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2 Timothy 2:1-10

How many of you were here the last time I preached? Do you remember what I preached about (because I don’t)? Do you remember if I moved around a lot or did I stand there? I am going to move around more today because I need to act this out. If I get tired I may need to call some of you up here today. Okay? How many of you are tired of football by the way? Aren’t you glad the season is over? What’s coming up though? Baseball, we need to talk about baseball today. 
As a Lieutenant Colonel, a Chaplain, with the Air Force I guess I can talk about that one part of the scripture that says that the soldier wants to please his commanding officer. I understand that. I do want to please my commanding officer. He is a full colonel; he is one step above me. Even though he is a little shorter than I, and I always remind him that he looks up to me, I still have to salute him. I really do want to please him. He a great guy and he is a fellow believer. I have not always had believers who have been commanders over me but this guy is, and it is wonderful. I want to please him. 
I understand the whole thing about the hard working farmer. At least I understand it from a distance. Any hardworking farmers here? Retired?  It is something to be a hard working farmer. They get up early. I mean, the army says they get a lot done by 8 AM in the morning, the hard working farmers get up earlier than that. In the last church I was pastor, one of the families that belonged to my church - they have the largest farm. They farmed the most acreage in our county in New Jersey, and what is New Jersey called? - the Garden State. So they took this pretty seriously and every end of October or the beginning of November I would take a week or two off and I would go out and help that family bring their corn in. I did that until the one year I broke the tractor and they didn’t invite me back. 
Today I want to focus on the part about the athlete because the athlete does not win the crown. The victor is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules. Now I understand that you need to know some more things about me. I am 47 years old. Can you imagine this? This may come as a surprise to you - I play basketball [note: He’s very tall]. I got invited to play in the over-30 basketball league down at Dover Air Force Base because I am there every day. I am on active duty right now. So my pride got the better of me and I went out and started to play. I discovered I needed to take “Vitamin M” before every game. You know what Vitamin M is don’t you? Vitamin Motrin! So about an hour before the game I would pop some Motrin, and for about three days afterwards I would continue to do that. But I understand you have to compete by the rules. I was just playing the other day and a young guy kept yelling at the ref about a particular call he was not making. I finally took this young man aside and I said, “Hey, look, that is not in the rules. You are going to have to stop yelling at the ref or he is going to call a technical on you.” 
How many of you have ever had to ref any kind of game, make decisions? It is tough. It is hard to do. In fact I went up to the ref afterwards and I said, “I know you have a tough time. It is very difficult to be a ref - in fact I got kicked out of ref school.” He said, “Really? What happened?” I said, “Well once they discovered I had 20/20 vision they kicked me out.” I am glad the game was over because he was ready to give me a technical. 
Baseball season is coming up though, and I want to give you an analogy today about playing according to the rules. An analogy, a new parable, a parable that I hope will give you some understanding (and by the way remind me if I forget to look at my clock here. You know why Pastors put clocks up here? Just to see how late you are going to be to Sunday School. That is the only reason why). How many of you have ever played baseball? Softball? Wiffle ball?  Kickball? So, everybody. I am seeing just about every hand. You know the basic rules to baseball? Now, how many bases are there in baseball? There are three bases and home plate; for the sake of this sermon let us say there are four bases, okay? There are four bases. You have home plate, and then you run to first, second, third and you come back home. If you get three strikes, what are you? Okay, you are out. You get kicked out of the game immediately right? No, what happens? Oh, you sit down, you think about it and you get another chance, right? Okay, you are at the plate and get a hit and before you get to first base, the ball gets there; you are out. You are out of the game, right? No, you get another chance. It is kind of cool, isn’t it? So if you hit the ball and you run to third base, where are you? You are in T-ball! Isn’t it funny when kids hit and they run like that? You see those on Americas Funniest Home Videos. They run to third base; they are out. They go back they get another chance, but they are out. Can you imagine Derek Jeter doing that in the Yankees? If he ran to third we wouldn’t think it was so funny, would we? No, they may begin to wonder whether maybe it is time for steroid testing. 
The other rules you need to know about baseball: if I get to first base safely, can I still get out at second base? Yes, I can be thrown out at second base, but I get another chance don’t I? If I get to first base and a guy hits it way out to right field that is kind of near first base. Now if he hits it out there and it lands on the ground and it is rolling, I can get to third base a lot quicker if I cut across where the pitcher is standing. But if I do that, what am I? I am out. Do I get another chance? Yes! That is awesome! 
