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  Introduction


  You are not alone! As you walk along the journey of your life with Jesus, you are surrounded by a great “cloud of witnesses,” generations of Christ followers cheering you on and praying for your success.


  Christ followers need encouragement. Daily life can be hectic or dull, stressful or distracting, mundane, ordinary, or downright challenging. Any of these conditions can pull you off center, making it difficult to keep the faith in your journey with Jesus. You need coaching, instruction, and mentoring. You need encouragement.


  Minute Motivators for New Believers is a source of encouragement and inspiration for men and women of any age who have chosen to place their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. I am praying that these encouraging words will give you the hope, reassurance, and boldness you need to be completely faithful in your walk with God.


  You are loved!


  —Stan Toler


  Focus on his presence.
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  Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.


  —Hebrews 4:16


  PRESENCE


  Presents cannot take the place of presence. In other words, your gifts, whether they are trinkets or treasures, cannot replace your face-to-face time with others. Children know it. Spouses know it. Parents know it. But sometimes we don’t get it. They would rather have us than the things we can give them. Unless…Unless we have conditioned them to look for the presents instead of our presence.


  Like the children who meet their father after every business trip with the greeting, “What did you bring me this time?” It’s not that we shouldn’t bring gifts to our loved ones if we have been absent. Or if we have visited a special place without them, but thought about them longingly while we were there. Such mementoes can be meaningful.


  But our gifts never take the place of face time with those who are important to us. Come to think of it, God enjoys our presence too. Imagine that—the God of the universe, looking forward to our presence! That’s probably why he has invited us to come to him—“boldly,” as one writer put it (Hebrews 4:16, KJV). He promises that when we come, we will find mercy and grace to help us in our time of need. Mercy and grace—outstanding “presents” for coming into his presence.


  Live with eternity in view.
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  God is “the High and Lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy.”


  —Isaiah 57:15, NJKV


  ETERNITY


  Mell Lazarus’ comic strip Momma has entertained readers for more than four decades. Momma is a nagging mother who is always trying to prod her children to do better. In one entry, a man approaches Momma and says, “Mrs. Hobbs, I am going to pop the eternal question: Will you marry me?”


  Momma answers, “No.” To which he responds, “Can you at least say ‘maybe’?” Momma’s final comment is: “No, I don’t give temporary answers to eternal questions.”


  Life here on earth is a dressing room for eternity. Our lives here are of a specific duration—sixty years, seventy, eighty, even ninety or more for some. But it’s all too brief in the light of eternity.


  Fortunately, God has given us the opportunity to prepare now for an eternity with him. In fact, he says that by using our time, talents, and treasures wisely here, we are storing up for eternity. Jesus challenges us: “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal” (Matthew 6:20).


  When we do that, we are not giving temporary treatment to eternal values.


  Live your life on purpose.


  [image: timerpic]



  All successful people are people of purpose.


  —James Allen


  PURPOSE


  In one of his novels, George Moore tells the story of Irish peasants building roads during the Great Depression. The government of Ireland prompted the men, and for a time, they worked well. However, over time, they discovered the roads they were building led nowhere. The roads ran into bogs and stopped. Slowly they began to realize that the government had put them to work simply to provide employment for them. They grew listless, stopped singing, leaned on their shovels, and the work deteriorated.


  When we have no purpose to our lives, we certainly cannot sing while we work. There’s nothing to prompt us to sing—no fun, no enjoyment, no sense of accomplishment.


  Business consultant Paul Stoltz did a study on what it takes to press on in life in spite of setbacks and disappointments. He said it was important for people to identify their “mountain,” their purpose, so they had some sense that the work they were doing was meaningful.


  George Washington Carver believed that “no individual has any right to come into the world and go out of it without leaving behind him distinct and legitimate reasons for having passed through it.”


  The apostle Paul understood his purpose: “I was appointed a herald and an apostle” (1 Timothy 2:7). What is your purpose—to make a living or to build a life?


  Be a person on a mission.
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  Your mission is a lifetime endeavor, not a one-year deal.


  —John Maxwell


  MISSION


  I wonder how many people chase their pension more than they pursue their passion. Denis Waitley observed, “Pursuit of a goal wears out very few people. But they rust out by the hundreds of thousands when their pursuit of happiness turns into a geriatric park.” There’s nothing wrong with drawing a pension—even looking forward to it—but not at the expense of your passion.


