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Merry Christmas! “For unto you is born this day 
in the city of David a Savior, 

who is Christ the Lord.”
Luke 2:11 (ESV)
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The ABN classi� eds are a great way to advertise 
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– LMCO to reach 3,200 unreached groups

Caleb Yarbrough

Arkansas Baptist News

MENA – When you think of 

a missionary, the first image 

that pops into your mind 

might be of a man or woman 

living and serving in a faraway 

land, becoming immersed in 

foreign cultures and attempt-

ing to reach the world’s most 

unreached peoples. 

These kinds of missionaries 

are vitally important – but so 

are the missionaries who qui-

etly labor within their local 

communities, knowing that 

their neighbors need Jesus as 

much as anyone.

Dr. Richard Lochala, re-

cipient of the 2018 Arkansas 

Baptist Businessperson of the 

Year recognition, has served 

internationally, but today, he 

is serving Christ in Mena.

“There is not a place in his 

(Lochala’s) life that is not de-

voted to the Lord,” said Rus-

sell Threet, senior pastor of 

First Baptist Church, Mena. 

“You can see it in the way 

he serves in the church, the 

way he operates his business 

and serves his patients, the 

way he volunteers time … and 

you see it in his family life,” 

said Threet, who nominated 

Lochala for the recognition.

“I love him dearly, and I 

think that he is a great exam-

ple, for me and for anyone else 

– as a father, a businessperson 

and a church leader,” Threet 

said.

Everyday missionary

Lochala has been the owner 

of Mountain View Clinic in 

Mena for nearly 30 years. Each 

day he attends to it’s local resi-

dents, using his decades of 

medical experience to heal 

physical ailments.

However, Lochala would be 

the first to tell you the spiritual 

health of his patients is his ut-

most concern.

A member and deacon of 

See BUSINESSPERSON page 2

Missionary to Mena: ‘Church is something you do’

2018 ABN Baptist Businessperson of the Year: Dr. Richard Lochala

John Maley, pastor of FBC, Trumann, 

leads two women to Christ during an 

unexpected conversation.

Wrong turn leads to 

professions of faith
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How to deal with grief 
during the holiday season

Holiday grief 
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Legalizing casinos 
offers ministry 
opportunities

See CASINOS page 3

Margaret Colson
Arkansas Baptist News

WHILE A DISAPPOINT-
ING outcome for Arkansas 
Baptists, the approval of a 
constitutional amendment 
by Arkansas voters legalizing 
casinos in four of the state’s 
counties presents ministry 
opportunities for churches to 
expand outreach to 
the gambling industry 
as well as individuals 
and families impacted 
by gambling. 

The approval of 
Issue 4 by voters Nov. 
6 legalized casino gam-
bling not only in Pope 
and Jefferson coun-
ties, but also at the 
Oaklawn horse track in Hot 
Springs and Southland dog 
track in West Memphis, two 
venues that already offer video 
poker and other electronic 
gambling. 

Arkansas Baptists publicly 
opposed Issue 4, as stated 
in a resolution that passed 
unanimously at the 2018 Ar-

kansas Baptist State Conven-
tion (ABSC) Annual Meeting 
Oct. 23-24 in Jonesboro, urg-
ing Arkansans to vote against 
the measure, thus “denying 
the gambling industry the op-
portunity to prey on the weak-
est, most vulnerable, and most 
desperate of our fellow Arkan-
sans.” 

Greg Sykes, president of the 
Arkansas Baptist State 
Convention, expressed 
appreciation for Ar-
kansas Baptists who 
rallied against Issue 
4. “In Pope County, it 
was disheartening to 
learn of so many who 
were unwilling to take 
a stand to protect the 
most vulnerable in 

our culture …  but Arkansas 
Baptists never blinked. Pastors 
rallied their congregations to 
go to the polls and vote against 
the casino movement, and the 
convention passed a strong 
resolution opposing Issue 4. 
I am grateful to be an Arkan-

Journey Church and adoption: ‘It is in our DNA’

Sarah Davis
Arkansas Baptist News

JONESBORO – “Religion 
that God our Father accepts 
as pure and faultless is this: to 
look after orphans and wid-
ows in their distress and to 
keep oneself from being pol-
luted by the world.” 

In 2011 Dan Reeves began 
his first sermon series from 
the Book of James as lead 
pastor of the newly launched 
Journey Church, Jonesboro. 
At that time he knew the fu-
ture ministries of the young 
congregation were still un-
clear – that is, until Dan read 
from James 1:27.

“As a brand new, closely 
knit body of believers, we 
were collectively convicted 
to ask God to empower us 

to obey the command,” said 
pastor’s wife Veronica Reeves. 
“We wanted to be doers of 
the Word and not hearers 
only.”

The church prayed for 
the Lord to call and equip 
five families from Journey to 
adopt. As a reminder, Jour-
ney set up five empty picture 
frames in its foyer.

“I remember standing in 
front of those frames, pray-
ing for those five families and 
asking God to empower me 
to help them,” said Veronica 
Reeves. “I had no idea that 
I had a daughter waiting for 
me across the world in an or-
phanage in Latvia.”

Veronica Reeves recounts 
that God was present in every 
detail of their adoption story 
– from the first conversations 

to their airplane ride home. 
“God led us every step of 

the way, opening doors and 
closing others, until at just 
the right time we found our 
daughter, and He made it 
clear that we were to adopt 
her,” said Reeves. 

Journey Church now has 
25 families who have grown 
through adoption, including 
one family who adopted be-
fore the church was launched.

Andrea Brown never 
felt “called to adopt.” After 
graduating from college, she 
started working as an occu-
pational therapist in a facility 
that served many children in 
foster care. 

“There was a particular 
child that I was very close 

See ADOPTION page 6

The Browns (top left), Reeves (bottom left) and Bakers are just three of multiple families at Journey Church, Jonesboro, 
who have fostered and adopted in response to God’s commandment in James 1:27.

Sykes
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Ouachita Baptist University’s
historic 12-1 football season
comes to end, mission continues

See story Page 2Ph
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NWBC reduces CP to SBC, 
forms Texas partnership Caleb Yarbrough

Arkansas Baptist News

ARKADELPHIA – College 
football is a big deal in the 
South. And while faithful fans 
cheer on their favorite team re-
gardless of the record – it sure 
is nice to cheer for a winner.

This year’s Ouachita Baptist 
University (OBU) Tigers foot-
ball team was the winningest 
in the school’s history. 

The Tigers went undefeated 
in the Great American Con-
ference (winning the confer-
ence for the second year in a 
row) and won their first con-
test during the NCAA Divi-
sion II playoffs before losing 
in the quarterfinals to Ferris 
State University, a school with 
a student enrollment nearly 10 
times that of Ouachita’s.

While many small Baptist 
colleges and universities do 
not have football programs, 
Ouachita’s dates back to the 
late 19th century. The first 
“Battle of the Ravine,” the 
nickname for Ouachita’s long-
standing rivalry game with 
cross-highway rival Henderson 
State University, dates back to 
1895.

“When you grow 
up in the state of Ar-
kansas … everybody is 
always talking about 
the Razorbacks. But 
I am so proud of our 
guys. They work just 
as hard and do all the 
same things that those 
guys do,” said Todd Knight, 
Ouachita alumnus and Tigers 
head football coach for the 
past 19 years. 

“I just love it when we are 
all about our school. We are 
not about somebody else’s 
school; we are about the one 
that we attend and about the 
one that we work at,” he said. 

“It just brings a lot of pride 
to the university, and it’s been 
fun to have been a small part 
of that. Getting to coach these 
guys has been an honor for 
me,” Knight said.

“This semester I’ve talked 
with students, including foot-
ball players, about how devel-
oping resilience contributes 
to ‘lives of meaningful work,’ 
our university mission-related 
theme this year. I’m very proud 
of Tiger football’s record per-

formance, and I’m especially 
pleased with the character and 
resilience that our student-ath-
letes displayed,” said Ben Sells, 
president of Ouachita. 

“The collective efforts of 
players, coaches, marching 
band, cheerleaders, alumni 
and fans fostered wonderful 
school spirit and brought posi-
tive attention to Ouachita Bap-
tist University,” Sells said.

According to Knight, every 
team is special but this year’s 
team stood out based on its 
player-led culture.

“You may have heard the 
old statement that a player-led 
team is better than a coach-led 
team,” said the coach. “That is 
really what we have. We have 
some really strong leadership 
from within.”

While there are many 
Christian coaches and play-
ers at non-Christian public 
and private institutions across 
the country who are not shy 
about the role that their faith 
plays in their lives, on and off 
the football field, without tak-
ing anything away from these 
individuals, Knight said that 
the spiritual support that he, 

the rest of the coach-
ing staff and players 
receive at Ouachita is 
unique and refreshing.

“The platform that 
we have and the faculty 
that we have and the 
way that they do care 
about the guys and 
push them to be the 

best they can be in the class-
room (makes it a lot easier),” 
said Knight. “They (OBU’s 
faculty and staff) care about 
them out of the classroom and 
off the field too. There are a 
lot more than coaches at OBU 
that are pulling for and have 
helped develop the guys.”

Within the football pro-
gram, Knight said the entire 
coaching staff attempts to 
“show the guys what it means 
to be a Christian father, a 
Christian coach and work for 
the university that we do.

“That is part of our mission 
and part of who we are. And 
hopefully the guys gravitate to 
that and see that we are differ-
ent in ways,” said Knight.

While physical attributes, 
skill and other athletic mark-
ers are keys to recruiting high-

level players, Knight said that 
he and his staff also focus on 
recruiting football players who 
want to buy into the mission 
of the Tiger football team – 
which directly correlates to the 
mission of the university.

Ouachita bases its founda-
tion on five values: faith, schol-
arship, growth, character and 
community. Through these 
five values the school aims to 
develop students who “foster 
the love of God” and display 
“reasoned engagement of the 
world.”

According to Knight, hold-
ing to Ouachita’s values, the 
Tigers football team is “a mis-
sion field.”

By the time a Ouachita 
football player graduates, the 
goal of Knight and his coach-
ing staff is for the players to 
“know who they are in their 
faith, know who they are as a 
man and know where they are 
headed,” he said.

“If that happens, nobody is 
going to be talking to me about 
this season, or how many we 
have won or lost, in another 
20 years. They are going to be 
talking about the quality of 
young men that come out of 
our program,” said Knight.

One of the spiritual lead-
ers of the Tigers football 
team, Drew Harris, became a 
Christian while attending the 
university and currently leads 
a Bible study for the football 
team. 

According to Knight, with-

out the spiritual leadership 
of players like Harris off the 
field, “We probably wouldn’t 
be where we are on the field.”

“It’s just been amazing to 
watch that happen and see 
how a bunch of guys in our 
program are learning how to 
lead in that (spiritual) area 
too by watching Drew,” said 
Knight.

“Wins and losses really 
don’t change how you feel 
about people,” said Knight. 
“We make a lot of mistakes. 
We are not perfect. We are a 
football team that is growing 
and learning what total man-
hood is really about: the physi-
cal, the mental and the spiri-
tual. It takes all those things to 
become a real man.”

While it is fun to win lots 
of games, Knight said that 
the success the Tigers football 
team has had this year, and in 
recent years, has been hum-
bling.

“We know we are in a very 
blessed situation,” he said.