Here is what I want to suggest, and let us think about this. Home plate, what do we say? Batter up! The batter comes up. Here is what I would like to suggest. When we step up to the plate in life – the first time we step to the plate is when we receive Jesus Christ as our Lord and our Savior. We have come to the realization that we cannot make it through life without Jesus Christ. We just can’t do it. We come to appreciate that we are sinners, that there is a righteous God, that the penalty must be paid for our sins, and that we cannot pay the penalty. We have nothing to offer up to God that says, “Hey, look at me, bring me into heaven.” There is nothing there, so we come to the realization that we need Jesus Christ and we accept Him as Lord and Savior. I did that when I was 16 years old. I went from being an atheist, (I joke that I was a born again atheist).  I got invited to a Bible study to make fun of the Christians that night and God, in his sense of humor, claimed me, and I gave my life to Christ. That was the first time I stepped to the plate. 
Now, interesting enough, a lot of us, I fear, think that the moment we step to the plate and accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior that the game is over is over. But if that were true, the moment we accepted Christ we would go to heaven, wouldn’t we? Well, we don’t. You see, we just entered the game. We have just begun needing to compete according to the rules. So I step to the plate, and there I came to the realization, at the age of sixteen, that God had a purpose for my life. I’ve got to tell you… not only did I step to the plate when I was sixteen years old, I realized that I step there every single day. I step up to home plate, so to speak, and I pray, “God I need you today. I am dependent on you by your grace and your grace alone.” Spirit of God descend upon my heart is what I am saying. I step to the plate and know God’s got a purpose for me. He wants me to run the bases, he wants me to score, he wants me to wear the victor’s crown, but I’ve got to get to first base first. 
What I would like to suggest is that first base equals character. This is where God is going to take us first. Somebody said that we are human beings; we are not human doings. God doesn’t care so much initially with what we produce, and that is a danger in the church because so many times churches are more worried about their numbers. How many people are they bringing in; what kind of money is it bringing in; what is the condition of their building? Is everything perfect in their work setting? And they are trying to produce, but they are forgetting that God is, first and foremost, concerned with character. So he wants to take us to first base. 
If you want to think about this in the life of someone in the Bible, think of Joseph. Joseph was called by God when he had some dreams. Remember what those dreams were? Remember the first dream Joseph had in the book of Genesis where he dreams that everyone is bowing down to him? That is a good dream isn’t it? When people are bowing down to you, that is probably a God-given dream. Now, if you are bowing down to other people, that is, like, the pizza the night before, you know. God claims Joseph and shows him the purpose of his life, what it is going to be; he gets an inkling of it. But Joseph is a spoiled brat. He comes running right downstairs and tells his family this dream that they are all going to be bowing to him. His dad gives him this wonderful coat that he has made and we know it as Joseph and His amazing Technicolor Dream Coat, remember that one? Joseph, though, gets sold into slavery, doesn’t he? His brothers decide they are going to kill him and then they decide, “No we are not. Let us just sell him into slavery.” He is taken down into Egypt where this guy named Potiphar buys him. Potiphar just loves what Joseph does because Joseph has God’s anointing on him. He does a wonderful job. Eventually Potiphar’s wife tries to seduce him and Joseph runs the other way, but the wife accuses him, telling Potiphar, “This Israelite slave tried to attack me.” 
As a sign of how much Potiphar actually really loved Joseph, instead of putting him to death, he put him in jail. In the jail… Do you remember the story?... He languishes for a long time. Then a couple of guys come and share dreams with him, and he gives them the interpretation. Here’s your interpretation - you are going to live, and your interpretation - you are going to die; and that is exactly what happens. The guy who lives is restored to the Pharaoh. A couple years later the Pharaoh has a dream and no one gets it, so he calls Joseph out of jail. And in one day Joseph goes from being jailed to being number two in all of Egypt. By the way, how do you chart that kind of career progression? Here is what I want to point out. The Scripture says that Joseph was seventeen, I think that’s what it says, he was seventeen years old when God called him. He was thirty-nine now. Twenty-two years had to go by while God worked on his character. 
I would like to suggest that we start at home plate and God takes us to first base.  What do you have between home plate and first base? What do you call that? We call that the base line. What I would like to suggest is the base line to character is truth. We begin to face the truth about ourselves. How many of you enjoy hearing the truth about yourselves? I am not seeing hands. We don’t like to see the truth about ourselves. We don’t like to hear the truth about ourselves because, guess what, deep down we are, what the scriptures call, depraved. There is an “old man or old nature” in us. There is an unspiritual person in us. We struggle with anger; we struggle with telling the truth; we struggle with allowing other people to get to the Lord. We do insist on our own way. If someone were to read I Corinthians 13, “love is patient and kind, doesn’t insist on its own way,” that’s great to be read at weddings, but don’t expect me to be that way. You see that is us. On this base line, God takes us down to first and he will do whatever it takes to develop character in us. He wants us to develop character. 