  I heard about a pastor who lived in an industrial city, where many of his parishioners were engaged in mindnumbing jobs where they attached the same part to the same piece of machinery hour after hour, day after day. No wonder they lived for weekends, and the cabin up north, instead of showing much interest in attending church. They were working for their pensions more than they pursued their passion.


  I’m not critical of those who attach parts on an assembly line. Our cars wouldn’t work well without them. Maybe some are even passionate about their jobs. But others do those jobs so they can pursue their passion. Maybe they teach a class of unruly boys in Sunday school. Or serve homeless people in neighborhood shelters.


  Whatever you do, do it with a sense of mission. Paul said, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Colossians 3:17).


  Be an encourager.
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  We all need encouragement. I get a lot of encouragement, but I never got an overdose.


  —S. Truett Cathy, founder of Chick-fil-A


  ENCOURAGEMENT


  When Charles was twelve years old, his father went to prison. So Charles had to quit school to help support his family. The job he secured was not challenging—pasting labels on bottles of shoe polish.


  What he really wanted to do was to write. In his spare time, he worked at improving his skills and putting his fictional stories on paper. However, as often happens to new writers, one editor after another rejected his work.


  One day, an editor sent yet another letter of rejection, but this one was different. The editor also included a note telling Charles he was a great writer and that the world needed him. Those encouraging words caused him to rejoice.


  They also served as a thumb in his back, pushing him to turn out one great story after another. He populated his books with such significant characters as Bob Cratchit, Ebenezer Scrooge, Oliver Twist, and David Copperfield.


  Charles, of course, was Charles Dickens. Many great writers, such as Leo Tolstoy, G. K. Chesterton, and others praised his work. They said he was a master of prose and invented unique personalities. Dickens succeeded in part because of the encouragement written by an editor who rejected his work, but saw in him potential greatness.


  Paul wrote, “Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them” (Ephesians 4:29, NLT).


  Be a giver.
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  When you stop giving and offering something to the rest of the world, it’s time to turn out the lights.


  —George Burns


  GIVING


  Marian Anderson was an African-American contralto who became one of the most celebrated singers of the twentieth century. One music critic said, “Her voice was a rich, vibrant contralto of intrinsic beauty.” But the critics didn’t always treat her with such kindness.


  When she began, she scrubbed floors for ten cents an hour so she could buy a violin from a pawnshop. Her church recognized her unusual talent and raised money to hire a professional voice teacher. When the teacher thought she was ready, she applied to the Philadelphia Music Academy, an all-white institution. The woman working the admissions counter told her, “We don’t take colored.” She went to Europe and became immensely popular. Returning to America, she sang at the Lincoln Memorial before more than 60,000 people.


  A reporter asked Marian to tell about the most satisfying moment of her life. With all the concerts she had given in so many international cities, she must have had some extremely satisfying moments. She responded that it was when she was able to tell her mother that she did not have to take in any more washings.


  The reporter asked, “What did your mother give you?” She replied, “Everything she had.” Jesus said, “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you” (Luke 6:38).


  Make an impact.
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  The world needs impact makers. So live to be one.


  —Chris Widener


  IMPACT


  Let me ask you a question: What on earth are you doing, for heaven’s sake? Let’s break it down. What, here on earth, are you doing, not just for your own sake, but for heaven’s sake?


  It’s what Chris Widener calls an “impact legacy.” It’s how you impact the people around you. Many people go through life without making much of an impact. It’s like Jake, the handyman who hung around the general store in New England. The owner paid him a little, but he really didn’t do that much. One day, a customer came in and noticed Jake was missing. When he asked about him, the owner said Jake had died.


  “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Who are you going to get to fill his vacancy?”


  The owner answered, “When Jake died, he didn’t leave much of a vacancy.”


  How sad. Yet many people glide through life, eating, working, watching TV, sleeping, and then doing it all over. Who are you touching as you go through life? What child are you helping? What businesses are you involved in that make a difference? What memories are you creating? Who enjoys life more because of you? In other words, whose life is better because of you?


  Paul believed “we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works” (Ephesians 2:10). I ask you again: What on earth are you doing—for heaven’s sake? It’s your impact legacy.


  Find and use your gift.
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  We must believe that we are gifted for something and that this thing must be attained.


