke 13, Jesus referred {0 two
historical events in which several
people lost their lives due to natural
catastrophe. He then asked His dis-
ciples if these people suffered be-
cause they were greater sinners than
those who did not suffer. He did not
wait for their response. “No,” He ex-
claimed!

But this truth is best revealed by
the response Jesus gave to His dis-
ciples when they met a young man
who had been blind from birth.
“Who did sin,” they asked, “this man
or his parents?” They assumed there
was a direct correlation between
one’s moral condition and one’s per-
sonal pain.

Jesus set them straight. “Neither
has this man sinned, nor his par-
enis.” In other words, bad things do
happen to good people.

Misunderstanding Pain

| sat in the living room of René, a
man in his mid-40’s, with whom 1
had worked closely to build Christ’s
Church in St. Nazaire, France. It was
obvious that outside of a miraculous
intervention by God he had only a
few months to live. He had lost alung
and several ribs to cancer a year pre-
vious, and now it had spread to his
other lung, his liver and his brain.

1 did my best to encourage him {o
be faithful during his remaining days.
He, however, was an encourage-
ment to me, as | witnessed him not
just coping with his dilemma but ris-
ing victoriously above it most of the
time.

Another friend of his sat in the
same room and made me want to
screarn and cry at the same time for
what he was doing to René.

“God has told me,” he began,
“that our prayers for your healing are
not being answered because of
some unknown or unconfessed sin
in yourlife. If you confess it, | am sure
God will heal you.”

He took the basic truth that uncon-
fessed sin hinders our prayers and
twisted it just enough to say that
René was personally responsible for
the pain he was enduring.

Manipulating God

How could he be so blind and
unfeeling? Because his theology was
incomplete. Yes, you can be good
and be living as closely as you know
how to the heart of God and still suf-
fer. It does happen.

This prosperity theology is born
from a common misunderstanding
that I can control my universe (i.e.,
manipulate God) if I pull all the right
strings and apply all the right prin-
ciples. If | hurt, they say, it is my faulit,
As long as everything is smooth, it is
because [ am living right. Well, I am
sorry. Job did everything right and life
still went bad for him.

It was Saturday May 15, 1993. The
local TV evening news told the story
about Steve from Bloomfield Hills,
Michigan. He had been mowing the
grass while wearing the earphones
from his Walkman. He did not hear
the falling tree. A 70-foot oak fell di-
rectly in his path only two feet in front
of his mower. “'m lucky to be alive,”
he told the reporter. “That makes
three trees in the last two years that
have fallen in my yard.” Then he
mused, “I credit being alive today
with having gone to church last Eas-
ter.”

I credit his being alive to a tremen-
dous portion of God's grace.

If Steve were right, then mission-
aries and pastors would never die
and maybe even never get sick. John
and Kay Metcalf would be building
churches in Brazil today. Evelyn
Hersey would be at her husband’s
side in Japan. Floyd Wolfenbarger
would be pastoring one of the larg-
est Free Will Baptist churches in our
denomination. And the list goes on.

The simple tnith is that God can-
not and will not be manipulated to
shine good fortune on us by ocur ad-
herence to an arbitrary set of good
deeds or religious rites. If He as-
sented to such, He would be no dif-
ferent than the idol of the animist, He
is niot, as some would lead us to be-
lieve, a heavenly bellhop. God is sov-
ereign and as such does not always
fit into our neat little boxes of cause

and effect.

This truth might not seem very
comforting to you now, but to the
parenis of a young child who dies
after only a few months of a painful
stay in this world, it at least resolves
the question, “Did my child suffer
because of something I've done?”
The one whose body is racked with
pain from inoperable cancer does
not have to also carry that unneces-
sary weight of guilt due to personal
responsibility.

Sure, greater questions still wait
to be answered. But at least I know
this: Man is not necessarily respon-
sible for his suffering. Even though
Job suffered excruciating pain, he
was not personally responsible for
his pain. Likewise, though God was
not the author of Job’s suffering, He
was still in control. m
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¢ hen popular rock singer
Karen Carpenter died,
the attention of thou-
sands of people across
the nation was sudden-
ly focused on a growing problem:
anorexia nervosa. This disorder is
causing an estirmated one percent of
U.S. women 12 to 25 years of age-
about 280,000-to literally starve
themnselves to death,

The significance of this problem,
which is reaching epidemic propor-
tions, is compounded by a related
disorder, bulimia. Characterized by
the habit of gorging oneself on food
and then inducing vomiting, bulimia
affects an estimated 20 percent of all
college women. By her third year of
college, for example, one attractive,
110-pound woman victim resem-
bled a 70-pound Nazi war prisoner.

