Tortoises and Fence Posts

I am a Belfast boy, born and raised on the outskirts of Belfast.  The people responsible for naming the areas where I grew up were colour fascinated.  I lived in an area near Green Island, which was near Greymount.  Greys lane, led to my area called the Whitewell, where I lived in a neighborhood  called the White City, with streets filled with white houses. But none with white picket fences.  The nearest beach was called Whitehead, which was a ways from Black Rock.  But, of course, Ireland is most famous for its beautiful green landscapes, and is known as the land with the 40 shades of green. Perhaps you’ve heard of the tourist who visited Rome and found a telephone in the middle of the street on a golden column with a sign over it announcing, “Direct line to Heaven: $1000 per call.” He went all over Europe and found the same golden telephone, with the same sign, “Direct line to heaven: 1000 Euros per call.” He got to Belfast, and found the same golden phone, and the sign said, “Direct line to Heaven: 25 pence.” He asked one of the locals, “How come, all over Europe, this phone is 1000 Euros for a call to Heaven, and here it’s 25 pence?”  The man answered, “Son, you’re in Ireland now.  It’s a local call.”  The Bible describes heaven as a garden environment, and I’ve often wondered if it has Ireland’s 40 shades of green. 
Unfortunately, Belfast wasn’t a  heavenly city after 1969, when “The Troubles” started.  For years, Belfast was known around the world for  bombs, bullets, bricks and burning buses.  As a wee boy my best friend was John MacFarland.  He was Catholic.  I was Protestant. I didn’t know what those labels meant.  I just knew that’s what we were.  I used to walk up the Serpentine Road every Friday night with him, after school.  The two of us would pull his wee cart full of empty bottles to the Catholic Church on the Antrim Road, and get them filled with holy water.  I always thought that was the catholic equivilent to the petrol station. My dad took the car to the petrol station, and I assumed the Catholics went to the holy water station.  The big Catholic Church was intimidating with its incense and bells.  I naturally assumed the Catholic Church was all about bells and smells. I didn’t know what the difference was between Catholics and Protestants, except that I knew they were different.  Shortly after the troubles started, John and I were around 10 years old, and we were told we weren’t allowed to play together anymore.  That’s when I first discovered how different we were.  I discovered then, that Ireland was a place of conflict and prejudice, all because of ancient claims to Real Estate, between Britain and the South of Ireland over the North of Ireland, and that it went back over 300 years to King Billy and the Battle of the Boyne. I remember thinking, “What’s the good of religion?  If religion is all about fighting, and prejudice and hatred, rather than the way to connect with God, then religion is useless.”  
At 17, I started an apprenticeship at Harland and Wolff shipyard.  That’s where the Titanic was built.  I worked for 8 months at Gate Nine, where the blocks and tackle were stored that were used on the cranes that built the Titanic. At least, that’s the story that went around anyway.  I can remember that first paycheck from Harland and Wolff: 30 pounds a week.  I bought my first car a few months later.  A Mini Minor.  What a bucket of bolts.  My friends called it a Rolls Canardly because, they said, “it  rolls down the hill and can ‘ardly get up again.” The reason I bought that car was because I was fed up riding the Double Decker bus downtown to the Queen’s Quay and into the heart of the shipyard every morning, in the dull, grey, Irish drizzle, wearing my navy blue overalls.  My boiler suit.  We called them boiler suits, I think, because you got so hot you boiled in them, I suppose.  That Double Decker bus was crammed full every morning, downstairs and upstairs, with shipyard workers in navy blue boiler suits, and lunchboxes underarm. Some lunchboxes were the size of Volkswagons.  I remember one morning, scoring a rare seat on the bus beside a shipyard old timer, and he said to me, “How long you been working at the shipyard, son?” and I said, “Just started a couple of weeks ago.”  Then I asked, “What about you?” He said, “Fifty years now. Been riding this bus down the Queen’s Quay for fifty years. Just a couple more months and I’m done.”  I couldn’t get those words out of my head.  I can still hear him saying that.  “Been riding this bus down the Queen’s Quay for fifty years.”  I remember thinking, “Surely there’s more to life than this.”  I’m not suggesting there’s anything wrong with working at the same company for fifty years.  In this economy, that would be a blessing and a miracle.  It was just that it seemed to me, there has to be more to life than just a job, and riding the same bus for fifty years.