  —Marie Curie


  GIFTS


  We are all gifted in different ways. I can do some things that you can’t do, perhaps. And you are probably gifted in ways that I am not.


  George Wilson, a long-time associate of Billy Graham, handled the day-to-day operations for the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association. Many years ago, Wilson was stewing over whether to take on the commitment of moving the Billy Graham offices to a newer building, so he called Graham to ask his advice.


  “I don’t call you and ask you what I should preach,” said Billy. “Don’t call me about what you should do with buildings.”


  Was the evangelist so heavenly-minded that he could not be bothered with earthly realities? Not at all. He simply recognized that Wilson was well gifted to make the decision. He just needed to trust his own judgment. Billy Graham expressed confidence in his ability to move forward in an area in which he was more competent than the evangelist.


  How has God gifted you? What do you like to do? What are you passionate about doing? Not all gifts come wrapped in paper and tied up with bows. Many gifts are wrapped in personalities, wear modern clothing, and move about in the world, touching, blessing, doing great things for God, and encouraging others.


  Paul said, “Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit” (1 Corinthians 14:1).


  Encourage your pastor.
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  Christ himself gave…pastors and teachers…so that the body of Christ may be built up.


  —Ephesians 4:11-12


  PASTOR


  Many years ago, a letter to the editor of British Weekly stirred up quite a storm. It read: “Dear Sir: I notice that ministers seem to set a great deal of importance on their sermons and spend a great deal of time in preparing them. I have been attending services quite regularly for the past thirty years and during that time, if I estimate correctly, I have listened to no less than 3,000 sermons. But to my consternation, I discover I cannot remember a single one of them. I wonder if a minister’s time might be more profitably spent on something else. Sincerely—”


  Other letters followed. The writers tossed the pros and cons of sermons back and forth until one letter ended the debate. It read: “My Dear Sir: I have been married for thirty years. During that time, I have eaten 32,850 meals—mostly of my wife’s cooking. Suddenly I have discovered that I cannot remember the menu of a single meal. And yet, I received nourishment from every one of them. I have the distinct impression that without them, I would have starved to death long ago. Sincerely—”


  No two pastors are alike, just as no two snowflakes are alike. Every pastor is distinctively gifted. Most pastors do not get more encouragement than they need. A positive word from you would likely lift your pastor’s spirits.


  Press on with commitment.
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  Guard my life, for I am faithful to you.…You are my God.


  —Psalm 86:2


  COMMITMENT


  William was a millionaire when he graduated from high school in 1904. As a graduation gift, his parents sent him on a world cruise. Already a committed Christian, he embarked on his grand tour. During his travels, he saw how much of the world lived—in poverty, superstition, and suspicion. When he returned, he had decided on a career as a missionary. In the flyleaf of his Bible, he wrote, “No reserve.”


  His family reportedly suggested a compromise. Instead of going to the mission field, why not become a pastor whose church would send out many missionaries? He remained true to his ambition to go himself, and upon graduation from seminary, he wrote in the flyleaf of his Bible: “No retreat.”


  His chosen field was China. On the way, he stopped in Egypt to take advanced language study, but caught spinal meningitis and died within a month. At the age of twenty-five, his life’s work was done. William Borden, heir to the Borden Company, the producers of milk and other dairy products, never reached China. On the flyleaf of his Bible, his family found the words, “No reserve, no retreat, no regrets.”


  William had a bedrock commitment to follow Christ. He was like Paul, who said, “One thing I do…I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:13-14).


  Lead on.


  [image: timerpic]



  Leadership is the ability to get extraordinary achievement from ordinary people.


  —Brian Tracy


  LEADERSHIP


  Businessman Rolland Young said, “I am a self-made man, but I think if I had it to do over again, I would call in someone else!” Someone said, “A self-made man shows the fallacy of unskilled labor.” All of that reminds us that we seldom achieve our dreams by pulling ourselves up by our own bootstraps. In other words, before you can be an effective leader, you must learn to be a follower. Mentors show us the way. They lead by example and by exhortation. We learn by following. Then we can lead.


  Is leadership something you are, or something you do? It’s both. But it begins with what you are. Fred Smith said, “Effective leadership starts with character. When leaders fail, more often it is a result of a character flaw than lack of competence.” When the early Church needed leaders to relieve the apostles so the latter could continue the important work only they could do, the Church chose “men of honest report” (Acts 6:3, KJV). They were people of integrity, individuals who were trusted and respected.


