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“The Uncommon Calling”

Ezra 7:10 & James 3:1

August 29, 2004

Have you noticed that the Bible often gives us snapshots of whole families? Not just one person but the whole family. Abraham and Sarah and their sons Ishmael and Isaac; Jacob and all his family including Joseph. Evidently Jesus had several brothers and sisters. All of the gospels tell us of at least one incident where Mary and Jesus’ brothers came looking for him. Mark names them in Mark 6:3, James, Joses, (Joseph) Judas and Simon. Mark and Luke mention that Jesus had sisters but we don’t know their names.

Don’t you wonder why some of those siblings didn’t also become dedicated warriors for God? If it’s true that “the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree” then you would have expected some of those brothers and sisters of Jesus to become dynamic leaders of the faith.

Well wonder no longer. Judas wrote the little New Testament letter we call Jude. And the writer of the book of James was the oldest brother of Jesus and the man who, after Jesus resurrection and ascension, became leader of the Jerusalem Counsel of the Church of The Way. (Followers of Jesus were not called Christians then. It wasn’t until sometime around 40 AD that a group of gentile followers of Jesus living in Antioch, a city in what we now know as Turkey, began to be called Christians. James sent Barnabas and Paul to Antioch to see what they were up to and the name stuck.)

One of my favorite books of the Bible is the book of James. I love that book because James pulls no punches. He calls it like he sees it, and he sees it in black and white. No wishy-washy gray in James! Most of the book of James is an encouragement to live out our faith, don’t just mouth it. Let people see Jesus in the way you live. James says that faith in Jesus is critical, but faith in Jesus without actions is contradictory, hypocritical, and probably not real saving faith. As is often the case with people like James, he has a way of making us squirm.

It’s that blunt James who warned, “Teachers will be judged by God more strictly than those who choose not to teach”. Now, there he goes, stopped preaching and started meddling! Why in the world did James have to go and say such a thing? As if we didn’t already have enough problems getting willing teachers! Then James has to go and open his mouth. Makes recruiting more difficult. “Hi, the Christian Ed committee believes that you would make a really great Sunday School teacher for our 4th graders. The job, if you are to accept it, will mean regular weekly study and preparation, and of course God’s careful judgment of your performance.” True, but not a very good sales pitch!

It shouldn’t be surprising to us that those who take greater responsibilities must expect stricter accountability, it is that way in our corporate world and even in our family relationships, so why should the church of Jesus Christ be any different.

Teachers are leaders, and vice versa. Anyone who accepts a leadership role in any form instantly becomes a teacher to some degree because people begin to look to them for leadership, for wisdom, and look at them as a model of what we should strive for. And those of us who accept the role of teacher must understand that people will begin to look to us not only for information but will begin to see us as roll models.

As Christians we are saved from hell by faith in Jesus Christ, our names are engraved in the Lamb’s Book of Life, and we already have a place reserved in heaven for us. But, lest we get careless or lazy about our salvation, we need to remember that God will still expect an accounting from us of how we used the life he gave us. Salvation isn’t a “get out of hell FREE” card. Romans 14:10 says “For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. Each of us will give an account of himself to God”. Those of us who lead and teach need to understand that our record will be “judged more strictly” (James 3:1) than others. We have accepted a place of leadership that affects many lives. People will be changed by what we show them as we teach and lead.

Jesus was very critical of those who take leadership positions and don’t practice what they teach. Just read Matthew 23 and you will get an ear full of what Jesus thought about such people. And Jesus will be the judge at the resurrection!

But, hold on, don’t get all bent out of shape about this impending judgement. Those of us who have taken on the responsibility of leading and teaching are not Jesus, we are not perfect. Even James recognized that and immediately followed up his warning about judgement by admitting that “We all stumble in many ways”. (James 3:2) Please notice that Mr. Critic included himself in that line. Nobody is perfect, everybody messes up.

The point is this, do your best. Try as best you can, with God’s help of course, to model for others what it means to be a Christian. If you are a leader in this church spend a lot of time in your Bible and don’t ever neglect your prayer time. You will need all of God’s blessing to walk the walk and talk the talk. If you are a teaching leader do your best to come to your class well prepared. Don’t wait until Saturday to get your lesson together. Sometimes you have to do that, I know, but don’t make that practice a habit. You will cheat your students of your preparation time and your week long walk with the topic, and the still small voice of God who will reveal insights to you. And you will cheat yourself of that precious walk with God too. Read your lesson not later than Tuesday (you need a rest on Monday) then spend the rest of the week thinking about it and working on it.

Paul, writing to Timothy who was the pastor and teacher of the church in Ephesus, said, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the Word of Truth”. To teach is a privilege and an honor and a great responsibility. But to teach is also a tremendous blessing for you. For the teacher must first wrestle with the angel of God and receive the blessing for the struggle, a blessing which you will then pass on to your students, but you get it first.

And listen, from the book of Genesis to the book of Revelation the people God used the mightiest were the people who had determined to learn as much as possible about God’s word and put it into practice. You and I may not be the next Ezra or the next John, but we might be the teachers who raised up the next Ezra or John. And Jesus says that the teacher is greater in God’s eyes than the student. We have a GREAT calling. No wonder God watches us carefully! No wonder God gives us so much help. Amen.