“I feel like we are a very im-
portant part of the university. 
… Our mission is right in line 
with what the university is try-
ing to do,” said Knight. “Our 
guys (football players) come 
from all over, and we have so 
many different backgrounds in 
our program.

“It’s a great place to teach a 
young man how to grow,” he 
said.

Contact Caleb Yarbrough at 
caleb@arkansasbaptist.org.

GRAND MOUND, Wash. 
(BP) – In contrast to the 
actions of other state Bap-
tist conventions in recent 
years, the Northwest Bap-
tist Convention (NWBC) 
voted to reduce by 7.25 per-
cent the amount of Coop-
erative Program (CP) funds 
forwarded to the Southern 
Baptist Convention (SBC), 
instead using those funds 
to support missions in the 
Northwest.

In addition, messengers 
to the convention’s annual 
meeting Nov. 13-14 reelect-
ed officers, passed a nearly 
$5.2 million budget for 
2019 ministries, welcomed 
13 congregations into af-
filiation and marked a new 
mission partnership with 
the Baptist General Con-
vention of Texas (BGCT).

Next year’s $5,185,000 
budget approved by mes-
sengers is down from 
$5,462,000 in 2018. The 
2019 budget increases the 
percentage of CP receipts 
for the mission field of the 
Northwest.

For 2019, 20 percent of 
CP receipts from North-
west Baptist churches will 
be forwarded to SBC mis-
sions and ministries. The 
remaining 80 percent of 
CP gifts will support evan-
gelism, church planting, 
leadership development 
and church growth among 
Northwest Baptist church-
es spread across Oregon, 
Washington and north 
Idaho. The budget antici-
pates $2,880,000 in CP 
gifts from churches.

The NWBC executive 
board recommended the 
CP reallocation to help 
maintain NWBC staffing 
and ministries in light of 
reductions in missionary 
personnel funding from 
the North American Mis-
sion Board (NAMB), the 
NWBC’s largest financial 
partner. The reallocation 
also sought to make up for 
NAMB’s decreased finan-
cial support of NWBC.

Tigers’ player-led culture
stands out, says Knight

Harris

Todd Knight, Ouachita’s head football coach, on the sideline during the 2018 season.

In historic season:
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RICHMOND, Va. (BP) 
– Missionary Jim Slack, 
known for his “Hello 
World!” enthusiastic greet-
ing to coworkers and his 
exclamation whenever he 
learned something new, 
died Nov. 15 at age 80.

S l a ck 
b e c a m e 
one of 
S o u t h -
ern Bap-
t i s t s ’ 
most in-
f luential 
missiolo-
gists dur-

ing a 50-year career with 
the International Mission 
Board (IMB).

In a world of vast illit-
eracy, countless millions 
heard the gospel as Slack 
and others helped mission-
aries learn Bible Storying 
(Chronological Bible Sto-
rying in its early days dur-
ing the 1980s).

Additionally, count-
less millions have heard 
the gospel in regions of 
the planet – rural and 
urban – where it had not 
yet reached their souls, as 
Slack and his colleagues 
engaged in research and 
advocacy for the world’s 
unreached peoples.

“Jim is part of the heri-
tage of all of us who serve 
at IMB today,” said Clyde 
Meador, the mission 
board’s interim executive 
vice president and a veter-
an administrator and mis-
sionary.

Alzheimer’s began to 
claim the Louisiana na-
tive’s life several years ago. 
He also had coped with 
eyesight issues for a num-
ber of years.

Before becoming a mis-
sionary, Slack worked as 
a researcher with the Billy 
Graham Evangelistic As-
sociation. As missionaries, 
Slack and his wife, Mary,  
served in the Philippines 
for 25 years. His roles in-
cluded church planter, reli-
gion and Bible teacher at a 
Baptist college.

LITTLE ROCK – Stephen 
Kendrick, a co-writer for 
screenplays and the producer 
for Kendrick Brothers' 
films including “Cou-
rageous” and “Fac-
ing the Giants,” will 
lead the 2019 prayer 
leaders’ workshop 
9:30-11:30 a.m., Mon-
day, Jan. 28, at Geyer 
Springs First Baptist 
Church, Little Rock.

“This prayer work-
shop is for those who lead 
out in prayer in their family, 
church and community,” reads 
a promotion about the event 
posted online by the Arkansas 
Baptist State Convention.

Kendrick has spoken at 
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Baptist missionary Jim 
Slack dies at age 80

Venable hired to lead collegiate team

Venable

LITTLE ROCK – Bruce Ven-
able, 58, senior pastor of First 
Baptist Church, Jonesboro, 
has been named team leader 
of the Arkansas Baptist State 
Convention (ABSC) college 
and young leaders team, re-
placing David James, who is 
retiring.

Venable, a native 
of Dumas, was recom-
mended by the ABSC 
Operating Commit-
tee and unanimously 
affirmed by members 
of the full board gath-
ered Nov. 27 at its last 
meeting of the year 
to hear updates and appoint 
committees.

During the meeting, J.D. 
“Sonny” Tucker, ABSC execu-
tive director, thanked board 
members for their service, 
telling them that work of the 
convention is done with trans-
parency, “with both hands on 
the table.” Tucker welcomed 
22 new members of the board 
present for the meeting.

Testimonials
Dale Noe, pastor of First 

Baptist Church, Marked Tree, 
shared about baptisms result-
ing from the recent Acts 1:8 
One Day Mission Trip held in 
Poinsett County.

“After Acts 1 came Acts 2; 
there was unity and purpose 
(in the Church),” said Noe, 
adding that the work done 
in Poinsett County brought 
unity in the community where 
churches serve. 

“As people work together, 

they get closer,” he said. “Al-
ready we have seen eight bap-
tisms (in November). We are 
getting reports like this all over 
the county. Thank you for 
your support.”

Tommy Miller, pastor of 
Union Valley Baptist Church, 

Beebe, thanked the 
convention for the 
Explore Your Call 
program and for the 
support provided to 
his church to assist in 
developing a security 
program to protect 
children.

Emily Smith, 
children’s specialist with the 
ABSC evangelism and church 
health team that worked with 
Miller, shared her testimony 
and journey to serve at the 
convention in Arkansas.  

Venable introduced
Following Venable’s in-

troduction, Tucker told the 
board, “We need somebody 
with pastoral experience … 
That team has got to relate to 
the churches.”

Venable served on collegiate 
ministry staffs in Louisiana 
and Arkansas prior to becom-
ing a pastor. He was associate 
director of the Baptist Student 
Union on the campus of Ar-
kansas State University and 
director of the Baptist Colle-
giate Ministry on the campus 
of the University of Louisiana-
Monroe before becoming an 
associate in collegiate ministry 
for the Louisiana Baptist Con-
vention.

“It’s very hard to find some-
one who has the background 
and skill sets as Bruce Ven-
able,” said Tucker.

“We have vetted him 
through intense visits and in-
terviews,” Tucker said, adding, 
“If you know me, I only hire 
folks that are inerrantists, and 
I don’t mind using that word.

“I only hire folks that are 
aggressive in evangelism. I 
love his spirit, and I love his 
attitude. He has an incred-
ible spirit and a great heart,”  
he said.

Venable, addressing the 
board and guests, said his jour-
ney to serve in collegiate minis-
try began on March 25, 1979, 
while a member of a youth 
group at First Baptist Church, 
Jacksonville, when four of his 
friends were killed in an auto-
mobile accident.

“It was the spring before I 
was to go off to college. So I al-
ready trusted God with my sal-
vation, and I understood that I 
was walking with Him through 
my sanctification, but then I 
had to learn to trust God in 
my situation,” he said.

“It was during that time 
frame that I had to make a 
choice. Am I going to run away 
from God in grief and anger, 
or am I going to run to Him 
with comfort and understand-
ing?”

Venable is a graduate of 
Arkansas State University and 
Southwestern Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary. In addition 
to First Baptist, Jonesboro, he 
pastored First Baptist Church, 

Monticello, and served as as-
sociate pastor of university life 
at First Baptist Church, Lub-
bock, Texas.

He and his wife, Rita, have 
two children. Venable official-
ly begins his duties Dec. 17.

In other action, the board:
– Heard reports from vari-

ous convention committees. 
Byron Eiseman, a member of 
Immanuel Baptist Church, Lit-
tle Rock, was elected to chair 
the Operating Committee; 
Ken Shaddox, senior pastor 
of Park Hill Baptist Church, 
North Little Rock, was elected 
to chair the Program Commit-
tee, and Cathy Brandt, a mem-
ber of First Baptist Church, 
Harrison, was elected to chair 
the Finance Committee.

An afternoon orientation 
session for newly elected con-
vention and entity trustees 
was held following lunch. 
Mike Rainwater, a Little Rock 
attorney, led a session titled, 
“Responsibilities of a Trustee.” 

Tucker spoke about the  
ABSC’s work. 

The orientation included a 
Q-and-A session with ABSC 
agency and institution lead-
ers, including David Perry, 
executive director of Arkansas 
Baptist Children’s Homes and 
Family Ministries; Stan Nor-
man, president of Williams 
Baptist University; Ben Sells, 
president of Ouachita Baptist 
University; Tim Yarbrough, 
editor/executive director of 
the Arkansas Baptist News, and 
Robert Coppedge, director of 
programs at Camp Siloam.

ABN to resume publication Jan. 17
THIS IS THE LAST print 
edition of the Arkansas Bap-
tist News (ABN) for 2018. 

The ABN will resume 
publication on Jan. 17. 

For news and informa-
tion over the Christmas and 
New Year’s holidays, visit 
arkansasbaptist.org or our 
Facebook or Twitter pages 
at ArkBaptNews.

For breaking news and 

other updates through the 
year, sign up for the free 
ABN Link e-newsletter at 
arkansasbaptist.org/link-
subscribe.

The ABN is planning 
some exciting editions for 
2019. For a preview of special 
editions and information 
about advertising opportu-
nities, visit arkansasbaptist.
org/advertise.

Slack

ABSC prayer workshop to feature Kendrick

Kendrick

churches, conferences and 
seminars around the nation, 
and he has been interviewed 

by numerous national 
media outlets. He is a 
graduate of Kennesaw 
(Ga.) State University 
and attended seminary 
before being ordained 
into ministry.

Kendrick and his 
wife, Jill, live in Al-
bany, Ga., where they 
homeschool their six 

children. They are active mem-
bers of Sherwood Church in 
Albany.

To register for the 2019 
prayer leaders’ workshop, visit 
absc.org/prayerworkshop.

The prayer conference is 

being held prior to the State 
Conference on Evangelism 
and Church Health, Jan. 28-
29, also at Geyer Springs, 
which begins at 1 p.m., Mon-

day, Jan. 28, and continues 
until Tuesday afternoon, Jan. 
29. 

To register, visit absc.org/
econference to register.
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Editorial&Opinion “Always be prepared to give an answer 
to everyone who asks you to give the 

reason for the hope that you have...”

 1 Peter 3:15 (NIV)

David Platt’s parting words to IMB: ‘We are sick’
increase visibility and rel-
evance of the 173-year-old for-
eign mission institution.

Platt is the man who was 
hired to lead The Church at 
Brook Hills in Birmingham, 
Ala., in 2006, becoming the 

youngest mega-
church pastor 
in America.

