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To Jack and Charles


Foreword

There are two primary methods the devil deploys to harm or destroy the Church of Christ – Murder and Mixture. In the first he seeks to intimidate and kill God’s servants, and by the second, seduce them into error. The first leads to sudden and violent death. The other draws us slowly to an inexorable death ‘by a thousand cuts’. Of the two, the latter is surely the most dangerous, because though the first method may cause us to lose our lives, the second results in the complete loss of our testimony. The Church thus becomes a spent force, lost for words, and completely assimilated by that very world she is meant to challenge and transform by her message. The salt has not only lost its savour, but the pepper has lost its pep!

This book therefore needed to be written. Prophets are people who hear what others cannot hear, see what others cannot see, and then dare to say what others daren’t say. A sense of compulsion in the heart of the author combined with the pressing needs of the hour are two of the best reasons for writing a book, and the result here is a prophetic and very timely word.

When I was a young theological student in London during the late 1970s, for two years my wife and I regularly heard Dr R. T. Kendall preach from the historic pulpit of Westminster Chapel. I was frequently struck back then by the consistent freshness, forcefulness, and originality of his thinking, speaking and writing. R. T. was saying things no one else dared to say, and saying them with boldness, timeliness and great effect. He helped impart more of both the fear of God and the comfort of God to me. I am thrilled that he continues this vital ministry to this day.

Here, R. T. tackles some of the most destructive issues seducing even Christian leaders into compromise today. The new isn’t always the true, and R. T. addresses the ferment thrown up by such matters as our lame and sub-biblical concepts of God and his sovereignty and the subsequent widespread loss of the fear of God in the Church and in the world, along with our often mixed motives for ministry. He confronts our unwillingness to cause even necessary offence, or to take the slightest personal risk. He calls us to abandon our pseudo-religious resistance to the work of the Holy Spirit, our lack of clarity over God’s judgment and hell, and our chronic reluctance to conduct our whole lives for an audience of One. Most of us really need to hear these challenges, again and again.

He invites us, along with the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews, to shamelessly join Jesus our Master and ‘go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore’ (Heb. 13:13). Sometimes, loyalty to Christ and his message involves the experience of being stigmatised, mocked and charged with accusations of becoming ‘dated’ and ‘irrelevant’ by our critics. But the best help we can offer to our wayward culture is not one of sycophantic conformity to it in both intellectual thinking and adulterated lifestyle, but to be out of step with those times, ‘marching to the beat of a different drum’.

Unlike Samson, we dare not finish our days shorn of our power. We most accurately represent the Living God when we are truly biblical and authentically ourselves. We are most relevant when we are seemingly irrelevant. We are most likely to touch the hearts of the unfaithful when we ourselves are faithful. It is not, therefore, a case of ‘out with the old and in with the new’, but rather, ‘out with the old and in with the even older’! We are to make it our aim to get back to the Bible.

This book is for all those who want to know how to ‘rock the boat’ for Jesus. R. T. attempts to show us here precisely how we can do this. In my view, he has succeeded admirably.

Greg Haslam

Minister, Westminster Chapel, London

July 2004


Preface

This is the most difficult book I have written – from several standpoints. First, I wrote this book chapter after chapter with fear and trembling, knowing it might not make me many friends and also causing me to worry if I might even lose some! I did not intend it to be controversial but I fear, upon reflection, it may be seen that way. I have never liked being controversial, much less to be seen in that manner, but sometimes I suppose you cannot help it.

Second, I have struggled to get it done. Never before have I had so much trouble with computers, for example. On more than one occasion I lost whole chapters by pushing the wrong button on my computer. After the book was completely written, with a rereading and final editing to be done, we had a storm here in the Florida Keys and the electricity went off; when it came back on, my work of several days of editing and correcting was down the drain. I don’t know how it happened but it did.

Third, we wrestled over what to call this book. My original title was ‘Your God is Too Nice’, borrowing of course from J.B. Phillips’ classic Your God is Too Small. But friends I trust persuaded me against it. And then, once it was completed, one of them decided that was the best title after all! But by then Hodder already had the cover designed and finished. I think my friends feared I would put the reader off by a title that was too forbidding – or that I would make people think I was presenting a God who was overly harsh and remote. Rob Parsons, for one, said, ‘R. T., nobody has persuaded me more than you that “God is for me” – are you going to write a book that takes this away?’ No! But I was all the more careful to preserve our teaching on the mercy and tenderness of God.

Fourth, literally days before this book went to press, we received disturbing news about Paul Cain, from whose early ministry I had drawn a number of anecdotes and quotations to help illustrate some of this book’s arguments. We have had to edit certain things, leaving other things in, owing to time constraints. This news has been one of the most difficult ordeals for me personally in my whole life. I can say no more at this stage. I plead for your understanding and also for your prayers for Paul Cain.

I once promised Rob Parsons that I would never again ask him to read a manuscript, knowing how busy he is. He has helped me so much with previous books, among them The Anointing, In Pursuit of His Glory and Thanking God, for a start. But I went to him on bended knee again, because I knew I needed a sharp mind who would not tell me what I wanted to hear but what I needed. People like Rob, also Lyndon Bowring, are among those whose wisdom I am so blessed to have the benefit of. But there are others – Robert Amess and Colin Dye in the UK, Dr Michael Eaton of Nairobi, Dr Harry Kilbride, Robert Ferguson and Richard Oates in the USA. And of course Beryl Grogan, my former secretary, for her invaluable role in helping us put the book together. This is to say nothing about my wife Louise who is always faithful in telling me what I need to change – or leave out. Our friend Nancy Wall did a good bit of research for me in the preparation of this book. I thank God for every bit of wisdom and loving criticism I received from these.

It was my editor David Moloney of Hodder & Stoughton who came up with the title of this book – Out of the Comfort Zone: Is Your God Too Nice? I do feel at the end of the day this one works best and says pretty much what I want to convey. As always, it is a pleasure to work with David and his staff at Hodder. I thank Trisha Dale who has done the copy-editing and also Julie Hatherall for her input. I am grateful to God that he has given me favour with Charles Nettleton and the people of Hodder.

I am especially grateful that my brilliant successor Greg Haslam, minister of Westminster Chapel, has written the wonderful Foreword. He too has made suggestions which I have taken on board. I knew he would agree with the thrust of this book and I am so happy for the ongoing relationship with him and my former friends and members of the Chapel.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my two close friends and colleagues Jack Taylor and Charles Carrin. When Louise and I came to America in February 2002 I was virtually unknown and without any ministry in the United States. They have opened doors for me through the three of us holding Word, Spirit and Power conferences all over America. I love these men very much and with honour and deep affection I dedicate this volume to them.

R. T. Kendall

Key Largo, Florida

www.rtkendallministries.com

November 2004


Introduction


The Man who was Known in Hell

‘Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?’