I emigrated to Canada, along with my mother and father, in May, 1979. I was eighteen, and didn’t take long to find my first job, as an apprentice tool and die maker. My first paycheck was $200.  The equivilent to about 100 pounds. I thought Canada was the Promised Land, and the greatest country in the world.  I still do. And it is.  We are so blessed to live in this great country, in spite of the politicians.   And in spite of the rising levels of immorality and godlessness in every level of the culture, we are privileged to call ourselves Canadian.    About a year after coming to Canada, my dad developed medical problems and they returned to Ireland.  That left me in Toronto at nineteen, pretty much to my own devices.  I was at a crossroads, and could have gone in a number of directions.  That raised another question for me.  What in the world am I doing here?  What’s the point of life?  As I stood at this crossroads, someone kindly put a book in my hand called The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey. This friend simply said it was a good book and that I should read it.  There’s an important lesson right there. Never miss an opportunity to do a kind deed, when the Spirit prompts you. You never know how God might use it.  When you’re prompted to give someone a helpful tract, book or resource, just do it.  You never know the context of the person’s life into which you drop a good deed. Lindsey’s book was just what I needed.  That’s where I discovered that the Bible contains dramatic prophecies that are being fulfilled in our day.  The Bible prophecied that Israel would become a nation again.  That happened in 1948.  The Bible says that the Jewish people will return to their homeland.  That’s been happening for the last 60 years.  The Bible says that Israel will be at the epicenter of the last great war of Armageddon, where Israel’s neighbors will come against her in one great military Alliance. I could see, even thirty years ago, that Israel was the epicenter of the Middle East. In September, 2011, the Palestinians will present a motion to the United Nations that the occupied territories of Israel be recognized as Palestinian land, and the eyes of the world will be on Israel. Israel is the epicenter of the world today. I remember Lindsey saying in his book, “The Bible is more up to date than tomorrow’s newspaper.”     
Lindsey’s book began to answer  another question for me.  What makes the Bible different than any other book? Why can the Bible be trusted?   Aside from the stunning fulfillment of prophecy, that’s when I discovered that the Bible is actually not one book, but rather 66 books.  They were written by over 40 different authors, over a 1600 year period, in three different languages, on three different continents.  And the amazing thing is that in spite of that diversity of authors, languages, geography, and time, the storyline of the Bible is about one central person-the hero of the Book-Jesus Christ of Nazareth. That would be like taking a class of 66 students, putting them in 66 separate classrooms, and assigning each of them the task of writing one chapter of a book, to create a total of 66 chapters. But you don’t tell them anything about the storyline of the book.  You don’t provide them with any information regarding setting, genre, or characters in the book.  And you prohibit anyone from collaborating with any other student in the class.  Then, when the chapters have been written, collected and assembled into a “book” of 66 chapters, imagine if each of those chapters when merged together, told one cohesive, sensible story, with a solid consistency of character and theme.  In fact, if those student assignments did contain a common theme and consistency in character, we would naturally assume that someone had to provide collaboration between each of the writers.  It couldn’t happen any other way.   That is exactly the claim the Bible makes for itself.  God provided collaboration with 40 authors, over 1600 years to tell the redemptive story contained in the Bible with a consistency of theme, and a central Character, named Jesus Christ.  In the Book of Genesis, Jesus appears as the Seed of the woman.  In Exodus, He is the Passover Lamb. In Joshua, He is the Commander of the Lord’s Army.  In Ruth, He is the Kinsman Redeemer.  In the Psalms, He is the Good Shepherd.  In Proverbs, He is Wisdom.  In Matthew, He is a King.  In Mark, He is a Servant.  In Luke, He is a Savior. In John, He is God.  And on and on, all through the Bible, until the Book of Revelation where He is the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End, the Lion of Judah, the Lamb of God, the one who is worthy to receive worship and praise, and adoration. That’s why the Bible is trustworthy. The unity of theme in the diversity of authors indicates supernatural authorship.
Then, there’s The “Human Authorship” evidence that substantiates that the Bible can be trusted.  Our judicial system is heavily dependent on the testimony of witnesses.  And every courtroom goes to great lengths to ensure that a witness’s testimony is true.  The witness must first promise to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  Then, the witness’s credibility, or believability, is established.  In fact, if a witness is caught in a lie, the entire testimony is usually deemed to be worthless, because credibility is lost. Courtrooms rely on various kinds of witness to provide testimony.  Expert witnesses offer opinions on a particular matter, such as a medical doctor giving an opinion on a medical issue.  Eyewitnesses typically give firsthand accounts of something they saw, heard, or experienced.   The Apostle John was an eyewitness.  He opened up his first little epistle by saying, “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of Life-the life was manifested, and we have seen and bear witness, and declare to you” (1 John 1:1-2).  John is giving eyewitness testimony to that which he saw, heard and  experienced concerning Jesus Christ. 