The Bible says, “Clothe yourself in humility.” It says, “Clothe yourselves in Christ.” He wants us to have a Christ-like heart. The only way that can happen is if we begin to ask other people to “Tell me the truth here.” It is very important that we do that in our marriage relationships. I met a man the other day who went to his kids and said, “Tell me. Be honest with me now, okay, because the Lord is looking at my heart. I need to know from you kids where could I have been a better father?” His oldest daughter was real honest with him and told him one particular thing. He hated to hear it, and why did he hate to hear it? Because it was true. But he took the opportunity to hear it. Now, I will say, one day I tried that with my wife. I said, “Honey, give me one thing. I know you have a list, I am sure. But give me one thing that you would like me to work on.” She thinks about it for a minute and she says, “Well, (and I am ready for anything). She says, “Do you think you could close the kitchen cabinet when you are done, and fix that? But that was pretty good, wasn’t it? 

Now ladies, would you like your husband to be doing that on a regular basis? I tell you what. I could have every kitchen cabinet open and be gone. It was actually hard to work on that. Well, because I started closing them, I sent a message. Sometimes we get some tough stuff revealed about us, sometimes it is kind of easy to change, but the deal is, God wants us to work on our character. 
After we have begun to work on our character God takes us to second base and what I would like to suggest here is that second base has to do with relationships. When I step up to home plate it is what I call winning with God. I come to the relationship He wants to have with me. When I come to first base, character, and face the truth about myself, this is where I begin to win with myself. 
I deal with guys all the time in men’s ministry, when I am not on active duty, and I deal with a whole bunch of guys who think they are losers. They think they can’t cut it. They know the truth about themselves. So I have got to help them develop that godly character, and they win with themselves. Then they head down and begin to work on their relationships, and this is where we begin to win with others. God calls us into relationships. This is what we were called to from the very beginning. God, right in the first chapter of Genesis, reveals himself in the plural in the whole truth and the mystery of the Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. There we are; we were called into relationships. We were called to be in relationships as husband and wife, as friends. You look in the Scripture, and some day, when it works into the preaching schedule, maybe Richard will do it - do a sermon on the “one another” passages: to love one another, pray for one another, to confess your sins to one another, to bear one another’s burdens. 
We were called into relationship with each other and you are seeing this with Joseph. Joseph, while he had a relationship with Potiphar, the real issue was how was his relationship back home with his brothers that needed and wanted to kill him. God had to work on Joseph’s character. He brought him down to the place where he could begin to work on the relationships with his brothers. I would like to suggest to you that the base line to get to second base is trust, God works on your character, and then he takes you into relationships along the base line of trust. We begin to open ourselves up to one another, and we take the risk; we become vulnerable. We begin to trust what is really going on here. 
The first year I spoke at the men’s retreat the last thing I did was bring a piece of paper called “A Top Ten List of What Women Really Want.” It was awesome. (Somebody just passed a note to her husband - get that from John afterwards). This was developed by ladies from a church over in New Jersey.  About a month before the retreat, I got a call from a woman who was on the staff who said, “I am working with a bunch of the women in the church. They range from twenty to seventy years of age and most of them are married. I am getting them to work on communication with their husbands and they are scared to death to do it. They are afraid to say to their husbands what they really think. My thought was that these ladies would write letters to their husbands and you would read them at the retreat.” I said, “Okay we will do that. First of all, though, I don’t want to know who wrote them. The husbands are not to know they are being written.” I got a whole bunch of letters and I began to read them to the guys. I would read a letter and I would say, “Okay, everyone close your eyes and raise your hands if you think that was your wife.” I never got less than six guys on each letter raising their hands. It was hilarious! Six of those ladies got together and, instead of writing an individual letter, wrote the top ten list of what women really want. It is a phenomenal list. It really is. Sometime I will do that as a side here. The point being, though, that here were these ladies who were afraid to trust their inner feelings with their own husbands. In the words of the King James, “Brethren these things ought not so to be.” 
But the way we get there, I mean work on relationships, is to move into trust. I trust that God is going to protect me in a relationship whether it is with my wife, my children, my boss, my pastor, whatever it might be. I trust that God has brought these people into my life and is going to protect me, so I will become vulnerable. And I begin to take the risk to open up who I am, and about the things that make me feel good and about the things that hurt me in a relationship. You know, the times that Ranelle and I have grown most as a married couple is when we have trusted each other; we have revealed to each other what is going on. 