Acts 19:15



Nearly fifty years ago, when Paul Cain was the young ‘boy wonder’ – known as a faith healer and a prophet – he held nightly services in a church in the American Midwest. One night as he was preaching a lady stood and began speaking in tongues while he spoke. He stopped preaching and asked her please to stop what she was doing as it was disruptive, certainly not in the Spirit and utterly out of order. The following night as he preached she did it again – speaking in tongues as he preached. He stopped and asked again that she refrain from this but warned her this time that he would reveal what the Lord had shown him about her if she did not stop. Would you believe that on the third night she repeated the same behaviour and Paul warned her to stop or he would indeed reveal what the Lord had shown him about her. She continued. He then looked at her and said that not only was she not in the Spirit but that she was living in immorality. But there was more: the man with whom she was having an affair was seated right there in the congregation – Paul pointed him out before all present – and stated that this man was planning to leave his own wife and children for her after that very service was over. The woman stopped. All was deathly quiet.

That is not the end of the story. After the service, just before the host pastor of the church took Paul to his hotel, the pastor said, ‘Paul, I am closing down the meeting.’

‘Why?’ said Paul. ‘The services are going okay.’

‘Well’, said the pastor, ‘nobody is being converted and I feel we should discontinue having services.’

‘Oh’, said Paul to the pastor. ‘That is not the reason you are stopping the meeting. You are closing down the meeting because I revealed what was going on between the lady and that man seated not far from her – because that very man has promised to give you a million dollars for your new church building.’

‘That’s a lie’, the pastor countered abruptly.

‘Oh’, said Paul tearfully. ‘I wish you had not said that. You will not live to preach in your new building.’

‘Now Paul, don’t say that. Please take that back.’

‘I’m so sorry’, Paul replied. ‘I cannot take it back.’

The pastor pleaded, ‘Please, Paul, don’t say that. Look here, when things settle down I will have you back to preach.’

One day, several hundred miles away from that city, Paul received a phone call. It was from a member of the same church in the Midwest where Paul had been two years before. It was the day of the dedication of the new church building. The pastor had had a heart attack in the vestibule as he was walking into the auditorium and had been taken to hospital. Would Paul please pray for the pastor? But the pastor died two weeks later without returning to the church.

There is something worse, however, than the story I just related. I have to report that since I wrote the above lines – in other words, after this book you hold in your hands was finished and edited – it is now in the public domain that this same Paul Cain is a fallen hero. He has been involved in a moral failure and will no longer be in the ministry. He is now yesterday’s man, like King Saul, as I wrote in my book The Anointing: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow. I never dreamed in my wildest imagination this could happen to him. But God has judged this venerable prophet in an unmistakable manner. It puts in bolder relief than anything I could say in this book that God is no respecter of persons and will bend the rules for none of us. I can only think of King Saul who had such a brilliant beginning (see 1 Sam. 10:9; 11:7) and who continued to prophesy even while trying to kill David (1 Sam. 19:23f). How does one explain his gift being in operation even though the Lord had departed from him (1 Sam. 18:12)? It is because the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable (Rom. 11:29).

As I write these lines Paul Cain, aged seventy-five is somewhere in seclusion. Those who have been blessed by his ministry will be shocked. He was the last person I would have anticipated to become yesterday’s man. I thought I knew him fairly well. But I have also said many times that those people I began to admire too much disappointed me sooner or later. It is equally a reminder that God will deal with you and me if we are not accountable to trusted and reliable people. Peter said that judgment must begin at the house of God (1 Pet. 4:17) – and that is certainly what has happened in the case of Paul Cain. I do not see any way he can be used again. He will now possibly be remembered more for his failure than his stunning prophecies. A nice God overlooks sin. But the God of the Bible is not nice.

Whatever is so wrong with being nice? I certainly want to be nice. But, given the way the word can be used today, I am not sure I always want to be known as nice! I have done a little research on the word, even tracing its history from the fifteenth century. Then it bore little resemblance to the way it is understood today. That is no doubt why you do not find the word ‘nice’ once in the Authorised Version of 1611. It is more of a modern word and is essentially a tepid word – like water that is neither cold nor hot but merely lukewarm. Using it today is sometimes (not always) a cunning way someone ‘damns with faint praise’ when they don’t particularly admire or like the person. ‘He’s a nice man’, they might say.

The word ‘nice’ today is generally used two ways – meaning either ‘likeable’ or that someone or something is precise. It is the first category we have in mind in this book or, to extract from various dictionaries: to be inoffensive, people-pleasing, safe, co-operative, sweet, harmless, well-mannered, friendly, hunky-dory, groovy, lovely, seemly, winsome, agreeable, delightful, ducky or yielding.

Someone helping me with my research on this book labelled one folder ‘Nice God’. It made me laugh. It is the way I might approach a dog, if I was not sure if he would be friendly, ‘Nice dog, nice puppy, nice dog.’ And yet I think many want to feel exactly that way about God – ‘Nice God, nice God.’

Really?

This book is not intended to be critical of any particular person. I cannot deny that certain people or movements enter my mind when I am discussing a particular situation that I feel needs to be addressed. I can assure you, nothing is said to let another feel they should take something personally. To be totally candid with you, I need the truth to which this book points more than anybody. I know what it is to be convicted when I preach and in fact I have been convicted as I have written this book. What follows therefore hits me right, left and centre.

And yet I wrote Worshipping God when I still had so much to learn about worship, Total Forgiveness when I was still struggling, Pure Joy when I knew I needed joy more than anybody I knew. So do not think I am on a pedestal looking down at you or anyone else. The truth is, I have learned over the years that often as I am preaching or writing I am on a steep learning curve myself.

I had the privilege of having Dr George Buttrick as a visiting professor of preaching when I was at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary years ago. He was an old-fashioned liberal and I got little out of his writings or even his preaching, but I never will forget one thing he hammered away at us – and I fear I have a lot yet to learn on this: ‘Never moralise.’ He thought preaching that is constantly moralising, telling off the audience or pointing the finger is not good preaching. I think he was almost right. Not entirely, however, because the Word of God was given to us partly for ‘rebuking’ (2 Tim. 3:16). But at the same time I knew what he meant. I pray with all my heart that what you read will not make you feel ‘told off’. Even if it ‘hits where it hurts’ I pray that you feel that the Holy Spirit is lovingly seeking to get your attention. God has been so gentle with me when getting my attention. I can never forget James 3:17: ‘But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated, full of mercy, and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy’ (AV). O Lord, let this book be full of mercy!