At 19, I wasn’t sure that I believed the resurrection of Jesus.  Then someone pointed out to me that the testimony about the resurrection of Jesus does not derive from one person, but rather nine people, most of whom claimed to be eyewitnesses of the resurrected Christ.  Nine people wrote the New Testament where the testimony about the resurrection of Jesus is found.  So to reject the facts of the resurrection is to reject the testimony of nine people.  Imagine if you were sitting in a jury with eleven of your peers, listening to a criminal case, and nine eyewitnesses came to the witness box, and each witness gave essentially the same basic facts about what they saw, heard and experienced, and that those testimonies established the guilt of the accused. And that furthermore, the defense offered no testimony to rebut the testimonies of the other nine witnesses.  It would be hard to imagine any jury not bringing a swift conviction.  So it is with the compelling resurrection testimony of the nine New Testament writers.  To reject the New Testament accounts of Jesus Christ and His resurrection is to believe that these nine men fabricated the stories they wrote.  It’s significant also, that eight of these nine New Testament authors were executed because of their written claims about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  The ninth, John, was imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos, a kind of 1st century Alcatraz, directly because of his testimony about Christ.  Tradition tells us that the Apostle Peter, when he was about to be crucified, asked to be pinned upside down, as he was unworthy to be killed in the same manner as his Lord. His wife was supposedly crucified before his eyes, shortly before he was killed.  All this because of their testimony about Christ.  

All this raises the question, why would anyone willingly die for something they wrote and testified about, if they didn’t believe it to be true? History demonstrates that men are prepared to die for a cause they believe to be true, but no man will willingly give their life for something they know to be a lie.  The New Testament is true because these men were eyewitnesses, who died for what they wrote about Jesus Christ of Nazareth.  The Old Testament is true, because Jesus puts His stamp of approval on the Old Testament in the record of the New Testament.  He said, “I have not come to abolish the Law and the Prophets, but to fulfill them... one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the Law till all is fulfilled” (Matthew 5:17-18).  So if Jesus is credible, the Old Testament is authentic.      

I discovered also that the Bible can be trusted because it has the ring of truth.  You know how when you hear something, sometimes it doesn’t ring true.  It just doesn’t sound right.  On the other hand, sometimes you hear something, and it does ring true.  It sounds right.  It makes sense.  When I began to read the Bible and learned what it said about any topic, whether it was how to build a quality marriage, how to order your finances, how to be a good employee, how to be a better person, how to be a great leader, how to have a terrific sex life, how to deal with conflicts, how to deal wisely with your kids, how to survive in a tough world, it had the ring of truth.  It made sense.  And that’s what you would expect if a book really is a supernatural book written by God Himself.  This book is unlike any other book in the world.

