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WISHING BEING
A CHRISTIAN
MEANT A PAIN

FREE LIFE

by Jon Acuff

When dentists look in my mouth, they see ski boats and lux-
ury sedans and the chance to finally take that month long tour with
their family in Italy. I have what in the periodontal community is
known as a “lottery mouth.” I’ve got fillings to be replaced, cavities
from having braces three different times and a gold mine of potential
wisdom teeth to remove.

And the day before I had to speak at a huge event, I even had
an emergency root canal.

It started at four in the morning. Waves of pain began rock-
ing me every forty minutes. The right side of my face would turn
grey, one eye would go red and [ would enter a small space in my
head where my dying tooth would scream, “There is no pain in this
dojo!” But there was pain in that dojo, oh there was. I went to work
and tried to tough it out. I scheduled an appointment with a root ca-
nal specialist and then set my stop watch to 24 hours because that’s
how long I had to make it.

By the time my appointment rolled around, I wanted to hug
the dentist I was so happy to be there. I was moments away from

freedom, I was on the edge of relief and I was ecstatic.

But it didn’t quite go the way I thought it would.
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At minute 90 during the procedure I was still in agonizing
pain. Apparently I have roller coaster roots that flip and turn inside
my teeth. So the dentist couldn’t use just an electric tool to kill them.
Instead he had to also use hand tools and slowly twist his way with
some sort of long thin file into my teeth. Imagine someone spinning
a titanium needle between their thumb and pointer finger back and
forth deep inside your tooth for an hour and a half.

So I asked for more novacaine. Based on the pain I was in, |
figured the dentist would say, “Sure, hook up this camelback hydra-
tion system and drink it through a straw. Have all you want.” Instead,
he said:

“I can’t give you anymore. I’ve already reached the limit of
what you can handle. If I give you anymore, your vision will blur.”

My first thought was, “For how long? I’m not reading a
book right now. I'll get a cab to take me home. Are you saying my
vision will blur forever or just for a few days? I promise, I don’t
need perfect vision for the rest of this week. Give me the novacaine.”

But he wouldn’t and so I sat there with increasing flows
of electricity shooting through the nerve highway of my mouth. I
thought I had reached the worst point until I felt a hygienist place
something in my hand. “Did that really just happen?” I thought to
myself? “Did a hygienist just place a ball in my hand to squeeze
because it’s about to get even worse? What century am [ in? ’'m
not getting a Pancho Villa bullet removed on a battlefied right now.
A ball? Seriously? Is there not a strap of leather I can bite down on
too? Just go ahead and give me a shot of bourbon while you’re at it
and heat up an iron to cauterize the wound.”

The whole experience was extremely difficult, but within 24
hours after leaving the dentist’s office I felt better. I started to feel
good again and realized that I was glad he hadn’t potentially risked
my long term eyesight for the instant relief of my very temporary
pain. I’d like to say that was the only time in my life I’ve willingly
wanted to trade long term consequences for short term gains, but
then that would be a lie.
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I think God can rattle off 2 billion times when I’ve made the
same request to Him. When something in my life has been painful
and I’ve tried to find a shortcut out of it. When I couldn’t understand
His long term plan for my life and said, “This is too much. Hit me
with some God novacaine. I don’t care what kind of lesson you’re
teaching me in this. I don’t care about refining. It hurts, let’s get this
over with.”

I don’t think I’'m the only one that’s done this and I wonder
sometimes if that was what Joseph felt like when he got freed from
the well. He must have been terrified when his brothers threw him
down into that cistern in the desert. He must have thought he was
dead, that he was in an inescapable pit. But then, for a brief mo-
ment he might have felt like freedom had arrived. His brothers were
returning for him, they were lifting him out. He was free. He was
rescued.

But in the blink of an eye, his pain went to a different place
and he was sold into slavery.

Sometimes, the hardest moments in life are not the initial
painful experiences we go through, but the times we think it’s over
and it’s not. When we think we’ve escaped an illness but it returns.
The times we finally got a job after being unemployed for a year but
get laid off in the first month at our new one. The times we think
we’ve reconciled with our husbands but things fall apart again.

I don’t know what’s going on in your life. That’s awesome
that things are good right now, God certainly showers us with great-
ness. But maybe you just went from a great job to a no job kind of
situation. Maybe you’re crying out for novacaine right now. I don’t
know your specifics, but what I do know is that in all things God
works for the good of those who love him, who have been called ac-
cording to his purpose.

It’s not in some things, or in most things or in the things that
make sense in the moment. It’s all things. And for the ones that hurt,
for the moments that don’t make any sense whatsoever, we’re given
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a great reassurance in Romans 8:26.

“We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit
himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”

I love that.

I love that when we don’t have the right words or the perfect
words, the Spirit groans for us. That’s the prayer I pray during life’s
root canal moments. I just ask the Spirit to “groan.” It’s not the most
elaborate prayer. It’s not that fancy, and it would make perhaps the
world’s shortest book. But when I’m in a corner and don’t know
what to pray for because the pain doesn’t seem to line up with my
plans, that’s all I say to the Holy Spirit. That’s my simple prayer
request. €

HIS FEET MIGHT
HIT THE GROUND

by Matt Conner

I am currently elevated—sitting in a coffee shop in Denver and
getting some time to catch up, write, study and chill after a weekend
of skiing and speaking at a church retreat in Breckenridge. But that’s
an aside to my inspiration for writing ... My flight over here, on pa-
per, looked like a potential nightmare. I’m sitting in a window seat on
Frontier 615 and a lady sits down with a baby and says, “Well, looks
like you’re the lucky winner.” I smiled and nodded as politely as I could
when confronted with the notion of a crying baby with ears popping for
three hours. I grabbed a quick catnap on the runway during the de-icing
process and woke up with an eight-year-old boy in the middle seat. The
stewardess, who sees my confusion, explains that his parents are several
rows up, because there wasn’t room.

8
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Now it’s me, my faux wife and our two kids. I don’t even know
my kid’s birthdays, although maybe that’s not that uncommon. Anyway,
turns out the kids are wonderful. They don’t make a sound for three
hours. Not even the baby, who by this time has captured my heart with
his Adorable Quotient (AQ being the scientific measurement for levels
of cuddliness divided by any annoying smells) of 9.7.

The mother held the child the entire flight. Never let him down
and never let him move too much, keeping him distracted with the per-
fect amount of crayons, cars and food. When we landed, the mother says
something to me that I haven’t been able to forget:

“If I let his feet hit the ground, he realizes that’s an option ...”

Immediately, my heart latched onto it, so much so that I have
been pondering that phrase for the last several days—moments in my
mind of a cosmic father figure who sometimes won’t let me run. I have
dreams; I have longings; I have visions I want to do, achieve, become.
And there are moments when the voice inside is silent and invisible
hands seem to be holding up progress in my life.

I have the ability to run. I long to run. I love the feeling of run-
ning and wanting to interact with the world, bringing whatever it is to
it that I can. And yet there are moments when life seems still, progress
seems frozen and confusion sets in.

“Why am I here?”
“What is the reason for the status quo?”
“Why am I stuck here in your lap?”

When my pretend wife told me why she wouldn’t let my
pretend baby on the floor, I realized then a much bigger reason for the
moments I feel constricted or even stuck. I strive for child-like levels of
faith, but I’'m also still caught in a child-like perspective of life as well.
I can’t see as far as I think I can. And I struggle and squirm in the lap
of limitations of a God who knows when to hold me back and when to
release me.

There are times when I realize that my feet were allowed
to touch the ground, and I ran right into the chaos, disorder, habits,
destructive decisions or patterns that the parent knew I would run into.
And it’s a good parent who knows when to pick me up and when to let
me down. &5,
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FAITH:
MORE THAN
AN ACT

by Christine Caine

Do you enjoy a time of worship at church on Sunday, yet ar-
gue with your spouse on the way home while reacting rudely to other
drivers in traffic? Do the people with whom you interact during the
week see the same you that others in your congregation see, or do
they see someone who struggles with gossiping, lying, envying, or a
host of other behaviors you just can’t seem to overcome?

It’s not enough just to try your best to act like a Christian,
modifying your behavior from the outside in. You need to invite
Jesus to change you from the inside out, transforming you into an
authentic Christian.

Here’s how you can stop acting like a Christian and just be
one:

LET LOVE, NOT A SENSE OF
OBLIGATION, MOTIVATE YOU.

Don’t waste time and energy trying to impress God with reli-
gious words or rituals if your heart isn’t truly in them. Understand
that God doesn’t want you to come to Him out of a sense of duty,
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but out of a genuine passion for Him. Strengthen your heart — your
core spiritual muscle — by staying in close communication with

God through prayer and remaining obedient to His Word, the Bible.
Expect that as you seek God, you will discover more and more about
Him that will cause you to genuinely fall in love with Him and natu-
rally motivate you to live in a way that pleases Him.

GUARD AGAINST POTENTIAL HEART BLOCKAGES.

Combat attitudes that can block your intimacy with God.
Instead of becoming bored with your faith journey, remain bold and
adventurous to keep your relationship with God fresh and dynamic.
Remember that there is always more for you to learn about God,
and there are always more ways for you to grow into the person He
wants you to become. Keep seeking God, and taking risks that He
leads you to take. Don’t let your familiarity with God lead you to
take Him for granted. Remember that everything you have — even
you next breath — is a gift from God. Express your gratitude to Him
on a regular basis, and live in awe of His power. Prevent lust from
blocking a close relationship with God by staying focused on God
as your top priority in life. Know that this will keep everything and
everything else in proper perspective so you don’t become controlled
by your desires. Overcome laziness that can block your relationship
with God by recognizing that the good works He created you to do
are not empty and dead tasks, but life-giving works that are full of
purpose. Ask God to help you notice how He uses even the most
mundane activities in your life to fulfill exciting purposes. Embrace
His plan for your life, and decide to do your part to see that plan
realized. Don’t let disobedience block your intimacy with God. Re-
member that every small step of obedience has eternal ramifications.
Whenever you sense God leading you to do something, do it. Keep
in mind that if God sees that He can trust you to obey Him in small
ways; He will trust you with larger assignments.

PURSUE THE FRUIT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.

Realize that all true Christians should produce the fruit
of the Holy Spirit’s work in their lives: love, joy, peace, patience,

Wow Life Huvigator
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kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Don’t
withhold any part of your life from God; invite His Spirit to take
control of every aspect of it. Seek healing for any damage in your
soul that is causing you to produce bad fruit (such as anger, fear,
jealousy, depression, or low self-esteem) in your life. Ask the Holy
Spirit to fill your soul and empower you to live faithfully.

STRENGTHEN YOUR MIND.

Know that if you want to change your life, you must change
the way you think. Recognize that the quality of your mind depends
on how much of God’s truth (as found in His Word, the Bible) you
believe and apply to your life. Daily pray for the Holy Spirit to
renew your mind as you read and reflect on Scripture. Don’t al-
low negative thoughts to remain in your mind long enough for you
to dwell on them and have them lead you in the wrong direction.
Instead, choose to focus on positive thoughts, and let those thoughts
guide you in the direction God wants you to go in life. Expect that
when you fill your mind with God’s thoughts, you will naturally start
to act more like Jesus and experience unshakable peace and joy.

