The Blessing in Failure – Newsletter #7

Tough economic times emerge from two different causes.  The first cause is from our selves, from either not making enough or spending too much.  The other cause is when we are ambushed by forces outside our control, like war or catastrophe.  Let’s look at a well known biblical record that shows both kinds of hard times and our options.  Although most call this the Parable of the Prodigal Son, many of us call it the Parable of the Forgiving Father.  


Luke 15:11-12


And he said, A certain man had two sons: 

And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living. 
In biblical times, the oldest son received a double portion of the family inheritance.  Because this family had only two sons, the math is easy.  The younger son was in line to receive 1/3 of the estate, let’s say about $1,000,000.  That made the younger son’s portion to be about $333,000, a very hefty sum.  Not surprisingly, the younger son asked for his inheritance early.  Amazingly, the father obliged!  

Luke 15:13

And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living. 

If you read the surrounding context, you’ll see that Jesus is telling this parable to the Pharisees and scribes, the most legalistic Jews around.  When the Pharisees pictured “a far country”, they shuddered at the thought.  That was “idolatry sin central” to them.  And sure enough, the younger son “wasted his substance with riotous living”.  What’s that mean?  He bought a Chariot Escalade with spinning Baal wheel covers.  He got a Jerusalem Jammers baseball cap, wore it backward, and wore a gold chain that over a t-shirt that said, “If you’re single, I’m rich!”  He spent his time doing three things – party, party, and party.  

Soon the inevitable consequences of making too little and spending too much caught up with him, as it always does.  We know the younger son’s logic because we’ve heard it from other young people before and maybe at one time, even from ourselves.  The rationale goes something like this, “My dad and brother do nothing but work, save and work some more.  You gotta stop and smell the roses.  Sometimes you gotta even jump in a bed of roses!”  Unfortunately, the young fella forgot about the thorns.   

Luke 15:14a

And when he had spent all, 
$333,000 might seem like a lot, but it’s not infinite.  With him not working and spending too much, he was burning the economic candle at both ends.  Soon he was ambushed by forces outside his control that blew out both flames.  


Luke 15:14


And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began 
to be in want.
Here’s the perfect storm - personal financial irresponsibility and an economic tidal wave.  Good luck keeping afloat in these circumstances.  The result was probably the first time he had ever heard his stomach growl or had his Visa card rejected.  What’s the young fella do?  


Luke 15:15


And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his 
fields to feed swine. 
“Joined himself to a citizen of that country” means that he contracted himself out like a slave to a Gentile citizen.  Remember who Jesus is addressing - the Pharisees and scribes. You can see them shaking their heads in condemnation at the very idea of a Jew becoming a Gentile slave.  And what’s his job?  Feeding pigs!  We don’t need much research to know what legalistic Jews think of being around (much less daily feeding) pigs!  But, like the infomercial announcer says, “Wait, there’s more!”


Luke 15:16

 And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no 
man gave unto him. 
In his new job, he’s not fed as well at the pigs!  That’s because the pigs will make the master money after their fattened and sold, while the pig feeder costs the master money to feed.  Welcome to the cold harsh reality of the economic world, kid.  You have no intrinsic value whatsoever except what you provide in service to others.  If you have no ability to enhance the master’s bank account and/or the customer’s life, good luck eating the scraps of those that do (like the pigs) leave behind.  He used to want to stop and smell the roses.  Now he was happy to get to eat them.  

The prodigal son was a member of what I’ve heard called the L.S.C., or “the Lucky Sperm Club”.   They are people who, through no effort from themselves, enjoy privileges and options earned by their parents.  The prodigal son was like that.  He was “born on third base and thought he hit a triple”.  Unfortunately, after a while through his negligence he was picked off third base and then hit by a hard foul ball and woke up in the hospital.  

Now, we know how this story ends, so permit me a little “teaching license” to make an important point.  Sometimes we can learn as much from what the Bible doesn’t say as what it does say.  For instance, do we read in this record that the government swoops in and “bails out” this poor mid-guided, under-educated, and exploited pig feeder?  Do they come in with food stamps (free husks), rent subsidy (hut help), or job retraining (advanced pig feeder-ology)?  No, they don’t - “no man gave unto him”.   If they did, what would have been the outcome?  The prodigal son would have adjusted to pig feeding as a profession and downgraded his life’s expectations.  He would have learned to manage as a struggling pig feeder.  But thank God “no man gave unto him”.  He was blessed with failure.  