That led me to the next big question? What must I do with this Book?  The whole point of the Bible is to guide people to the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus said, in John 5:39, “You search the Scriptures for in them you think you have eternal life, and these are they which testify of me.”  A GPS is a marvelous piece of technology.  It can guide you from your house to your destination, giving you precise instructions at every turn.  The Bible is God’s GPS. God’s Positioning System.  The Bible can guide you straight to Jesus Christ and ultimately to heaven.  
On a winter Sunday night in November, 1980, at Peoples Church, I met Jesus Christ.  The preacher that night explained Romans 3:23, which says, “All of us have sinned…”  That didn’t surprise me.  I already knew that.  I haven’t met anybody who doesn’t believe that.  Everybody knows that nobody’s perfect.  But it was the second half of the verse that was news to me.  “All fall short of the glory of God.”  God’s Glory is God’s holy character, and that verse says everybody falls short of that. That’s the part that most people don’t get. Almost everybody thinks, or hopes, they’re good enough to get to heaven.  But the Bible says, “All fall short…”
Imagine a long ladder leaning against a high wall.  Let’s say the bottom of the ladder represents evil and the devil, and the top represents Good and God. It has always fascinated me that there is one letter difference between devil and evil, and God and good.  And then imagine some benchmarks along the rungs of the ladder.  Let’s put the most evil human beings imaginable on the bottom rung, just above Satan. Guys like Hitler, Idi Amin, bin Ladan would be down there.  Then near the top, let’s put the most pure human beings you can think of.  One rung down from the top. People like politicians and lawyers.  Just kidding.  Maybe Billy Graham and Pastor Miner. Now I’m a pastor. I get paid for being good.  You’re all good for nothing.  Let’s put me half way up the ladder.  And the rest of you are a bit above me.  Now watch this. Right at the top of this ladder is Jesus of Nazareth.  He is perfectly righteous, pure, and holy.  He’s sinless. The Bible says the only way to get to heaven is by living a perfectly holy life, equal in perfection to that of Jesus of Nazareth.  In baseball language that would mean, morally speaking, that you would be batting 1000, and no errors, ever.  All the way from birth to death.  This is what Romans 3:23 means.when it says, “All have sinned and fall short of God’s glory.”  The problem is not how bad we are, it’s how good we’re not.     

And there’s nothing we can do to save ourselves. Ephesians 2:1 says, “We were dead in our trespasses and sins.”  And dead people can’t do much to help themselves.  I remember the first time I visited Niagara Falls. That’s where I tasted Kentucky Fried Chicken and Root Beer for the first time.  I remember looking across at the American side of the Falls and getting drenched by the spray coming off the updraft, and getting deafened by the roar of the Falls. The Bible says this sin has separated us from God.  Is 53:6 says, “All we like sheep have gone astray.  Each of us has turned to his own way.”  It’s like we are standing on the Buffalo side of Niagara Falls, and God is on the other side.  Notice I put God on the Canadian side.  And there’s a great gulf between us called sin. And we can’t cross this gulf by ourselves.   Imagine we all decide to leap over the gulf by taking a running jump.  Some will get a lot further than others.  But really. At the end of the day, what difference will it make?  No matter how fast we run, or how far we jump, or what distance we get, we will all fall short, and all end up plunging into the Niagara River.  Romans 3:22 says, no matter how good you are, “there is no difference.”  And the Bible says this separation from God is the reason for every problem of the human heart.  This is the reason for all lonliness , emptiness, anxiety, guilt, lack of fulfillment, lack of purpose, anger, frustration, sadness, and depression.  But 2000 years ago, Jesus came to earth and died on a cross, and He became the bridge between earth and heaven. Romans 5:8 says, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  He died to offer us forgiveness for our sins and bring us back into relationship with God.  1 John 1:9 says “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”  There is no blunder, no mistake, no failure, no wrong choice you have ever made in your life that lies beyond the boundaries of God’s willingness to forgive.  No matter how far you have strayed from God, His grace reaches further.    And He offers you a home in heaven forever.  Jesus said, “Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in Me.  In My Father’s house are many mansions, and I am going there to prepare a place for you.” John 3:16 says “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have eternal life.”  Our good works can’t get us to heaven.  Only Jesus can.  Ephesians 2:8,9 says, “For it is by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves it is the gift of God, not by works, so that no one can boast.”  Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life, no one can come to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6).  People say all roads lead to heaven.  But they don’t. All roads lead to God, where He will act as Judge.  There’s only one road to heaven, and that’s through the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.   