He is the 
author of The 
New York Times 
Best Seller 

“Radical: Taking Back Your 
Faith from the American 
Dream,” and he is the leader 
of Secret Church, an intense 
six-hour Bible study designed 
to mimic “house church,” 
which became a popular an-
nual simulcast event reaching 
thousands of churches.

When Platt arrived in 
Richmond, Va., he found 
IMB in financial turmoil, 

and he quickly took 
steps to right the ship 
– including offering 
a Voluntary Retire-
ment Incentive (VRI) 
to thousands of career 
missionaries and state-
side staff.

With financial woes 
lifted, Platt began serv-

ing as interim teaching pastor 
at McLean Bible Church, 
with multiple campuses in 
the Washington, D.C., metro 
area, in February 2017 – a 
move which eventually led 
him to resign from IMB.

Since many Southern Bap-
tists may have missed Platt’s 
final address to the IMB, I 
thought it would be impor-
tant to do a quick recap. In 
his farewell speech given to 
the IMB’s Board of Trustees 
on Sept. 26, Platt looked back 
at his years as president, in-
cluding the financial crisis.

“These four years have not 

S outhern Baptists have 
yet another new leader 

of the International Mission 
Board (IMB) to pray for: He’s 
Paul Chitwood, a former pas-
tor and executive director of 
the Kentucky Baptist Conven-
tion.

While Chit-
wood – like 
his predeces-
sor David 
Platt – has 
never been a 
career missionary, he said he 
is deeply committed to the 
cause of Southern Baptist 
Convention (SBC) missions. 
Chitwood has served as IMB 
board member and chairman, 
along with participating in a 
multitude of short-term mis-
sion trips, including trips to 
South America, Asia, Africa 
and Europe. What’s more, 
Chitwood said he is commit-
ted to hiring someone 
with career mission-
ary experience to 
work alongside him 
and advise him as ex-
ecutive vice president 
and to assist with mis-
siological strategies. 

For generations, 
being selected to lead 
one of the largest missionary-
sending entities was consid-
ered a capstone of a Southern 
Baptist career.

That was before Platt, who 
was elected with much fanfare 
to lead IMB in 2014, an-
nounced his decision to leave 
earlier this year to return to 
full-time ministry in the local 
church after only three-and-a-
half years at the IMB helm.

The excitement surround-
ing Platt’s ascension to IMB 
president is well-documented, 
and it was a sign, according 
to some at the time, that IMB 
had found its “rock star” to 

Cartoon by Gary Thomas

Pressing On
Tim Yarbrough
Phil. 3:14

been easy for the staff or mis-
sionaries,” said Platt. “Getting 
to a balanced budget was not 
an easy process for anyone, 
least of all, for the brothers 
and sisters in the office on 
Monument [Avenue] and 
serving around the world as 
they felt the effects of difficult 
decisions in ways that are 
harder than I or the trustees 
will ever know. 

“Because of their hard work 
across the IMB and because 
of recent years of record giv-
ing to Lottie Moon Christmas 
Offering by God’s grace, we 
now stand in a strong finan-
cial position,” Platt added.

Platt encouraged the trust-
ees to strive for biblical faith-
fulness and practical effective-
ness, study analysis instead 

of listening to anecdotes, and 
prioritize missional urgency 
over political expediency. 

Amid his encouragement 
to focus on analysis, Platt re-
ferred to a report given at the 
annual meeting of the SBC 
in June by Robert Gallaty, 
senior pastor of Long Hollow 
Baptist Church in Hender-
sonville, Tenn., and chairman 
of the Disciple-making Task 
Force appointed by the North 
American Mission Board and 
LifeWay Christian Resources. 

Gallaty noted that South-
ern Baptist churches had bap-
tized 7.1 million people over 
the past 20 years, but overall 
weekly church attendance had 
declined by 24,000 people in 
that same time period.

“Am I going to wake up to 

this reality? Or am I going to 
sit in SBC meetings, or even 
meetings in the church I pas-
tor, listening to stories about 
here and there people coming 
to Christ and think things are 
all right?” asked Platt, who 
believes failure to disciple new 
believers is the problem. 

“We are sick. We need to 
open our eyes to reality. I 
believe that is critical for the 
IMB,” Platt said.

Due to the decreasing per-
centage of Southern Baptists 
in the United States, giving to 
SBC causes is also declining 
– despite record giving, Platt 
said. 

“We don’t need to rethink 
sending missionaries, but we 
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W ith my last column, I started a discussion on the 
arguments atheists use to defend their stance. 

In continuing that discussion, let’s look at an argument 
known as the hiddenness of God argument and discuss 
why I don’t think it is convincing. 

As a minister, I often talk with folks going through dif-
ficult times, and it isn’t uncommon for faithful followers 
of Christ, in heartbreaking moments, to ask, “Where is 
God?” Most of us probably have had those times when we 
wonder the same. It could be during a difficult time in life 
or when an important decision needs to be made. But the 
hiddenness of God argument claims that God’s existence 

is disproven by the lack 
of physical and knowable 
presence. But if God ex-
ists, then knowing Him is 
the most important piece 
of knowledge one could 

have. So why wouldn’t God re-
veal Himself (whether in times 
of strife or plenty) to all? 

Many want God to reveal 
Himself through some kind of 
Damascus road experience; or 
to show up in some dream; or 
to drop DVDs of Himself from 
the sky; or write, “God is real!” 
in the clouds. Such desire leads 
to the argument.   

The argument goes some-
thing like this: Most Western 

theists claim God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfect-
ly good. Well, if God were all-powerful, He’d have the abil-
ity to make Himself known to all; if God were all-knowing, 
He’d know how to reveal Himself to everyone; and if He 
were perfectly good, He’d want to reveal Himself to all. 
But God doesn’t reveal Himself to everyone. Thus, God 
probably doesn’t exist.

The argument pushes that not everyone believes in God 
or has a sense that God exists; thus, according to the argu-
ment, God probably doesn’t exist.

I’m not convinced by the argument, though. To be sure, 
it is hard to find a completely satisfying reason regarding 
why God doesn’t reveal Himself to all, but that doesn’t 
mean there isn’t an answer. For one, why would we think 
God is obligated to reveal Himself to all? I don’t see why a 
perfectly good God is required to do so. It could be, given 
His infinite knowledge, that God has a very good reason 
why He doesn’t reveal Himself to everyone.  

Further, it is entirely possible that God, in His infinite 
knowledge, has revealed Himself through some sort of 
divine sense — like something mentioned in Romans 1:19 
— and, given the fallen nature of mankind, folks either 
ignore God or are blinded by sin. Either way, God is still 
revealing Himself; and He is doing so in a fair, obvious 
way. In other words, this divine sense isn’t a DVD falling 
from the sky, but it is just as impactful. Instead of truly 
seeking to know God, however, the heart of mankind flees 
to self-worship. 

I submit to you that it is the hard heart of man keep-
ing man from God. And with such a heart, no amount of 
dreams, regeneration of amputated limbs, DVDs from the 
sky, or cloud signals will change a man’s heart. To be sure, 
God could use those things (just like He could use reason 
and evidence), but God would only be using those events 
as a means to distribute His grace; in and of itself, the 
hard heart is stubborn. 

So, it seems to me that it is highly likely God is revealing 
Himself on a continual basis, but not everyone has “eyes 
to see and ears to hear.”  

Chad Meeks is associate pastor of youth and discipleship at 
Cedar Heights Baptist Church in North Little Rock.

Deep Waters
Chad Meeks

Hiddenness of God The secularization of Christmas
I ’ve never really been one 

to get too bent out of 
shape as our increasingly secu-
lar culture secularizes Christ-
mas. Maybe I should, but I 
just don’t.

In fact, I kind of under-
stand why someone who 
doesn’t reverence or even 
believe in Christ would want 
to make 
the Christ-
mas season 
“Happy Holi-
days.”  One 
can certainly 
argue that the 
Christmas hol-
iday wouldn’t exist without 
Christ, of course, but I think 
we’re being naïve to expect 
secularists and even atheists 
to appreciate the same merits 
as we, the Body of Christ, do.

But what I can’t under-
stand are Christians who get 
slowly pulled into secular in-
fluences regarding Christmas. 
Now, again, I’m not one to 
protest all of the gift-giving 
and mistletoe and Frosty – 
you name it.  The minutiae of 
holiday traditions aren’t really 
what I mean by “secular influ-
ences.”

Instead, I’m referring more 

to the subtle drift toward 
making Christmas merely 
about gifts, family, childhood 
memories, and warm, fuzzy 
feelings. If you’ve seen Clark 
Griswold sitting in his cold 
attic, tearing up over ancient 
family film reels, you are fa-
miliar with my point.

For a Christian, that can’t 
be Christmas. 
Christmas de-
mands that we, 
of all people, 
continue to 
celebrate the 
miraculous 
birth of our 

Savior in a manger in Bethle-
hem over 2,000 years ago, as 
well as the rest of the story – 
the truth of the good news of 
the gospel and Christ’s death, 
burial and resurrection to free 
man from his sins.

And, at least for my fam-
ily and my church, there are 
few things that help us keep 
focused on those key truths 
more than the Lottie Moon 
Christmas Offering for Inter-
national Missions. Beginning 
around Thanksgiving, both at 
home and at church, we begin 
to focus on Lottie Moon.

It just works. In fact, it 

works perfectly. There’s noth-
ing like sacrificially giving to 
an offering to help spread 
Christ’s love around the globe 
to help us all remember the 
true meaning for the season.

Of course, this year, why 
not couple your gifts with 
a few prayers for the new 
president of the International 
Mission Board (IMB), Paul 
Chitwood?

As I’ve emphasized before, 
the IMB is one of the beauti-
ful components of the Coop-
erative Program. But, in this 
case, it’s also a way to escape 
the clutches of a secular cul-
ture and keep the main thing 
the main thing when it comes 
to Christmas. This year, 
why not let the Lottie Moon 
Christmas Offering take cen-
ter stage for both your family 
and your church?

You don’t have to dispense 
with all the other trappings 
of Christmas – but let Lottie 
Moon remind you why Christ 
came, what He did, and the 
task that remains. 

Merry Christmas!
Greg Sykes is pastor of First 

Baptist Church in Russellville 
and president of the Arkansas 
Baptist State Convention.

President’s 
Perspective
Greg Sykes

Things you remember  
if you grew up Baptist

1.  All the “Amens.” If 
you grew up Baptist, you’re 
used to hearing “Amen.” “I 
think it’s going to rain this 
afternoon.” “Amen!”

2. Hymns every Sunday. 
Did you ever try to convince 
a Southern Baptist church 
to play or sing modern- day 
Christian music? Yeah, 
don’t try unless you’re ready 
for a fight.

3. Eating for EVERY-
THING. There is nothing 
like Sunday lunch after 
church, or Sunday din-
ner, or Wednesday dinner. 
If you’re Baptist, you’re 
going to eat! Oh, you just 
answered a call to preach? 
Let’s eat! You just got a new 
dog? How about potluck?

4. That one person who 
never gets enough sleep. 
If you grew up Baptist, you 
know exactly what I’m talk-
ing about. Mr. Jones must 
not get enough sleep during 

the week, or maybe he just 
saves it for Sunday morning.

5. You know all of the 
Bible stories. Growing up 
Baptist, you could teach the 
story of David and Goliath 
before you could count. You 
know all about Jonah and the 
whale, Noah’s Ark, and Adam 
and Eve.