The Blessing in Failure

Now some of you are asking, “Blessed with failure?  How can failure be from God?”  My answer is that I never said it was from God, but failure can be one of the greatest blessings ever in our lives, just as we’ll see that it was for the prodigal son.  

Many times in life we plow ahead in our errors and sins, confident that we’re in the right.  We never second guess ourselves as long as everything goes OK, but as soon as things go badly, we wake up and question our life’s choices.  The prodigal thought everything was great as long as the Visa card was accepted, the martinis flowed, and the Chariot Escalade rolled.  But as soon as the Visa was rejected, the martinis stopped and the Escalade was repossessed, he started questioning his great idea of “stopping to smell the roses”.  Especially when he was face to face and nose to nose with pigs.  What a wake up!

Do you know one of the great ways to tell truth from error?  It’s simple.   Truth always works, under every circumstance and situation.  Error may sound good, but in the fiery crucible of life, it fails us when the pressure is on.  A great record of this is in the Old Testament when God told the Israelites how to distinguish a true prophet from a false one.  


Deuteronomy 18:22

When a prophet speaketh in the name of the LORD, if the thing follow not, nor come 
to pass, that is the thing which the LORD hath not spoken, but the prophet hath 
spoken it presumptuously: thou shalt not be afraid of him.
In other words, if God says it, it’ll happen and work.  If God hasn’t said it, it won’t happen and work.  Truth and righteousness stands.  Error and unrighteousness always fails - sooner or later.  

The problem with error and unrighteousness failing is that it sometimes sounds good at first and we even see those who believe and practice it “prospering”.  But that “prosperity” is short lived, just as it was with the prodigal son.  The idea of “stopping to smell the roses” must be balanced with the reality of “working hard and budgeting wisely so that you can have the time off to stop and smell the roses”.  Deceptive error mixes one part truth with many parts error.  That’s what makes it deceptive.  

The blessing of failure is that it wakes us up out of our stupor of deceptive error.  It’s hard to keep deceiving yourself that everything is great when you’re staring pigs in the face and they’re eating better than you!   When you see that much evidence of your failure, you must reach out for a different way of living or accept despair.  This is why this time that we live in is so exciting.  There is so much failure that people are questioning their ideas and approached to life.  Great!  Guess what we can do for them?  Help them with excavation!


Matt 7:24-27

Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him 
unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock: 

 
And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon 
that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock. 

 
And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be 
likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: 

 
And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon 
that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it. 

When the prodigal son found his house (life) fallen into the creek, he soon realized that he had not built his house (life) on the rock, but on sandy ground.  He quickly looked for better ground.  It took the blessing of abject failure to wake him up.  Without that failure he would have been deceived for a lifetime.  Failure gave him clarity to choose a better way.  It gave him the chance to rebuild his life on the Rock, rather than on sand.  

This is our opportunity during these tough times.  We tell the fallen houses (lives) about the rock, Christ Jesus.  We help others to build their lives upon him who is the same yesterday, today and forever.  The government is trying to intrude on this situation by misguidingly trying to help the fallen.  The government helping the prodigal son would be like extending the Visa card’s credit limit or offering free martinis.  It only extends the deception that error is not error and that we can do whatever we want.  The truth is this - it’s God’s way or the creek’s way.  We stand on Christ or fall during the next storm.  My own ideas, my friend’s ideas, even society’s ideas are only shaky sand.  The Word of God made available by our Lord Jesus Christ is the only solid thing in this world that can stand through anything.  Our joy and responsibility is to help people “wake up and go home”, like the prodigal son.


Luke 15:17


And when he came to himself


It took abject failure for the prodigal son to “wake up”, i.e., “come to himself”.  Failure can strip us of self-delusions and allow us to see ourselves for what we are - created, dependent and flawed human beings who need direction and help from our Creator and Lord.  In failure we must stop hiding our wretchedness from ourselves and realize that we need saving.  We must throw ourselves as totally dependent upon something bigger than ourselves.  The government is auditioning for this job.  So is our real and true fearless leader, Jesus Christ.   Throughout the last two thousand years, governments have constantly come and gone, and taken their citizen’s hopes with them into the creek.  Jesus Christ is still the same and has promised, “I will never leave you nor forsake you”.   
All people are incomplete and a disaster without a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  After failure, people have a rare moment of clarity when they realize that.  The next step to deliverance is simple yet hard.  