DON'T JuST GO TO CHURCH ON THE WEEKENDS
— BECOME THE CHURCH ALL THE TIME.

Realize that the church isn’t a building; it’s the group of be-
lievers who loves God and other people both inside and outside the
building. Don’t keep your faith confined to just a weekend worship
service. Instead, live out your faith constantly. Share the Gospel mes-
sage with people, respond to people’s needs through loving service,
work for justice, disciple new believers, and engage in other activi-
ties that God leads you to do in your community and elsewhere. Just
as God is transforming you, work to transform your world. Never let
complacency distract you from your core mission to help seek and
save the lost in this fallen world. Ask God to help you view others
you meet as He sees them, and to value their souls enough to give
your best to reach out to them in love.
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SHINE YOUR LIGHT INTO THE DARKNESS
AROUND YOU.

As you invite God to transform your life, point other people
toward the life God has waiting for them. Look for opportunities to
shine the light of God’s love into the darkness of the fallen world,
dispelling despair with hope. Don’t hide from the evil in the world
or be overwhelmed by it. Instead, ask God to show you how you can
overcome evil with good every day at work, in your neighborhood,
at school, and wherever else you go.

GET UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL
WITH OTHER PEOPLE.

Ask God to help you love lost and hurting people. Realize
that, while you’re not called to help everyone, you are called to help
certain people in certain ways — and you need to respond. Pray for
God to let you know of specific ways He wants you to help meet
specific needs for specific people. Don’t hesitate to become involved
in the lives of people to whom God calls you to reach, building
genuine relationships with them. Rather than viewing them as proj-
ects to work on, see them simply as people to love.

REMAIN COMMITTED.

Stay faithful to the ongoing process of living out your faith
authentically. Realize that authentic Christians like you, when work-
ing together, wield tremendous potential to change the world for the
better.

Hew //// He /'yz//( ?
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MAKE US
DANGEROUS

by Mark Batterson

If you could ask God for one thing for the church at large,
what would you pray for? It’s very difficult to give one answer, thus.
We could pray, Make Us Prayerful, Make Us One, Make Us Gener-
ous. But how about Make Us Dangerous.

Like most Washingtonians, I tend to visit the tourist stops
when I have out of town company. This week, my brother and niece
from Chicago were here and we took a tour of the Capitol. One
of my favorite parts of the tour is Statuary Hall. In 1864, Congress
invited every state to contribute two statues of prominent citizens for
permanent display in the Hall. Some of the statues are to Americans
that all of us know who they are but others are these kind of obscure
people that most of us have never even heard of, and on this particu-
lar visit, one of them caught my attention. Let me show you a picture
of Marcus Whitman. I thought it was a really cool statue. Coonskin
hat, carrying a Bible, and one the description, he was described as a
pioneer, and doctor and a missionary. Marcus was born in 1802. As
a child, he dreamed of being a minister but seminary was too ex-
pensive so he became a doctor! I guess it was a little different back
then. He ended up getting his medical degree from Fairfield Medical
College. In 1834, he applied to the American Board of Commission-
ers for Foreign Missions but he was turned down because they only
accepted married candidates. So he got married in 1836, re-applied,
got accepted, and he and his wife helped blaze the Oregon Trail.
They helped blaze the trail for those who came behind them as there
was this westward movement, and along the way they set up mis-
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sions and eventually settled in Walla Walla, in the Walla Walla Val-
ley, and a decade later, in 1847, there was an influx of white settlers
that brought new diseases along with an epidemic of measles. The
Native Americans, who the Whitmans went to minister to, lacked
the immunity to new diseases and their mortality rate was extremely
high, including most of the children. Whitman tried to care for

them but was largely unsuccessful. There was a tradition of hold-
ing medicine men personally responsible for the patients’ recovery
and it eventually resulted in violence. In what became known as the
Whitman massacre, Marcus Whitman and his family were killed on
November 29,1847. 106 years later Washington State contributed his
statue to Statuary Hall. So here’s the deal, all of us want our statue
in Statuary Hall. I was walking around wondering how I am going to
be remembered. It was one of those moments like, how do you get a
statue in a place like this? How are you one of those 100 people that
leave a legacy or make a difference or do something of significance?
Generally speaking, here’s the deal, do something dangerous and
then get killed doing it and you’ve got a shot at Statuary Hall.

We recently celebrated Independence Day. It started with
56 signers putting their names on a document that declared inde-
pendence from England. The last sentence says they pledged their
lives, fortunes and sacred honor, and they did. Five signers were
captured and tortured during the war; twelve signers had their homes
ransacked and burned; two signers lost their sons to the war they
declared; two signers had sons become prisoners of war; and nine
signers fought in the war and died from wounds or the hardships of
war. We celebrate them, and I think the fundamental reason is this —
they were willing to do something dangerous, to do something that
they believed in. That is what made them heroic. Here’s my concern
for those of us that live in a first world country in the 21st century,
I think it is very easy to forget that the word ‘disciple’ was synony-
mous with danger. We live a long way from there and I think what I
want to try to accomplish in this article is, number 1, help us appreci-
ate a little bit of our history, and at the same time, try to challenge us
to try to live with that same spirit that allows us to live the lives that
we enjoy.

See, Marcus Whitman’s family was murdered. The last
moments of their lives were filled with terror and fear and pain, and
I’'m sure he was imperfect like the rest of us. In fact, they could have

Wow Life Huvigator
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done a much better job of incarnating the gospel and the language
that the people they were trying to reach could understand. But one
thing can be said of Marcus Whitman, he lived dangerously for the
cause of Christ. Now [’m not telling anybody that you need to go
out and get yourself killed, but I think we need to find a way to trans-
late what that means in our lives, because I am convinced of this —
the will of God is not an insurance plan, it is a daring plan. It doesn’t
lead to safety, it leads to danger. I think the Apostle Paul is Exhibit
A. 2 Corinthians 11:21, a long passage but stick with me. In a sense,
this is Paul’s resume, an off resume, but here’s what it says:

What anyone else dares to boast about, I am speaking as a fool,
[ also dare to boast about. Are they Hebrew? So am I. Are they
Israelites? So am I. Are they Abraham’s descendents? So am I. Are
they servants of Christ? (I’'m out of my mind to talk like this.) I am
more. I have worked much harder, been imprisoned more frequently,
been flogged more severely and been exposed to death again and
again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus
one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned, three
times I was shipwrecked. I spent a night and a day in the open sea. 1
have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from riv-
ers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in
danger from Gentiles, in danger in the city, in danger in the country,
in danger at sea, and in danger from false brothers. I have labored
and toiled and have often gone without sleep. I’ve known hunger and
thirst and have often gone without food. I’ve been cold and naked.
Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for
all the churches. Who is weak and I do not feel weak? Who is lead
into sin and I do not inwardly burn? If [ must boast, I will boast of
the things that show my weakness, the God and Father of the Lord
Jesus, who is to be praised forever, knows that I am not lying. In
Damascus, the governor under King Aretas had the city of the Dama-
scenes guarded in order to arrest me. But I was lowered in a basket
from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands.

I love this last little piece, because it is so easy for us to
just read, but Paul is sharing one of the defining, most memorable
moments of his life. Quite a passage isn’t it! Here’s the deal, let’s
be honest, this isn’t the picture that we give people. If you follow
Christ, you too might end up poor and naked and dead! You can
have all this and more! And it’s not really that we teach false doc-
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trine, it is that we give a false picture. We end up short-changing
God, we end up short-changing ourselves, and what we end up with,
I think, is a faith that doesn’t get us very excited because we take all
the danger out of it. We treat the will of God like an insurance plan
instead of a daring plan. I want to tell you, Jesus did not die to keep
you safe. Jesus died to make us dangerous.

It was dangerous 2,000 years ago to be a disciple, and we
forget this, but how did most of their lives end? John the Baptist —
head on a platter! Peter — crucified, upside down. Hebrews 11 says
others were chained in dungeons, some died by stoning and some
were sawed in half, others were killed with the sword. Is this mes-
sage uplifting yet? See, we forget this; it wasn’t safe to get baptized.
In a few weeks at my church we are going to have a baptism. We
now enjoy the freedom to be baptized in safety but the truth is, to get
baptized 2,000 years ago was to put your life in jeopardy and it is
that way in some places around the world. I was just at this baptism
in Ethiopia just a couple weeks ago. 20,000 baptized in that lake in
the last seven years, many of them Muslims, many of them putting
their lives on the line to identify with Christ. You know, it is safe to
go to church isn’t it? Listen, let’s celebrate our religious freedom.
Let’s celebrate the fact that we can worship God and our lives aren’t
in jeopardy. It was about a year ago I was in Rome, I went to the
church of San Clemente and went down a lot of steps into a lower
area, very damp and dark, but it was supposedly a place where in the
second century believers worshipped God in these catacombs. Why?
Because if they worshipped God publicly, they would be killed. It
wasn’t until 313 A.D. that Constantine made Christianity legal. It
was dangerous to go to church. What does all that mean to us? First
of all, we better celebrate where we’ve come from. We better appre-
ciate it. Pick up a copy of Foxes Book of Martyrs. It is depressing
but it will give you some perspective of where we come from. This
movement that was originally called The Way was an incredibly
dangerous movement, and that’s what you and I are part of.

This week I got a letter from the National Park Service. I
had applied for a backcountry permit to hike into the Grand Canyon.
There are about 40,000 applications, only about 13,000 accepted,
but this week I got a letter with my backcountry permit and in about
a week, my son Parker and I will be hiking down the North Kai-
bab Trail from the Grand Canyon Lodge on the north rim down to

Wow Life Huvigator
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Phantom Ranch. It’s about 14 miles, about a 6,000 foot drop. I’'m
extremely excited about it. Here’s the deal, I got the permit and then
I started reading, and I noticed warnings all over the place and some-
times you’ve got to put two and two together. 14 miles is a long
way and I realized that permits are sold out 13 months in advance
typically, because no one hikes it in July, because the average tem-
perature is 106 degrees. And the books I’'m reading are saying it’s
as physically challenging as running a marathon, and it talked about
how many people are evacuated out of the Canyon every year, and
eventually, basically what I’'m trying to say is that there is a good
chance we’re going to die! And that’s what makes it awesome! If it
wasn’t challenging, if it wasn’t death defying, it wouldn’t be nearly
as fun or nearly as worthwhile. So Parker is having a conversation
with his grandma, she called about two weeks ago and she asks him
about the trip and he says, “Yeah, it’ll be one of those ‘we almost
died’ deals.” Listen, you know why Parker and I are excited about
this? Because I need some danger in my life. Gotta have it! Why do
we pay good money to go to a theme park? Have you ever thought
about this? Let me give you $50 bucks, $100 bucks to scare the liv-
ing daylights out of me. Get me on a roller coaster where I could
die. We need danger. We need it. Here’s what I’'m convinced of,
most of us just find it in the wrong place. Now you know one of my
definitions of sin is - sin is meeting a legitimate need in an illegiti-
mate way. We need that adrenaline rush, there is something about a
near death experience that brings us to life, and I’'m convinced that
the way we were ultimately destined to find that is by living danger-
ously for the cause of Christ. Being a part of something that is bigger
than us, more important than us.