6. You raced to the back 
row. If you grew up Baptist, 
you may have set your alarm a 
little earlier to make sure you 
got a seat on the back row. 
You liked being a back-row 
Baptist. 

7. You’ve gotten the “mom 
look.”  Talking in church is 
worse than robbing a bank. 
But if you do talk in church, 
make sure your mom doesn’t 
catch you, or you might get 
the look. Nothing good ever 
comes from that.

8. You knew where every-
one sat. The seat may not 
have had your name on it, but 

everyone knew you were 
going to sit there. Everyone 
knew Mrs. Jan was going to 
sit in the second row, first 
seat, and how dare a visitor 
come and sit there.

9. The CEO (Christmas 
and Easter Only) Baptist. 
You only saw them twice a 
year, but you hugged them 
anyway.

10. All the hugs. Baptists 
LOVE to hug. There is no 
way to avoid hugs in a Bap-
tist church; everyone hugs 
everyone. If you’re not into 
physical contact, or don’t 
like your personal space 
invaded, there’s probably a 
Presbyterian church nearby 
you can attend.

11. How dangerous it was 
to forget your Bible. “How 
could you come to church 
without your sword?” was 
the question you would get 

See BAPTIST page 7
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need to rethink how we’re 
going to send, sustain and 
support missionaries, and 
how we’re going to engage 
churches in this mission,” 
said Platt. 

“Select a president who 
will not be content with the 
status quo and who will not 
be content with business as 
usual as long as people feel 
good about anecdotes that 
abound,” he said.

During the encourage-
ment to prioritize missional 
urgency, Platt described the 
political atmosphere of the 
IMB and the SBC.

“I hate the politics of the 
SBC, and I don’t say that as 
an outsider,” said Platt. “I say 
that as an insider.”

“These last four years, the 
lowest points in my leadership 
were when I found myself 
participating in them. Jockey-
ing for position, continual 
self-promotion, back-room 
deals followed by spin in the 
front room, strategizing like 

DISCLAIMER: This report reflects the churches with the top baptisms in each size category based 
on worship attendance. These totals are as reported by the churches on their Annual Church Profile.

as important. These reported 
numbers should never be 
used as an egregious tool for 
spiritual pride or self-glory. 
Our incredible God resists 
pride and will not share His 
glory with anyone.

The reported bap-
tism statistics should 

evoke 
sev-
eral re-
sponses 
from 
us. We 
should 

rejoice at every num-
ber reported because 
every number represents a 
precious soul won to Jesus. 
Every number is someone’s 
grandchild, parent or close 
friend with whom they will 
now spend eternity. Having 
a kingdom heart propels us 
to rejoice at every single soul 
saved, whether at our church 
or another. These stats should 

The rationale for reporting  
baptism numbers

O ne of the debatable fac-
ets of Baptist life is the 

reporting of numbers. These 
reports are always met with 
a mixture of reactions and 
emotions. The motivation for 
reporting numbers should al-
ways be driven by pure inten-
tions. The numbers reported 
on the Annual 
Church Profile 
(ACP) and the 
baptism statis-
tics brochure 
are most com-
monly in ques-
tion (see below).

The purpose of the ACP 
is pure in motivation, and it 
is designed to be one of the 
most helpful tools we have as 
Arkansas Baptists and South-
ern Baptists. This tool enables 
us to assess trends, diagnose 
patterns and reach more 
people.

The numbers reported on 
the baptism stats are equally 

be a tool to help assess where 
we are as a family and net-
work of churches at reaching 
children, students, millenni-
als, etc. We should graciously 
celebrate with those churches 
that God has poured out His 

power and bless-
ing on. 

The baptism 
stats should cause 
us to praise God. 
The numbers 
reported in the 
Book of Acts re-
flect a biblical pat-
tern of reporting 
and celebrating 

and attest to the divine power, 
purpose and sovereignty of 
God to redeem humanity.

Today I rejoice with all 
Arkansas Baptists over God’s 
incredible work in Arkansas 
last year.

J.D. “Sonny” Tucker is execu-
tive director of the Arkansas Bap-
tist State Convention.

Executive 
Directions
Sonny Tucker

brothers are your enemy, feel-
ing like others see you as their 
enemy…getting to the point 
where you wonder if you can 
trust anyone even as you start 
to wonder how trustworthy 
you have become.”

Platt urged the trustees 
to “refuse to play political 
games” when 2.8 billion 
people have little to no access 
to the gospel.

“I want to plead with you 
to refuse to pander to the 
applause of men, constantly 
trying to please every person 
when the only thing that mat-
ters is the pleasure of God,” 
Platt continued. 

“Life is too short, and He 
is too great, and the mission 
is too important to waste our 
time on anything less than 
continual, intentional, bibli-
cal, strategic, honest conversa-
tions about how to get the 
gospel to unreached men, 
women and children who are 
on an eternal road that leads 
to hell.”

Tim Yarbrough is Arkansas 
Baptist News (ABN) editor/
executive director. ABN staffer 
Sarah Davis assisted in compiling 
information for this column.

continued from page 4

WORDS



www.arkansasbaptist.org 7   

over and over again if you for-
got your Bible. But don’t fret; 
someone will have an extra 
one for you to use for the day.

12. Avoiding eye contact 
with the preacher. Oh, you 
don’t want to pray? Just look 
down, or away, then hopefully 
the preacher won’t call on 
you.

13. Writing notes on the 
back of tithe envelopes. Who 

continued from page 5

BAPTIST needs to tear out a piece of 
paper when you have a tithe 
card or envelope right in front 
of you if you’re just going to 
write, “What’s for lunch?”

14. John 3:16. If you grew 
up Baptist, you can quote it 
frontwards, backwards, side-
ways and in Spanish. You may 
not be able to quote any other 
verse, but you know John 
3:16.

Source: Savannah Brooks, 
student at Jacksonville State 
University in Jacksonville, Ala. 
Originally posted on odyssey.com. 
Used by permission.

WELCOME EVENT FOR ASSOCIATIONAL MISSIONARIES – A wel-
come event for associational missionaries started serving the past several 
years was held Nov. 26 at the Arkansas Baptist State Convention (ABSC) build-
ing in Little Rock. Shown, (from left), are: Bob Johnson, ABSC associational li-
aison; Jeff Hessinger, Bartholomew Baptist Association; David Graham, North 
Arkansas Baptist Association; Don Chancellor, Pulaski Baptist Association; 
Brett Lee, Ouachita Baptist Association and co-pastor of Board Camp Baptist 
Church, Mena, and David Rouse, Caddo River Baptist Association and pastor of 
First Baptist Church, Pencil Bluff. Not pictured are Kent Dixon, Little Red River 
Baptist Association; Robin Foster, Trinity Baptist Association, and Rick Hassell,  
Rocky Bayou Baptist Association.

ABSC debuts new DR website
LITTLE ROCK – Arkansas 
Baptist disaster relief (DR) 
launched a new website Dec. 
11 that will become the new 
“ground zero” for the state’s 
DR volunteers, as well as those 
interested in serving, to follow 
the latest updates on train-
ings, deployments and other 
information on the ministry, 
according to the Arkansas Bap-
tist State Convention (ABSC).

The ABSC DR ministry 
is composed of more than 
2,400 trained volunteers who 
provide the help, healing and 
hope of Jesus Christ to those 
in crisis. While most under-
stand the concept of DR, 
many do not know what ex-

actly our state’s DR ministry is 
all about, said Randy Garrett, 
ABSC DR director.

“Many think chainsaw and 
feeding work are all we do. 
We also have shower/laundry, 
communications, box minis-
try, flood recovery, incident 
command and chaplaincy 
teams,” he said.

Garrett added that he hopes 
the new website will help Ar-
kansas Baptists learn more 
about DR and how they can 
serve. 

“Each of these teams serves 
so chaplains can share Jesus 
with every family and person 
we serve. We want Arkansas 
Baptists to know how they can 

help us share the gospel with 
more folks in their time of 
need,” said Garrett.  

The new DR website pro-
vides a centralized location 
for trained volunteers and 
all Arkansas Baptists to learn 
more about this ministry and 
how DR volunteers are serving 
those in need. When a disas-
ter hits, many have the desire 
to help in some way or learn 
more about how DR is re-
sponding. A “Newsroom” page 
is included that is designed to 
provide up-to-date information 
about how our DR volunteers 
are responding during a crisis.

The site also offers infor-
mation on how to become a 
trained volunteer and other 
frequently asked questions. 
Trained volunteers will find in-
formation about what to pack 
for deployments or other DR 
units around the state.

“We wanted an easy-to-
access location for current 
disaster relief volunteers and 
those who are thinking about 
becoming a volunteer to get 
information about what we 
do and are in the middle of 
doing,” said Garrett.

For more information, visit 
the new DR website at abscdi-
sasterrelief.org.

arkansasbaptist.org/ads

Former Williams
president dies at 86

Nicholas 

WALNUT RIDGE – D. Jack 
Nicholas, former president of 
Williams Baptist University 
(WBU), died Nov. 29 in Little 
Rock.

Nicholas, 86, one of the 
historical icons of Williams, 
served as the school’s second 
president from 1973 to 1991 
and led the college to become 
a four-year institution 
in 1984. 

A Williams alum-
nus, Nicholas over-
saw the construction 
of several prominent 
campus facilities dur-
ing his presidency and 
also served as a Wil-
liams professor of 
psychology both be-
fore and after his 18 years as 
president.

“Dr. Nicholas is a towering 
figure in the history of WBU. 
He guided the institution safe-
ly through some very challeng-
ing times, and he led the way 
to some of its greatest achieve-
ments. He was a tremendous 
man of God who held Wil-
liams firmly to its Christian 
foundations. He will be sorely 
missed, and our prayers are 
with Mrs. Nicholas and their 
family,” said Stan Norman, 
president of Williams.

Nicholas presided over 
the college at a critical time 
in the institution’s existence, 
said Kenneth Startup, former 
academic dean and professor 
emeritus of history.

“Jack Nicholas came to the 
Williams presidency at a time 
of great challenge and change 
for the institution. The early 
1970s required careful mobili-
zation of institutional resourc-
es and careful planning for 
the future. Dr. Nicholas made 
hard and difficult decisions 
necessary for Williams' future. 

He was determined 
and dedicated and sac-
rificial in his service. A 
successful boxer in his 
youth, Dr. Nicholas 
needed a full measure 
of toughness and re-
silience to guide Wil-
liams through some 
turbulent times,” 
Startup said. 

“Of all his many worthwhile 
achievements, his initiation of 
Williams' move toward com-
prehensive senior status was 
certainly his greatest legacy,” 
Startup added. “A man of 
deep faith, great integrity and 
high intelligence, Jack Nicho-
las was the right leader at the 
right time in the history of 
Williams.”

Nicholas is survived by his 
wife, Martha (Williams) Nich-
olas, who was the longtime li-
brarian at the university.

A memorial service was 
held Dec. 3 at Immanuel Bap-
tist Church in Little Rock. The 
family requests that memorials 
be made to WBU. Memorial 
gifts can be made online at wil-
liamsbu.edu/give/.
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LifeWay debuts new bookstore
concept to ‘redefine’ experience
FRANKLIN, Tenn. (BP) –
Guests who come to a newly 
remodeled LifeWay Christian 
Store in the Nashville area will 
be greeted with a new message 
adorning the side of the build-
ing: “Fearfully and wonder-
fully made.”