Luke 15:17-19


And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father's have 
bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! 

 
I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against 
heaven, and before thee, 

And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants.
“I will arise”.  The prodigal decided he didn’t want to be a pig feeder.  He decided not to wallow in self-pity and in the mire and just “get by”.  He wanted something better.  He decided to get up and go.  It may seem insignificant to you but I assure you it’s not.  Some will decide after failure to end their pain and humiliation by giving in to the deceptive lie of suicide.  What a waste.  The pain of failure is a blessing.  It wakes us up to the error we have believed and motivates us to search for and rise to the truth.  

Check the biographies of great success stories.  All had abject failure in their lives at one time.  The thing that made them different from others is that they changed what they did that caused them to fail.  They tried a different way until they found success.  This is true with every person and their big decisions about life.  In the midst of disaster and failure is many times the greatest time for personal honesty and clear decision making that a person will ever have.  Our opportunity is to be there for them with Christ’s alternative.  

“And go to my father”.  There is the answer and solution.  Success as a Christian is not from a formula or a system.  It’s from a person - God our Father.  You want success?  Then go home.  Get out of the pig sty of sin - of drunkenness, or drugs, or fantasy, or self-indulgence or despair, or condemnation, or lust and go home and admit to God that you’ve sinned against Him to Whom we owe everything.   We must repent of our sins and throw ourselves wholly upon Him and His Son, Jesus.  


Is. 59:2a 


But your iniquities have separated between you and your God

The distance that exists between God and man is not because of God, it’s because of man’s sins.  The answer is simple but tough to do - get up, go home and repent from the sins that keep us from God.  I used to be apart of a Christian group that taught that repentance was for the unsaved only.  They taught that for those of us that are saved, all we need to do was quickly admit our sins and all would be well.  Well I tried that and it didn’t improve my life much.  It was only after good old disastrous failure that I was motivated enough to get up, go to God and tell Him what an unbelievable loser and ungrateful wrench I was for walking off on Him and spending all His Grace on partying or pitying (depending on the particular pig sty).  When I was sufficiently sorry to get out of the pig sty and come home with a repentant heart, God did for me what He did for the prodigal.


Luke 15:20a


And he arose, and came to his father. 
Notice that the prodigal didn’t only say “I will arise and go to my father” but he even more importantly “he arose and came to his father.”   He did it.  He went home.  Think of what that meant.  He had to face his father whom he blew 1/3 of his life’s work!  He had to face his brother and the servants, all of which heard his previous boasting about “stop and smell the roses”.  He had to leave his pig farmer master before his servant contract expired, making him a felon in that “far country”.  He cut all contacts to his sin and error and threw himself at the feet of him whom he finally loved and appreciated.  The response he received demonstrates why there are even humans still alive - the amazing, eternal mercy of God.


Luke 15:20


And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father 
saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. 

What can be said of someone who gives their child life and everything else they have, then endures ungratefulness, spite, the loss of 1/3 of their life’s work and abandonment - and then runs with compassion to greet the repentant son?  It is beyond words and way more than we ever deserve.  


Luke 15:21,22

And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son. 

 
But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and 
put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet: 
In the biblical time, the family’s signet ring had a large meaning in its financial dealings.  To complete a contract, a copy would be written down and the parchment sealed with wax on which the family’s distinctive signet ring impressed.  Having a family’s signet ring was the equivalent of having the family power of attorney or platinum credit card.  When the forgiving father gave the prodigal son the signet ring back, it was like making him a signer on the family credit card account even after he had blown through $333,000.  What had changed?  The son.  He had the same body but an entirely different attitude.  He had decided to rebuild his life on the rock of his father’s love and teaching.  He was done with doing things his own way.  He was entirely committed to his father’s way.  

This is our challenge today.  Where we’ve failed, we need to rethink the decisions we’ve made in life and stop doing the same thing, thinking we’ll have different results.  We go to God and find out what He says to do.  He loves us and has the answers specifically for each of us.  No matter where we’ve been or what we’ve done, He’s waiting for us to return, full of mercy and forgiveness.  

Sinning is not failure.  Failure is sinning, realizing you’re living below “pig level”, and staying there.  Success is waking up from failure and going “home” to God.  Success is us in union with God, no matter what our past has been or our current bank account balance.  True success is being a signer on God’s account, not earning our own meager way.  