Behind this physical starvation
and rejected nutrition is a simple
phobia: the fear of fat. Surprisingly,
however, those most vulnerable to
these disorders are the active, physi-
cally fit and athletically inclined. Re-
gardless of how thin they become,
they are obsessed with the perceived
need to lose still more weight.

This malady affects others in ad-
dition to its original victims. As many
as 10 percent of the mothers or sis-
ters of victims will generally develop
related eating disorders. Tragically,
an estimated 20 percent of these vic-
tims die either by starvation or con-
traction of other diseases as a resuit
of their weakened condition.

Something Worse

As tragic as the phenomena of
anorexia nervosa and bulimia are,
there is an even more tragic prob-
lem raging in Christian circles today.
It is less obvious and more subtle,
perhaps, but the end results are pro-
portionally far worse. There is ram-
pant a spiritual form of anorexia
nervosa, a self-induced starvation for
spiritual food, the Word of God.

Our present fast-paced lifestyles
leave little room or time for more
than an occasional nibble at spiritual
food. Modern forms of entertain-
ment, many of which require little or
no mental exercise, dull our sense
of duty and personal involvement or
responsibility. Our minds become
lazy, and we shirk anything that re-

quires spiritual effort.

Soon, spiritual feeding takes sec-
ond place to other “more important”
involvernents. Rather than eating
and gaining nutrients from God’s
wholesome provisions, we prefer to
fill ourselves on the more tasty “fast
foods" of this world.

Modern society encourages spiri-
tual starvation. Labels such as “fa-
natic” are enough to prevent many
from feeding on God’s spiritual food.
The pressures are especially great on
teenagers and young adults, but no
sex, age group or denomination is
immune from the pressures to skip
spiritual mealtimes.

The Old Testament prophets fore-
saw this spiritual anorexia nervosa
thousands of years ago. Amos wrote:
“Behold, the days corme, saith the
Lord God, that I will send a famine
in the land, not a famine of bread,
nor a thirst for water, but of hearing
the words of the Lord” (Amos 8:11).

Sadly, this is a condition most
people seemn content to have, Rather
than seeking out and rallying around
teachers who will feed the flock
spiritually profitable food, they “heap
to thernselves teachers, having itch-
ing ears” (I Tim. 4:3)}. They prefer
the valueless leeks, onions, garlic
and cucumbers of Egypt to the
manna of heaven (see Num. 11:5).

Victiins of Spiritual Anorexia Nervosa

Who are the victims of spiritual
anorexia nervosa?

The unsaved, unchurched are the
most obvious victims. They have
heard little or none of the gospel
message. Many who have heard it
have been led astray by cults and
apostate sects. Others either are not
interested or are ignorant of the
source of the divine solution to life’s
problems.

Most tragic, however, are the vic-
tims who are born-again believers.
They may be undedicated, untaught
or apathetic. Or they may be dedi-
cated church “workaholics” who
have become too busy in the work
of the Lord to take time to sup with
the Lord of the work,

This latter group of victims is the
most pathetic of all, for they are in-
advertently passing their condition
on to those whom they teach. Sadly,
many of these victims think they are

spiritually well fed. Someone once
said, however, that when they miss
one spiritual feeding, God knows it;
when they miss two meals, they
know it; and when they omit three
or more meals, those around them
know it.

Although Amos’ prophecy is sure-
ly a reminder of today, it does not
present a fatalistic outlook for the
individual. One who sincerely wants
to avoid being ruined by this spiri-
tual anorexia nervosa can find nour-
ishment, It is not, however, an easy,
sormething-for-nothing task.

“Ask, and it shall be given you;
seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it
shall be opened unto you,” Christ
offered (Matt. 7:7).

Preventing Spiritual Anorexia Nervosu

The first step of prevention is to
develop and maintain a time of de-
votion for prayer and the personal,
systematic reading and study of
God’s Word.

Personal Devotion

This will of necessity take time
and effort. Most of us, however, get
s0 wrapped up in our mundane af-
fairs that we unwittingly starve our-
selves spiritually. Humorist Will
Rogers noted this in his autobiogra-
phy: “I expect there is [sic] a lot of
lessons in the Bible that we could
learn and profit by . . . but we are
just so busy doing nothing we haven't
got time to study ‘em out.”

Charles Haddon Spurgeon warned,
“He who rushes frorn his bed to his
business, and waiteth not to worship,
is as foolish as though he had not put
on his clothes . . . and as unwise as
though he dashed into battle with-
out arms or armotr.”

Watchman Nee, Chinese Chris-
tian martyr, was so profoundly influ-
enced by this realization that he
made his motto “No Bible-no
breakfast!”

When Martin Luther was over-
whelmed by daily tasks, he declared,
“I have so much to do today I must
spend five hours in prayer.”