The same is true in the relationship with God. One of the things I try to get men to do in small groups, and I pray this with every small group – “Lord, help us to be open, honest and vulnerable as we meet today” - because that is where relationships begin to grow. 
Once God takes us down the base line of truth and works on our character, He then brings us down the baseline of trust to work on our relationships, and then he is going to take us to third base but first let me say this. Second base reveals – that if we have a problem in our relationships, the problem is not at second base, where is it? It is back here in a character issue I need to work on. My relationships will reveal to me if I am angry, if I am a prideful person, if I am a selfish person, if no one wants to hang around with me. Somebody once said, “Hey if it stinks everywhere you go, you might be the problem.” God will take us back there, to first base. We will be thrown out at second, come back here to first and work on the character issue until we get it right. You are not taken out of the game. You are just brought back here to work on it. 
Now we are taken from working on relationships to third base, the base of excellence. This is the base of our productivity. This is what we accomplish with our lives. God calls us to do things. Numbers are important to God. It really is important to God that people are coming to Christ at the church, that men and women are making a decision to come to him; that the preaching and that you out there are inviting people. If you have not invited people to church in a long, long time; if you have not brought a neighbor, a friend, somebody you have just met, you might be the person that is thrown out at third base here because you are not accomplishing what God intended. I have this theory that numbers are so important to God, numbers are so important to God that he named a book in the Bible “Numbers”. They are important to him. The way we get here is we ask “God, what did you call me to do? You have worked on my character. You have brought me into relationships. These relationships empower me to now go out and produce for the kingdom.” It could be anything. It could be evangelism, it could be music, and it can be working around the buildings, whatever it might be. It could be working in your family. It could be building your marriage up, and it can be impacting the place that you work because of your Christian testimony. The point is: here (third base) is where we do things with excellence. God doesn’t demand excellence from us, but he deserves it, doesn’t He? He does. And the way God takes us into excellence and shows us  what he really wants us to do, is on the base line I call training. This is where I begin to work on the things that God want me to excel in. 
When was the last time you went to a men’s retreat? The women just had a retreat. Why do you go to those things? In part because they are training, they cause you to grow. Why do you go to Sunday school? You may not realize this but in Sunday school you are not just accumulating knowledge. The Bible says “knowledge puffeth up,” that is the old King James. Knowledge makes you get a big head because you think you know more than anyone else. Knowledge puffs you up when you acquire it but never do anything with it. You haven’t been trained properly. God takes you along this path of training and he wants you to begin accomplishing things for him. Once we begin to do that God sees we have worked on our character, we are building our relationships, and we go into training so that we can accomplish great things for him. Somebody one said, “We have an awesome God. We should attempt awesome things for him.” That is what you are doing as you come to third base. 
Then as we attempt those things we come back home. If we have not been thrown out at one of those bases God allows us to come back home. It is here where we score. This is what I said when I first got up here - batter up - and here is where we come home and are safe and have scored the run. This is what I call God’s favor. I think the best favor we can ever get comes right out of Scriptures where we hear “Well done thou good and faithful servant.” Anybody else want to hear that when you come through the pearly gates? I do, you know, I want to hear that. But down here (home plate) I want to know that I have God’s favor, and by that I don’t mean just his “name and claim it” theology. Do you know “name and claim it” theology? It says every member of the staff, part-time here or not, should be driving a BMW. You know, I think we all need it - pray about that now. Don’t fold your hand to pray because I want one hand going for your wallet, because I believe the spirit wants me to have this. Okay? And I need a bigger one because I have longer legs. 
That is mainly the claim it theology. I am not talking about that. I am talking about the kind of favor that God’s says “I am going to bless you with things you never could have dreamed of. You are going to come around the bases. That’s good. I am going to put you up to base again because now you are going to go around again and you are going to accomplish something even better. Things are going to happen and the reason they are going to happen is because I am pouring my favor out upon you.”

 This is where Joseph came home - out of obedience. He came back to home plate and God says “Okay you’ve got it now. We are putting you up to the number two position in all the kingdom. Now because of that kind of favor, you are going to bless your family. You are actually going to help the whole family line going here and Israel is going to be born as a nation because of you, because of what you have done.”

 Here is a simple example of the kind of favor I am taking about. Because I don’t ever intend to be number two in this county, in this state, in this country or anything like that. 