I want this book to bring us back to the God of the Bible. Not the God you like or the way you wish he were. But the very God of the Bible – unembellished, unvarnished – as he really is. This does not mean you will like him. I am not going to make him ‘likeable’ because he isn’t always that. Like it or not, he simply is not a nice God. For some this book might even be an introduction to the God of the Bible. I wonder how many people know him – or even know much about him. Do you? After all, this is the only God there is. There is no other God – true God – other than the God who is portrayed, unveiled and presented than the God of the Bible – from Genesis to Revelation.

I was trained at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary before it became the theologically conservative institution it is today. When I was there over thirty years ago we had teachers and professors who would unashamedly say, ‘I know Paul said that in Romans, but I disagree with Paul. I know Luke said that, but I disagree with him.’

Within the Christian Church today, speaking generally, there are those who admittedly and openly dislike the God of the Bible. They say so. They refer to the Bible only when a verse or point of view in Holy Scripture happens to cohere with their own. But there are also those who would claim to adhere to and love the God of the Bible but interpret him in such a manner that he becomes... nice. Just nice. The Church today, speaking generally, has lost its way.

I fear that the God many people worship today is ‘Feuerbach’s God’. Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–72), the German philosopher whose writings laid the foundation for the philosophy of Karl Marx, claimed that God is nothing more than man’s projection upon the backdrop of the universe. His point was this. Ordinary people need and want very much to believe there is a God or someone ‘up there’ who is looking after them and who will give them heaven when they die. People like this create such a God in their minds because they need this God as a crutch – to help them in their troubles. It is not that this God objectively exists – no. He exists in our imagination and, though this is subjective, we none the less objectify him, as it were, and put him ‘there’ so we can believe in him and worship him. That was basically what Feuerbach taught on this matter.

He had a point. I think that is sadly what many of us in the modern Church have done. We are embarrassed about the God of the Bible, especially the God of the Old Testament – and even the teachings of Jesus and the apostles when it comes to the need and the only way to be saved, God’s right to judge and (last but not least) hell. So we attempt to have our cake and eat it too – to claim we believe the Bible but water down so much of what it clearly says that we become quite comfortable with ‘our God’, thank you very much, who – for want of a better descriptive adjective – is, simply, nice. Lovely. Sweet. Groovy. Cool. Neat.

But is that the total picture? I don’t think so. I want to say some things in this book that I think need to be said. I have waited for someone else to do it. In my research I have come across an article or two, ‘Your God is too nice’ or ‘Your God is too safe’, but as far as I know there is no book addressing some of the things I feel I must bring up in this book. I want to call a spade a spade but it is the composite picture – not any group or individual – I have in mind. The truth is, we all need help in this area.

Perhaps some want God only to look nice. Some people are embarrassed that a number of our forebears, some educated, some uneducated, stressed things today that would not appeal to non-Christians. They gave Christianity, it is believed, a ‘bad name’, and we have inherited this. Some want to shed this image once and for all. Some theology departments and seminaries have consequently sought to turn out ministers and clergymen who will give God a ‘better press’. Some are also sensitive to the criticism some non-Christians make of the Church and want to be there – right on the spot – so say, ‘Hang on, that is not what I believe’, as if this will cause everybody to say,’ Oh good, I will now be a Christian.’ Has our apologising for the way God is perceived by many worked? Has it brought tens of thousands into our churches?

No. You know it and I know it.

I would like to think that if we stopped apologising for God – or gave up trying to make him look appealing – we would have greater success. And yet maybe not. But I know we would have his approval. I believe that if we thoughtfully hold up the God of the Bible as he himself chose to describe himself in his Word, he will honour this. I would predict that to the degree we do that will be the degree to which the Holy Spirit will work more than ever, convert more people than ever and bring more awareness of the true God than anything that has been seen.

When I refer to ‘apology’ the reader should know this word is used generally two ways. One usage is ‘to make an excuse for’ – that is, to apologise and say one is sorry for things, etc. I fear this is the kind of apology that has prevailed in many places. There is another use of the word which is valid; that is ‘to make intellectual claims for the God of the Bible that can be defended and tested by reason and facts’. This latter kind of apology is sometimes needed – as long as it is the true God that is being defended.

But the Nice God that I am uneasy with is the one people are increasingly beginning to perceive and portray in many quarters – and he is not big enough, strong enough, awesome enough or knowledgeable enough to harm a flea.

One of my predecessors at Westminster Chapel, Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones, used to make me laugh when he would often say, ‘The trouble with the Church today is that it has too many nice men in the ministry.’ I think he felt that the Church needed men who were not always so pleasant but more rugged and unafraid to step on people’s toes. Is he right? Do you think that many in the ministry are nice? Look around. Would you say that most of the ministers, pastors, church leaders and clergymen you know are ‘nice people’? If so, was Dr Lloyd-Jones right that this is not a good thing? But I must ask, would people who know me call me a ‘nice man’? I suspect that many would. And yet it does not matter what people would call you or me. I once heard Paul Cain say, ‘I am too old now to disobey God.’ I know exactly what he meant by that. He did not mean that he could not disobey God; we never outgrow the potential for disobedience. What he meant was that, knowing he has a limited number of days and years left to live, he cannot afford to come short of what honours the true God. That’s me. I do not want to waste the time I have left to be a pleaser of people, to cater to the majority, to avoid the truth – to be a fraud.

As I said in my book The Anointing: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow there are two things we all by nature want to avoid: moving outside our comfort zone and a stigma. Our Nice God keeps us safely snug in our comfort zone. We have satisfied ourselves with a belief in God and that – to so many of us – is enough. I think of James’ admonition: ‘You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that – and shudder’ (Jas. 2:19). But do we shudder? Are we afraid of him? Probably not. Should we be? Yes. That is why I write this book.

Once we project Nice God on the backdrop of the universe we comfort ourselves in one stroke and sometimes think that we have done our duty. Nothing else bothers us. We are in good shape. We ‘do not need a thing’. And yet in that moment the One whose eyes are like a flame of fire says on his throne: ‘You do not realise that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind, and naked’ (Rev. 3:17). I would like to believe that this book will help us realise that our tepid, lukewarm devotion to the God of the Bible makes him sick and he is ready to spit us out of his mouth.

One of my fears in publishing this book is that it will play to the gallery of self-righteous Christians. There are always those who will agree with a lot in this book and will say, ‘Good – give it to them.’ This will not bless me and probably will not honour God. This is a book that I hope will make a definite difference in people. Good people. Nice people. Not-so-nice people. I want to stir you up, not play into any part of your comfort zone. Nice isn’t good enough.

We need a fearless, rugged commitment to the God of the Bible we are prepared to die for. My friend Joseph Tson says, ‘The most dangerous person in the world is a person who is not afraid to die.’ We need Christians who are a threat to Satan as much as certain terrorists are to the West. I wish I were that. We are too much like the sons of Sceva who were intrigued with the supernatural underworld but no threat to Satan. Indeed, the devil didn’t even know them! When trying to cast out devils in Jesus’ name, claiming to know Paul and promoting themselves to the level of their incompetence, they were utterly overcome by demonic powers (Acts 19:16). They tried using Jesus’ name but the evil spirit answered, ‘Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?’ (Acts 19:15).