  So the best training for leadership is training in character. Be the best person you can be in order to become the best leader God can help you to become. Some rise to leadership based on their charisma. But the best leaders are people of sterling character.


  Be willing to listen to counsel.
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  The LORD Almighty, whose plan is wonderful, whose wisdom is magnificent.


  —Isaiah 28:29


  COUNSEL


  The wise man said, “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed” (Proverbs 15:22). However, not everyone is willing to take counsel. We credit Benjamin Franklin with saying, “Wise men don’t need advice. Fools won’t take it.” Most of us would probably place ourselves somewhere between those two types of people. None of us wants to think we are fools, and modesty (even if it’s false modesty) keeps most of us from declaring we are wise. Our next decision may disprove our boast!


  A wise person takes counsel. However, someone has observed there are two quick ways to disaster: taking nobody’s advice and taking everybody’s advice. So it seems we are caught in the middle. We don’t want to claim we are wise nor confess to being a fool. We are cautious of taking everybody’s advice and often are not sure whose advice is reliable.


  The fact is that the responsibility for life’s decisions still comes down to you and me. Advice may come from many sources, but in the final analysis, we have to make our own decisions. The best leaders listen to advice and counsel from many counselors, sift through the information, and make their own decision. Maybe the adage is correct: the best way to succeed in life is to act on the advice we give to others. Whatever you do, be sure to take counsel from God’s Word.


  Receive comfort and give it freely.
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  As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.


  —Isaiah 66:13


  COMFORT


  Remember the story of Joseph, whose brothers put him into a pit, then sold him to a caravan of merchants heading for Egypt? Meanwhile, the brothers killed a goat, dipped Joseph’s coat of many colors into the goat’s blood, and took it to their father Jacob, implying that his favorite son had been torn to pieces by some ferocious animal. Jacob immediately went into mourning. “All his sons and daughters came to comfort him, but he refused to be comforted. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I will continue to mourn until I join my son in the grave’” (Genesis 37:35).


  Don’t you find that statement intriguing—“he refused to be comforted”? I’m sure anyone who has lost a close loved one—especially a child—understands. There is a grief so deep that it almost defies being comforted.


  Yet Paul observed that God is “the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles” (2 Corinthians 1:3b-4a). So whatever we go through in life, there is One who understands. As Corrie ten Boom, who watched her sister Betsie die in a German concentration camp, said, “There is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still.”


  By comforting us, God has an even deeper purpose: “so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God” (2 Corinthians 1:4b). So never let any personal misfortune go to waste; use it to comfort others.


  Be a person of God’s Word.
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  Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.


  —Psalm 119:105


  SCRIPTURES


  The Scriptures are powerful. You’ve heard that before. But is it true?


  Consider Rahmad, an Indian man who belonged to a gang of burglars. One night, when he and his gang were ransacking a house, he picked up a black book with thin pages edged in gold. He thought the paper looked ideal for rolling cigarettes, so he took it. Every night, he tore a page out of the book, packed some tobacco in it, and rolled it up so he could smoke it. One day he noticed that the writing on the pages was in his language. He decided that every night, before he rolled his cigarette, he would read the words written on the page. He did this for several weeks, but one night something happened to him. He tore out a page and read it, but he never put the tobacco in it or rolled it up for a smoke. God spoke to him from the printed page. The words cut deep into his heart. He fell to his knees and asked Jesus to save him.


  Subsequently, he went to the police station and confessed his crimes. He ended up in prison, where he led many others to Jesus. Rahmad went from smoking the Bible to living the Bible.


  What have the Scriptures done in your life? We must not only get into the Word; we must let the Word get into us.


  Be an intercessor.
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  The king said to the man of God, “Intercede with the LORD your God and pray for me.”


  —1 Kings 13:6


  INTERCESSION


  Dennis Kinlaw tells about Amy Carmichael, who went to India as a missionary in the late 1800s. When she stepped off the boat, she was horrified by much of what she saw. In those days, when a man died, his wife was burned on the same funeral pyre with him, leaving a group of orphaned children. The boys were considered valuable economically, so relatives would take them. But the girls were given to Hindu temples, where they were used as prostitutes.