I want to make an observation about this passage. I almost
just want to keep it as painfully simple as possible. I read the passage
about Paul and eight times it says ‘in danger’ ‘in danger’ ‘in danger’
‘in danger’ ‘in danger’ ‘in danger’ ‘in danger’ ‘in danger’ was that
eight? Simple, simple observation, God does not want to take us out
of danger, He leads us into it. I think there is a false assumption that
as we become more mature spiritually that the will of God will be-
come easier or safer. But ’'m convinced that God wants to give you
more difficult, daring and dangerous things to do and He prepares us
for that. And I think sometimes we just need someone to get up in
our grill and remind us that God’s primary goal is not our comfort.
God wants to glorify Himself. If we really put our prayers under the
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x-ray machine, I just wonder how many would revolve around our
safety and comfort. Come on, I’'m the same way. Sometimes I pray
as if God’s supreme cosmic plan is my comfort. We live as if the
purpose of life is to arrive safely at death.

Here’s the deal, if we trust Christ, when we die, we go to a
place called heaven where there will be no more mourning or crying
or death or pain. But in the meantime, something might happen. I
have no idea how I’'m going to die, but I would love to die somehow,
someway, living dangerously for Christ. What does this look like?
Let me give you a couple of pictures to put a little bit of skin on it,
and then I really want to try to bring it home in a simple way by tell-
ing us what it means to live dangerously for the cause of Christ.

I’ve always been inspired by a group of early 20th century
missionaries. They became known as One-Way Missionaries because
they packed all of their earthly belongings into coffins and purchased
one-way tickets when they departed for the mission field. They
knew they would be buried wherever they went. One of them was
a guy named A.W. Milne. He felt called to a tribe of headhunters in
the New Hebrides. All the other missionaries to that tribe had been
martyred, but that didn’t keep Milne from stepping out in faith and
going. He lived among the tribe for 35 years, never returned home.
When the tribe buried him, they wrote this epitaph on his tombstone,
“When he came, there was no light, when he left, there was no dark-
ness.” When did we start believing that God wants to send us to safe
places to do easy things? He wants to send us to dangerous places to
do difficult things. And if you follow Christ, I am convinced He will
lead you into the Shadowland where light and darkness clash.

I have a friend named Mike Foster. A few years ago, he was
in the shower and had an idea. He said he saw these letters and this
name, xxxchurch.com. He was concerned about the effect of pornog-
raphy on American culture and he decided to start something called
www.xxxchurch.com and infiltrate the adult film industry with the
love of Christ and hand out Jesus loves porn stars Bibles at porn con-
ventions. That’s a daring plan. I remember hearing Mike talk about
the first porn show where he set up a xxxchurch.com booth, and he
said this thought ran through his head - what am I doing here? Can
you imagine? If we are going to fulfill our commission, we need to
get out of the comfortable confines of our Christian ghettos and in-
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vade some hellholes with the light and love of Christ. Mike did that.
Thousands of porn addicts have found freedom and forgiveness as a
result. I think that is living dangerously for the cause of Christ.

So here’s my question — what does that look like? How does
it start? [ think most of us are motivated when we hear stories about
sacrifices that other people have made or people who have lived
dangerously, but what does that look like for us and how does it
start? Well, let’s get down to the brass tacks, it probably is going to
start with a dangerous decision that you make. I think it starts with
putting our faith in Christ, making a decision to follow Christ and
put our faith in Him, and when we do, He leads us into this danger-
ous life. For Marcus Whitman, it was applying to the American
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. For Mike Foster, it
was buying a domain name. For the One-Way missionaries, it was
buying a one-way ticket. I don’t know exactly what it is for you but
it could be going public with your faith and getting baptized, it might
be admitting an addiction, it might be ending a dating relationship or
beginning one, it might mean making a phone call or applying for a
position. But it is generally some kind of dangerous decision that we
make. Let me just try to really hit the bulls eye here. I don’t think it
starts with God asking us to do something big. It always starts with
God asking us to do something small. He is the one who is able to
do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine. He is not
asking us to do anything big; He is just asking us to do something
small. And He doesn’t ask us to finish the job, He just asks us to get
started because He is the One who carries it to completion. So what
is living a dangerous life? I’1l tell you what it is, living in obedience.
I think it is that simple. It is living a spirit led life; it is making your
life revolve around the purposes of God.

A couple of weeks ago, I was having a conversation with
someone and they turned a phrase that I’d never heard before and it
challenged me. They said that they were concerned that too many
people were living in what they called artificial harmony. For the
last two weeks, I’ve been thinking about this, it’s the weirdest thing;
I keep turning it around in my mind, artificial harmony. I just wonder
how easy it is for us to live in that place of artificial harmony. How
comfortable are we? At some point, we have to get uncomfortable
with how comfortable we are and just do something about it. I’'m so
excited, next year; one of our bold initiatives, one of our dreams is
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for our church to do ten mission trips. We want to go to ten places
around the world. And I'll tell you what, you want to interrupt the
artificial harmony in your life, just go on a mission trip. It begins by
taking that step and doing something about it.

I have a friend Craig Groeschel, I love the way he put this,
he said, “The difference between where you are and where God may
want you to be is the painful decision you refuse to make.” What is
that decision that can help us step out in faith? What does it mean
to live dangerously? I think it comes down to this. It is someone
whose primary objective is to glorify God at any expense. Someone
who doesn’t pray, “Lord keep me safe” but “God glorify Yourself in
these circumstances.” When you live for God’s glory, what it does is
redeem everything including what we may perceive as pain or trag-
edy. It redeems those things and they come together for his purposed.
Let’s not live our lives in artificial harmony.

It was years ago that we made a dangerous decision to buy
a piece of property and open a coffeehouse called Ebenezers. It
was dangerous because it was zoned residential and if we didn’t
get it rezoned, we’d have a piece of property on our hands that we
couldn’t do anything with. It was dangerous but we took that bold
step of faith, built a coffechouse, it was a beautiful thing. But here’s
the danger, we can live in artificial harmony now. Good enough, it
is safe having one coffeehouse. Same with four locations, God is
doing some wonderful things. Ebenezers, Union Station, Ballston
Common Mall, Georgetown, good enough. We have a core value
at our church, playing it safe is risky. We corporately as a church
cannot afford to be safe; we need to continue to live dangerously for
the purposes of God. That’s why the multi-site vision is beautiful,
because we never become too content with where we are. We have to
keep stepping out, keep living dangerously.

I want to challenge you personally. If you become comfort-
able, I can’t tell you what it is going to take, but if you stay sensitive
to the Spirit of God, God will speak into your life, and I want to
challenge you with this. I think it really comes down to us being sen-
sitive to the Holy Spirit. This week, driving down the street, I saw
a woman going through a garbage can. It was weird, she was nicely
dressed, it was bizarre, and I got about 20 yards off and I got this
prompting to go back and see if she was alright. I want to tell you
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that probably more times than not, I miss it. How many are guilty
of just saying, no, that’s not a God idea, that’s a bad idea. Like what
am [ thinking? But I did it, I did a u-turn and I went back and I said,
“Are you alright?” And she wasn’t alright. I said, “Sometimes I feel
like God prompts me to do that and I felt prompted to do a u-turn to
come back see if you’re ok and I was wondering if you’d let me help
you get something to eat?” And she said, “Yes.” Then she went on
her way, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again, but I want to tell
you that one of the lessons I’ve learned in my life is that when you
experience a prompting from the Holy Spirit, you have two choices,
you can ignore it or obey it. If you ignore it, your heart becomes a
little bit harder and you drift a little bit further from the purposes of
God and you get a little bit more comfortable until finally you are
living in a place called artificial harmony. Or you try to keep your
heart soft, tell God you don’t want to get too comfortable, help me
keep living dangerously for your purposes. So I think my prayer for
us is Make Us Dangerous but also make us sensitive to the Spirit

of God that leads us in the ways that He has called us to. I would
like to think that after read this article, that we are sending danger-
ous people back into their natural habitats to wreak havoc on the
enemy. | would like to think that each of us is a threat to the enemy.
How? By simply living for God’s glory, obeying his Word and being
sensitive to the promptings of his Spirit. May the Lord help us live
dangerously for the cause of Christ. ¢

THE CAUSE & THE SOURCE

When I feel weary, my first inclination
is spin my heart and my head trying to identify
the cause of my discomfort. But I wonder if it would be
better for me to focus less on the cause of my sorrow
and more on the source of my joy, Christ?

Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.
Colossians 3:2
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YOU MAY
NOT REALLY
BE A FAILURE

by Susan Nikaido

GOD’S PERSPECTIVE ON SUCCESS MAY
SURPRISE & ENCOURAGE YOU

Which of the following spells success to you? Check all that apply.

___Being able to afford a newer, larger home.
_Leading your neighbor to faith in Christ.
__ Finally getting that promotion.

_ Seeing your children walk with the Lord.
__ Enjoying a stable, happy marriage.
__Achieving your career goals.

__Having the support of many good friends.
_ Watching God change lives through you.

_ Making enough money to provide for all your needs and many
of your wants.

__Having a quiet time every day.
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If I were to go with my gut feeling, I have to admit I’d check
most of the above. I’d love to experience almost everything on that
list. Yet as I look at God’s criteria for success, spelled out in His
Word, I’'m surprised to discover that, really, none of the criteria on
my list has any influence on whether my life is pleasing to Him.

God’s definition of success and failure bears little resem-
blance to the world’s—or even, sometimes, to the yardsticks believ-
ers use. In the Scriptures, I see a picture of success that gives hope
and comfort to those who fail in the world’s eyes. Likewise, I find a
sobering wake-up call to those who have achieved outward success
but failed in the things God counts most important.

How, then, does God define success?

First, let’s look at what success is not, according to God’s
Word.

I Get No Kicks from. . .

MONEY

Many of us, even in the church, equate success with hav-
ing lots of money. How easy it is to buy into (if we can afford it!)
the world’s standards of success! A snazzy new car; a large, beauti-
fully decorated home; great clothes; the latest computer and stereo
equipment; travel . . . these are the things by which we measure how
we’re doing. Think about it: Don’t you sometimes feel a little infe-
rior to someone who has more and nicer “stuff” than you and lives in
a more affluent neighborhood?

Wealth can be a sign of God’s blessing. Yet look at what
Jesus said to the church in Laodicea. “You say, ‘I am rich; [ have
acquired wealth and do not need a thing.””” (Who wouldn’t like to be
able to say that?)

Yet Jesus continued: “But you do not realize that you are
wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” (Rev. 3:16—17). The Laod-
iceans had all the wealth the world could offer. Yet because they
were spiritually lukewarm, He told them, “I am about to spit you out
of my mouth.”
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God gives no special honor to people with buckets of money.
The size of our bank accounts matters not to the Lord.