The preacher that night explained that the Bible says the Lord Jesus Christ, and His death, and His offer of forgiveness and eternal life, is a gift.  Romans 6:23 says, “…the gift of God is eternal life.”  And a gift to become yours must be received. If I offer you a pen as a gift, that gift only becomes yours when you receive it.   Receiving and believing in Scripture, mean the same thing.  John 1:12 says, “But as many as received Him. To those who believed on His Name, He gave the right to become children of God.”  You receive Jesus Christ when you believe. Romans 10:9 says, “If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus, and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead you will be saved.”  

When our kids were small, I announced one night that we would go for ice cream.  “But first,” I said, “you must pass a test.”  I took them to the bottom of the basement stairs and said, “If you can get from the bottom of the stairs to the top of the stairs we’ll go for ice cream.  But first some rules.  You can’t touch the stairs, nor the sides of the stairs, nor the handrail, nor the walls.  Now, if you can get to the top of the stairs without touching any of these things I’ll take you for ice cream.” They looked glum for a bit until the oldest said, “I got it.  Dad, bend over.”  And he jumped on my back and said, “Get up donkey.”  And up we went.  The second born said, “Dad, get down here.”  And we did the same thing.  Then the girls followed the pattern.  When they were all at the top of the stairs, and pleased that they had passed the test, and that ice cream was on the agenda, I said, “Now, there’s a lesson in all this.”  Our firstborn said, “I knew this had something to do with the Bible.”  I said, “Just as you were at the bottom of the stairs helpless to get to the top, so we are all at the bottom of the stairs, helpless to get to heaven. 2000 years ago, Jesus came to the bottom of the stairs, and bent low and put a cross on his back, and carried it to Calvary, so that He could carry you to heaven. That’s why Jesus said, “No one can get to the Father except through Me.” 
The preacher closed the meeting that night at Peoples Church by telling a story about two men journeying through life. One was an atheist, the other a follower of Jesus Christ.  He said, “The Christ-follower spent his entire life loving God, praying for his wife and kids and friends.  Reading and obeying the Scriptures.  Serving in his church.  Trying to develop the character of Jesus in his life, by being honest, and a man of integrity, and kind, and loving.  Trying to build his marriage and family on the bedrock of obedience to Holy  Scripture. Telling friends that Jesus loved them. ” The preacher asked, “Suppose the Christ follower dies and discovers, he was wrong.  There is no God, no life after death, no heaven, no hell.  That all his prayers for his wife and kids and family and friends was a waste of time.  All the years he spent trying to live a life worthy of the Savior, being a man of character and helping people, was for nought. Telling his kids that they didn’t ever need to be afraid of death, that there was another world out there beyond this one, and that God had set eternity in their hearts and that they were made for that world, was all futility.  All the times he told friends about God’s love towards them, was a waste of effort. He just goes into a hole in the ground and that’s it.”  Then the preacher said, “If he was wrong, what has he lost?” Answer?  Nothing.

