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A young man once came to a great rabbi and asked him to make the
younger man a rabbi. It was wintertime then. The rabbi stood at the window
looking out upon the yard, while the rabbinical candidate was droning into his
ears a glowing account of his piety and learning. The young man said, "You see,
Rabbi, I always go dressed in spotless white like the sages of old. I never drink
any alcoholic beverages; only water ever passes my lips. Also, I live a plain and
simple life. I have sharp-edged nails inside my shoes to mortify me. Even in the
coldest weather, I lie naked in the snow to torment my flesh. Also daily, I receive
forty lashes on my bare back to complete my perpetual penance."

As the young man spoke, a white horse was led into the yard and to the
water trough. It drank, and then it rolled in the snow, as horses sometimes do.
"Tust look!" cried the rabbi. "That animal, too, is dressed in white. It also drinks
nothing but water, has nails in its shoes and rolls naked in the snow. Also, rest
assured, it gets its daily ration of forty lashes on the rump from its master. Now,
I ask you, is it a saint, or is it a horse?" Just because something looks obedient on
the outside doesn't mean it is being obedient on the inside.

God in His infinite wisdom and love gives us standards in the Bible that
will not only enhance our own living but will also enhance the community
around us. Inner and outer obedience to His decrees will keep us from falling
apart personally and culturally. These standards are a little like the warning in
the Buffalo Springfield song that's called "For What It's Worth." When that song
came out in the early seventies, it seemed that the whole of our culture was
crumbling before our very eyes, with little or no perception of right and wrong:
"There's battle lines being drawn. / Nobody's right if everybody's wrong. /
Young people speaking their minds, / Getting so much resistance from behind. /




I think it's time we stop, hey, what's that sound? / Everybody look what's going
down."

Take a look at yourself and your impact on others. Which defines us more:
our outside behavior or our inside motivation? Perhaps this question is better
asked in these ways: Which would you prefer for a good friend: a person of
excellent habits or a person with a good heart? Which would you prefer for a
husband or a wife: a person of excellent habits or a person with a good heart?
Which would you prefer for a child: a child with excellent habits or a child with a
good heart?

Of course, it's wonderful to have a friend who always treats you with
consideration. It's wonderful to be married to a husband who always is
thoughtful and courteous, or to a wife who always is gracious in her comments
and deeds. It's wonderful to have a son or daughter who shows respect and uses
good manners. But as wonderful as those situations are, none of them compare
to having a friend, a husband, a wife, a son, or a daughter with a good heart.
That's because when you discuss good behavior, you're discussing the quality of
a person's self-control. But when you discuss a good heart, you're discussing the
quality of the person. And that is the true focus of this Scripture passage.

Don't get me wrong. God is very concerned about our obedience. That's
why He tells His people to listen carefully to the rules and regulations that He is
teaching them through His Word. He wants them to pay attention. He wants
them to stay alert. He wants them to keep a close watch over themselves. He
wants them to stay vigilant. Why? Because He wants His people to acknowledge
and keep and practice His law. The fact is, though, that God is so concerned
about our obedience that He delves deeply into our inner being, examining the
very reasons— our motivations —for our obedience. God wants to know more
than just the "how" of our obedience; more than anything else He wants to know
the "why."

He wants us to love and cherish Him and thereby to cherish His ways.
God's ways are wrapped up in His commands, and His commands are wrapped
up in His Word. If you love your God, you want to know something about Him,
you want to know what pleases Him, you want to know how to worship Him.
And the only solid way to know is to delve into His Word —reading and
studying and especially applying. It comes down to loving your God, and
because you love your God, you obey His commands. You're motivated to obey
because of your love for Him.

It was this in particular that made the people of Israel unique —that
distinguished them from all other nations. The commandments themselves
weren't all that unique; there were similar laws from other parts of the ancient
Near East. But what made the people of God unique was that their obedience to
the laws was an expression of their faith in God and their commitment to Him.
No other nation had God so near to it —in a covenant relationship with a chosen
people.