  Because her heart ached for the girls, Amy started an orphanage and school for them. This did not sit well with the Hindu priests, who complained to the Hindu businessmen, who complained to the British businessmen, who complained to the British missionaries: “One of your missionary crowd is creating problems for us. You’ve got to stop her.” The missionaries approached her and said, “You’ve got to quit this.” She asked, “What about the girls?” They answered, “Not our problem.”


  Deeply torn, she went to her room and prayed, “Lord, I’ve done everything I could do, but it hasn’t helped. I give up. It’s not my problem anymore.” She saw a vision of Jesus, who said, “That’s right, Amy. It’s not your problem. It’s my problem and my burden, but I’m looking for someone to help me bear it.”


  Amy went back to work and rescued hundreds of girls from ignorance, disease, and temple prostitution. For whom are you praying?


  Go and sin no more.
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  You will cast all our sins Into the depths of the sea.


  —Micah 7:19, NKJV


  SIN


  Calvin Coolidge, thirtieth president of the United States, was a man of few words. For instance, he went to church alone one Sunday. When he returned, his wife asked, “What did the pastor preach about today?” He answered, “Sin.” She queried, “What did he say about it?” The president answered, “He was against it.”


  An article in USA Today a few years ago revealed the percentage of Americans who call certain behaviors “sin.” For instance, 81 percent believe adultery is sin, while only 30 percent think gambling is a sin. Seventy-four percent put racism in the sin category, along with 56 percent who believe having an abortion is sin. If you don’t say anything when a cashier gives you too much change, 63 percent of Americans call that a sin. Forty-six percent believe swearing is a sin and 41 percent believe both getting drunk and smoking marijuana are sins, while 65 percent indicate that using illegal drugs such as cocaine or LSD is a sin.


  More important than anyone’s opinion is what the Bible says about sin. After all, without some standard, it comes down to what you and I think. If a majority believes something is wrong, we might even pass a law against it. But if God says it’s wrong, and only a minority agrees with him, is it still a sin?


  Whatever your opinion—and whatever you have committed—God still forgives sin. That’s the good news.


  Be reconciled with God and others.
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  For God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, no longer counting people’s sins against them.


  —2 Corinthians 5:19, NLT


  RECONCILIATION


  How can I reconcile with her when I can’t even reconcile my checkbook?” the husband says after a fight with his wife.


  Of course, you say, he is confusing two types of reconciliation. Reconciling a checkbook is a simple matter of accounting procedures. Establish that all the deposits were entered correctly, double-check the accuracy of the withdrawals or checks written, be sure your math is correct, and the balance should agree with the bank. That is easy to say but sometimes hard to do. Have you ever noticed that in checking figures, your eyes often see what should be there rather than what is actually there?


  I think we have some blind spots in human reconciliation too. We may overestimate our deposits (what we are putting into the relationship) and underestimate what we are withdrawing from it. “Maybe if I were getting more out of the relationship, I could put more into it,” one spouse complains. Really? What if you decided that you would forgive, regardless of what the other person did or didn’t do?


  Isn’t that what God has done for us? There is no way we could ever balance accounts in the ledger books of heaven. When you consider all he has done for us, we truly owe a debt we cannot pay. Instead, accept what Christ has done and be reconciled to God. Maybe that will even help you reconcile with your neighbor or your spouse.


  Affirm others.
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  Be kind and compassionate to one another.


  —Ephesians 4:32


  AFFIRMATION


  Mary Ann Bird grew up knowing she was different. Born with a cleft palate, she knew from the comments of her classmates in elementary school that they saw her as “different.”


  When people asked what happened to her lip, she would tell them she had fallen as a baby and cut it on a piece of glass. She was convinced that no one outside her family ever loved her or even liked her. But that was before she entered Mrs. Leonard’s second grade class.


  Mary Ann could not hear well out of one ear, but not wanting to add that to her list of deficiencies, she learned to cheat on hearing tests. The teacher would conduct a “whisper test,” instructing each child to go to the door of the classroom, turn sideways, close one ear with a finger, and then listen as the teacher whispered something from her desk, which the child would repeat. She did this for each ear.


  Mary Ann observed that no one checked to see how tightly each ear was blocked, so she pretended to block her good ear.


  When her turn came, no one was in the classroom but Mary Ann and her teacher. She pretended to block her ear and then Mrs. Leonard spoke the words that changed Mary Ann’s life forever: “I wish you were my little girl.”