While the phrase from 
Psalm 139:14 refers to God’s 
glory reflected in the human 
body, it’s also fitting given the 
intentionality LifeWay has 
brought to the fresh concept 
meant to redefine the in-store 
experience.

“Our objective in the rede-
sign was to create a space that’s 
more than just a place to buy a 
book or a gift,” said Shawnna 
Simpson, director of store ex-
perience. “We wanted to cre-
ate a place where people can 
explore, discover and connect 
– a place focused on helping 
customers navigate their faith 
journey.”

Simpson said LifeWay is 
gathering customer feedback 
on the new concept and de-
sign at its store in Franklin, 
Tenn., to determine which 
elements may be expanded to 
other stores.

One of the notable features 
of the redesign is The Journey 
Wall, a display that spans the 
length of one side of the store 
and features resources for key 
moments in a Christian’s life.

The remodeled LifeWay also 
features a designated workshop 
and Bible study area for guests 
to build connections through 
groups. The area already has 
hosted several in-store events 
including women’s Bible stud-
ies and workshops on how to 
use Bible commentaries and 
concordances as well as how 
to minister to one’s neighbors. 
This section of the store is 

equipped with a 65-inch TV, 
DVD player, adjustable seating 
arrangement and a pullback 
partition for privacy. Churches 
and other groups also can re-
serve the space for studies and 
meetings.

Guests who use the store’s 
Bible study space can treat 
themselves to a beverage and 
snack from The Well, an in-
store coffee shop and café 
that uses its profits to create 
sustainable solutions to global 
poverty.

LifeWay Christian Stores is 
the nation’s largest Christian 
bookstore chain.

Jenna Fisher rings up a customer at The Well, an in-store coffee shop and café 
that uses its profits to create sustainable solutions to global poverty. Photo by Joy 
Allmond
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PEOPLE CELEBRATE 
Christmas in different ways. 
Some open presents on 
Christmas Eve, and some 
wait until Christmas morn-
ing. Some people eat a feast, 
while others may enjoy a 
small meal. Families from 
small to large gather to cele-
brate during the season, but 
there may be some people in 
your church who are spend-
ing the holidays alone. 

Christmastime is all about community

ATTENTION
EVANGELISTS!

  
Contact the ABN to 
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Churches use Christmas for strategic outreach
Sarah Davis
Arkansas Baptist News

CHRISTMASTIME is once 
again upon us. People are 
decorating their homes and 
gingerbread houses. Church-
es have also joined in on the 
Christmas festivities by having 
cantatas, musicals and their 
annual “hanging of the green.”

Beech Street First Baptist 
Church in Texarkana uses 
this time of year to show its 
community that Christmas is 
about celebrating Jesus by con-
ducting activities focused on 
homebound church members.

“We are a church that is 
over 114 years old, and we have 
a lot of members who are un-
able to attend church due to 
illness or mobility needs. So, 
we take church to them,” said 
Richard Posey, associate pastor 
of Beech Street. 

The church’s adult choir 
goes caroling to the home-
bound members, and the chil-
dren make Christmas cards to 
send them. Church leaders 
go to the homes or nursing 
homes of church members to 
observe the Lord’s Supper and 
present poinsettias. 

“Christmastime is a very 
active time for all believers, 
and we don’t want the home-
bound to feel left out of these 
times. We do this on a regu-
lar basis all through the year. 
These members still love Jesus 
and need that community of 
believers to fellowship with,” 
Posey said.

Beech Street started a min-
istry five years ago to local pris-
on inmates. The adult choir 
performs its Christmas musi-
cal, and the pastor presents the 
gospel message to hundreds of 
inmates. The church also par-
ticipates in different drives to 

provide socks and toiletries to 
inmates.

“If you could be there 
and see the smiles on their 
faces, the participation in the 
songs and the response to the 
message, the impact is self-
explained,” said Posey. “You 
see a transformation on their 
faces during the program, and 
we have had multiple inmates 
receive Christ.”

Along with other Arkansas 
Baptist churches, Beech Street 
holds two candlelight services 
on Christmas Eve for the com-
munity – both of which offer 
the Lord’s Supper.

“We observe the Lord’s Sup-
per during Christmas to bring 
the level of excitement down 
to a level where individuals 
can commune with God on a 
quiet and personal level. We 
are celebrating the birth and 
resurrection of Christ in the 
same service,” said Posey.

Keyboards at Christmas
A highly anticipated an-

nual community event in Fort 
Smith is Keyboards at Christ-
mas presented by Oak Cliff 
Baptist Church. The event in-
cludes 21 pianists playing four 
grand pianos with a 60-voice 

choir. 
“The event is significant 

because it is the largest out-
reach event of the year for our 
church,” said Lyndel Hobbs, 
associate pastor and minister 
of music and education at Oak 
Cliff. “We hear testimonies 
each year of people who have 
brought friends and relatives 
and are grateful for the way 
we share the gospel message 
clearly.”

The event was started 13 
years ago when Pastor Kent 
Sweatman observed how many 
pianists were at Oak Cliff. The 
event has grown into a three-
day Christmas concert with a 
packed auditorium.

“It has become something 
that the church is known for 
in the community. Most of 
our church members who are 
not involved as musicians or 
as greeters attend the dress re-
hearsal in order to make room 
for the community who shows 
up,” said Hobbs. “For us it is 
a worship service where we 
are lavishing adoration on our 
Lord, and we invite the com-
munity to participate with us 
free of charge.”

Keyboards at Christmas was 
held Dec. 7-9 and featured clas-

sic Christmas songs, including 
“Mary, Did You Know?” and 
“O Holy Night.” The finale 
was Handel’s “Hallelujah Cho-
rus,” with 16 people playing si-
multaneously on four pianos, 
an organ and keyboard. 

Winter Wonderland
First Baptist Church, Sher-

wood, hosts its Winter Won-
derland Celebration that fea-
tures a birthday party for Jesus, 
a North Pole Express train 
ride, bounce houses and food. 
The event will be held at 5:30 

p.m., Wednesday, Dec. 19. 
“The night of our Fall Fes-

tival was plagued by storms,” 
said Shirley Mamoth, chil-
dren’s coordinator at First 
Baptist. “We were looking 
for another opportunity to 
invite the community out to 
celebrate with us. What bet-
ter thing to celebrate than the 
birth of our Savior?”

She said children can have 
photos made with Santa and 
participate in a snowball fight. 
Along with a Christmas movie 
playing on a giant inflatable 
screen, the event will feature a 
live nativity scene that includes 
a petting zoo and donkey and 
camel rides. 

Pastor Ricky Lee will be 
sharing the Christmas story, 
and there will be skits to high-
light the story, added Mamoth. 

“We hope that all our neigh-
bors come out and celebrate 
this joyous occasion with us. 
It is a gift to the community,” 
she said.

With all the joy of Christ-
mas, it’s easy to forget that 
this season can be hard for 
people who are grieving. Park 
Hill Baptist Church in North 
Little Rock held a special ser-
vice Dec. 2 for anyone who 
had experienced loss – loss of 
loved ones, relationships, em-
ployment, health and other 
things. Called “Breathe,” the 
community worship service 
was designed to help those 
who were struggling with  
grief. 

Whether you are minis-
tering to kids or adults, the 
Christmas season is a perfect 
time to share the love of God 
with people in your commu-
nity.

Contact Sarah Davis at 
sarah@arkansasbaptist.org.

The sanctuary of Beech Street Baptist Church, Texarkana, is decorated for the 
Christmas season. Beech Street, as many other Arkansas Baptist churches do, holds 
Christmas Eve candlelight services for its community.

God created people in His 
image. Therefore, God, a tri-
une being in a perfect commu-
nity, created us to be in com-
munity with one another. God 
also sent His Son to be sacri-
ficed so He could have direct 
relationship with us. Christ-
mas is all about community. 

Here are some suggestions 
on how to create an atmo-
sphere of community in your 
church this Christmas:

1. Have a Christmas pot-
luck.

2. Use social media and 
technology to send prayer 
requests.

3. Invite someone with no 
family in town to your home 
for a meal on Christmas.

4. Go Christmas shop-
ping together.

5. Have a New Year’s party 
together.

– Sarah Davis
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Sam Moore Evangelistic Ministries
479-381-1170, 

sam@evangelistsammoore.com

Sam Moore is a vocational evangelist 
and a native of Arkansas. He has the 
gift of an evangelist and the heart of 
a pastor. He is available for Revivals, 
Crusades, Harvest Days and Witness 
Training. Now scheduling for 2019-20.

www.evangelistsammoore.com

Nehemiah Team founders challenge Ark. students
Lisa Falknor
Special to the ABN

TO JAMES SELLERS, mis-
sions was an “every now and 
then kind of thing.” Last 
month, however, missionary 
Jess Jennings spoke with the 
Immanuel Baptist Church, 
Little Rock, member and first-
year medical student about 
possibly serving in Thailand 
alongside a physician. Sellers 
is now considering this option, 
calling it “real empowering, 
something worthwhile.”  

From Oct.17-21, Jess and 
his wife, Wendy, spoke at one 
church and six college cam-
puses across Arkansas to chal-
lenge students like Sellers. Jen-
nings said he’s grateful for a 
four-year partnership with the 
college and young leaders team 
at the Arkansas Baptist State 
Convention who set up the 
speaking engagements. 

The missionary wanted to 
get in front of as many stu-
dents as possible, to mobilize 
them to take the 
gospel to the un-
reached. Students 
were asked to 
serve on a summer 
Nehemiah Team 
(NT), a group he 
and his wife found-
ed in 2004. 

“I’ve heard peo-
ple tell students, 
‘Give your sum-
mer because it’s 
the only time in life to do mis-
sions,’” Jennings told students. 
“We’d rather you give your 
whole life to the nations than 
come on a NT and that’s it.” 

A summer on a NT should 
be a beginning point to a 
world-mission mindset wheth-
er students stay in the states or 
live overseas, Jennings said.       

“Arkansas students are fa-
miliar with NT,” said Corley 
Shumaker, assistant Baptist 
campus minister (BCM) at Ar-
kansas State University. “But, 
to meet the founders, to see 
them in person. Students were 
super excited.” 

The missionary couple at-
tended a 5k race Oct. 20, 
which was a mission fund-
raiser. 

“Students got to see in per-
son the result of people we 
send mission funds to and to 
hear their stories,” said Shu-
maker. 

Jennings told the crowd 
about a 100-year-old Muslim 

woman who heard Bible sto-
ries for the first time in her 
heart language.

Adam Venters, Metro BCM 
campus minister at the Uni-
versity of Arkansas at Little 
Rock, said while not all of his 
students are from a Southern 
Baptist background, many had 
not heard the words “10/40 
Window.” 

“You can show students on 
a map and tell them the 10/40 
Window is from here to here: 
a window of people, millions 
in this window who have never 
heard the gospel and don’t 
have access,” said Venters, 
adding that Jennings made an 
impact. 

“They challenged students 
to be involved in God’s global 
mission not just the local,” he 
said. 

Grey Falanga, pastor at 
Walnut Street Baptist Church, 
Jonesboro, enjoys a close re-
lationship with the Jennings 
because he served on the is-
land of Mindanao with Jess 

and Wendy on the first NT in 
2004.