APPROVAL

Should we measure our success, then, by something intan-
gible—like a good reputation? Which of us wouldn’t love to win the
respect and approval of our community group, coworkers, church—
or even just our family?

Certainly, God requires us to relate to others with love,
grace, and truth. But how people respond to us is not a legitimate
measure of our success, either. Jesus said, “Blessed are you when
people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil
against you because of me” (Mt. 5:11, emphasis mine). Jesus Him-
self was “despised and rejected by men. . . . Like one from whom
men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not” (Is.
53:3). Whether people think well of you or not is of little importance
to God.

MINISTRY

Well, then, let’s pick a more “spiritual” measure of success.
How about being successful in our ministry to others for the Lord?
Many of us think, If only more people would come to Christ . . . or
respond to my compassion for them . . . or show signs of growth . . .
then I’d know I was pleasing God.

Yet look at some of God’s most commended servants. Under
Moses’ leadership, the people of Israel rebelled at the borders of the
Promised Land (among other places) and thus spent 40 years need-
lessly wandering in the wilderness.

Jeremiah faithfully carried out all of God’s orders. Yet he
was accused of lying, imprisoned, targeted for death, and thrown
into a cistern filled with mud as a result of the messages he brought.
His entire ministry might be summed up by this verse: “Neither
[King Zedekiah] nor his attendants nor the people of the land paid
any attention to the words the Lord had spoken through Jeremiah the
prophet” (Jer. 37:2).
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Stephen, “a man full of God’s grace and power” (Acts 6:8),
gave an eloquent speech to the Sanhedrin—and was promptly stoned
to death (Acts 7).

Some of the Bible’s saints saw God use them to change lives
and the very course of history. But probably just as many were, in
today’s terms, flops. Yet God seems to commend them equally. It
appears that stellar ministry results are not what God is looking for,
either.

HOW GOD SPELLS SUCCESS

These and other yardsticks seem to matter little to God:
Good looks (1 Sam. 16:7). Worldly wisdom (1 Cor. 1:20). Our
strengths (Jer. 9:23-24). They can even get in the way of God’s pur-
poses (1 Cor. 1:27-29).

So, if outward success isn’t important to our Lord, what is?
What will make Him say “Well done” when He looks at our lives?

FAITH

One clue is found in Hebrews 11. Let’s take a look at a
bunch of unnamed believers described in verses 35—40. These men
and women were tortured . . . taunted . . . persecuted . . . beaten
and thrown into prison. Some died cruel, grisly deaths. Many were
destitute, wandering “in deserts and mountains, [living] in caves and
holes in the ground.” If these men and women lived today, I doubt
that publishers would be pursuing any of them with a book contract
for Seven Habits of Highly Successful Christians! Yet God says that
in His eyes, they were commended. Why? For their faith. Earlier in
Hebrews 11, we learn that “without faith it is impossible to please
God” (v. 6). The whole chapter is a hymn to very flawed and even
sinful people who still ended up in God’s “hall of fame”—all be-
cause of their faith.

God is looking for people who will trust Him. We may
make mistakes, even very bad mistakes. We may never look good to
those around us. But if we are living by faith instead of fear, in trust
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instead of in panic, if we are relying on His strength instead of our
own, we will never be failures in His eyes.

OBEDIENCE

Another clue to what pleases God appears in Philippians 2.
We learn that God has exalted Christ to the highest place in heaven,
giving Him the “name that is above every name” (vv. 9-10). Why
this place of honor? Because, according to verse 8, “he humbled
himself and become obedient to death.” On every occasion Jesus did
what God told Him to do.

God is not so interested in the results of what we do; He wants to
know if we are being obedient. In many cases, our obedience will
not look successful: Missionaries may labor for years without fruit.
Parents may follow godly principles of parenting yet end up with
rebellious children. We may lose a business contract to someone
whose proposal is less honest than ours. But if we have done what
God asked of us, we have gained His approval.

RELATIONSHIP

Finally, God measures our success by the depth of our rela-
tionship with Him.

This is what the Lord says: “Let not the wise man boast of
his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength or the rich man
boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about this: that he
understands and knows me.” Jer. 9:23—24, emphasis mine.

Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and
my sheep know me” (Jn. 10:14 emphasis mine). The cry of God’s
heart is for His people to know Him. God knows us intimately—
and He wants us to know Him intimately as well. He sacrificed His
beloved Son so that our relationship with Him might be restored.

The Pharisees scored high on the obedience chart. They
made a career out of following the law, right down to tithing the
spices that grew in their gardens! Yet their connection with God was
based on rules, not relationship. Jesus told them, ““You do not know
me or my Father” (Jn. 8:19). They did the right things, yet their
hearts were so hard toward God that it led to the ultimate failure:
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They could not recognize nor believe in God’s Son, and they died
without salvation.

We may have a saving faith. But if we stop there, if we never
develop the intimate Father-child relationship that God longs for us
to enjoy with Him, we have failed at one of life’s most important
pursuits. On the other hand, if we are seeking God with all our hearts
and souls, we will come to know and to love Him. And we will be
living in obedience to what Jesus said was the greatest command-
ment of all: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength” (Mk.
12:30).

WHEN SUCCESS ISN'T

By the same token, however, God’s perspective on failure
and success turns some of my “successes” into failures.

Discipleship Journal may help its readers and be financially
sound. But if I operate under my own strength instead of trusting
God with my work, He will not be pleased with what I do here.

I may look like a “good Christian” on the outside. But if
am harboring grudges, justifying gossip, and still trying to hang on
to control of my life, I have failed to live up to my calling in Christ.
In a corrupt and fallen world, we can “succeed” in many endeavors.
Yet if we are not living close to God, doing what He asks of us, and
trusting Him with our lives, He is not impressed.

God is more interested in whether I am content with what
I have than in seeing me in a newer, larger home. He’s more con-
cerned about whether I’'m working with my whole heart, as if I were
working for Him (Col. 3:23), than about promotion or career goals.
He will rejoice with me if my child walks with the Lord, my mar-
riage is strong, and I’'m surrounded by good friends. But He knows
those things aren’t dependent on me. His measure of success in my
relationships is whether I treat every person in my life as He would.
It doesn’t matter how much money I make, but whether I’m trusting
Him to provide for my needs.
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PRESSING ON TOWARD THE GOAL

So, what is success, in God’s eyes? Trust. Obedience. Inti-
macy with Him. In short, continually growing to be more like Jesus.
If we are pursuing these things, we cannot be failures.

But what if we have failed in the areas that matter most to
God?

All is not lost. Whenever we mess up, our Heavenly Father
invites us to repent. Confess. Accept His forgiveness, lean on Him
for strength, and get on with it. His mercies toward us are new every
morning. Every day, every hour offers the chance for a fresh start. &

EVIL REDUX:
REVISITING AN
OLD QUESTION

by Malcolm Murdock

The question of why a loving God would allow suffering is
one that has likely plagued believers for as long as there has been a
message to believe.

The question takes many forms: Why does He allow the
atrocities of war? The ravages of disease? How can He abide the
injustice and oppression that blanket the world? Or even just the
everyday trials of our lives? But ultimately the question boils down
to wondering why life on earth is so brutal sometimes. If God really
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loves us, then why does He allow it? It’s sometimes easier to un-
derstand suffering that happens as a consequence of people’s own
behaviour—the withering of a drug addicts body, the paranoid and
tortured mind of an evil dictator, the imprisonment of a criminal—
and there is ample scriptural precedent for suffering as a conse-
quence of a sinful lifestyle, but what about suffering that seems to
have no direct link to behaviour? The question is so common it’s
become a cliché: “Why do bad things happen to good people?”’

Not surprisingly, the scriptures offer us some guidance on
this challenging question. The first thing to be said is that the popular
notion of a “good” person is rarely aligned with what the scriptures
tell us. In his letter to the Romans, Paul writes that we “all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and the whole message of
the story of redemption is that the human race as a whole deserves
to suffer not just in this life, but also eternally, and that the salvation
of Christ isn’t something we “deserve” in any sense of the word.
Rather, it is a gift offered freely by a God desperate to love us and
welcome us into His family, if only we will receive it. So, from a
certain perspective, there’s no such thing as a person who doesn’t
deserve to suffer, and it is only Christ’s sacrifice that frees us from
our sentence.

But this answer is a tough pill to swallow, and often leaves
us feeling frustrated and unsatisfied. After all, whether true or not,
it’s extraordinarily difficult to believe that a child sold into the sex
trade somehow deserves the suffering what follows. Fortunately,
that’s not the end of the story. One of the paradoxes of the scriptures
is that even as they show us a humanity suffering for its rebellion
against God, they also show us a God who seems to acknowledge
the existence of unjust suffering; a God who hates injustice and op-
pression. In Psalm 12 we read that “*Because of the oppression of
the weak and the groaning of the needy, I will now arise,’ says the
Lord. ‘I will protect them from those who malign them.’”” Psalm 68
calls God ““a father to the fatherless, a defender of widows.” Proverbs
6 says that “the Lord hate[s]...hands that shed innocent blood.” And
in Isaiah 58 the Lord calls on His fasting people “to loose the chains
of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free
and break every yoke.”
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So how do we reconcile it all? How can God hate injus-
tice when we live in a world filled with it? How can God speak out
against suffering when the earth is replete with it? How can God say
He will arise to the groaning of the needy when the world seems to
be needier than ever before? In short: if God is love, then how can
He allow suffering and evil to persist?

To say that these are difficult questions would be an un-
derstatement. Endless volumes have been written in an attempt to
explain the so-called “problem of evil”, and there is an entire branch
of theology and philosophy (theodicy) devoted to reconciling God’s
goodness with the existence of evil. However, we don’t have to be
professional theologians to find some measure of peace with these
questions, and a solid foundation can be achieved with a couple
simple ideas.

In his book Mere Christianity, CS Lewis refers to this world
as “enemy-occupied territory,” and in addition to being a helpful
metaphor; the Bible tells us that it’s actually the truth. In the book
of John (chapters 12, 14 and 16), Jesus refers to the devil as “the
prince of this world,” and in Mark chapter 3 he likens this world to a
“strong man’s house,” with the devil as the “strong man” who owns
it. In essence, the message of the scriptures is that, due to humanity’s
sinful rebellion, God has temporarily ceded “rule” of the earth over
to the devil.