In order to get the most from our
Bible reading and prayer, we must
take themn in daily doses. Occasional
megadoses will not suffice. Their
exercise must become a regular,
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habitual part of daily life.

We are daily and hourly bomn-
barded by the influences of sin. To
ward them off we musi gain spiri-
tual strength. “Feed the spiritual
man,” Lester Roloff was fond of say-
ing, “and he’ll knock out the carnal
man.” Lives that are rooted in and
daily watered by God’'s Word will not
be uprooted by the world’s influence.

Church Aftendance

The second step is to regularly
gain strength and encouragement
through fellowship with a body of
like-minded believers in a local
church.

The primary functions of the local
church are to edily believers, build
up their faith, and perfect them for
Christ’s service (see Eph. 4:12). At
services, believers admonish and
encourage one another by the
preaching of the whole counsel of
God and by the singing of “psaims
and hymns and spiritual songs”(Eph.
5:19).

Bible teacher Paul R. Van Gorder
showed the potential effect of such
fellowship and edification when he
wrote: “Just as the accumulation of
many tiny snowflakes can create
great havoc, so also the united efforts
of ‘little” Christians can bring great
blessing.”

This is not to say that church ser-
vices will always be enjoyable,
Sometimes God uses them to “step
on our toes” and to point out our fail-
ures and weaknesses. It is our re-
sponsibility to recognize our need for
the spiritual food offered in the ser-
vices.

As Roy L. Smith said, “No food
tastes good to those who are not
hungry, and no sermon sounds good
to the man who has no sense of
need.”

But regular church attendance
does more. It provides an appropri-
ate setting for our reverent worship
of God.

There have been a wide variety of
excuses offered to counter the need
for formal worship. Even President
Theodore Roosevelt had to contend
with them.

“I know all the excuses for not
going to church,” he wrote, *I know
that one can worship the Creator and
dedicate oneself to good living in a
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grove of trees, or by a running brook,
or in one’s house, just as well as in a
church. But I also know that as a
matter of cold fact the average man
does not thus worship or dedicate
himself.”

Regular attendance at a Bible-
preaching church will provide much
strength to overcome our natural ten-
dency toward spiritual anorexia
nervosa,

Dhedience

The third step in avoiding this dis-
order is to be obedient to the lead-
ing of the Holy Spirit as evidenced
through God’s Word and the minis-
try of the local assembly.

Regardless of how many times we
read the Bible through, the Lord will
not reveal to us any more of His truth
until we are obedient to what He has
already shown us. The degree of our
obedience is the yardstick of our
spirituality. The greater our obedi-
ence, the less vulnerable we are to
spiritual anorexia nervosa,

That great man of prayer, George
Mueller, summed it up this way: “The
most intimate knowledge of God is
possible on one condition-that we
search His Holy Scriptures, prayer-
fully and habitually, and translate
what we there find into obedience.”

fheaning of Chedisnes

Obedience to God means grow-
ing daily in the grace and knowledge
of Christ. This is done in three steps.

First, “Casting down imaginations,
and every high thing that exalteth it-
self against the knowledge of God,
and bringing into captivity every
thought to the cbedience of Christ”
(Il Cor. 10:5).

Second, “Present your hodies a
living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto
God. . . . And be not conformed to
this world: but be ye transformed by
the renewing of your mind” {(Rom.,
12:1.2),

And third, “Study to shew thyself
approved unto God” {if Tim. 2:15).

Anorexia nervosa is a terrible con-
dition that does not spring up over-
night. it happens so slowly that even
its victims do not realize they are
starving.

Similarly, starvation in the Chris-
tian life is seldom a blowout; it is

usually a slow leak. It is a malnutri-
tion that is only gradually recognized,
seldom diagnosed and even less fre-
quently cured,.

Spiritual anorexia nervosa has no
“guick fix" cure. It takes alertness
and discernment on our part and
much love, grace and mercy on
God'’s part. it requires that our lives
be focused on Christ, the Author and
Finisher of our faith, dedicated to His
service, and disciplined to do His
perfect will.

The effort required is not meant
to make it impossible for us to main-
tain a well-balanced spiritual diet. If
is meant to perfect us for Christ’s
service.

Whenever Christ expects some-
thing of us, He provides the means
to accomplish that expectation. He
said that “all things are possible to
him that believeth” (Mark 9:23). And
as Christian counselor Jay Adams
has stated, “Wherever the Spirit is at
work, change is inevitable.”

If we commune with God through
daily prayer and Bible reading, value
highly the encouragement of fellow
believers within the local church,
and obey God’s commands and ex-
pectations, we won't have to worry
about becoming victims of anorexia
nervosa. Rather, we’ll become
“paramedics” with the Great Physi-
cian, helping heal those who are its
victims. m
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