The Shibboleths of God

Judg 12:4-6 Then Jephthah gathered all the men of Gilead and fought with Ephraim. And the men of Gilead struck Ephraim, because they said, "You are fugitives of Ephraim, you Gileadites, in the midst of Ephraim and Manasseh." 5 And the Gileadites captured the fords of the Jordan against the Ephraimites. And when any of the fugitives of Ephraim said, "Let me go over," the men of Gilead said to him, "Are you an Ephraimite?" When he said, "No," 6 they said to him, "Then say Shibboleth," and he said, "Sibboleth," for he could not pronounce it right. Then they seized him and slaughtered him at the fords of the Jordan. At that time 42,000 of the Ephraimites fell. ESV

Eccl 10:12 The words of a wise man's mouth win him favor,  but the lips of a fool consume him. ESV

_____________________________________________________________________

I have a new joke that I have been saving for this occasion – ah, suspense and delight ripples through the crowd at this great announcement!  

A man goes into a place of employment that has a “now hiring” sign on the window and says that he wants to work there.  The manager says, “oh, that's great, have you always lived here?”  And the man says, “no ma'am, I yust came out of yale.”  The lady very impressed, says, “You went to Yale?”  “Yes, ma'am.”  “Well then, what is your name?”  “Oh, my name?  My name's Yim Yohnson!”  

I'll wait a moment until the profound humor of the punchline settles into your mind's landscape.  

Our text in Judges is a famously amusing passage that arose in the time of the judge, Jephthah, and that was humorous because it also involved a people unable to pronounce a certain sound and syllable.  It wasn't that they flipped “Y's” for “J's” as our friend Yim Yohnson from Yale – ah, now some of you are starting to get the joke – but that there were regional differences in Israel's speech just as there are in America.  Folks up north speak funny – or is it we who are from the south speak funny?  They drink pop up there or soda pop and we in the south drink Coke.  And if you are from the south then you know that you have to distinguish what kind of coke you want, as in, “Would you like a Coke?”  “Sure.”  “What kind of coke would you like?”  “A Sprite please.”  “Alrighty!”  

I don't want to pick on anybody but South Texas has its own vernacular.  Everything's a taco - even stuff that is not.  And rather than plant shrubs, people put “butches” by their house.  I stood in the Post Office this week and listened to two old ladies carry on a conversation and thoroughly enjoyed it.  I couldn't understand a word that they were saying, but I can tell you that it was juicy gossip about somebody and I was getting tickled at their voice inflections and non-word expressions.  I would have trouble passing for a south Texas old woman for several reasons, one of which is that I wouldn't be able to speak the lingo.

In Israel, we know that the northerners, the Galileans, spoke differently from the southerners, the Judeans.  The servant girl by the high priest's courtyard fire picked Simon Peter out because, “He sounds like a Galilean.”  Each region and part of the country had its own peculiarities and its own lingo and speech traits that identified it.  

In the time of the judges, we see an east and west difference because the Ephraimites were known to have some speech issues, the primary being their inability to say certain diphthongs and in our text, it figured prominently.  The story was that the Ephraimites had crossed the Jordan river to attack the people of Jephthah and so in response, the Gileadites employed a unique strategy, namely, that they snuck around them and took control of the fords, the shallow areas of the river that the people used to cross the wide waterway, and then when the Ephraim soldiers slowly stopped fighting and began to make their way home, they had to come to where the Gileadites were.  Being no fools, they disguised themselves as natives in an effort to be able to cross, but Jephtah and the men of Gilead had already thought this through.  They knew that the Ephraimites could not say the “sh” sound and so they would ask them to pronounce the Hebrew word for stream or river, Shibboleth.  If a man was an Ephraimite, he would invariably miss the “sh” sound and say “Sibboleth” and they would take him as an enemy in their war.  If the man could say “Shibboleth” then they could let him pass knowing that he was one of them.  Unfortunately our story has a dark side because if they could not pronounce the “sh” then they were killed and 42,000 of the Ephraimites were killed because of that.  Yim Yohnson wouldn't have been amused!  Sorry to make a yoke at such a sobering story!

