Lesson 5

Service and Reckoning

Most of us have been warned at one time or another about “the barrenness of a busy life.” Well-intentioned as the admonition may be, busyness does not necessarily produce a barren life. Rather, barrenness of life produces busyness!
The majority of active members in our sound churches today are primarily doers; their chief concern is to work for the Lord. But, service being the emphasis of their life, they are for the most part motivated by self. We must all learn, sooner or later, that the result of every form of self-effort is nothing but a barren waste, a spiritual Death Valley. Our growth is bound to falter and dry up when service is predominant in the life, especially in the formative years. Conversely, when growth in Christ is given first place, service will never suffer. Furthermore, our life-work will be accomplished in His time and way—and that without physical, mental, or spiritual breakdown.

The tragedy of the church is that the service-centered believer has little or no concern for spiritual growth, other than enough development and training for what he and others consider to be fruitful service. Naturally altruistic, he is appalled at the thought of placing growth ahead of outreach. The activist rarely seems to become aware of the sin of self, of the necessity of the cross in his life’ or of God’s purpose for him to be conformed to the image of Christ.

There are many believers who feel that the chief problem in our congregations is the existence of an overwhelming number of pew parasites. But, on the other hand, the vast army of busy-bee workers in our midst constitutes a comparable problem. Both doing nothing, and doing over-much, are a hindrance to God’s purpose. His will for the Christian is expressed in the word being, which in turn will result in effective doing.
The reason for this reversal of God’s order is plain to see. The emphasis of the average sound ministry is on salvation and service. Get saved, and get busy! This makes the new birth everything, and service its by-product. With this approach, the individual has practically reached his goal at the very outset. He is saved, and joins the church, then settles down to await his eternal reward. He attends sporadically but must constantly be “attended to.” On the other hand are those who do all the work, consequently having little time or hunger to “grow in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18).

Our Father’s ultimate purpose in saving us is that we might be conformed to the image of His Son, not simply to keep us out of hell and get us into heaven. 

We have been born into Christ that He may be our life, not just our Savior. “For we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:28, 29).

When we realize that we have been born into the Lord Jesus so that His life “might be made manifest in our mortal flesh,” our heart-hunger is brought into harmony with that of the Spirit for us: “changed into the same image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Cor. 3:18). “Can two walk together, except they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3). Our burden for ourselves and others will be the same as the Holy Spirit placed upon Paul’s heart: “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you” (Gal. 4:19). The emphasis of our life will be growth in Christ; the result of that growth will be fruitful and abiding service for His glory.

In our early years most of us place service far ahead of growth. It is true that there are “results” of a sort during this period, but the main lesson we learn in all this eager activity is how not to do things. We are quietly being taught and trained by the Spirit through failure. After a time, our soul-winning becomes more difficult; there are not as many “decisions” as there once were. Worse still, most of these decisions turn out to be just that, and nothing more. Our natural reaction is to place the blame upon those with whom we deal, but the patient Holy Spirit finally enables us to face up to the fact that we are the hindrance. We are failures after all; we cannot serve acceptably.

It is usually this Spirit-planned failure in service by which we are brought to realize our need for growth and maturity. Then arises the heart-burden to become conformed to His image, and have Him do His work through us. The extended Romans Seven failure in this realm also is the Spirit’s means of bringing us to the responsibility of reckoning. Instead of struggle and work, resulting in failure, the pattern becomes reckon and rest, resulting in growth.

Certainly we seek to keep the lost from going to hell, by winning them to the Savior. However, our responsibility in service is not to force decisions, but to allow the Holy Spirit to beget healthy souls through the Word and the testimony of our lives. We are first to be witnesses, then soul-winners. When the Lord Jesus is reigning and manifest in us, others will hunger for Him: “Sir, we would see Jesus” (John 12:21). When the Holy Spirit has convicted them of their need for the Savior, they will freely exercise “repentance toward God and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21). Thus, they will not be badgered into a decision to get saved before they are convicted of being lost; neither will they be coming to Him to get, but to give. At his conversion, Paul, “trembling and astonished said, Lord, what wilt thou have me to do?” (Acts 9:6).

This pattern of service is outlined in the Word. In Acts 2:32, Peter said, “This Jesus hath God raised up, whereof we all are witnesses.” The Holy Spirit used witnesses to convict hearts concerning Christ. “Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do?” (v. 37). When hearts were convicted of sin through the loving boldness of believers and the witness of the Word, and they reached out, “Then Peter said unto them, … Repent —“ (v. 38). There was no actual soul-winning attempt until Peter’s witness had effectively prepared hearts, then “the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved” (v. 47).

When our witnessing and personal work is under the control of the Holy Spirit, the burden and aim of our outreach will be not only that others may be brought to the Lord Jesus, but that they may be built up in Him. “Rooted and built up in him, and stablished in the faith, as ye have been taught, abounding therein with thanksgiving” (Col. 2:7). For one thing, this will eliminate much of the heartache and devastation caused by so many falling by the wayside. When we have in mind the Father’s ultimate purpose for each one from the outset of our witnessing, there will be prayerful and careful Spirit-motivated preparation of hearts both before and after conversion.

The Lord Jesus is to be manifested in us for effective witnessing; He must be free to minister through us for fruitful soul-winning. Responsible service can be on no lesser basis. Others have every right to witness something of Him before deciding about Him. “Thanks be unto God, who always leadeth us in triumph in Christ, and maketh manifest through us the savor of his knowledge in every place” (2 Cor. 2:14, ASV).
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