Last week somebody came into my office in tears and she shared with me some things that had gone on in her life. A couple of years ago she had been assaulted, and though it went to trial, it was embarrassing, so she moved away so that no one else would ever have to know. But this was beginning to manifest itself in some eating disorders, and she began to talk to me.  I was the first person she had ever shared this with since coming into this area and I realized that she must trust me. But I had never had an eating disorder like this. I had never been assaulted like this. And  I am saying “Lord help me. You’ve got to help me here, Lord , because this girl needs help.” In order to get her help, the next day it took a while, I convinced her to trust the people who could help her on the base. She went and saw them the next day, and I say this is God’s favor to me. That was Monday. On Tuesday they had her in an eating program. For as long as she would need to be there, she would be in this program getting the help that she would need. I just said, “Lord, thank you for moving like that.” 

Then I had to call (she gave me permission to call) her commanding officer and to let him know what was going on. I called him and he wasn’t in, so I got his executive officer, a female and I told her is what was going on and how I wanted this woman’s career to be saved. I don’t know if we can but I want it to be saved because she is going to be awesome troop. This young female captain said to me, “Chaplain, you may not know this about me but when I was a young airman I had an eating disorder. It almost ruined my career and it almost took my life. And a captain went out on a limb for me, and here I am today, and it is just awesome, so you tell her to call me anytime of day or night and we will talk. 
I just sat back and I just thought God’s favor, God’s favor. He had lined this up so this would occur this way. Is that awesome or what? You see, we may not go and be the head of a country somewhere but as we obey God and we walk the bases, God will give us favor and we will see things accomplished like you just can never believe. 
Here is my theory: most of us never experience God’s favor because we never get up off the pews. We never come out of the dugout and actually enter the gate. Somebody once timed the game because they wanted to see how much action really goes on in a game, and so in a two and a half hour game, they timed the pitches. They gave them about two seconds per pitch. As soon as the ball left the pitchers hand and hit the stop watch and he stopped it when he got to the base or was thrown out. In two and a half hours of game he discovered there was eighty-three minutes of action. We sit around for the rest of the time. The question is are you sitting in the stands or are you playing the game? Are you taking the risk? Are you stepping to the plate and letting God use you?

 Now to close this out completely… a lot of people do want to come up to the plate. You have come to Christ. And  what you do is you want to run to first base and run back home again? Do you score in a baseball game when you do that? No. What are you? You are out.  Some people want to go to first and gain all kinds of knowledge about character, and they want to pray and they want to come right back here to home and get the favor. It doesn’t happen. You know what we call that? Historically that is called monasticism. That is where you go into the monastery and you spend hours and hours in prayer and God has never used you because you are tucked away somewhere. Now prayer is good, okay, no letters to me or Richard this week that I said prayer is bad. It is not what I am saying. I am saying that God wants us to work on our character for a reason – to build good relationships. 
Sometimes we want to go work on our character at first, go to the relationships at second, and skip third and its results and come back home. Do you know what that is? That is too often the definition of the Western modern Church. We want the bible study; we want the preaching. We will tell our pastors they better believe that the Bible is inerrant, infallible, and they better have lots of great fellowship, and then we come right back home without accomplishing anything. That is why so many people think the church has no relevance in their lives whatsoever, because they don’t actually see us doing anything. 
Some people and I would say this to the majority of men in this day and with the advent of the feminist movement, the same has become true for women. You women began to experience all the same frustrations and stress of job and everything else men struggle with as they try to produce results. A lot of folks want to step to home and then run right to third to begin accomplishing things because that is how they feel good about themselves. The world runs from home to third base trying to accomplish something. It doesn’t work that way. What happens if you do that? What are you? You’re out!  God doesn’t care what you have accomplished for him if you don’t have the character to go with it. Some people like to stand at home, run to the relationships at second, and run right back home again. Do you know what we call that? That is politics. You don’t care about your character. You don’t have to accomplish anything, but you need the votes. You just work on that. 
Here is the deal, I have given you a parable today to think about. Where are you being thrown out on a regular basis?  Because, I guarantee you, if your life is anything like mine, you have been thrown out on a regular basis. You get thrown out on first base on something. I am dealing with a guy right now whose fourth marriage just ended in divorce.  You’re thrown out because you refuse to grow in character.  Where are you being thrown out?  Has it been a long time since you felt God’s favor.  What are you doing? Where are you in this game because the victor is not crowned unless they are competing according to the rules. I have suggested to you today that this is a parable of God’s rules. He wants to take you through life by developing your character, growing your relationships, making you effective in what you do and then show you His favor!  Which base are you at right now? 
Let’s pray…