If we today have a relationship with God — if we love Him —then our
loving and devoted obedience to Him will be an expression of our faith in and
commitment to Him. But to obey Him, we have to know what He commands.
Unfortunately, we have a tendency to want to make our own rules, to self-create
commands that are sometimes easier —and sometimes harder— than the ones
God has given us. Almost always the laws that we make up for ourselves detract
from life. But God's laws never take away from life; they always add to life.
God's laws are designed to guide all people toward lifestyles that are healthy,
upright, and devoted to Him. Their purpose is to point out sin— or potential
sin—and show the proper way to deal with that sin. And that's why God calls for
joyful, heartfelt obedience. The Ten Commandments —the heart of God's law —
are just as applicable today as they were three thousand years ago. Why?
Because they proclaim a lifestyle endorsed by God. They are the perfect
expression of who God is and how He wants people to live.

The religious leaders at the time of Jesus very often had the same problem
we have today: they elevated their own laws to the same level as God's and
sometimes beyond. And Jesus harshly rebuked them for it—just as He would us
today. Quoting Isaiah, Jesus said, "These people honor me with their lips but
their hearts are far from me." In essence, Jesus was asking —and is still asking
today —"Why don't you live according to the traditions of God and clean your
hearts?" Jesus was trying to convey to them, and to us as well, that it is easy for
us to fall into a good habit and leave behind a good heart. Obey the Lord, and
obey Him for the right reasons.

It's amazing how many people come to me wanting me to condone their
ditching their wives and families, their tearing someone else down to build
themselves up, their taking for themselves something or someone that isn't
theirs. And usually at some point they'll fire off this question to me: "Doesn't God
want me to be happy?" Well, here's the best answer I know to that question: "Yes,
of course God wants you to be happy. That's precisely why He wants you to
obey His commands —so you'll be happy. For if you launch out on a course of
disobedience and rebellion that leads you away from the Lord, you will end up
more miserable than you could ever imagine. I know. I've seen it and
experienced it. On the other hand, choose God, choose His course of action,
choose obedience to His commands, and you will be as happy as you could ever
possibly hope to be in this life." The Bible puts it more succinctly: "Obey God's
laws and regulations so that you may live!" And real obedience arises out of our
love and devotion to our Lord.

Imagine, if you will, a youngster learning to play the piano. The child
holds her hands just as she's been told. She has memorized the piece perfectly.
She has hit all the proper notes with deadly accuracy. But her heart's not in it,
only her fingers. What she's playing is a sort of music, but nothing that will start
voices singing or feet tapping. When it comes to faith and life, let me ask you a




question: Are your hearts really in it or only your fingers? Are you allowing
God's renewing grace to work in you from deep within?

Shakespeare wrote, "What's in a name? That which we call a rose, by any
other name would smell as sweet." Would a rose by any other name smell as
sweet? I'm sure it would. The truth is that the thing is what it is, not what
someone calls it.

We're tagged with names usually based on some outward circumstances:
good or bad, Christian or pagan, hard-working or lazy, success or failure, smart
or stupid, clean or dirty. But what we're called —either by others or by
ourselves— doesn't determine who we are. It might describe some aspect of us
that people think about us, but it might be just plain wrong. For example, a
failure isn't someone who fails. The only way to succeed is by taking risks, and
risk-taking brings many failures along the way. A failure is actually someone
who simply doesn't try. So you see, names don't determine who you are. You are
who you are on the inside.

The Lord tells us to obey His decrees and laws so that we may live.
Regardless of what you may look like on the outside, regardless of any name that
you've been labeled with, you are who you are on the inside. On the inside, are
you a loving and devoted and obedient servant of the Lord? Cultivate the inner
person; the inner person is the one who counts. And for what it's worth, it all
boils down to relationship. For you can only be truly obedient to the degree at
which you wholeheartedly love your Lord and your God.

Let us pray: Lord, shape us and mold us from the inside out. May our love
and devotion to You be true and genuine, and may such love and devotion erupt
in our lives as real, heartfelt obedience to You. For this we pray in Jesus' name.
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