Then he said, “The atheist, on the other hand, went through life rejecting God, even becoming hostile towards the God he didn’t believe existed.  Mocking those who did have faith.” The preacher went on, “Now, suppose the atheist dies, and he discovers that he was wrong.  There is a God.  There is a heaven and a hell.  There is a judgment. And that all those times when a follower of Christ came alongside of him and gave him a tract or an invite to a church event,  it wasn’t mere happenstance, but rather God’s amazing grace, gently getting his attention.”  Then the preacher said, “If the atheist is wrong, what has he lost?” Answer? Everything.  Then he quoted Jesus’ words, “What will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses his own soul?”  Someone once said it this way, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” 
And that night, I stood and stepped out into the aisle, and walked to the front of the church and gave my heart and my life to Jesus Christ, and I’ve never looked back, and He’s never failed me, left me, or disappointed me.  He’s guided me, directed me, provided for me, loved me, helped me, and gifted me.  He has blessed my life beyond measure. He has given me a beautiful wife and four great kids.  I love my wife and kids more than life itself, but I love Him more.  I have never regretted for a minute, the decision I made to receive Christ, 31 years ago.
Stephen Hawking, the most brilliant physicist in the world announced a couple of weeks ago that there is no God.  I’ve always liked Hawking, and when I read that, I thought, “Well, if Hawking says there is no God, I guess I should quit my job then, and go do something else more meaningful.  25 years worth of preaching sermons was an exercise in futility, according to Hawking.”  You know why Stephen Hawking doesn’t believe in God?  Because he’s never met Jesus Christ.  If he met the Jesus he’s never known, he would met the God who is sovereign, and all powerful, who can raise the dead, and heal the blind, deaf, mute and maimed.  If Jesus had kept going He would have rid all Israel of all disease.  What more could Jesus have possibly done to provide empirical evidence to prove that he was the Son of God, and God in the flesh?

If Hawking met Jesus, he would see the God who fed 20,000 with a boy’s lunch, who suspends the laws of physics and walks on water and calms storms.  He would know that One who gives grace to moral failures, and kindness to people that society has disenfranchised, and who speaks love to wounded women, and hopeless men.  He would see the One who taught with a wisdom and moral authority that caused people to be astonished.     He would see Jesus, the One the Book of Revelation calls The Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.  The Lion of Judah, the Lamb of God.  The Savior of the World.  The One who Was, and Is, and is to Come. The One before whom one day, every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.  Stephen Hawking has spent his life studying the Laws of Physics. One day he will meet the Lord of Physics, and he will bow the knee to Jesus Christ.  He’ll either do it voluntarily, or by necessity. The only reason I believe in God and Hawking doesn’t, is because I have met Jesus Christ. 
I feel a bit like a tortoise on a fence post.  A rural doctor tells the story about the time he was stitching up the hand of a 75 year old Norfolk farmer, who cut it on a gate while working cattle, and the doctor struck up a conversation with the old man. Eventually the topic got around to Gordon Brown and his appointment as the British Prime Minister. "Well, you know," drawled the old farmer, "this Brown fellow is what they call a fencepost tortoise." Not being familiar with the term, the doctor asked him what a fencepost tortoise was. The old farmer said, "When you're driving along a country road and you come across a fence post with a tortoise balanced on top, that's called a fencepost tortoise." The old farmer saw a puzzled look on the doctor's face, so he continued to explain, "You know he didn't get up there by himself, he definitely doesn't belong up there, he doesn't know what to do while he is up there, and you just have to wonder what kind of idiot put him up there in the first place."
Well, that may well be true of politicians.  But there’s truth here for all of us. We didn’t get here by ourselves. Somebody put us here.  I didn’t get to the place in my ministry and life by myself.  God, in His marvelous grace, love and kindness put me here.  We’re all tortoises on fence posts. Everything we enjoy: our marriages, our kids, our jobs, our homes, our savings, our health, were given to us by  God.  He put us here, and He gave us all that we enjoy. We would do well to hold everything loosely, in an open, grateful hand, not in a clenched fist.  The Bible says, “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.” We’re good with the giving part, not so good with the taking part. But blessed be the Name of the Lord.  The Lord is good, and the Lord is great. And the Lord can be trusted to know and to do what is best. 
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