My old friend Rolfe Barnard used to preach a sermon entitled ‘The man who was known in hell’ (based on the aforementioned verse). In other words, Paul was a real threat to Satan, he was well known in the evil world. ‘I want to be known in hell’, said Rolfe in that unforgettable sermon. But are we? I don’t mean to be unfair, but do you really think that you are a threat to the devil? Is he aware of you? Is he working overtime to keep you from threatening his interests?

Should you ask how you could be a threat to the devil and have a well-known reputation in hell for being a harm to the evil powers, I answer with a series of questions:


	How much do you talk to the lost at a personal level and try to win them to Jesus Christ?


	How far are you prepared to go in your commitment to him?


	How willing are you to be led outside your comfort zone – or do you resent that this could be asked of you?


	Are you rid of all bitterness and grudges – and do you totally forgive those who have hurt you (Satan cannot work through a person who is devoid of bitterness and God won’t widely use the person who is vindictive)?


	Furthermore, do you dignify every trial God allows – or do you complain and grumble the whole time?


	How much, how regularly and how sacrificially do you give financially to the Lord? And, oh yes, how much do you actually pray every day?




I think of William Cowper’s lines:


Satan trembles when he sees

The weakest saint upon his knees.

William Cowper (1731–1800)



I sometimes fear that I am not a threat to Satan. Do, I want to be? Yes. Think of those people who are a threat to the whole world! I want to be a threat to all that is evil. Our reward at the judgment seat of Christ will not be based on whether we were liked, admired by Christians, built up a good reputation among the saints. Or being famous. I wonder if our reward will be given on the basis whether we were known in hell and were a constant threat to Satan and his fallen angels.

I also believe that those who accomplish great things for God on this planet will be known in hell because they have a reputation in the underworld for being a threat to all of Satan’s interests. I would predict that the man or woman who accomplishes the greatest things for God and his kingdom will be unashamed of the Bible generally and the gospel particularly, devoid of bitterness, totally forgiving, full of the love of Christ, sexually pure, fearless in standing for righteousness, unafraid to die for what they believe, self-disciplined, valuing the opinion of God more than people’s applause, enjoying intimacy with the Holy Spirit, impervious to the love of money and material things, unable to be bought off or bribed, faithful in prayer, sacrificial and regular in giving of their finances, gentle, continually prepared to move outside their comfort zone – and (last but not least) known in hell.

But our comfort zones let us feel at ease day and night, no matter what we do or where we go. We even bring God into everything, supposing he is thrilled. I heard one Hollywood female performer, who goes on stage with the most sensual, provocative dress – with little or nothing on – actually say that she prays to God before she faces the audience, and claim that he helps her! In America we have grown accustomed to heavyweight boxers saying, ‘Thank you, Lord, for letting me win’ after the fight. I myself was once asked to pray for a professional football team in Miami before they went on the field. I did. I knew the other team had a minister praying for them as well. I could have refused, but I took advantage of the ten minutes to preach that they also gave me, then prayed that everyone would have the right attitude – whoever won. I don’t know if I did good or harm but I was edging awfully close to Nice God.

Bearing the stigma – the offence – isn’t fun. The most truthful thing I think I could say about today’s gospel, speaking generally, is that it is de-stigmatised. It seems to me that there is a concerted effort so often when the name of Jesus is uttered to de-stigmatise the gospel.

It is my wish and my sincere prayer that this book will drive us to our knees, move us to seek the face of the God of the Bible; to get to know him and to love him for being exactly as he is – wanting to change nothing about him – and that we will be unashamed of him wherever we go. Peter said that judgment must begin with the family of God (1 Pet. 4:17). If we cannot criticise ourselves we are very insecure indeed. But I suspect that the judgment that is needed is far more than self-criticism but rather a mirroring of God’s own feelings regarding the Church that bears his name. He is not happy with it. What follows is an attempt to reveal what I truly believe to be the way God feels at the moment.


1

When God Plays Hard to Get


‘If I were hungry I would not tell you’

Ps. 50:12



It seems to me that the modern Church has drifted so far from the biblical revelation of the true God that any resemblance between him and the popular God of today’s generation is quite remote. I think we are in a Romans 1 situation,


Although they claimed to be wise, they become fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. (Rom. 1:22–23)



It is a case in which the God of the Bible is either too holy or too terrible for us; so we have come up with a God that we are comfortable with, at home with, so that we can feel sufficiently religious without having to identify with the ancient God of Israel and the earliest Church.

When I was in seminary I was required to read a book about God ‘in an age of atheism’. In this book the author managed to concoct a God whereby one need not be regarded as an atheist after all, even though the God of the Bible was rejected. The theologian Paul Tillich (1886–1965) even suggested that an atheist might be a believer when faith was defined as ‘ultimate concern’.

But if you think my own book is an attack on liberalism in the modern Church you would be wrong. I fear that those who deny the historic truths of Holy Scripture are beyond the pale and I seek not very hard to reach them. It is those closer to home that worry me, those who seem to want to hold on to the Bible up to a point but none the less distance themselves from disturbing things we all know are contained in Holy Scripture.

As I said in the Introduction, Ludwig Feuerbach opined that God was nothing more than man’s projection upon the backdrop of the universe; that people want to believe in something, especially a God who will take care of them in time of trouble and then give them a home in heaven when they die. Such people mentally project such a God and claim he really does exist. Such a God does not exist of course, says Feuerbach, but he exists in their minds and gives comfort.

It is my view that many Christians do this. They know full well there are things in the Bible they don’t want to believe but they are not prepared to throw out everything in the Bible so they fancy a God who approves of their own comfort zone. This God is happy with Christians who reject Bible-denying liberal theology while at the same time approving of their unease with the total revelation of God as revealed in the Old and New Testament. In fact some of these people would go so far as to claim they believe in the whole of the Bible ‘from Genesis to maps’ – while ensuring that they are at ease in their folk religion. They have been baptised and (in some cases) confirmed; they are (almost certainly) approved of by their church leader; they attend church in varying degrees of regularity and feel quite right indeed in themselves.

What does God himself think of this? Is he so neglected by the masses that he is simply thrilled to have anybody – anywhere – whatever their level of conviction, to give him any attention at all? Is he so hard up or starved for recognition that he will make any measure of concession to any person who makes any effort at all to acknowledge him? Will he therefore show his approval toward any kind of profession of faith because some tipping of the hat toward him is better than nothing?

The nice God of today’s religious people might do just that. But not the God of the Bible. Unless he chooses for a while to withhold his real feelings and intentions from us, which is the basis of this chapter.