___________________________________________________   

We can learn New Testament principles from even this obscure passage because the kingdom of God has its own lingo and terms.  We are not a cult but we are a culture and the Apostolic culture has its own vernacular.  The people of God are known by their modes of speech!  We ought to be known first by certain things that we do not say and I’ll let you fill in the blanks.  Real Christians do not mess up and cuss occasionally but they avoid putting trash in so that such trash does not come out, even inadvertently.  But we should also be known for what we do say and utter.  We follow the terminology of the early Apostolic church in that everyone is a brother or a sister.  My little girl will have trouble this year as every year in not calling her teacher at school, “Sis. Teacher” instead of Ms. Teacher.  The New Testament says to greet the ministry with respect and I still have problems with people calling pastors by their first name.  When I was a kid my parents insisted on last names and a title of respect of either brother or pastor.  It's funny when I go to the school and kids holler, “hey, pastor and Sis. Sibley.”  There are other kids who call us that because they've heard kids from our Sunday School say that.  It's not a bad thing – it marks us as different and definitely Apostolic.  

The Name of Jesus is uttering the name of your High King and your source of power and should never be a casual by word when you cut your finger with a piece of paper!  We should be known for saying, “God bless you” and should never ever take the place of God Almighty to “damn” someone.  Don't think that it's a big deal?  Listen to this scripture from our Lord's lips:

Matt 12:36-37 I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, 37 for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned." ESV  

Sobering?  You'd better believe it and this is true no matter where you come from or your background.  Jesus didn't say that those raised in church will be judged by their words but those who are new to church will not.  If you are a people, then this applies to you.  Our text with those hapless Ephraimites reminds us that life and death is in the power of our tongues, too.  What we say matters.  The wise man put it very succinctly in our other text when he told us:

Eccl 10:12 The words of a wise man's mouth win him favor,  but the lips of a fool consume him. ESV 

Both these texts, though, remind us of something else, and that is that some things like favor and whether we are able to move forward are determined by our ability to say certain things.  The kingdom of God is the kingdom of heaven and it has its own vocabulary but it also has its Shibboleths.  That means that in living for God there are certain streams and barriers that can only be forded and crossed through if a person is able to say certain things the right way.  God has His Shibboleths – where you can only advance to higher ground and to another level, when you are able to say certain things clearly.  And you can only say you are truly at a certain place when you have passed through such a test!  I feel led to remind you of some of the Shibboleth's of God!  

_____________________________________________________

In the kingdom of God, there is a Jordan river that marks the line of who is truly in the kingdom of God and those who are just on the edge peering in.  There's a difference between having entered into the kingdom of God and being near it and knowing all about it, but not having truly crossed into it!  We must never forget that a church has no right to draw this line or move it and that God has placed it and defined it and we can never alter it for God's line and rivers are what counts.  Jesus said:

John 3:5-7 Jesus answered, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7 Do not marvel that I said to you, 'You must be born again.' ESV

That old Pharisee, Nicodemus, who trusted in his laws and rituals and heritage for his salvation was shocked to hear that there was a new stream of salvation and demarcation running through Israel!  It would be a crimson stream of blood that would flow from Calvary and Jesus, Himself, said that you must cross that stream to truly “enter the kingdom of God.”  And He put the method of crossing for us very plainly:  “Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, He cannot enter the kingdom of God.”  This was an imperative, a command from our Lord's lips.  “You must be born again.”  You don't enter into God's kingdom by shaking a preacher's hand or by joining a church, rather you must be born into it.  This is how you get past the stream that marks those on the outside and those on the inside.  There is no other way – everyone is either on the outside, having not crossed the stream, are on the inside having crossed the stream or are in the process of crossing – but to truly enter the kingdom of God you must be born of the water and of the Spirit.

This matches what Christ's disciples taught for salvation and for entrance into the kingdom of God.  They did not reduce true repentance to a public ritual mindlessly uttered in repetition of a preacher's prayer.  They did not teach that water baptism was optional and neither did they teach salvation without the infilling of the Holy Spirit.  People didn't join the Apostolic church in the book of Acts and the Epistles, rather they were “baptized into it” and that phrase denotes both water baptism and spirit baptism.  That baptism, Paul told us, signified the burial of the old man and they were raised to be a new creature with a new life in Christ Jesus through the work of the Holy Spirit.  People didn't join the church, they were born into it.  They entered as Jesus said they must, by being born of the water and of the Spirit.