When wrestling with the problem of suffering and evil,
it’s helpful to take this broader view. A person can go crazy trying
to figure out why some specific bad thing has happened to some
specific individual, but in light of our living in enemy-occupied ter-
ritory, suffering begins to make a bit more sense. In enemy-occupied
territory, everyone suffers. Some more than others (and some vastly
more), but no one gets out unscathed. According to Paul’s Letter to
the Ephesians this world is quite literally a spiritual war zone (Ephe-
sians 6:12), and if there’s one immutable fact about a war zone, it’s
that anyone caught in the middle is going to have a hard time of it.
Unfortunately, if you live on planet earth, there’s nowhere you can
go to escape the war.
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This perspective helps to bring at least some measure of
clarity to acts of otherwise inscrutable evil. The child sold into
slavery or the starving millions in Africa aren’t necessarily suffering
as some sort of divine punishment for committing more sins than
people living in comfortable prosperity (if anything, it is we who
live in prosperity who will be judged more harshly for failing to help
them), rather they’re suffering because we live in a world where
God does not enforce His will as law, a world where free-willed be-
ings are allowed to chose to commit either evil or good, and where
the devil and his angels are allowed to continue fighting their war
with us at the center. In some ways, humans are spiritual refugees
with nowhere to hide, and so we suffer the consequences of the war
raging around us. The only difference being that humanity carries
the blame for our own transgression, and humans are rarely passive
victims in this war, instead choosing to act either to increase evil or
to increase good.

The fact is that there are mysteries of God we will never
understand. For as the Lord says in Isaiah 58: “My thoughts are not
your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.” But if we choose to
believe God when he says that he is good, that he is love, then we
must trust that even in the face of suffering and evil that seems im-
possible to understand, somehow it is for the best, because it would
not otherwise have been allowed by a God who has “loved us with
an everlasting love” (Jeremiah 31).

In the face of such a promise of love, we can either “curse
God and die,” as Job’s friends suggested he do (Job 2), or we can
choose to trust that somehow it’s all worth it and God knows what
He’s doing after all, even if we never understand the cost.
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WHEN
FOLLOWING
IS LEADING

by Paul Miller

LETTING GO OF CONTROL
TRANSFORMS A FATHER'S RELATIONSHIP
WITH HIS FAMILY.

It was a typical morning for our family—six kids using one
bathroom, gulping down breakfast, making lunches, rushing to three
different buses, chattering and complaining—in short, absolutely
crazy. But this particular morning my wife, Jill, had reached her limit
and let everyone know it.

Usually, I respond to these situations by giving advice. My
reasoning goes like this: Jill is frustrated. If I take the time to point
out to her that she is frustrated, then she will stop being frustrated.
(Believe it or not, this strategy hasn’t been entirely successful.)
But on this morning, the Lord prompted me into the messy work
of love. The thought came, Love Jill. Be quiet, and listen to her. So
after the kids were gone, I did just that.

It was uncomfortable. I didn’t know where Jill was coming
from or what to ask her. I didn’t like the ambiguity of a conversation
without an apparent direction or an immediate resolution.
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In the past, my dislike of that uncertainty had drowned out
the Lord’s voice, leaving me free to listen to my own conviction of
what Jill needed. Now, listening to the Spirit’s call to love meant
making space to listen to Jill.

Jill vented for almost an hour. By the end, I realized how
frustrated she was with the lack of help from our older kids. Now
that I had an accurate understanding of her needs (which I would
have missed had I relied on my own ability to fix things), I was ready
to help.

That evening, I sat down with the older kids, explained
Mom’s frustration, divided the chores among them, posted a list of
jobs on the fridge, and proclaimed myself the family bad guy if the
chores weren’t done. I had discovered that if I gave up stage—direct-
ing, the Spirit would lead me into more loving ways.

GOD IN THE KITCHEN

Soon after, I had another chance to be led by the Spirit.
Courtney, our oldest daughter, was 17 at the time. “Sweep the kitch-
en floor” was written next to her name on the job list. After being out
with friends one night, she came home late to an unswept kitchen
floor. She was immediately angry at the family bad guy and started
complaining, even though I hadn’t said anything to her (yet).

I was about to remind her, “In a large family we all have jobs to
do; everyone in a community has to work.” You know, your typical
parental lecture.

But I hesitated. Is something else bothering her? I found
myself wondering. I felt odd even considering it, because I thought I
knew what was wrong.

I asked if she wanted to talk about it. She didn’t. Then I
asked if I could help her sweep. She said no.

Finally—figuring I had nothing to lose—I said, “Courtney,
sit down.”
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She did, but I had no idea what to say next. So I just asked,
“What’s going on?”

Courtney poured out the story of how a friend had put her
down and judged her. She relaxed as we talked, and all the anger
drained away. When she finished, I helped her sweep the floor.

CONFIDENCE CRISIS

That conversation with Courtney deepened my sense of how
the Spirit works in relationships. Previously, I hadn’t consulted the
Lord because I was sure I understood the problem and how to fix it:
Courtney has a job to do. She is complaining. I need to tell her to
stop it and get to work.

When the other person was clearly wrong, there was little
need for annoying doubt . .. or the Spirit’s guidance. In the kitchen,
however, the Spirit filled me with hesitation, even though that was
hard to take in the face of such “sure” data.

My ability to accept uncertainty about Courtney was insepa-
rable from my growing uncertainty about myself. I was becoming
less confident of my ability to understand or fix the people around
me. (I later told Courtney about the lecture I wanted to give, and she
said, “That really would have made me mad.”)

Increasingly, I was seeing that my real state was like that
of the tax collector who prayed, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner”
(Lk. 18:13). This lack of self—confidence opens the door to the Holy
Spirit, who works in our weakness (Ro. 8:26). He not only helps us
because we are weak; He creates our sense of weakness in order to
drive us to Christ. In A Letter from Jesus Christ, John of Landsberg
imagines Jesus explaining it this way:

1 don’t want you to rely on your own strength and abilities
and plans, but to distrust them and to distrust yourself, and to trust
me and no one and nothing else. As long as you rely on yourself, you
are bound to come to grief. You still have a most important lesson to
learn: Your own strength will no more help you to stand upright than
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propping yourself on a broken reed. You must not despair of me. You
need to distrust yourself completely. My mercy is infinite.

If that is the state of my heart, then I am less sure of myself.
I have more questions. What is wrong? What should I say? A broken
and contrite heart doesn’t do a lot of talking. It is busy listening to
God.

I couldn’t have listened to God during my conversations
with Jill and Courtney if I hadn’t been listening to Him before the
conversations. Several months previously, I’d taken several hours
to read and pray through Isaiah. I’d been riveted by God’s warning
to Israel: “In repentance and rest is your salvation; in quietness and
trust is your strength” (30:15). I’d also been meditating on what Je-
sus says about judging (Mt. 7:1-5). I’d begun to see that when I ana-
lyzed people and “knew” what was true about them, I was indulging
in a form of judging.

The Holy Spirit was using the Word to hold a mirror to my
soul, convict me, and give me a listening heart. The result? He had
an active channel into my life.

GLORIOUS, NOT TIDY

These two ways of relating—Spirit—led uncertainty that is
quick to listen and self—confident rule—giving that’s quick to judge—
mirror the contrast between the Spirit and legalism that Paul de-
scribes in Galatians: “If you are led by the Spirit, you are not under
law” (5:18). When I’m “under law,” my relationships are mapped
out: “I’m the parent. You’re the kid.” Clear and simple.

But when the Spirit leads me, things get fuzzy. I’m still
aware of my responsibility to parent my daughter, but my method
changes from leading to being led. Letting the Spirit take charge un-
nerves my fleshly instincts. I don’t know what is going to happen or
where I’m going. There is no immediate closure.

Once we recognize ambiguity as an environment in which
the Spirit operates, we are less likely to push away that uncomfort-
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able, uncertain feeling. Rather, we learn to welcome it and become
quieter on the inside. Our spiritual antennae go up as we anticipate
something new.

When we leave space for the Spirit, He almost always sur-
prises us with something far better than what we would have done.
The surprise with Courtney was hearing what was really bothering
her, which led to a whole different response on my part. I had the
same sense of surprise after listening to Jill (and since I don’t think I
had ever listened that long without talking, she was probably sur-
prised too!).

If I’d followed my initial reaction and simply analyzed these
problems, my desire for speedy solutions would have caused two
relational wrecks. I would have missed an opportunity to understand
my wife and a chance to love my daughter, to see the world through
her eyes. No amount of thinking outside the box would have taken
me where the Spirit led.

In the chaotic morning with Jill, I just wanted to manage her.
But the Holy Spirit wanted me to love her. What seemed slow and
inefficient (listening) ended up becoming strong and enduring. When
I let the Spirit lead, His fruit of love began to appear in my life (Gal.
5:22).

In both interactions, I let the Spirit take my sailboat from
the quiet safety of the dock of legalism into the open ocean of love.
I don’t need a pilot when I’m tied to the dock, but at sea my eye is
riveted on my pilot because I can’t trust myself. I need to pray my
way through relationships.

When I’m not leading, I can be led. I am waiting, listening. I
want the Spirit’s touch. The response of my heart is the cry of a help-
less child. After all, it is “the Spirit who calls out ‘Abba, Father’” in
our hearts (Gal. 4:6). And a humbled heart is the perfect place for the
Spirit to move.
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STEALTHY
ENEMY

by Jeff Cook

SLOTH: IT'S ONE OF THE SEVEN DEADLY SINS. FOR
MANY OF US, IT'S THE DEADLIEST. IN OUR 24/7, RED
BULL WORLD, WE MAY FEEL IMMUNE TO SLOTH. CER-
TAINLY OUR CULTURE DOESN'T LACK ULCERS GROWN

FROM OVER-WORKING. BUT SLOTH IS NOT ABOUT
LAZINESS. SLOTH IS A ZEAL FOR WHAT IS TRIVIAL, AND
IT INFECTS BOTH THE FANATIC AND THE APATHETIC

WITH THE SAME DISEASE.

It might be destroying your soul and you don’t even know
it. In New York City a few years back, a woman was attacked
outside her apartment. The attacker stabbed her, took $49 and then
ran off. The victim was injured. She couldn’t move. And as she lay
there bleeding, she started to scream. For more than 20 minutes she
screamed, but no one in her building did anything.

The attacker did something, though. He was a sick man. He
drove back by the crime scene, saw she was still there, jumped out of
his car and killed her.
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When the police interviewed the people in the apartment
building, some said when they heard the attack they turned up their
radios. One guy got up, yelled out the window and went back to
sleep. In all, 38 different people said they heard her.

And those 38 people did nothing.

Sloth is not about laziness. It’s not about taking time to rest
or failing to be a good little capitalist. Sloth is about indifference—
indifference toward the soul, indifference toward other human be-
ings, indifference toward the world, indifference toward God.

We shouldn’t picture sloth as a laid-back couch potato. Sloth
is more like the grim reaper. It is the messenger of death who, with
bony fingers, pokes the spots in our lives that ought to be thriving
and watches them atrophy.

At its core, sloth moves us away from everything that ul-
timately matters and hands us diversions instead. Drug users, TiVo
addicts and excessive video gamers may be poisoned by sloth, but so
are most workaholics, for sloth is content to aim us at either lethargy
or fanaticism. It only matters that the target of our energies is worth-
less.

Of course, sloth may not be tops on our confession list.
Perhaps you’re like so many in our culture, and hours of obliga-
tions seem to pass so quickly that you have no time for yourself.
Sloth—we assume—only affects those with pizza boxes stacked in
the corner, or our friends who wake up at the crack-of-noon to check
Facebook for you know ... a while. Sloth, we think, doesn’t affect
people working real jobs, meeting real deadlines and perhaps caring
for real kids.