“That summer has been em-
blazoned on my mind for life!” 
said Falanga. “God confirmed 
so many things through that 
summer in regards to life, min-
istry and simply hearing God’s 
voice.” 

Jennings spoke during both 
Sunday morning services at 
Walnut Street, and then the 

church hosted a lunch for stu-
dents interested in NT. Fifty-
sixty students came, some 
from as far as Memphis, said 
Falanga.     

The Jennings were at Hen-
derson State University (HSU) 
Oct. 17. 

“We invited key 
students that had al-
ready shown strong 
interest in mis-
sions,” said Jared 
Farley, HSU cam-
pus minister. “Jess 
was the final mes-
sage in a three-part 
mission series that 
we had been doing 
at the BCM. Be-
cause of this visit, I 

believe we have more students 
thinking/interested in mis-
sions than ever before.” 

Eight students are strongly 
considering serving on a NT 
this summer, he said. Their 
BCM goal is to send five. 

Lisa Falknor is a writer for the 
Arkansas Baptist State Conven-
tion college and young leaders 
team and a correspondent for the 
Arkansas Baptist News.

Jess and Wendy Jennings – along with Grey Falanga – pose with stu-
dents at Walnut Street Baptist Church, Jonesboro, who have served on 
the summer Nehemiah Team. 

Missionary Jess Jennings (right) speaks with Baptist Collegiate Ministry students at Arkansas State University prior to a 5k event 
to raise money for summer missions. 
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NASHVILLE, Tenn. (BP) – 
W.C. Fields, a forerunner in 
denominational journalism as 
vice president for public rela-
tions for the South-
ern Baptist Conven-
tion's (SBC) Execu-
tive Committee (EC) 
from 1959-1987, died 
Dec. 3 in Nashville at 
age 96. 

As an EC vice pres-
ident, Fields was the 
SBC's press represen-
tative and director of 
Baptist Press, the convention's 
news service. He also was edi-
tor of the EC's former Baptist 

Program magazine from 1959-
1972. 

An article on Southern 
Baptists he wrote for Saturday 

Evening Post in 1983 
sold more than one 
million reprints. 

In 1979, Fields was 
among SBC denomi-
national leaders who 
found themselves in 
the national media 
when Memphis-area 
pastor Adrian Rogers 
was elected as SBC 

president in Houston, mark-
ing the first of successive presi-
dencies by Southern Baptist 

conservatives who held to the 
inerrancy of the Bible. 

During the 1960s and early 
1970s, Fields served as presi-
dent of the Religious Public 
Relations Council, Associated 
Church Press (now Associa-
tion of State Baptist Publica-
tions) and the Baptist Public 
Relations Association (now 
Baptist Communicators As-
sociation [BCA]). The BCA 
named its annual awards com-
petition for Fields in 1986. 

Prior to joining the EC, 
Fields served as pastor of First 
Baptist Church in Yazoo City, 
Miss., from 1951-1956, includ-
ing a term as president of the 
Mississippi Baptist Conven-
tion Board, and editor of The 
Baptist Record newspaper of the 
Mississippi convention from 
1956-1959. 

Tim Yarbrough, editor/
executive director of the Ar-
kansas Baptist News and presi-
dent of the Association of 
State Baptist Publications, 
described Fields as “a pioneer 
and preeminent statesman of 
Southern Baptist communica-
tions, whose life and ministry 
touched countless news and 
public relations professionals.”

Fields

W.C. Fields, Southern Baptist  
public relations pioneer, dies at 96 

Located just 10 minutes from Hot Springs Village, Arkansas, SOZO Recovery Center is 
achieving amazing results in curing drug and alcohol addiction in men by having their  
residential clients study the Bible and attend a local church. “By practicing this God-centered,  
Bible-based curriculum, over 35 men have gotten sober and become baptized in the last 
four years”, said SOZO Director, Bob O’Dowd.

For information, call Bob O’Dowd 
at 501-226-9575 or email him 
at bonhsv@suddenlink.net.

www.sozorecoverycenters.com

FAITH BASED ADDICTION RECOVERY

NAMB asserts ‘supporting’ agency in court brief
RIDGELAND, Miss. – The 
North American Mission 
Board (NAMB) has filed its 
“first amended answer and de-
fenses,” asserting “supporting 
organization” status and “ab-
solute privilege” in response 
to a lawsuit brought by Will 
McRaney, former executive di-
rector of the Baptist Conven-
tion of Maryland/Delaware 
(BCMD).

The lawsuit, filed April 
7, 2017, claims, in part, that 
McRaney “was terminated” 
in June 2015 by the BCMD 
after NAMB leaders threat-
ened to withhold funding 
from the state convention, 
that NAMB leaders made 
“false and libelous” statements 

about McRaney in 2014-2015, 
and that NAMB President 
Kevin Ezell interfered with a 
Florida speaking engagement 
that McRaney had scheduled 
in 2016, according to Baptist 
Press reports. The lawsuit, 
originally filed in Mississippi 
state court, was transferred to 
federal court on May 18, 2017.

In a Nov. 2 court filing, 
NAMB attorneys asserted 
that NAMB was “one of the 
‘supporting organizations’” of 
the BCMD. When McRaney 
signed his Separation Agree-
ment and Release from 
BCMD, he released “all of 
his potential claims against 
NAMB” because of its sup-
porting organization status, 

according to NAMB attorneys. 
NAMB did not interfere with 
McRaney’s employment sta-
tus with BCMD, according to 
the filing, which also claimed 
NAMB had the “legal ‘right 
to interfere’ to protect its own 
economic and other interests.” 

Additionally, the filing 
states that NAMB is “pro-
tected by an absolute privilege 
and/or a qualified privilege 
with respect to all decisions it 
made and/or actions it took 
which may have related to or 
had an effect” on McRaney’s 
BCMD employment.

NAMB attorneys further 
denied the Southern Baptist 
domestic mission entity “pub-
lished any defamatory state-
ment” regarding McRaney, but 
claimed NAMB is protected by 
either an “absolute privilege” 
or “qualified privilege” regard-
ing “any statements it may 
have published” concerning 
McRaney. Additionally, the 
filing says that McRaney was 

a “public figure within the 
meaning of the law of defa-
mation and therefore bears 
the burden of proof imposed 
upon public figures.”

NAMB attorneys asked the 
court to “dismiss” McRaney’s 
“complaint with prejudice” 
and requested “relief to which 
it may be entitled, including 
but not limited to its reason-
able attorney’s fees and ex-
penses.”

McRaney has written exten-

sively online about his allega-
tions and lawsuit concerning 
NAMB at willmcraney.com. 
In explaining his decision 
to file a lawsuit, McRaney 
wrote, “Most regrettably,  
Dr. Ezell’s actions and the lack 
of NAMB trustee responsive-
ness have placed [my wife] 
Sandy and I [sic] in the diffi-
cult position of seeking Bibli-
cal restitution from the U.S. 
court system,” Baptist Press 
reported.

Ark. Legislature convenes Jan. 15
LITTLE ROCK – The 135 
members of the Arkansas Gen-
eral Assembly will gather for 
the legislature’s first session 
Jan. 14. 

Already, the process of pre-
filing bills has begun, accord-
ing to Larry Page, executive 
director of the Arkansas Faith 
and Ethics Council (AFEC).

Page said it is crucial that 
the state representatives and 

senators hear from their con-
stituents.

“When it is doable, given 
their particular set of values 
and their ethical consider-
ations, they want to take po-
sitions and register votes that 
respect and honor their con-
stituents’ desires, ” said Page.

The AFEC receives partial 
funding from the Arkansas 
Baptist State Convention.
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his death, he had been the 
pastor of Crystal Hill Baptist 
Church in Little Rock for 24 
years.

He was preceded in death 
by his par-
ents, three sib-
lings and one 
grandchild. 

Ballard is 
survived by 
his wife, five 
children, four 
siblings, 20 

grandchildren and five great-
grandchildren.

Services were held at Crystal 
Hill Baptist Church on Nov. 24. 

aCross arkansas

C l a s s i f i e d s

Elmwood Baptist Church is seeking a bi-
vocational pastor. Send resume to Pas-
tor Search Committee, Elmwood Baptist 
Church, 6591 Prairie View Road, Harrison, AR 
72601.

Clear Lake Baptist Church in Blytheville, Ar-
kansas is seeking a full-time pastor. Please 
prayerfully consider this before you apply: our 
church earnestly desires a man who is called 
to the ministry of church growth. Candidates 
should email complete resumes to: office@
clearlakechurch.org.

Elliott Baptist Church, Camden, AR, is prayer-
fully seeking a full-time pastor. Please email 
resume to 2018elliottbaptist@gmail.com, or 
mail to Pastor Search Committee, Elliott Baptist 
Church, 4189 Hwy. 376 S., Camden, AR 71701. 
You may also include a sermon DVD or a link to 
a sermon video/audio.

Bigelow Baptist Church, Bigelow, AR, is 
seeking a bi-vocational pastor. Please send 
resumes to brandonrakridge@gmail.com.

Windover Baptist Church is seeking a pastor 
and is open to bi-vocational and full-time 

seeking a full-time pastor. Please send re-
sumes to: pastorsearch@vbcbackgate.com.

Mountain Top Cowboy Church, Heber 
Springs, is searching for a full-time 
senior pastor. Mail resume to the Pas-
tor Search Committee, 45 Heber Springs 
Rd., Heber Springs, AR 72543, or go online 
to www.mountaintopcowboychurch.com and 
click on “Pastor Search” for more information.

North Main Baptist Church (SBC) seeking 
bi-vocational pastor. Send resumes to 
jvance1@windstream.net or 707 North Main, 
Sheridan, AR 72150.

Williams Baptist University seeks appli-
cants for director of campus ministries. 
The director is responsible for the creation, 
implementation, and management of a com-
prehensive campus ministry program. This 
person will also direct the WBU worship team. 
Requirements include a Master of Divinity 
or equivalent, three years of relevant experi-
ence, or a combination of education and rel-

evant experience. Applicants should complete 
WBU’s online application at https://williams-
bu.edu/careers/support-staff-application/ 
and then email a resume, statement of faith 
and references to hr@williamsbu.edu.

Director needed for Walnut Ridge First 
Baptist Preschool. CDA required. Salary based 
upon education and experience. Call 870-886-
2722 to inquire.

Seeking associational missionary for 
Little River Baptist Association due to retire-
ment of our AM of 27 years, Don Jones. Submit 
resume to Search Committee, P.O. Box 965, 
Nashville, AR 71852.

Ebenezer Baptist Church, El Dorado, AR, is 
seeking a full-time minister of students 
with some associate pastor responsibilities. 
Please send resumes to: Search Committee, Eb-
enezer Baptist Church, 1942 N. Wyatt Drive, El 
Dorado, AR 71730.

South Main Baptist Church, Crossett, is seek-
ing a bi-vocational youth pastor. Send 
resume to: smbcsecretary@windstream.net or 
PO Box 430, Crossett, AR 71635.

Farmington First is seeking a full-time 
student minister for established youth 

ministry. Looking for someone to take students 
deeper in the faith and equip them to reach 
others. Experience and a theology degree 
preferred but not required. Send resume to 
personnel@farmingtonfirst.com.