Thank God that such a stream exists!  Thank God that there is a ford by which you and I can enter into God's kingdom!  Instead of getting all upset about God's “you must” why don't you realize the awesome opportunity that has been afforded us through such passages being made available.  And yet let us realize that this crimson stream of salvation that must be crossed has its “Shibboleths.”  That is, it can only be crossed until you can pronounce and say certain things correctly.  For example, you must believe that Jesus Christ is truly the ony way to heaven, but verbal profession of that is not enough, for Jesus, John the Baptist, and all of the Apostles join together in saying that you must also repent.  Here is a Shibboleth to entering God's kingdom.  Can you say this correctly:

“God, I am sorry, please forgive me and change me.”  

How simple the syllables of that phrase is and yet how some people choke over them in their lives!  God can do nothing for you until you admit that you need Him.  He cannot wash your sins away until you see that your sins have hurt Him and Him alone and you need to ask His forgiveness.  He cannot save you until you realize that you need Him and only Him for that salvation.  And He will do nothing until you humble yourself and truly ask for His help to make a change.  

Some people can say part of this Shibboleth and get caught up on the end.  It's not enough to just say, “God, I am sorry, please forgive me,” but you've also got to be willing to truly pray, “change me.”  Repentance in scripture has both the meaning of to feel sorry for and to make an about face wrapped up in it.  Just being sorry you got caught is not repentance.  Neither is trying to make things change on your own.  This is a Shibboleth of God that you cannot even begin to wade into the waters of salvation without pronouncing right:  “God, I am sorry, please forgive me and change me.”  

There is another Shibboleth of God's salvation stream and that is the part of being born of the water, water baptism.  It is very important that you get baptized by someone who can say this very clearly with revelation, passion, and an understanding of truth:

“I baptize you in the Name of Jesus Christ.”  

This is the only model in scripture.  This is the only way one can truly say that they have been baptized in the “name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  The name is Jesus!  And it is the only name that can save us!  And as Peter said, “water baptism does now save us!”  If you want to enter into the kingdom of God that Jesus spoke about, then you need to follow the formula that Jesus taught His disciples and that was the only way someone was actually baptized in the New Testament church, with someone vocalizing “in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  This is a Shibboleth of God and it is important to say correctly because if they lack the name they have not truly obeyed the commandment and obedience is what gets us across into His kingdom!  It's not enough to die out to our old selves, but we've got to bury that old man and take on a new name so we're a part of His family!  

And don't forget the part about being born of the Spirit.  Jesus went on to say that:

John 3:8 The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit." ESV          

You cannot see the wind, but you can hear its distinctive sound and so it is with the infilling of the Spirit of God.  The Spirit of God is invisible, and yet when it comes into a life, it is always accompanied by a certain sound.  Beginning in Acts 2 we found out what it was that they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in tongues as the Spirit gave the utterance.  Here is a Shibboleth of God:

The infilling of the Holy Spirit comes with the evidence of speaking in other tongues as God speaks through you.

I cannot give you an example because it has to be the Spirit speaking and I will not mock or copy someone else's experience.  But this world needs to remember that God could have chosen any sign that He wanted for a visible evidence that His Spirit had come to fill up a person, but He chose tongues.  Speaking in tongues is a God idea.  And though some men have copied it and some men have fake versions, yet the real is still real and the real is still the evidence.  

This is not just a Day of Pentecost thing and not just for the Jews – listen to this scripture:

Acts 10:44-48b While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word. 45 And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47  "Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?" 48 And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. ESV

How were they baptized?  And yet don't miss the first part:  how did the Jewish believers who were standing there know that these Gentiles had received the baptism of an invisible Spirit?  “For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God.”  