But we would be mistaken.

Sloth can infect your life when you listen to an iPod while
playing with your kids-choosing a podcast over being fully present
with family. Sloth is evident when you do your budget and (con-
sciously or not) allocate a couple hundred bucks a month to eating
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out and a mere 30 to that whole starving—childrenoverseas thing.
Sloth is present when you choose to spend all your social energies on
close friends and exclude people who look weird or messy—whose
apparent loneliness is obviously their own fault. Sloth often chooses
noise over silence, busyness over joy, anxiety over rest, soul-sucking
indifference over a full-throated re-humanizing passion for life.

Sloth praises the ruts we dig for ourselves, and even when
we know they are unhealthy, sloth tells us this is just the way life is.

Conversely, heaven is the sphere in which celebration,
outlandish generosity and zeal are normal. Far from heaven being a
boring, ethereal landscape of clouds and harp music, heaven is the
soul-restoring reign of God breaking into a sick world and invigo-
rating it all with new life. In Paul’s words, heaven is the sphere in
which the broken and dislocated pieces of the universe—people and
things, animals and atoms—get properly fixed and fit together in
vibrant harmonies” (Colossians 1:20. MSG).

This is why when Jesus spoke of God’s presence and rule
filling our world, He spoke about desire. He said. “Blessed are those
who hunger and thirst for righteousness. for they will be filled”
(Matthew 5:6. TNIV).

Look closely at this Beatitude. Jesus was not blessing people
who were already filled with goodness. He did not say. “Blessed are
those who are full yet act like they’re still hungry.” No! “Blessed are
those who hunger and thirst.” Who lack, Who hurt, Who realize the
painful ache within. It seems Jesus was speaking to those of us with
wrecked moral lives—so wrecked that He associated our pain with
starvation.

I recently spoke with my brother. He has been in prison for
the past year. His tone was sad. He has a lot of time to think about
his past, who he is and who he will become. He holds out hope that
in a few years, things will be different. He will be different. He
wants his little girl back. He hopes his wife will receive him. He is in
a place where the hunger for things to be made right again is con-
stant, and to him Jesus says. “You are blessed—you who hunger for
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a right path, for a right soul, for your life to no longer be empty—for
you will be filled.”

All people fail—and fail miserably. Even at our best, you
and I might find ourselves caught in cycles of addiction and black-
hearted thinking—a war against our souls. And it is here that we
prove whether or not we are truly alive, for the living do not accept
imprisonment. Even after years of enslavement to such habits, the
living will once again rise up and scream, “I hate the way my life is
being lived, and I need something different!”

Angst at our lifestyles is not a sign of failure—it is a sign
that our hearts still beat.

And to us—in our worst states, in our most miserable, in our
most desperate and pathetic Jesus says, “Blessed are you who hunger
for the empty places to be healed, for the vacancies to mend. For
your life to be remade—for you will be filled!”

It is an invitation to escape the void of hell for the soul-
engulfing reality of heaven.

Of course, embracing heaven is difficult and can mean a to-
tal reorganization. It may mean sacrificing some things you thought
were essential. As Jesus said, embracing heaven means picking up
crosses you’d prefer to leave on the ground. Such soul transforma-
tion requires an intense appetite. It requires a total, self-denying
commitment.

As such, it’s a tough step for the indifferent to take—some-
thing sloth is counting on. Yet, to those who want it. Jesus’ promise
is beautiful.

“You will be made whole. The door you’re knocking on
will open. You will be filled, and your fullness will overflow every-
where.”

Wow Lyfe Waoigator
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GOOD &
MAD

Author Unknown

YOU DON'T HAVE TO LET ANGER GET
THE BEST OF YOU.

With a teenager in our home, my temper flares more often
than I’d like. Too frequently, I respond to my daughter’s outbursts in
kind, blowing up at her, then regretting and repenting. Recently, as
I thought about the things that make my blood pressure rise, two in-
struments related to temperature came to my mind: the thermometer
and the thermostat.

Both of these devices measure temperature, yet their func-
tions are very different. A thermometer can only register the tem-
perature around it. A thermostat measures the temperature and then
works to bring it to a predetermined comfort level.

The climate around us—at home, at work, in town—can
change frequently and sometimes rapidly. People can be pleasant or
rude. Children can be adorable one minute and exasperating the next.
Work can be calm today but frantic tomorrow. These outside influ-
ences can send the temperature around us soaring.

When things heat up, I tend to respond like a thermometer.
My temperature rises to match the emotional heat of the frustrated
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and angry people around me. Or the opposite happens: If people turn
icy toward me, I find myself snubbing them in return. The bad thing
about being a thermometer is that [ allow others to determine my
emotional state.

I can choose to be a thermostat instead of a thermometer.
But I need to keep several principles in mind to do so.

IMITATE JESUS" EXAMPLE

“In your anger do not sin,” states Eph. 4:26. Paul acknowl-
edged that we are going to get angry. But he commanded us not to
sin in the process. To maintain an even temperature we must follow
Jesus’ example.

Jesus endured an enormous amount of undeserved abuse.
Yet He never responded by mistreating others. The classic examples
are the indignities He endured on the cross. Despite the scorn heaped
upon Him that day, He never gave an angry retort but instead prayed
for His antagonists, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what
they are doing” (Lk. 23:34). He knew that an angry response would
not accomplish His purposes.

The author of Hebrews urges us to let Christ’s example on
the cross inspire us.

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider
him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will
not grow weary and lose heart.

Heb. 12:2-3

DON'T OPERATE ON FEELINGS

What is accomplished when I lose my temper? The result is
hurt feelings, broken relationships, and the need for forgiveness from
individuals and from my heavenly Father. When my temper rages
out of control, I lose all perspective on the situation, making it larger
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than life. Solomon wrote about this, saying, “A fool gives full vent to
his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control” (Prov. 29:11).
When I operate on the basis of feelings, I cannot listen rationally to
others’ viewpoints or keep difficult situations in perspective. When |
rely on the Holy Spirit, trusting Him to give me wisdom, I am able to
show restraint regardless of others’ attitudes. Isaiah described it this
way: “In quietness and trust is your strength” (Is. 30:15).

Jesus maintained control by remaining focused on the will of
the Father, rather than defending Himself from personal attacks. Like
Jesus, our purpose is to the do the will of God, specifically, mak-
ing Him known to others. When we remember this purpose, we can
choose to respond differently and even exert influence on unpleas-
ant people around us, rather than letting them determine our actions
and emotions. When people treat us in a hot or cold manner, an even
emotional state can help bring them back to a more appropriate tem-
perature. “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs
up anger” (Prov. 15:1). In each confrontation, I need to ask myself,
What is the picture of Jesus this person is receiving through me at
this moment? That question shifts my perspective and helps me
remember God’s purposes.

RELY ON HIS POWER

Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do everything through him who
gives me strength.” After an angry incident, I often feel a deep sense
of failure for my lack of self-control. I dwell on how unChristlike I
was. But I can’t expect to be Christlike if I am not relying upon His
power and guidance each moment. We may not be able to master
our tempers on our own, but we can enlist God’s help to respond in a
godly fashion.

The key to this is constant communication with my heavenly
Father. Jesus knew how important it was to meet with His Father so
that His focus would be on the Father’s will. When I’'m not walk-
ing closely with God, I fire back quick retorts if someone treats me
rudely or speaks to me in anger. If God and I are communing, He can
step in and interrupt the reply before my tongue engages. Moment-
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by-moment intimacy with God allows Him to work through me in
heated situations.

A LESSON FROM DAVID AND ABIGAIL

One story from David’s life beautifully illustrates of the dif-
ference between being a thermometer or a thermostat. David and his
men had been living in the wilderness and protecting the shepherds
of Nabal. Eventually, David sent some of his men to Nabal for food.
Nabal treated them rudely and refused to supply the food they’d
asked for.

David responded like a thermometer. He marched 400 men
toward Nabal’s house. His plan? Kill every man in Nabal’s house-
hold. Fortunately for David, Abigail was a thermostat. She set out
to moderate David’s temperature. Bringing food and speaking wise
words, she calmed David and saved him from living with the guilt of
the murder of Nabal’s household (see 1 Sam. 25:2-35).

Our decisions to be a thermometer or a thermostat usually
aren’t life-or-death situations, as Abigail’s was. But even conflicts of
lesser consequence affect the direction of our lives. Proverbs 16:32
says, “Better a patient man than a warrior, a man who controls his
temper than one who takes a city.” Personal success—winning the
battle—is meaningless if it comes at the cost of our self-control.
With Christ’s help, we can stay even tempered. We can choose to
be God’s thermostats in our homes, in our workplaces, and in our
world, making life more pleasant for all those God brings our way.

Hew //// He /’7///( ?
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FINANCIALLY
FREE

by Becky Brodin

DON'T LET MONEY BE YOUR MASTER

SCREECH! Every time I stepped on my worn-out brakes,
my car let out an awful, metal-on-metal screech. I didn’t have the
money to get them fixed, so I kept driving. But when my car de-
veloped a lurch to the right, I had to do something. I screeched and
lurched my way to a neighborhood garage. The mechanic looked at
my brakes and told me he didn’t know how I was going to get home,
but I wouldn’t be driving! This wasn’t the first time I had faced a
sudden expense. | was scared to death.

A few years later [ worked for an orthopedic surgeon who
was in deep debt and constantly complained about money. He was
especially put out with several banks who refused to extend him
credit for a new swimming pool. He netted six times what I earned
in one year, yet we had something in common—we were both in
financial bondage.

It doesn’t matter whether you earn a little or a lot, whether
you spend everything or hoard it all. People in financial bondage are
preoccupied with money, anxious about meeting present obligations,
or are driven to get more money. The majority of people in the kind
of financial bondage I was experiencing are plagued by indebtedness
and poor spending habits. They are often behind in paying bills, save
very little for the future, and are discontent with God’s provision.
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People in financial bondage often treat their financial situation like
I treated my brakes, by denying the reality of their problem. People
without financial freedom are not able to make their own decisions
regarding money. Circumstances dictate their decisions.

When I picture the years I spent in financial bondage, I can
still feel the weight of frustration that hampered me because of the
mess my finances were in. As a Christian, I knew I was a steward of
God’s possessions, but [ was ashamed of my poor stewardship and
yearned to be financially free. I had a long way to go, but I was will-
ing to learn.

I began by noticing individuals who were financially free. |
watched one friend in particular who was not anxious about money.
She understood money matters, had a savings plan, purchased what
she wanted, was debt-free, and gave generously. She even bought a
new car—with cash! I was impressed.

Over time, as I studied these people and the area of money
management, [ discovered five biblical principles that characterize
people who are financially free. Applying these principles to my own
life helped me break out of financial bondage and begin the journey
to financial freedom.