As we are in fellowship with God, then our joy is to help rescue those shipwrecked souls who have lost their way or been tossed and sunk by the storms of life.  We introduce them to the Captain of Salvation, the Lord Jesus Christ and help them find the harbor of God’s love.  We help bring them home.  


Luke 15:23,24


And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry: 

 
For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And they 
began to be merry. 

Saul of Tausus failed as a Pharisee, but went to God in repentance and turned into the great apostle Paul of the Church.  Thanks, Annanias (who witnessed to him).

The great current Christian leader, Chuck Colson, failed as a member of the Nixon administration and was prosecuted, but went to Christ in humility, and has revolutionized the prison ministries in our country and much, much more.  Thanks, Thomas Phillips (who witnessed to him).  

Franklin Graham, the oldest son of Billy Graham, self avowedly “sowed some oats when he was a young man”, despite his upbringing, and one day turned his life over to Christ, now leading two of the premier evangelical and relief organizations in the world.  Thanks, Roy Gustafson and John Wesley White, who mentored him.  

Nicky Cruz failed as a gang leader because he couldn’t kill a preacher who invaded his gang’s territory with the message of Christ’s love.  Instead of killing the preacher, he prayed with him for salvation and forgiveness, becoming an evangelist to the gangs of New York, helping save thousands.  Thanks, David Wilkerson (who witnessed to him).  

We could go on and on, but perhaps my favorite story of failure and repentance is of John Newton, the author of one of the greatest Christian hymns.  Let me quote two stories about his conversión.  

“John Newton who was born in London, [England], July 24, 1725, and died there Dec. 21, 1807.   His mother a pious Dissenter, stored his childish mind with Scripture, but died when he was seven years old. At the age of eleven, after two years' schooling, during which he learned the rudiments of Latin, he went to sea with his father. His life at sea teems with wonderful escapes, vivid dreams and sailor recklessness. He grew into an abandoned and godless sailor. The religious fits of his boyhood changed into settled infidelity, through the study of' Shaftesbury and the instruction of one of his comrades.

Disappointing repeatedly the plans of his father, he was flogged as a deserter from the navy, and for fifteen months lived, half-starved and ill-treated, in abject degradation under a slave-dealer in Africa. A chance reading of Thomas à Kempis sowed the seed of his conversion; which quickened under the awful contemplations of a night spent in steering a water-logged vessel in the face of an apparent death from a violent storm (1748).” From A Dictionary of Hymnology... edited by John Julian. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1892.
“The storm was terrific: when the ship went plunging down into the trough of the sea few on board expected her to come up again. The hold was rapidly filling with water. As Newton hurried to his place at the pumps he said to the captain, "If this will not do, the Lord have mercy upon us!" His own words startled him. "Mercy!" he said to himself in astonishment, "Mercy! mercy! What mercy can there be for me? This was the first desire I had breathed for mercy for many years!" About six in the evening the hold was free from water, and then came a gleam of hope. "I thought I saw the hand of God displayed in our favour. I began to pray. I could not utter the prayer of faith. I could not draw near to a reconciled God and call him Father. My prayer for mercy was like the cry of the ravens, which yet the Lord does not disdain to hear." 

"In the gospel," says Newton, "I saw at least a peradventure of hope but on every other side I was surrounded with black, unfathomable despair." On the peradventure of hope Newton staked everything. He sought mercy - and found it.”  He later penned…
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, 

That saved a wretch like me
I once was lost but now am found, 

was blind, but now I see. 

 

When I've been there ten thousand years

Bright shining like the sun, 

I've no less days to sing God's praise

Than when I first begun. 

 

This earth shall soon dissolve like snow,

The sun no longer shine 

But God who called me here below 

Will be forever mine.

Thank you, Mrs. Newton and Thomas à Kempis (who witnessed to him).  John Newton was a major influence on William Wilberforce and William Pitt, the British Prime Minister, who together led the fight to abolish slavery in Great Britain.   This led to the eventual abolition of slavery in the US, and ultimately, the world at large.  

Failure can lead to the greatest moments of decision in a person’s life.  Let’s lovingly witness about the sure foundation of Christ to those whose lives have slid into the creek.  

Failure is a blessing and an opportunity! … for us and others.  
Only one life, ‘twill soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last.

Thanks for reading these newsletters.  Hope they blessed you.  

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!

(May this one be our last on earth for a while!)

God Bless You, Steve Ladieu