Paul preached this same message:

Acts 19:1-6 And it happened that while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul passed through the inland country and came to Ephesus. There he found some disciples. 2 And he said to them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" And they said, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." 3 And he said, "Into what then were you baptized?" They said, "Into John's baptism." 4 And Paul said, "John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus." 5 On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 6 And when Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they began speaking in tongues and prophesying. ESV

They did not receive the Holy Spirit automatically when they had believed as it was a separate, distinct experience.  They had to get rebaptized because they had lacked taking on the name.  And when they received the Holy Spirit, they prophesied, but first, before anything else, “they began speaking in tongues.”  This is scriptural teaching and this is a Shibboleth of God – to cross over into the born again crowd, you must be born o the Spirit and there is a certain sound with the coming of the Spirit and God has chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise!  It's real and I've got it and we must remember that it is still a Shibboleth of God.  You cannot enter into the kingdom of God truly until you have spoken with a heavenly language as the Spirit gives the utterance!

Don't quote me 1 Corinthians 14 unless you quote all of it!  Don't quote me this verse without the one right before it:

1 Cor 14:39-40 So, my brothers, earnestly desire to prophesy, and do not forbid speaking in tongues. 40 But all things should be done decently and in order. ESV

It is always in order for people to speak in tongues in a true church of God and any church that forbids it has disobeyed scripture!  This is a Shibboleth of God – a church is not truly Apostolic and like the original and model church of scripture unless people speak in heavenly languages or languages of men that they have never learned or studied!  It's His river and He controls the fords and entrances – He can make a Shibboleth whatever He wants to make a Shibboleth – marvel not that I say to you, you  must be born again!

____________________________________________________________    

There are other streams of crossing in the kingdom of God.  The Jordan River of our text was actually down the middle of the Promised Place of God and divided those at one level from another.  To cross from Gilead to Ephraim and to head from desert to pasture and from lower places to the high places, they had to pass through this river and to pass through the river required a right pronunciation of a certain phrase.  God, too, has Shibboleths like this – Shibboleths that are in place once people have entered into the kingdom of God and the Promises Places.  There are levels to His promises.  There are levels to His anointing.  And there are Jordans between these levels and Shibboleths that separate the passage from one to another.  I have learned this this a great Shibboleth in my life:

“I forgive you.”

I think of the cross, the worst possible pain, humiliation, and treatment that one human being could give another and I hear this phrase from the lips of our Lord who is hanging there:  “Father, forgive them.”  He was innocent and wrongly accused.  He was meek and mild before His accusers.  He had spent His entire life doing good for the very ones who crucified Him and healing them.  He had been modest and chaste His entire dealing with crooks and sinners and this is the treatment that He gets.  And this is the response that He gives.  “I forgive you.”  It's hard to find any basis for harboring a grudge or being justified in holding unforgiveness in the face of the cross and I mean that.  If you struggle with forgiveness, it's been too long since you've been to Calvary.  He was there opening the door for salvation to mankind and at that point He introduced us to an important Shibboleth of God.  “Do good to those who despite fully use you.”  “Return blessing for a curse.”  Those are not suggestions but commands from our Lord and His Word.  But there is more here for in being able to truly utter these words, “I forgive you,” to someone who is completely in the wrong, we become like Christ and pass over to a new level of blessing and anointing.  Not to mention the promise of resurrection!  

Some people have no problem saying the words, “I forgive you” but where they fail the Shibboleth is by adding words to it.  They say, “I forgive you, if...”  or “I forgive you, but...”  Jesus didn't add those words to the phrase.  “Father, forgive them.”  It was not, “I forgive them if they fully realize what they have done and how much they are in the wrong.”  No, it was actually, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”  It was not, “I forgive you if you do this or that.”  It was, “I forgive you despite your frequent actions against me.”  Oh, how many of you stand at such a ford in the middle of the blessings of God today and how you must realize that you will never cross into the high places until you can properly pronounce this!  Proper pronunciation of this comes from the heart and springs forth with living passion:  “I forgive you!”  It's a Shibboleth of God that if you cannot say, will end up in your destruction just as those Ephraimites of old!

___________________________________________

Here is another Shibboleth that I have learned is in place in God's kingdom; that if I want to go forward in God and return to the high places, I must be able to say:

“I must decrease and He must increase.”