THE PRINCIPLE OF UNDERSTANDING MONEY

People who are financially free understand money. Many
of us don’t understand how money works because we were never
taught. Money management is not a common dinner-table topic
families discuss. How many of us were offered a class in money
management in grade school, high school, or college? Who told
us about the power of compounding interest when we were young
enough to begin a substantial savings program? When credit card
companies send their cards, they don’t attach an instruction sheet
explaining how 21% interest works for them and against you when
you don’t pay off your bill.

“You’re not Dumb, but You May Be Financially Illiterate,”
a chapter title from the book Personal Finances for Dummies, pretty
much summed up my situation. When I’d hear people talk about in-
vestments or interest rates, a thick fog would descend over my brain.
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For years I didn’t balance my checkbook because I didn’t know how.
In fact, when my checking account got messed up enough I’d close
out that account and open a new one. [ was financially illiterate. I
didn’t make wise decisions because I didn’t know what I was doing.
My life resembled the quip I saw on a plaque in a gift shop: “Money
talks—and all mine says is good-bye!”

It’s fascinating that Jesus choose to teach spiritual truths
using several parables about money. In Mt. 25:14-30, He recounts
the story of a man going on a journey who gave one of his servants
$5,000, a second $2,000, and the third, $1,000, “depending on their
abilities.” The Message tells it this way: “Right off, the first servant
went right to work and doubled his master’s investment. The second
did the same. But the man with the single thousand dug a hole and
carefully buried his master’s money.”

One aspect of this parable that stands out to me is that the
first two servants knew how money worked. Understanding money is
the first principle of financial freedom. In a parallel passage in Luke
19, the master left town instructing his servants to “put this money to
work.” In both parables, the master rewarded the servants who made
money with his money. Look at the exchange in Lk. 19:20-23:

““Master, here’s your money safe and sound. I kept it hid-
den in the cellar. To tell you the truth, I was a little afraid. I know
you have high standards and hate sloppiness, and don’t suffer fools
gladly.’

“He said, ‘You're right that I don’t suffer fools gladly—and
you’ve acted the fool! Why didn’t you at least invest the money in
securities, so I would have gotten a little interest on it?”” (The Mes-

sage).

Securities, invest, interest, . . . all inferences about ways that
money works. Proverbs 17:16 challenged me to stop being foolish
and learn about money: “Of what use is money in the hand of a fool,
since he has no desire to get wisdom?” The first wise step I took
was to balance my checkbook. I took three years of canceled checks
and three years of bank statements, put them all in chronological
order, and worked until they totally balanced. That step helped me
understand how money works and brought me a measure of financial
freedom.
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THE PRINCIPLE OF DESIGN

People who are financially free manage their money by
design, not by default. Engage anyone who is financially free in con-
versation about money management and you will soon hear him talk
about his goals for saving, investing, giving, etc. He knows what’s
coming in and what’s going out and is making conscious choices all
along the way.

A workshop leader teaching money management asked his
class, “Have you ever heard people say, ‘I just don’t know where
my money goes?’” When many in the class smiled and nodded, he
added, “We don’t know because we don’t look. We don’t look be-
cause we don’t want to know.” Everyone laughed.

Bringing design to our money management requires that we
assess how much we have, identify what is coming in, track what
we’ve spent it on, and estimate what we will have for the future.

Bringing design to our money management implies having
a plan or (here it comes—the “B” word) budget. And that can seem
painful—unless you value the freedom that comes with planning.
The alternative is to be at the mercy of never knowing where you are
financially. C.E. Hoover described the function of a budget as “tell-
ing your money where to go instead of wondering where it went.”
When my financial planner looked over all my finances he remarked,
“You don’t operate with a budget, do you?” I was incredulous. But
he was right. As long as I avoided a budget, | was vulnerable to im-
pulse spending. Unfortunately, once money is spent, it’s gone.

A design also means sorting out the difference between
needs and wants. Design means asking ourselves important questions
before we buy anything, questions like, “Do I really need this item?”
“In light of my overall plans, will this item help me attain my goals
or will spending this money delay reaching my goals?”

Managing money by design means being honest and faith-
ful in the details of money management. In Lk. 16:1-15, Jesus once
again teaches life principles using money as the context. He tells a
story about a manager who “had been taking advantage of his posi-
tion by running up huge personal expenses.” When confronted with
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his dishonesty and threatened with an audit, the manager shrewdly
covered his tracks, a strategy praised by his master. Tucked in

the middle of this parable is a famous verse that can be applied to
money. Luke 16:10 says, “Whoever can be trusted with very little
can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very
little will also be dishonest with much.” Jesus put an emphasis on
faithful stewardship. Having a design for our money is a definite act
of stewardship.

THE PRINCIPLE OF UNDERSTANDING DEBT

People who are financially free work to stay clear of debt.
It’s as if they have a built-in sonar system that beeps when they get
close to anything that would entrap them in debt. Now that doesn’t
mean they never use credit of any kind, purchase large-ticket items,
or even spend money frivolously from time to time. It simply means
they have chosen not to take the first step down the road to debt.

In a recent survey the question was asked:
Which of the following best describes how you use credit?

6%—Use credit cards, make minimum monthly payment
17%—Don’t use credit cards,

52%—Use credit cards, pay off monthly balance
25%—Use credit cards, pay more than minimum payment

Indebtedness is a crippling epidemic in our culture. As a na-
tion, we save less than two percent of our income. We write over one
million bad checks every day. Consumer debt sits like an invisible
elephant in the center of far too many homes, including Christian
homes.

Several years ago, | knew a young woman who graduated
from college with a school debt of over $20,000. The first thing she
purchased was a brand new car, increasing her debt to $30,000. The
saddest part of all was that she had a deep desire to go overseas as a
missionary. It would take years of careful, disciplined money man-
agement before she could even consider it.

Proverbs 22:7 warns, “The rich rule over the poor, and the
borrower is servant to the lender.” When we are in debt, we give our
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personal power away to lenders.

The good news is that climbing out of debt can be life-
changing. A young single mother I knew was in serious debt. Month
by month, she turned over her meager paycheck to a credit counselor
who slowly paid off her creditors while teaching her about money
management. Three years later she was free of debt and determined
to never get caught in debt again. Today, she applies the valuable
lessons learned while climbing out and staying out of debt to many
other areas of her life. She is financially free and redirects the energy
the debt took into being a loving, responsible person.

THE PRINCIPLE OF CONTENTMENT

People who are financially free are content—they simply
aren’t obsessed with getting more money. I’'m not sure who the fa-
bled Joneses are or how they got to represent a standard of achieve-
ment, but content people aren’t pressured to keep up with them.

Money is, of itself, a neutral medium of exchange, but we
have attached a myriad of meanings to it. For some of us, money
represents power. For others, it represents prestige or security. The
meaning people attach to money becomes the hook that pulls them
toward greed. “How much is enough? Just a little more” is how Ron
Blue describes greed. The writer of Ecclesiastes penned, “Whoever
loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is
never satisfied with his income” (Eccl. 5:10).

In Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he sets up the contrast
between being content and the trap and potential destruction that
people who are “eager to get rich” are susceptible to. The Greek
word for content is arkeo and, interestingly, it is related to “raising
a barrier,” “to ward off,” “to be satisfactory.” Letting what I have
be “enough” is a type of barrier that protects me from unnecessary
trouble.

99 ¢

When I was in financial bondage, I was obsessed with mon-
ey. I thought about it constantly, always trying to figure out how to
get more. I had to have “enough”—but what was enough? I resented
others who had more. I was angry when bills would come, somehow
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thinking I shouldn’t have to pay up. I was not content. But as I have
climbed out of financial bondage and work to carefully manage my
money, [ am content. I am not afraid. I have enough.

Contentment doesn’t mean complacency or avoidance. I
am willing to take risks, to invest, to learn, and to grow so that my
income matches my abilities. I still think about money—but I think
about how to use it well, how to make it grow, and how to bless oth-
ers with it. Paul told Timothy, “Godliness with contentment is great
gain” (1 Tim. 6:6). Contentment is its own form of richness.

THE PRINCIPLE OF GENEROSITY

People who are financially free are usually generous. These
people are what I call “financially response-able.” They are able to
respond to the needs and opportunities around them. Because they
are thoughtful with their finances and not strapped by debt, they are
in a position to generously respond to the needs of others.

Financially free people have discovered the secret that
generosity promotes generosity. A new bestseller, Random Acts of
Kindness, is so popular it took its publishers by surprise. Enough
people have jammed their phone lines reporting other random acts
of kindness that they are ready to release a second volume. What’s
intriguing about the heartwarming kindnesses is that a majority of
them involve the exchange of money. Because one person’s financial
needs were met, they in turn bless someone else when they can.

I wonder if this is the intent of Prov. 11:24-25, “One man
gives freely, yet gains even more; . . . he who refreshes others will
himself be refreshed.” The King James version uses the word “wa-
ters” for “refreshes.” It’s not hard to picture someone spraying water
on others in a hot, dry climate and then getting some of the cool
spray back. Meeting the real needs of others is a wonderful, life-
giving celebration.

The Apostle Paul addressed this principle of generosity in
2 Corinthians 9. He put the matter this way: “Remember: A stingy
planter gets a stingy crop; a lavish planter gets a lavish crop” (2 Cor.
9:6, The Message).
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There’s a story of old, tattered bills being returned to the U.S
treasury. A $1 bill and a $20 in the same sack start talking.

“I went to nice stores, good restaurants, country clubs, and
exotic places,” the $20 bill said. “How about you?”

“All I ever did was go to church.”

The implication is the disappointing reality that Christian
giving is sometimes the meager leftovers of our budget. Paul re-
minds us of our basis for being cheerful givers: “This most generous
God who gives seed to the farmer that becomes bread for your meals
is more than extravagant with you. He gives you something you can
then give away” (2 Cor. 9:10—11, The Message). The beauty of being
financially free is that we can respond with genuine generosity.

BREAK FREE

Ongoing financial bondage is a heavy burden to bear. But by
God’s grace, it is possible to break free and live in financial freedom.
Making a concerted effort to become educated about money matters
removes the crippling effect of financial illiteracy. Understanding
how money works reduces a person’s vulnerability to foolish deci-
sions. Financial knowledge is the basis for managing money by
design. Planning, budgeting, and sorting out the difference between
needs and wants gives a person the inner resolve to make wise
financial decisions. Having a thoughtful design for money manage-
ment protects a person from choices that result in indebtedness. And
when a person is not in debt, knows the status of his or her financial
situation, and makes wise decisions, the fear and anger about money
can give way to contentment with God’s provision. A content person
can overflow with generosity, cheerfully responding to the needs of
others in their world.

God in His generosity has invited us to be stewards of His
riches. People who live by the principles of financial freedom are
faithful stewards, content and blessed. €%
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[NVASION
OF THE JOY
SNATCHERS

by Stacey Padrick

COMMON CULPRITS THAT DAMPEN
OUR DELIGHT

They re everywhere. You can run, but you can’t hide. Just when the
sun breaks through to your heart, they attack, conjuring up a dark
cloud to squelch your joy. Even believers can fall victim to the joy

snatchers. They put our joy in jeopardy daily. Who or what are they?
Here are a few of the most insidious culprits.