First Baptist Church, Henderson, Texas, full-
time position for children’s minister, 
to minister to children and young families. 
Send resumes to David Higgs, 207 W. Main 
St., Henderson, Texas, 75652, or email dhiggs@
thefbc.org.

Bi-vocational worship pastor for 
blended service. FBC, Pea Ridge. 479-451-
8192. To submit resume or request more info -  
al@prfbc.org.

Perryville FBC is seeking a bi-voca-
tional music director. Send resumes to  
pvfb.church@gmail.com.

Holy Land trip with Denny Wright. Last 
call! $5,547 April 28-May 9, 2019. Deposit 
due by Jan.15, 2019. Email Denny now 
dwrightbalboa@gmail.com.

candidates. Please send resumes to Search 
Committee Chairperson, 311 Windover, 
Jonesboro, AR 72401 by Jan. 31st.

Fair Park Baptist Church is seeking a bi-
vocational pastor. Please send resumes by 
January 31st to FPBC Pastor Search, 801 East 
16th St., Russellville, AR 72801.

Hamburg First Baptist Church is prayerfully 
seeking a full-time pastor.  Please send re-
sume to First Baptist Church Pastor Search Com-
mittee, 203 E. Parker St., Hamburg, AR  71646 
or email to fbchbg.office@gmail.com. For more 
information, you may call the church office at 
870-853-5520.

First Baptist Church, Hector, is seeking a bi-
vocational pastor. Send resume to 801 East 
16th Street, Russellville, AR 72801, or email: 
arvba@suddenlink.net.

East Side Baptist Church, Paragould, AR, is 
seeking a full-time senior pastor. Please 
mail resumes to: Pastor Search Committee, East 
Side Baptist Church, 529 E. Court Street, Para-
gould, AR 72450, or mail resumes to: brichey@
connect2eastside.com. You may also include a 
sermon DVD or a link to a sermon video/audio.

Victory Baptist Church, Back Gate, AR, is 

PASTOR

MISCELLANEOUS

OTHER STAFF POSITIONS

Obituaries

Jurl Norris Mitchell, 84, 
of Conway, 
died Nov. 15. 

M i t c h e l l 
served as a 
Baptist min-
ister for 66 
years and pas-
tored several 
churches in 

Arkansas. Before retiring, 
he directed Plain Path Min-
istries and preached revivals 
around the United States for 
20 years. 

Mitchell and his wife, 
Mary Ann, previously served 
as missionaries in Bolivia. 
He assisted in f lying sup-
plies into remote jungle mis-
sion areas and later worked 
among the Chiquitano Indi-
ans. Mitchell wrote “En La 
Mañana” and “Chiquitano” 
to give accounts of his years 
in Bolivia. 

Mitchell was preceded 
in death by his parents and 
brothers.

He is survived by his wife, 
a son, two sisters, two grand-
daughters and three great-
grandchildren.

Services were held Nov. 19 
at Immanuel Baptist Church 
in Greenbrier. 

Larry Almon Ballard, 76, 
of Little Rock, died Nov. 20. 

Ballard was a Baptist minis-
ter and served in many church-
es in Arkansas. At the time of 

Alvin John “A.J.” Munner-
lyn, Jr., 86, of 
Jacksonville, 
died Nov. 25. 

M u n n e r -
lyn previously 
ser ved as 
head deacon, 
t r e a s u r e r , 
c h i l d r e n ’ s 

church pastor, Sunday school 
teacher, trustee and director of 
bus ministry at Berea Baptist 
Church in Jacksonville.

He was also a veteran of the 
Korean and Vietnam wars. 

Munnerlyn was preceded in  
death by his parents.

He is survived by his 
wife, four children, 13 
grandchildren and f ive 
great-grandchildren. 

Services were held at Grif-

Tunney Wyatt “T.W.” 
Fitzgerald, 90, of El Dorado, 
died Nov. 20.

Wyatt was a Gideon and 
a Sunday school teacher at 
Ebenezer Baptist Church in 
El Dorado. He served in the 
United States Army from 

D. Jack Nicholas, 86, of Lit-
tle Rock, died 
Nov. 29.

N i c h o l a s 
was an or-
dained South-
ern Baptist 
minister and 
served church-

es throughout Arkansas, Mis-
souri, Tennessee, Texas and 
California. 

He was a psychology profes-
sor at California Baptist Uni-
versity and Williams Baptist 
University. During his 30 years 
at Williams, he served as ex-
ecutive vice president, dean of 
students, chancellor and presi-
dent of the college. A memori-
al service was held on Dec. 3 at 
Immanuel Baptist Church in  
Little Rock. (See related story, 
page 7.)

1950-1952. 
Services were held at Ebene-

zer Baptist Church on Nov. 24. 

fin Leggett Funeral Home in 
North Little Rock Nov. 30.

Crossword key, see crossword page 13
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Across
1. Pronoun
4. Essential
9. Genetic inits.
12. Wrath
13. ___ the Netophathite (Jer-
emiah 40)
14. “having Bethel on the west, and 
___ on the east” (Genesis 12:8)
15. “let thy cattle gender with a ___ 
kind” (Leviticus 19:19)
17. “Let us ___ before the Lord our 
maker” (Psalm 95:6)
19. “take thine ___, eat, drink, and 
be merry” (Luke 12:19)
20. Component of teen’s “uni-
form” (pl.)
21. “The street” on the Left Bank
23. Evangelist’s family
26. Prophet who interceded for 
Judah (2 Chronicles 28)
27. “Claudius commanded all Jews 
to depart from ___” (Acts 18:2)
28. Saturate in liquid
29. Brit. isl. off Normandy

30. Tumors (KJV)
33. Cathode (abbr.)
34. Santa ___
36. Slave
37. Layer
39. “his meat was ___ and wild 
honey” (Matthew 3:4)
41. Belonging to Shakespeare (with 
“the”)
42. Actress Peggy
43. “Jubal, father of all such as 
handle the ___ and organ” (Gen-
esis 4:21)
44. “Otello” is one
46. Those who bring about
49. “the Lord shall ___ the bough” 
(Isaiah 10:33)
50. “O ___, where is thy victory?” 
(1 Corinthians 15:55)
52. Sup
53. Fine point (abbr.)
54. “___ into his gates” (Psalm 
100:4)
55. Former Ford model

Down
1. “Your life is ___ with Christ in 
God” (Colossians 3:3)
2. A son of Bela (1 Chronicles 7)
3. Extreme
4. Usually a sentence from a Bible 
chapter
5. ___ dixit
6. Article
7. Twelve-step group (abbr.)
8. “Who…can be ___ unto the 
Lord?” (Psalm 89:6)
9. Belonging to the son of Zoroba-
bel (Luke 3)
10. Negative vote (var.)
11. Bother
16. Escape
18. Masculine name
20. Bodily swelling
21. Of a limited area
22. Chief of David’s captains (2 
Samuel 23)
23. Lazarus, which was laid at his 
gate full of ___” (Luke 16:20)
24. “Be ye not unequally ___” (2 

Corinthians 6:14)
25. Boxes
27. Retires
31. Sermon
32. “I will exalt my throne above 
the ___” (Isaiah 14:13)
35. “my servant Job shall pray for 
you: for him will I ___” (Job 42:8)
38. A city of Benjamin (Joshua 18)
40. Middle East. rep.
41. Brand well known to hockey 
players
43. “___ mercy upon me, O Lord” 
(Psalm 6:2)
44. “For if God…spared not the 
___ world” (2 Peter 2:4-5)
45. American author
46. Siamese
47. Tattle, with “on”
48. Reg.
51. TLC giver
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Gospel Games “An athlete is not crowned unless 
he competes according to the rules.”
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Years ago I led a Promise Keepers 
group. I reiterated the fact that God is 
the ultimate Promise Keeper and we 
should keep our promises. One man’s 
wife told me that her husband was lit-
erally keeping promises he had made. 
He explained to her that he wanted 
to keep his promises like God kept 
His.   

God promised to send a Messiah 
Who would save the people from their 
sins. He kept His promise. The Abra-
hamic covenant 
was passed down to 
Isaac, Jacob and his 
descendants. The 
covenant found its 
ultimate fulfillment 
in Jesus Christ. 
Luke recorded specific information in 
Gabriel’s greeting and announcement 
to Mary that points to Jesus being the 
fulfillment of Old Testament prophesy.   

Gabriel told Mary that she would 
conceive and give birth to a son and His 
name would be Jesus because He would 
save His people. Jesus would be greater 
than David, King over all of Israel, as 
the title “Son of the Most High” indi-
cates (Luke 1:32). This would not be a 
normal earthly kingdom. Jesus Christ 

would have an eternal rule without 
end.

Mary was quite confused. “Mary 
asked the angel, ‘How can this be, 
since I have not been intimate with 
a man?’” (Luke 1:34). Psychologically, 
emotionally, logically and physically, it 
didn’t make any sense. Mary may have 
thought it was nonsense. Gabriel had 
the answer. The angel explained to 
Mary that the Holy Spirit would come 
upon her and overshadow her and that 

she would conceive 
the “Son of God” 
(Luke 1:34-35). It 
would be a divine 
miracle. This child 
she would carry 
and give birth to 

would be a special miracle of God, not 
just for her, but for the whole world. 
This holy child would be a holy King 
who would save all the peoples of the 
world from their sin.

When Lee Strobel was finishing 
the research for his book “The Case 
for Christmas,” he asserted, “Christ-
mas doesn’t mean very much without 
Easter.” Christmas prepares us for the 
ultimate sacrifice that we observe dur-
ing Easter.

sheep that night, an angel of the Lord 
stood before them, clothed in the glory 
of the Lord with shining majesty. This 
terrified the shepherds. The angel was 
quick to say, “Don’t be afraid, for look, 
I proclaim to you good news of great 
joy that will be for all the people: Today 
a Savior, who is Messiah the Lord, was 
born for you in the city of David” (Luke 
2:10-11). A host of angels appeared and 
broke out in praise. Trent Butler said, 

“In the most 
unlikely place 
amid the most 
unlikely spec-
tators, God 
brushed aside 
the world’s 
fears and pro-

vided the world a reason for joy.”  
The angel’s announcement was one 

of joy. Joy is God’s gift to the world in 
a tiny baby, wrapped snugly in cloth, 
lying in a feeding trough. He is a Sav-
ior, Christ the Lord (Luke 2:11). We 
must not leave Jesus in the manger and 
fail to look beyond His birth. He came 
to die for the sins of the world. The 
greatest joy we will ever have is accept-
ing God’s gift of salvation and receiv-
ing Jesus Christ as Lord.

God uses a variety of means to lead 
His people, but He leads foremost 
through His Word. It is important that 
Christians be involved in a regular sys-
tematic study of the Scriptures. How-
ever, the Lord also leads through prayer. 
When we communicate with the Lord 
in praise, petitions and intercessions, 
He gives us insights and instructions. 
God uses the wise counsel of pastors, 
teachers and other spiritual leaders to 
guide us to make 
decisions that im-
pact our life. He 
can also use other 
means, as we see in 
this lesson.

Jacob had lived outside of the Prom-
ised Land for 20 years. He worked as 
Laban’s main shepherd in exchange for 
a share of the speckled and spotted fe-
male sheep and the dark-colored lambs. 
Laban cheated by moving these animals 
to a distant pasture. Jacob compensated 
by having his sons use breeding tech-
niques so that the offspring would be 
speckled and spotted (Gen. 30:37-43).