This was first spoken by John the Baptist by the Jordan River after people asked him about how Jesus' ministry was taking off and his was dwindling.  With the wind blowing in his hair, I can see John look over that river and with great understanding utter these words, “I must decrease and He must increase.”  John the Baptist would not be able to cross Himself over the proverbial river into the full promises of God without being able to truly say that and so it is with all of us.

There are some of you who are on the outside looking in as far as the greatest blessings of God and the favor of the Lord on your day-to-day life.  You are in the kingdom of God, but you have learned that within the Promised Places of God, not all is equal.  There are some who have crossed further in and gone higher.  And the difference is whether or not you are trying to increase or decrease.  If your will is the deciding factor by which you live and make decisions and if your flesh is in control, then know that He – meaning Jesus – is not.  No flesh shall glory in His presence.  He will only work greatest in those who are willing to humble themselves to the lowest level of servanthood.  He can only live in those who are willing to lose their life.  This is a Shibboleth of God – can you say it? – “He must increase and I must decrease!”  There is a reason that John the Baptist was called the greatest of all of the prophets even though he never worked a miracle for miracles and supernatural workings are never the most accurate test of someone's spirituality, rather this is.  The greatest test is this Shibboleth – can you say it?

Peter told us that we must follow holiness without which no man shall see the Lord.  We must live a separated people and we must act, talk, life, dress, respond, and think differently from those who are beyond the river of God's redemption.  Holiness – separated unto God – can only truly happen when we begin to care what God thinks more than our personal opinions and about what God's Word says more than modern culture or our own family and friends.  True holiness is unto God and not unto man.  It is only obtained when we truly can say, “He must increase and I must decrease.”  When we increase, worldliness in our life also increases as a result.  When He increases and is on the rise in our life, worldliness is decreasing.  There can never be a case where this relationship is not true.  This is a Shibboleth to seeing God and to knowing God closely and this is a Shibboleth to unlocking the greatest blessings of the kingdom and favor of Jesus Christ – can you say it? – “He must decrease and I must increase!”  This is a Shibboleth of God!

___________________________________________  

There are others, but I feel led to just give you one more.  This Shibboleth is often the hardest to say – harder than even, “I forgive you” and “He must increase.”  It's just one word and yet how we stumble over it, sometimes.  Here it is:

“Nevertheless.”

How powerfully and prominently this word figures in our Lord's life.  As in His prayer in the garden:

Matt 26:39b "My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will." ESV  

And He told His disciples:

Luke 10:10-11 But whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and say, 11  'Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off against you. Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near.' ESV

In other words, the will of God always ends up in things not turning out necessarily as we foresaw them or drew them out.  Yet we must be willing to keep witnessing and keep sacrificing and keep obeying in spite of the surprise and the way that it appears at the moment.  When the will of God is hard before you and much harder than you expected, you've got to be able to say, “nevertheless” and keep in the will of God!  When the will of God meets surprising resistance and people don't respond to your zeal and obedience as you wished and prayed, you've got to be able to square your shoulders and say, “nevertheless.”  And then you've got to keep on witnessing and keep on doing what God has commanded.  “We will reap if we faint not” – when you meet adversity or resistance to His work, you've got to be able to say it – “nevertheless.”  

Oh what a crucial Shibboleth of God this is!  Oh how we must be able to say it in the face of anything and everything.  You know where you are today but this is the literal Word of God for you today: 

· My best friend has turned their back on God, nevertheless I will be faithful.

· My return blessing hasn't come as quickly as I had hoped, nevertheless I will continue obedience.

· My prayers feel as if they hit a ceiling today, nevertheless I will keep on praying!

· It seems that things are getting worse and not better nevertheless He must increase and I must keep on decreasing.

· The news and circumstances came out of nowhere and I'm reeling from the shock of the hit, nevertheless I will continue to trust God in my situation!

God has His Shibboleths and let us never forget that when we stand at these places, we are deciding by whether or not we can say these things what happens next.  You want to be able to pass through and head ever upward to your proper home and destiny in God.  You do not want to be a casualty of a Shibboleth!  Turning back is not an option.  Dying spiritually is not an option, therefore I must learn to speak the Shibboleths of God!  You can do it!  Respond to His Shibboleths!