ANXIETY AND FEAR

“An anxious heart weighs a man down” (Prov. 12:25). When
the weight of anxiety shackles our minds, our hearts cannot dance with
joy. How do we rejoice always and have no anxiety about anything
(Phil. 4:4, 6), as Paul exhorts? We can ask God to reveal what anxious
thoughts weigh us down, and then cast our burdens on Him and trust
that He will sustain us (Ps. 55:22).

54 Zow »//// e /’/(//{7



Wow Lfe Wavigator

When I attended a conference on prayer, the speaker described
“to cast” as “to heave”—as one would heave a sack of potatoes onto a
truck. She then asked us to stand, picture the weight of all our anxiet-
ies on our shoulders, reach back, grasp it with our hands, and, with all
our strength, heave our sack of cares onto God.

As new burdens threaten to steal our joy, we can continue to
cast them upon God, who “daily bears our burdens” (Ps. 68:19).

COMPARING AND COVETING

The writer of Hebrews admonishes us, “Be content with what
you have” (Heb. 13:5). Though God may pour numerous blessings
into our lives, our joy quickly runs down the drain when we covet.

Discontent and ungratefulness are like two greedy hands pull-
ing the stopper in our bathtub of joy. When we focus upon our lack
in relation to another’s lot (larger home, more clients, better looks,
stronger health), we are silently saying to God, “Why didn’t You give
me what You gave him? Why haven’t You been as good to me as to
her?” We question God’s goodness, faithfulness, and love.

Though others may have blessings we desire, they cannot
compare with the richness of joy that God gives. Acknowledging this
truth, David exclaims, “You have filled my heart with greater joy than
when their grain and new wine abound” (Ps. 4:7, emphasis mine).

Choosing contentment over coveting enriches our lives, for
“godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Tim. 6:6). Gratefulness
is like the flow of water and contentment the plug for the drain. No
matter how little we have, contentment keeps us feeling full. As we
rejoice in all the good things God has given us, a spirit of gratitude fills
our tub of joy to overflowing.

SIN

Sin separates us from God, and anything that pulls us away
from His presence pulls us away from joy. “In [His] presence is full-
ness of joy” (Ps. 16:11, NASB) and “Strength and joy [are] in his
dwelling place” (1 Chron. 16:27).
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Like a fisherman’s lure, sin appears enticing and satisfying.
But once we take a bite, it hooks and enslaves us. Conversely, God’s
laws “give joy to the heart” (Ps. 19:8). When we obey, we experience
supernatural and untarnished joy that no sin can ever offer. When we
walk by the Spirit rather than our flesh, the fruit of joy blooms in our
lives (Gal. 5:22).

If we carry unconfessed sin, God’s heavy hand stays upon us
day and night (Ps. 32:4). The weight of our sin covers us like a thick
wet blanket, suffocating our joy.

Acknowledging his transgression, David prayed, “Wash me,
and I will be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness” (Ps.
51:7-8). When we respond to the Spirit’s conviction, God’s cleansing
frees us to once again taste joy.

BUSYNESS AND OVERCOMMITMENT

During a particularly hectic week, I stopped briefly one after-
noon to sit before the Lord. Recognizing something was not right, I
asked Him, “What is going on inside me?”” He revealed to me that in
overcommitting myself, I left no space for joy in my heart.

When we jump on the speeding bus of busyness, we whiz
by quiet green pastures of joy where God offers to restore our souls.
Busyness gains momentum on the wheels of thoughts such as; It’s all
up to me. It’s all up to me to find a new job, to solve her problem, to
secure a contract, to attract that person, to raise the money, etc. Rely-
ing on ourselves rather than God, we have no time to rest.

Akin to busyness, lack of sleep is a sister culprit that threatens
our joy. To a tired body and spirit, even blessings can feel like burdens.
If our bodies lack the basic fuel they need to thrive—nutritious food,
sleep, time to relax—joy withers like an unwatered and undernour-
ished plant.

While working to complete a book by the deadline, I rose
early after another late night. In my devotional time, I read Psalm 127:
Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it; . . .
It is vain for you to rise up early, to retire late . . . for He gives to His
beloved even in his sleep.—Ps. 127:1-2, NASB
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I pictured the sweaty laborers stacking bricks under the hot
sun. Though they may dig, haul, and hammer till their calloused hands
become raw, if the Lord is not building through them, they might as
well be lying on the beach sipping pifia coladas.

I realized that even pulling numerous late nights and early
mornings could not help me complete the book in the way that God’s
Spirit working through me could. Thus, holding up my manuscript,

I prayed for God’s anointing and strength to finish. I repented of the
attitude that completion and success of the book was all up to me. I
proclaimed that only God’s Spirit—not my striving and agonizing to
find the perfect words, illustrations, and ideas—would make my writ-
ing bear fruit and minister to readers. [ handed over the responsibility
for the book to God and focused on being faithful to Him.

HOLDING ON TOO TIGHTLY

When we hold back any area of our lives from God, we sub-
ject our joy to whims of circumstances. We’re then tempted to try to
control the misplaced source of our joy.

Once I was involved in a relationship I longed to keep. When-
ever it thrived, I felt joyful. When it teetered on collapse, my joy plum-
meted. I feared totally handing it to God, suspecting He might take it
away. Yet, when I attempted to “make it happen” by trying to steer it
in the way [ wanted it to go, I ended up frustrated and disappointed.

A desire to fully control our circumstances squeezes out joy.
A friend of mine described a woman she knows who wants to fix
everything—stepping in to help God out when He’s not moving fast
enough. Describing her friend, she said, “In obsessing about what
needs to be fixed instead of believing God can and will fix it in His
way and His time, she misses so many reasons to rejoice that are right
under her nose.”

When God asked Abraham to sacrifice his dearest treasure,
his only and long-awaited son—the promised one—Abraham obeyed.
Though he had no idea what would happen as he hiked up that moun-
tain of sacrifice, he responded to Isaac’s question, “Where is the
lamb for the burnt offering?” with, “God himself will provide” (Gen.
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22:7-8). As this joy stealer tempts us to clench our grip and make
things happen, we must look to God and respond boldly in faith as
Abraham did: “God himself will provide.”

Jesus said where your treasure is, there will be your heart also.
When we begin to see Jesus as the treasure that brings us greater joy
than all to which we hold too tightly, we can begin to release our grip.
We can become like the man who in his joy upon finding a hidden
treasure, sold all he had to buy the field (Mt. 13:44).

JOYLESS PEOPLE

When Israel celebrated the return of the ark of the covenant,
“Michal daughter of Saul watched from a window. And when she saw
King David dancing and celebrating, she despised him in her heart” (1
Chron. 15:29). An embittered or heavy-hearted person can feel jealous
of or cynical about a spirit of joy in others. While being sensitive to
others, we must not let their negativism or cynicism poison our joy.

I lived for a short time in an apartment where I felt I had
to tone down my joy whenever I walked in. The cynical academic
environment in which I lived tempted me to feel that unless I, too, was
cynical, I was simply naive to the sober realities of life.

Cynicism—distrust in the goodness of God or of others and
their motives—throws cold water on the flames of joy. When we allow
ourselves to buy into cynicism, we jeopardize joy. We are unable to
enjoy simple acts of kindness, grace, or compassion, always suspect-
ing a selfish agenda or questioning another’s sincerity.

UNBELIEF

I once read, “The opposite of joy is not sorrow; it is unbelief.”
Though sorrow at first glance appears to be the primary suspect in
the lineup of joy stealers, the real culprit is unbelief. Though outward
circumstances may cause sorrow, what we believe about God in the
midst of them impacts our joy. Paul was “sorrowful, yet always rejoic-
ing” (2 Cor. 6:10). If sorrow and affliction were the true culprit, Paul
would be the heaviest and most joyless person of the New Testament.
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Yet, he writes, “I am overflowing with joy in all our affliction” (2 Cor.
7:4, NASB).

Far too easily, subtle lies creep into our thoughts, taking root
in our foundational beliefs. When I stop and truly listen to what I
am believing, I am stunned. The vine of Satan’s lies has wound its
way into my beliefs, bearing the rotten fruit of thoughts such as God
doesn’t really know what’s best for me. What they think about me is
more significant than what God says about me. When left unweeded,
the vine of deception slowly chokes the fruit of joy.

Trust and faith help us to uproot lies, allowing joy to breathe
again: “In him our hearts rejoice, for we trust in his holy name” (Ps.
33:21, emphasis mine). Paul prays for the Romans: “May the God
of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that
you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Ro.
15:13). Joy sprouts from believing, from faith. When my faith falters
and deception whispers in my ears, I turn to that which fuels faith
and silences lies: the Word of God (Jn. 17:17, Ro. 10:17). As we read
about God’s faithfulness to His children throughout Scripture, our faith
strengthens. Our joy grows.

ROUNDING UP THE JOY SNATCHERS

Why is it important to recognize these joy snatchers? Joy is a
gift from God (Ps. 126:3). It is our possession, our birthright as chil-
dren of God, and a sign of the Spirit of God (Gal. 5:22). At the core of
joy lies not only great blessing but significant spiritual power. And the
thieves of joy recognize that, especially the master thief who “comes
only to steal and kill and destroy” (Jn. 10:10). He wants nothing more
than to snatch our joy. For he knows—and cowers at—what we often
forget: “The joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10).

Yet Jesus promised His followers, “No one will take away
your joy” (Jn. 16:22). If a joy snatcher lurks in our lives, threatening
to rob our joy, we must first identify it. Then, using the resources God
has given us—the armor of God (the Word of God, faith, truth, wor-
ship) and help of the body (prayer, encouragement, exhortation)—we
can send those thieves scurrying with our shouts of joy ringing in their

cars. €%
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PATH

A Thought From John Acuff

PROVERBS 12:28
IN THE WAY OF RIGHTEOUSNESS THERE IS LIFE;
ALONG THAT PATH IS IMMORTALITY.

What a great verse to end this chapter on, but sometimes I forget
the truth of this. It is horrible to say, but sometimes I forget that I have found
the path that leads to immortality. I have found the path of immortality. I love
God. I love Jesus. I love the Holy Spirit, but I get used to them. They become
ordinary to me and I don’t share them with other people because I forget that
I have not found a hobby or even a life changing bit of wisdom.

I have found a trail that leads to immortality.

I have found the answer, the path, the truth that leads to immortality.
But do I believe that? Do my actions indicate that I believe that?

What if we all really did? What if, in depths of our hearts and souls,
we believed that we had discovered the path to immortality? What would that
change? What would we do differently?

For one, you’d have to look crazy. There is no sane way to tell
someone, “Come here, I found something the other day. I know where the
path is that leads to immortality.”

And you couldn’t take God casually. It would get really hard to treat
him like a part of your life instead of your whole life.

So have you ever forgotten that who we’ve found isn’t just a friendship or a
fulfillment of hopes once broken? Have you ever forgotten that God is the
path to immortality? %
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