One reason I abandoned ‘Your God is Too Nice’ as a title is because I didn’t want to make the reader feel guilty or for you to think I feel qualified to judge you. I write out of experience of over fifty years of preaching, most of which have been as a pastor.

If God is too nice, what does this mean? It may mean that he mainly exists in your mind, as we saw when I referred to the German philosopher Feuerbach. Perhaps even you have been worshipping a God you can be comfortable with but who is not the God of the Bible at all. And yet it could mean that the true God has decided to be nice to you for the moment and let you remain in your comfort zone – undisturbed. You might want to say that this isn’t being very nice at all if he will eventually show that he was unhappy with me. Yes. But what if he tried for a while but you wouldn’t listen? So he let you carry on as if nothing happened. What if he simply decided to be ‘nice’ to you by letting you remain in your comfort zone and seek a person elsewhere who would indeed listen to him?

Rodney Howard-Browne told me that the Lord put it to him, ‘If you don’t do what I tell you I will find someone who will.’ Jesus said to the church at Ephesus, ‘If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place’ (Rev. 2:5). This is what happens when a church goes astray or soft and God raises up movements to carry on with what ought to have been the Church’s own mandate.

Arthur Blessitt, the man who has carried a cross around the world, said that as a student in university he prayed in his dormitory room, ‘God, give me a work nobody else will do.’

Someone asked Arthur, ‘Why does God speak to you but not to me?’

Arthur replied to the lady, ‘Did you ever feel an impulse to speak to someone about Jesus that you didn’t know?’

She replied, ‘As a matter of fact I have.’

Arthur then said to her, ‘Start obeying that voice and it will become clearer and clearer.’

One of the most stunning lines I have come across is in Psalm 50:12: ‘If I were hungry I would not tell you.’ One evening when our children were sitting on the floor in front of me watching television, not being too interested in what they were watching, I found myself reading that verse. I began to feel very uneasy. I thought to myself, ‘I wish the Lord would tell me if he were hungry.’ I began to wonder, what if God wanted me to spend more time with him than I had been giving him, would he tell me? I kept reading it, ‘If I were hungry I would not tell you.’ I couldn’t shake it off. I read it again. And again. I began to get the definite feeling that by saying this God was telling me after all he needed and wanted me.

The context of this verse in Psalm 50 is that, though the world is his and although he has cattle on a thousand hills, God is hungry for me. Though he has countless angels – millions and billions – not to mention other people all over the world worshipping him and spending time with him, he wanted me. I seized the moment, for some reason. I decided to fast the next day. I sought his face as I had not done before. The curious thing was, God was hinting the very opposite of what he was saying in Psalm 50:12.

The unveiling of that verse was part of a process that led me to one of the most unusual teachings I have ever come across in Scripture. I have racked my brain many times over what to call it and I still struggle with the best term or phrase for it. I used to call it ‘the divine tease’. This was the phrase I used in our School of Theology at Westminster Chapel. This phrase could be defined as God’s somewhat playful but deadly serious set-up to let us find out what is in our hearts. It is when he says or does the very opposite of what he intends for us to perceive. But I have since decided to refer to this startling and profound truth as when God plays hard to get. For he does! You may say, ‘That’s not fair.’ Perhaps. I still struggle with Jeremiah’s words, ‘O LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived’ (Jer. 20:7). I don’t claim to know all that that means. The theme of this chapter is therefore but the tip of the iceberg of a teaching most extraordinary.

Perhaps the best introduction to this truth is when Jesus was walking with two people – who were kept from recognising who he really was – on the way to Emmaus. It was the same day on which he had been raised from the dead. They came to this village and, when it was time to say goodbye, Jesus ‘acted as if he were going further’. This was not his intention at all. He fully intended to stay with them a while longer. He had more to show them. But he did not tell them that and they certainly did not know that. He ‘acted’ as if he were going further – and he played the role so well that they clearly were going to be upset if he did leave them. The truth is, Jesus wanted them to do exactly as they did – to plead with him to stay on with them. They did not know they were persuading him to do precisely what he planned for them; ‘They urged him strongly, “Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is almost over.” So [Jesus] went in to stay with them’ (Luke 24:29).

When God plays hard to get, then, he often means the very opposite of what he says. And yet it is only because God wants us to plead with him when he appears not to care whether we do or not.

This aspect of God’s unusual ways of dealing with us is often in operation when our circumstances suggest it is okay this time to put not God but other things first for the day. If I am so busy, and God knows this, he surely does not expect me to spend time alone with him in praying and reading my Bible. If I am in debt and can’t pay my bills he surely does not expect me to return my tithes to him. If there are important people who want to see me he surely would want me to put these people ahead of spending time with ordinary souls. If I did not sleep well last night he understands this and surely would not expect me to try to have my usual quiet time.

Listen to these words from Martin Luther’s journal: ‘I have a very busy day today. I must spend not two hours, but three, in prayer.’ The suggestion might well come to most of us that, given the situation, we need not spend as much time in prayer; but to Luther it meant he must spend more time than ever – to receive divine help to get more done! The movers and shakers and the great saints in church history recognised when God plays hard to get – even if they did not call it that.

Why does God do it? To see what is in our hearts. It is not for him. He already knows. It is for us. It lets us see the truth about ourselves. The truth of this ‘side’ of God, if I may put it that way, brings out the truth of what we want; it brings our true feelings to the surface. The two people on the road to Emmaus had been captivated by Jesus’ teaching although they did not have a clue at first it was Jesus. When our hearts burn within us it is a wonderful, wonderful sign that God is at work and wants us to seek his face. The burning heart is there not to mock us but to prod us on to seek his face.

And what do you suppose motivated them then and would do it now for us? You might say, ‘If Jesus were there playing hard to get, I would have urged him to stay too – like those two men. They had Jesus himself interpreting Scripture for them. And if he did that with me, I too would plead with him to stay around.’ Quite. But they didn’t even know it was Jesus. The truth and the application of it is what set their hearts on fire.

It is a strong hint to us that when the truth of the Word of God has this kind of effect on us (Charles Spurgeon used to say to preachers ‘When a text gets a hold of you, chances are you have got a hold of it’) it is because God himself is at work to draw us closer to him than ever. It is his way of subtly beckoning to us – ‘Seek my face.’

Therefore on that night when I kept reading the words, ‘If I were hungry I would not tell you’, I was gripped and did not know why. It turned out that God was telling me he was yearning for me to spend more time with him. It was a demonstration of God playing hard to get. He does this sort of thing with us. This is one of the reasons he hides his face from us, as he did with Hezekiah: ‘God left him to test him and to know everything that was in his heart’ (2 Chron. 32:31).