Jacob had become settled and 
wealthy in Haran. But God wanted 
Jacob to know that there was a great-

er purpose for his life and that he 
needed to go home to Canaan. God 
began the process by showing Jacob 
that Laban’s attitude toward him had 
changed. Then the Lord spoke to him 
and told him to go home. The Lord 
also promised to be with him. All that 
was required from Jacob was simple 
obedience. Jacob informed his wives 
of his intent to be obedient. Laban’s 
attitude had changed toward them as 

well. They were 
concerned about 
finances but un-
derstood that God 
had transferred 
Laban’s wealth to 

Jacob. Rachel and Leah affirmed their 
marital allegiance to Jacob and their 
willingness to follow in his obedience 
to God.

Jacob realized the Lord had been 
with him the whole time (Gen. 31:5, 
7, 9). We can be faithful because God 
is always faithful to lead us and be with 
us. His faithfulness should give us the 
confidence to trust in His leading. Re-
member, if God is leading you from 
one place to another, it is for a greater 
purpose and He will be with you.

Simeon was an enigmatic character, 
which we know very little about. Tradi-
tion says he was an old man because of 
his readiness and eagerness to die (Luke 
2:29). Simeon, like Anna, Elizabeth 
and Zechariah, was part of the faithful 
Jewish remnant who waited eagerly for 
the Messiah (Mal. 3:16). This anticipa-
tion was captured in a traditional Jew-
ish prayer, “May I see the consolation of 
Israel.”  

The Holy 
Spirit guided 
Simeon to the 
temple for the 
dedication of 
Jesus (Luke 
2:23, 27). He 
also revealed to Simeon that he would 
not die until he saw the Messiah (Luke 
2:26). Simeon gazed upon Jesus, took 
Him in his arms, and praised God, 
“For my eyes have seen Your salvation” 
(Luke 2:30). The promised Messiah 
would bring salvation to Israel and all 
the peoples of the earth (Luke 2:31-32). 
We don’t know how much of Simeon’s 
words Mary and Joseph understood, 
but they were amazed.  

Simeon’s praise turned to prophecy 

(Luke 2:34-35). He said Jesus would 
cause the fall and rise of many. Many 
in Israel would fall in conviction and 
then rise in salvation. Even today, Is-
rael stumbles over the cross. He would 
also be a sign, a revelation of divine 
truth – a truth that Israel would reject. 
He would also be a sword. The sword 
speaks of suffering and sorrow, which 
Mary would bear in her soul. Simeon 

e x p r e s s e d 
what we must 
not forget. 
Jesus came 
to die for the 
sins of the 
world. The 
cradle must 

lead to the cross before it can lead to 
a crown.

One of my favorite Christmas songs 
is “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” The 
last line of the first stanza captures 
Simeon’s praise, “The hopes and fears 
of all the years are met in thee tonight.” 
Simeon held hope in his arms; we can 
hold this hope in our hearts. All our 
hopes and fears are met in Jesus. He is 
our consolation, our comfort and our 
salvation.

In October, my wife and I drove to 
Jackson, Wyo., to explore the Grand 
Teton and Yellowstone National Parks. 
On the way back, we stopped at the 
Fossil Butte National Monument. To 
our surprise, there were sheep-herders 
on horseback moving hundreds of 
sheep across the prairie. Watching the 
sheepdogs work was amazing.

Being a shepherd in Jesus’ day was 
much different than being a shep-
herd today. 
In Jesus’ day, 
shepherding 
was a despised 
occupa t ion . 
S h e p h e r d s 
were routinely 
accused of rob-
bery for using lands they had no right 
to. It was lonely and dangerous. The 
Bible speaks well of shepherds; they 
counted sheep constantly, carried weak 
ones on their shoulders and erected 
pens so they could sleep safely at night 
(Jer. 33:12-13; Isa. 40:11; John 10:1). 
Jesus described Himself as the “good 
shepherd” (John 10:11). God chose to 
give the first announcement of Jesus’ 
birth to shepherds.  

As the shepherds watched over their 
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A co-worker told me her nephew 
knew me. He was my boss’ son, and 
he caused me constant grief. When 
he made a mess, I had to clean it up. 
When he broke something, I had to fix 
it. When he wanted to go somewhere, 
I had to take him. When he needed 
someone to blame, it was my fault. I 
remember thinking that if this boy 
doesn’t grow up and change, he will be 
in prison. To my surprise he became 
a successful pas-
tor in a wonderful 
church and had a 
beautiful family. 
What a transfor-
mation.

God told Jacob 
to go home to Ca-
naan. He was obedient to God’s com-
mand. Jacob had fled 20 years earlier 
because Esau wanted to kill him. As he 
considered whether or not Esau had 
changed, Jacob would get involved in a 
wrestling match that would transform 
him forever.

 Jacob was alone on the bank of the 
Jabbok River when he encountered 
a strange man.  He was not having a 

dream or a vision. He and the man 
wrestled until daybreak. The man 
couldn’t defeat Jacob so he dislocated 
Jacob’s hip. Jacob would not let go of 
him until he blessed him.

The man asked, “What is your 
name?” Jacob’s name means “heel,” 
but it can also mean “cheater.” The 
man told Jacob that his name would 
now be “Israel” because he had strug-
gled with God and men, and he had 

prevailed. Jacob 
also received the 
blessing he want-
ed (Gen. 32:29). 
Jacob named the 
place Peniel be-
cause he met God 
face-to-face and 

lived through it.  
Spiritual transformations often ac-

company times of great struggle. Jacob 
needed to become what God wanted 
him to be. All believers need to become 
what God wants them to be. When we 
are obedient and yield to Him, God 
can begin the transformation that we 
need so that we fit into the purpose 
He has for us.

the East, not that the star was in the 
East. Sorry, but “The First Noel” needs 
tweaking as well. The magi had to go 
west to find Jesus.  

The magi were led by a star to Je-
rusalem. Their purpose was to wor-
ship “He Who was born King of the 
Jews.” This disturbed Herod. Why? By 
Roman authority, Herod was consid-
ered the king of the Jews. He would be 
opposed to any competition to his rule. 
He instructed them to find this child 

and report back. 
They were warned 
by the Lord not to 
return to Herod.  

The magi were 
led to Jesus by 

a star. They were overwhelmed with 
joy. They fell on their knees and wor-
shipped Him. They offered extravagant 
gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. 
This is a powerful picture of worship. 
Christmas is an invitation to come 
see the King. We can joyfully worship 
Him and give the extravagant offering 
of our lives, everything we have and 
everything we are. We can lay it down 
before the King of kings.

During a Lord’s Supper service, I 
preached on the need for reconciliation 
between God and man. During the invi-
tation, I watched as one young woman 
stepped into the aisle, but instead of 
heading to the altar she headed toward 
the back of the church. She stopped 
and tapped another young woman 
on the shoulder. They briefly talked, 
cried, hugged and both headed toward 
the altar. They knelt and prayed with 
each other and then embraced again. 
Both went back and 
sat together. These 
two had been angry 
with each other to 
the point they didn’t 
talk or look at each 
other. Reconciliation involves risk, hu-
mility and trust. This is an important 
part of spiritual maturity. This is the 
place we find Jacob. 

Esau was coming toward Jacob and 
his entourage with a band of 400 men. 
Jacob organized his family and then 
went ahead of them. He bowed to 
the ground seven times before he ap-
proached Esau. Something extraordi-
nary happened. Esau ran to meet Jacob 
and embraced and kissed him, and they 
both wept. Seeking forgiveness and rec-

onciliation takes courage, humility and 
trust in the Lord.  

Esau wanted to know who were all 
the people with him. Jacob’s response 
was nothing short of a response of a 
man whom God had transformed, as 
he answered, “The children God has 
graciously given your servant” (Gen. 
33:5). God’s covenant purpose for 
Jacob remained, but Jacob was dem-
onstrating a great degree of humil-
ity. Jacob had brought gifts for Esau 

to find favor with 
him, but Esau de-
clined them. Jacob 
convinced him to 
accept them. Jacob 
declined any assis-

tance from Esau’s men to help Jacob 
continue on his journey. They agreed 
to part ways. They would meet again 
when they buried their father (Gen. 
35:27-29).  

True transformation is seen in ap-
proaching others with humility. Both 
parties must want to be restored. Fu-
ture conflicts are minimized when 
boundaries are placed on relation-
ships. We should reach out in love to 
those we have wronged and those who 
have wronged us.

In the 1950s, both Billy Graham 
and Martin Luther King Jr. expressed 
their disgust that 11 a.m. on Sunday 
morning was the most segregated hour 
in America. Both understood and 
taught that the Scriptures clearly teach 
a multiethnic inclusion in the local  
church. It appears we still have a long 
way to go. 

Paul described the hostility between 
Jews and Gentiles. This hostility was 
rooted in religion, culture and race. 
He gave a lesson 
on Christian unity 
through reconcilia-
tion. I use a simple 
drawing on the 
whiteboard to il-
lustrate this point. I draw a cross on the 
board. I label the vertical post with an 
arrow pointing up, labeling the top of 
the post, “God.” On the cross beam, I 
label the left side with an arrow point-
ing left and on the right side, pointing 
right. On either end of the cross beam, 
I write “man.” I explain that we are rec-
onciled vertically to God and horizon-
tally to man through Christ’s death on 
the cross.  

Paul spoke about the Ephesian 
Christians’ past “alienation” from God 

(Eph. 2:11-12). As Gentiles, they were 
separated by their flesh; they were for-
eigners, and they were hopeless and 
Godless. Paul said, “But now in Christ 
Jesus, you who were far away have been 
brought near by the blood of the Mes-
siah” (Eph. 2:13). Alienation brought 
hostility, but reconciliation through 
the cross brought peace by making 
us one (Eph. 2:14-15). This was what 
Christ preached.

Reconciliation brings about a new 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
(Eph. 2:19-22).  
The Gentile be-
lievers were then, 
along with Jewish 
believers, a new 

community.  Paul characterized them 
as citizens of God’s kingdom, members 
of God’s family, and stones in God’s 
sanctuary.  

Tony Merida said, “We are to live the 
Christian life together as a multiethnic 
temple, centered in Christ, rooted in 
the teaching of Scripture.” Our fallen 
human nature seeks to make distinc-
tions between races, but God makes no 
distinction. Christ loves all equally; He 
died for all, and He works through all 
believers, regardless of race.

Singing Christmas carols is an im-
portant part of our Christmas wor-
ship tradition. However, some of them 
could be the subject of “Christmas 
Carols Debunked.” For example, the 
night Jesus was born was not really a 
“Silent Night.” There was a heavenly 
choir of angels singing praise at the 
announcement of His birth. Also, for 
a baby to be awakened and not cry, 
He would have to be tucked “Away in 
the Manger” far from lowing cattle. 
My point is not 
to be disrespectful 
but to help us lay 
aside false notions 
of Christmas and 
hold to what the 
Scriptures say.

We have some false notions about 
the magi who visited Jesus (Matt. 2:1-
2). We sing “We Three Kings,” but 
the Bible doesn’t tell us they were 
kings or there were only three. The 
word “magi” has a Persian origin that 
describes priests and/or astrologers. 
These magi studied star patterns and 
their relationship to ancient proph-
ecies. The Bible says they were from 
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