Another time Jesus did this sort of thing was when the disciples were rowing against the wind and waves on the Sea of Galilee. Jesus had gone up into a mountain to pray – and watched the disciples struggling. I have often been fascinated how Jesus did not go at once to help them; he just watched them. Would it not have been nice had Jesus left his place on the mountain at once and turned up on the sea to help them? Or could he not have interceded for them – to ask the Father to stop the wind? But he only watched them.

He does that with all of us. He sees us in our struggle and anxieties – and does not step in. There these disciples were, ‘straining at the oars’, with Jesus doing nothing to rescue them! He waited until four o’clock in the morning before he showed up. Then when he did so, walking on the water, he was ‘about to pass by them’ – as if he wasn’t even going to identify himself, and they too were kept from recognising him; they thought he was a ghost. But he intervened and said, ‘It is I. Don’t be afraid’ (Mark 6:47–51; cf. Matt. 14:22–27). God is never too late, never too early; he’s always just on time.

Jesus did this with the Syro-Phoenician woman. She was not Jewish but Greek, but still approached Jesus and begged him to drive a demon out of her daughter. Jesus treated her with an almost callous coldness. ‘First let the children eat all they want,’ he told her, ‘for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.’ That was enough to put most people off! If the Lord did that with many of us we would walk away in disgust and sarcastically say, ‘Thanks a lot – sorry to be such a nuisance to you’ – and never know what might have been our lot had we persisted as this woman did. Instead of being offended, acknowledging what would be an insult by today’s reckoning and going away in a huff, she reasoned with him: ‘Yes, Lord, but even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.’ She knew her place and realised Jesus owed her nothing. Then Jesus told you, ‘For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left your daughter’ (Mark 7:24–30).

There is a widespread feeling among people today that God owes us something, that if we do something that is good or righteous, God should stand to attention and salute us. Our self-righteousness creeps in and we say to ourselves, ‘Most people don’t even go to church at all. This puts me in a special class; therefore God should be very happy that I am doing this good deed.’ This good deed might be anything from attending church, tithing or spending extra time in prayer. We think God should reward those of us who we assume are a cut above most people.

My wife Louise was miraculously healed in 1995 when Rodney and Adonica Howard-Browne laid hands on her and prayed for her. They invited her to come to Lakeland, Florida, to attend the camp meeting there. She agreed to go. On the first night when she walked in, nothing went right. Thousands were there, strange people were doing what seemed to her as very weird things, the people around her were rude where she was sitting. She got up and moved to another area. She wanted to go back to her hotel, pack her bags and get on the next plane to England. But she stayed. She phoned me two days later to say of the camp meeting, ‘It is the nearest you get to heaven without dying; it is the greatest experience of my life’ (a word I promised myself I would not take too personally). Louise was never to be the same again; those days in Lakeland were more precious than gold. But she had every reason at first to reject everything.

You might think that God would be nice and immediately acknowledge those who sincerely seek his face with a tangible sign on a silver platter. I would have thought he might be nice to Martin Luther the night before he stood before the authorities at Worms, Germany, in the sixteenth century. After all, Luther was standing alone for the gospel – the truth of God’s own Word. But Luther walked back and forth in his cell the night before the trial. ‘O God, are you dead?’ he cried out. No angelic visitation. No congratulations. No sense of God. Only silence. But the next day he uttered those words that changed history: ‘Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me. Amen.’


‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the LORD. ‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ (Isa. 55:8–9)



God wants us to accept his ways and affirm him as he is, not the way we may want him to be. It is out of our comfort zone where we can learn his ways.

Moses was possibly the greatest leader of men and women in world history. He was a brilliant military strategist. He understood people and their feelings. He had an extremely high degree of patience. He did not take rejection personally. He knew what it was to be loved by his people as well as being hated and rejected. Things were so bad on one occasion that God stepped in and made a deal with Moses. It was a proposition that most leaders I know would have taken with both hands. It was something like this: ‘Moses, these people who are supposed to be following you are a sorry lot. I am tired of them as I know you are. Here is what I am going to do: I will destroy them, wipe them off the face of the earth and start all over again with you as the leader.’ That is essentially what God said; read it in Exodus 32:9–10 (cf. Num. 14:11–12).

Moses wasted no time in replying to the offer. ‘No! It will dishonour your great Name if you do this.’


Then the Egyptians will hear about it!... They have already heard that you, O LORD, are with these people and that you, O LORD, have been seen face to face, that your cloud stays over them, and that you go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. If you put these people to death all at one time, the nations who have heard this report about you will say, ‘The LORD was not able to bring these people into the land he promised them on oath; so he slaughtered them in the desert.’ (Num. 14:13–16)



Moses then reminded the Lord that he was ‘slow to anger, abounding in love’ and interceded for the people to be forgiven. Had not Moses been knowledgeable in God’s ways – or cared more about his own ego – he would have said ‘Yes – kill these unworthy people, Lord.’ The psalmist picked up on this event and said, ‘So he said he would destroy them – had not Moses, his chosen one, stood in the breach before him to keep his wrath from destroying them’ (Ps. 106:23).

It was God playing hard to get. God wanted Moses to respond exactly as he did. But had Moses taken the Lord’s words seriously when God said, ‘Let’s start all over again and I will make a new nation’, it would have been because Moses did not know the Lord very well. Moses had developed such a love for the glory of God that his personal feelings and ego were subservient to that honour. Moses did not value his own reputation and esteem; he cared about the way the world thought about the Lord. God also let Moses see for himself that he was getting to know the Lord’s very ways. There are not many leaders like Moses. This was the key to his greatness.

God played hard to get in the case of King Saul. But Saul failed to see it and lost the privilege of passing on the kingship to his family. Here is what happened. The prophet Samuel had agreed to be present at a critical time but was overdue for some reason and kept Saul waiting. Nobody knew what was really going on. It was a divine set-up to see what Saul would do. Would the new king honour the word of God? Would he stick to the ways of God as revealed in Scripture or would he presume he was an exception to the revelation of God? Had Saul done what was right he would have said, ‘Let us not be hasty. We will wait for Samuel before there is any administering of the burnt offerings because he is the only one the Lord would approve of for this.’ If only.

How many of us have done this? In church and during a time of inspiration we may sing ‘Have thine own way, Lord’ or some devotional hymn by which we pledge to get closer to him. We tell him we want more anointing, that we want to please him in all our ways. Some will go forward at the end of a service and promise the Lord all sorts of things and assume that God applauds such devotion. It is not that he is unimpressed with us at a time like this; he is more interested in how we are in real life a few days later rather than our emotional response at church – however sincere we may have been. God tests our earnestness days or months later – to see how we will react when the divine set-up occurs. We may feel this is not very nice for God to do. But does he not have a right to test our promises?

King Saul’s downfall came about because he put himself above the revealed word of God in a time of testing, when the people were quaking with fear because of the Philistines. Samuel set a time at which he would turn up to offer the burnt offerings. When Samuel did not show up as scheduled Saul took it upon himself to offer the burnt offering. The Mosaic Law laid down specific instructions that only a priest – no one else – is authorised to present the burnt offerings (Num. 3:10). But King Saul did it anyway. He explained to Samuel that he felt ‘compelled’ to do it since Samuel had turned up too late (1 Sam. 13:11–12).

Saul’s claim that he felt compelled to do what he did smacks of the behaviour of some people today who fancy that their feelings are an objective basis on which to operate when it comes to the things of God. Some go so far as to say, ‘The Lord told me to do this’ even though it was blatantly contrary to his own word! To quote Rob Parsons, Christian men who leave their wives often say such things as: ‘Darling, we were so young when we got married – we didn’t really know what we were doing’; ‘In the long run this will be better for you’; ‘This will also turn out to be better for the kids’; or ‘I’ve prayed about this – this is fine with God.’

Joseph played hard to get with his eleven brothers when he was prime minister of Egypt. Twenty-two years before they had sold him to the Ishmaelites, never expecting to see him again. It was an awful, cowardly thing to do. The time came when these brothers had to go to Egypt to buy food but did not know it was their brother Joseph they had to face. He had totally forgiven them in his heart and then did something that could be easily misunderstood. When he sent his brothers on their way he secretly put his cup in Benjamin’s bag and shortly had Benjamin arrested for stealing his cup! On the surface this seems like a cruel joke. But it was anything but that.

It was a set-up to see whether the brothers had changed in twenty-two years, to find out if they would do to their brother Benjamin (who had replaced Joseph as his father’s favourite son) what they had done to Joseph. They had a perfect opportunity to get rid of Benjamin. When Benjamin was found to have Joseph’s cup in his bag the brothers could have said, ‘Sorry, Benjamin, you are in trouble and you brought this on yourself – you will have to pay for this and remain in Egypt for your crime.’ That was what they could have done but they did not do that. They all ‘tore their clothes’, stood by Benjamin, accompanied him to the prime minister’s quarters and pleaded for mercy.

It was a set-up and they passed with flying colours. They had indeed changed. They were not the same jealous brothers who had wanted to get rid of Joseph. Joseph wept when they pleaded for Benjamin’s innocence and then revealed to them that he totally forgave them for what they had done twenty-two years before.

Elijah was carrying out this same tactic – playing hard to get – when he kept putting off Elisha. Elisha wanted a double portion of Elijah’s anointing – a bold wish. On the day it was known that Elijah would be taken away Elisha doggedly stayed at Elijah’s side. Elijah would say to him, ‘Stay here; the Lord has sent me to Bethel’, but Elisha replied, ‘As surely as the Lord lives and as you live, I will not leave you.’ Elijah did it again, ‘Stay here, Elisha; the Lord has sent me to Jericho.’ But Elisha followed Elijah to Jericho. A third time Elijah tried to put Elisha off, ‘Stay here; the Lord has sent me to the Jordan.’ But Elisha never left his side and was rewarded for his commitment not to let Elijah out of his sight; he received the double portion of Elijah’s spirit (2 Kgs. 2:1–15).

For over ten years I have added a petition to my daily prayer list: that I will recognise the exact moment when God is playing hard to get and never miss God’s intentions for me. This teaching has profoundly affected my life and outlook and I predict it will have the same effect on you too.

On the night before Jacob was scheduled to meet his brother Esau, an encounter he was dreading, he found himself wrestling with a man all night long. We won’t know the details until we get to heaven, but we know this much: at some point during this wrestling match Jacob perceived that this was not an enemy after all who was wrestling with him but a highly valued friend who had power to bless and Jacob was determined not to miss it. It was God playing hard to get. Jacob passed the test – and what a pivotal moment it was for him. Jacob might have run away from the man at first but he kept struggling with him. At some point Jacob got the better of the man – an angel no doubt – and he said to Jacob, ‘Let me go, for it is daybreak.’ But Jacob replied, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me’ (Gen. 32:22–26). The result:Jacob was given a most wonderful compliment from the Lord – would that God would say such to me! For the Lord said to Jacob, ‘You have struggled with God and with men and have overcome’ (Gen. 32:28). I love the way the Authorised Version puts it: ‘For as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast prevailed.’

Martin Luther said that you must know God as an enemy before you can know him as a friend. My old friend Rolfe Barnard used to say to people, ‘Don’t tell me when you were saved, tell me when you were lost.’ What he meant was that a lot of people have assumed they were converted because of a profession of faith but if they did not recall a time when they knew they were lost and in danger of hell, Rolfe reckoned there was reason to question whether such a profession of faith is valid.

Arthur Blessitt tells how he was praying at five o’clock in the morning and God told him to take the cross down from the wall in the coffee shop known as His Place in Hollywood’s Sunset Strip and carry it around the world. Arthur sometimes speculates, ‘What if I had stopped praying at four o’clock that morning?’ (I had assumed he got up early to pray but it was a case of Arthur praying all night.) One could push this point too far of course, but Arthur’s point was that he prayed and prayed and the revelation to start carrying the cross was pivotal in his life.

Closely akin to recognising God playing hard to get is breaking the betrayal barrier. This is what every sovereign vessel of God sooner or later must do. There comes a time, puzzling though this may be, when God seems to betray those he loves. It is like when God temporarily left Hezekiah or when Martin Luther felt deserted – when God seemed like an enemy. God still does this! But sadly some people, not knowing God’s ways, walk away and never know the blessing that could be theirs had they persevered in a time of struggling and testing. Breaking the betrayal barrier is the spiritual equivalent of science breaking the sound barrier in aviation. It was a great feat but breaking the betrayal barrier is far more productive for the world because through this experience God takes his seasoned servants and uses them to turn the world upside down.

When God told Abraham to leave his own country and come to the land of Canaan where God. ‘gave him no inheritance... not even a foot of ground’ (Acts 7:5), he must have felt betrayed. When God told him to sacrifice his son Isaac, he must have felt betrayed. When Joseph refused to sleep with Potiphar’s wife but got accused of trying to rape her – and was slammed into prison – he must have felt betrayed by God. After all, for doing the right thing he gets punished! When Moses left Pharaoh’s palace but was rejected by his fellow Hebrews, he must have felt betrayed. This list goes on and on. The ultimate sense of betrayal is when Jesus cried out on the cross, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:46); he must have felt betrayed. All these broke the betrayal barrier, and so can we. It comes by never, never, never giving up.

One of the purposes of this book is to show some of God’s ways that have been sadly overlooked by us. We learn God’s ways by developing intimacy with him, by spending time with him. My wife Louise knows my ways. I know her ways. Habits. Likes. Dislikes. Predictable responses. God yearned for a people who would know him so well that they knew his ways. You may not like the side of him which I have called ‘playing hard to get’ – one of his ways by which he communicates – but call it a peculiarity, eccentricity or strange part of his personality if you like, that is the way he is.

If God accommodates our ill-posed requests he is being too nice. But he can do that too. I have long been gripped by the Authorised Version rendering of Psalm 106:15: ‘And he gave them their request; but sent leanness into their soul.’ Sometimes God gives us what we keep demanding despite his warnings, ‘This is not best for you’ – as when Israel insisted on having a king like other nations. God said to Samuel, ‘Listen to all that the people are saying to you; it is not you they have rejected, but they have rejected me as their king’ (1 Sam. 8:7). God granted their request. Nice God. For a while. But not for long.

James encourages us when he says, ‘You do not have, because you do not ask God’ (Jas. 4:2). I like that! But in the next breath he says, ‘When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures’ (Jas. 4:3). I don’t like that. I only wonder to what degree this has applied to me over the years. Is God being nice when he gives us what we want? It would seem so for a while. But not for long.

God is looking for a people who want to know his ways, his heart and his Word so well that they can learn to pray according to his will. I worry about the spirituality of people (however sincere) who are mostly interested in the ‘word of knowledge’, the ‘prophetic word’ (or rhema word as it is sometimes called) rather than to know the Bible backwards and forwards. God hears the prayers of those who pray in his will (1 John 5:14) even if they don’t always know they are praying in his will. Paul admitted he did not always know if he was praying in God’s will but yielded to the Spirit’s infallible intercession which is always in God’s will (Rom. 8:26–27). We should keep his will before our eyes whenever we pray because this is what is best for us and what we will never regret.

You can therefore make the case that God being nice isn’t being so nice after all. Because we will discover at the end of the day that what seemed nice at first wasn’t best for us in the long run, and that the cost for such niceness eventually becomes too great to bear. God accommodated our comfort zone for a while – when we thought he was being so good to us – but it is only a matter of time before the sobering truth of his playing hard to get is unveiled.

The problem is that we hastily assume God is being good to us, answering our prayers and overlooking our superficiality, when the truth is that he is passing us by instead. When we are neither hot nor cold but rather lukewarm we will eventually be spat out of our Lord’s mouth (Rev. 3:16). This is the same thing as becoming stone deaf to the Holy Spirit (Heb.5:13–6:6). Perhaps not today or tomorrow. But it will come.

I therefore use the term ‘nice’ for what often seems nice for a while. Parents may be regarded as nice because they have too few rules, administer very little discipline or give into their children’s wishes as they grow up. But the cost down the road is incalculable. I used to be so resentful of my parents because they made me go to church every time the door was opened, even on Wednesday evenings. I had to stop playing basketball when the kids in the neighbourhood played in my very back yard as I was being hauled off to church. I said, ‘Daddy, why can’t you be nice like Richard’s parents?’ The parents of the other kids on our block were so nice. You might like to know that nearly all my old friends – who had such nice parents – either died early deaths in disgrace or ended up as total failures in life.

God has given his Word – the Bible – as the road map for the way he wants the Church to glorify him and the way he wants his children to govern their lives. The slightest deviation may seem so innocent and innocuous at first. But if a jet plane leaving John F Kennedy airport in New York heading for London is the slightest degree off course only a few miles after take-off, if that deviation is not soon corrected, the same plane seven hours later will be circling over Spain rather than Heathrow.

This book is written lovingly and earnestly as what will hopefully be a timely caution to a Church that has generally lost its way. I pray that what I write does not come across as moralising or causing any kind of despair or even guilt. But if what I say makes sense to you and you feel God is speaking to you it is a good sign, it seems to me, that God isn’t finished with you and there is hope for a bright future.

One way God tests our loyalty and earnestness is to say things we clearly don’t understand but which he wants us to take on board none the less. Unfair? Well then, consider Jesus’ words, ‘Destroy this temple and I will raise it again in three days’ (John 2:19). Who understood these words at the time? Nobody, as far as I know – only the Lord himself. This might have been a time for some of his followers to say, ‘Count me out – I can’t take strange teaching like this.’ In any case, those very words were used against Jesus later when, at his trial, one came forward to say, ‘This fellow said, “I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days”’ (Matt. 26:61).

Take Jesus’ words to a mass audience, ‘I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life’ (John 6:53–54). You can’t get much more offensive than that. Jesus did not bother to explain what he meant by that. He could have said, ‘Don’t worry – this refers to divine communion after I am ascended to heaven’, just as he might have said that the destroying and the raising of the temple referred to his own body (John 2:21). It was part of the playing hard to get syndrome. Most registered their indignation, ‘This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?’ And from that time ‘many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him’. For some reason, the Twelve remained. Jesus did ask them, ‘You do not want to leave too, do you?’ Peter replied, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life’ (John 6:60–68). I doubt the Twelve understood what Jesus meant by eating his flesh and drinking his blood any more than those who turned back. But they stayed with him.

There are offensive teachings in the Bible, some of which I have chosen to deal with in this book. God wants us to accept them even if we don’t understand them. I don’t know of anybody who understands the Trinity, Jesus being God and man simultaneously, the power in the blood of Jesus, why God is gracious and just but lets evil continue, or why he instituted the doctrine of eternal punishment. I never forget Mrs Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s observation on the teaching of Hell; she said, ‘I just go to Genesis 18:25 – “Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?”.’ Some reject what they do not like in Scripture and feel God’s approval in their comfort zone. God does not disturb them. Not now.

You could say that the central thesis of this book is that there is a sense in which the worst thing that can happen to us is for God to be nice, to let us stay comfortable where we are – and never arouse us to leave our comfort zones. If God being nice means that he graciously steps down and rescues us from our blindness and bondage, then may he ever be nice to us. But the worst thing is when he backs off from us, appearing to be nice. He just lets us be. Perhaps the way it was said of Ephraim, who was joined to idols: ‘Leave him alone!’ (Hos. 4:17). Those who would not accept the revelation of God – whether by creation or through conscience – were not struck down by lightning or brought to their knees by thunder; we read that God merely ‘gave them over’ to their desires and to minds void of judgment (Rom. 1:24, 26, 28).

What is described in Romans 1 does not directly describe the believer but the person who rejects the light of God on their conscience. But this truth is paralleled none the less when true believers foolishly say, ‘I wish God would leave me alone.’ Be careful or he may do just that. When a believer was sleeping with his stepmother – and would not take godly counsel at first – the apostle Paul ordered such a person to be handed over to Satan, ‘so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord’ (1 Cor. 5:5). Though extreme we know God can deal with his own people like this. “‘The Lord will judge his people.” It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God’ (Heb. 10:30–31).

I don’t want that to happen to you or to me. And yet I want him to correct me if this is what I need.
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