  A little girl, a friend, a neighbor, a parent—whom can you affirm today?


  Count the cost.
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  Godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.


  —1 Timothy 4:8


  VALUES


  At the Lausanne III Conference in Cape Town, South Africa, in October 2010, Anglican Archbishop Benjamin Kwashi of Nigeria told an amazing story. The militant Muslims in his region destroyed one hundred churches and three hundred homes of church members. They came to his home, planning to take his life, but he was not there. Unfortunately, they did unspeakable things to his wife, and now she is blind. They returned later, when he was at home, with forty men and announced that day they would end his life. He asked if he could pray before they killed him. They agreed and he put his face on the ground, expecting to wake up in heaven. Fifteen minutes later, his son tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Papa, they are gone.”


  After relating this story, the archbishop said, “My life is not worth preserving, but the gospel is worth proclaiming.” God gave him the courage to face death because he valued something even more important than his life.


  What do you value? Your home, your bank account, and your possessions? Or perhaps you are not into material things. Maybe you value your family, friends, and relationships. All of these are important. But at the core, what is most important to you? What are your core values? Those are the things you cling to, no matter what. Maybe love, loyalty, integrity. Whatever they are, be sure God is at the center.


  Draw near to God.
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  If you want to get as close to God as you can, get as far from sin as you can.


  —Wayne M. Warner


  GODLINESS


  Just as the weeds overtake the garden if we neglect to pull them or hoe them down, so the spiritual weeds will overtake us if we don’t maintain spiritual disciplines. Perhaps this is why the psalmist said, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you” (Psalm 119:11).


  What makes a person godly? Godly people are focused on their commitment to God. Instead of joining the world’s rat race, they join the race after things that will help them become stronger Christians. Paul said, “Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beating the air” (1 Corinthians 9:24-26). Paul paints a word picture of an individual who is focused on winning the race.


  Godly people value integrity. They won’t misrepresent who they are or what they believe. Godly people are absolutely loyal to their spouses and families. They watch their words to be sure they are honest and to be sure they are not inappropriate in anything they say. Are you godly? Don’t boast about it. Instead, with God’s help, strive to be the person he wants you to be.


  Choose to ask for directions.
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  Wisdom will save you from the ways of wicked men, from men whose words are perverse, who have left the straight paths to walk in dark ways.


  —Proverbs 2:12-13


  CHOICES


  You’ve heard about the male driver who refused to ask for directions. He drove around and around, looking in vain for a particular address and refusing to heed his wife’s pleas to “just stop and ask someone.” Is it pride? Is it stubbornness? Whatever it is, it wastes a lot of time and gasoline and causes plenty of arguments inside the car. The guy has made a choice not to ask for directions. He thinks he can figure it out. Sometimes he does; other times he finds himself driving through the most dangerous part of a city and putting himself and his passengers in harm’s way.


  Solomon might have had some advice for our male driver. Of course, Solomon wasn’t thinking about driving through dangerous cities, but he well understood that asking for directions or gaining wisdom from others can protect you from leaving “the straight paths” and heading into “dark ways.”


  Every day you make choices. Will you decide to figure everything out on your own, stubbornly (or pridefully) refusing to ask for directions? James wrote, “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (James 1:5).


  You might choose the right path on your own, but why take the chance when God is ready to give you wisdom? Make the right choice—stop and ask God for directions.


  Hold what you own loosely.
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  Hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.


  —1 Timothy 6:17


  PROPERTY


  The fourth grade boys gathered at the edge of the schoolyard preparing to walk home together. They all lived within a few streets of each other, and their pathway home had been carefully scoped out for entertainment fourth-grade-boy style. They could cross through some backyards, check out the anthill by the parking lot, then run along the edge of a creek as one by one they each arrived at home. But the boys skirted around one piece of property. Old Mr. Cole always sat on his porch and scowled as the boys went by. Mikey had ventured onto Mr. Cole’s lawn once to retrieve his soccer ball. “Get off my property!” Mr. Cole had yelled.


  Sure, it was Mr. Cole’s property, but he didn’t understand the concept of God’s ultimate ownership. After all, anything Mr. Cole owned had been given to him by God himself. Paul wrote to Timothy that while we can certainly enjoy God’s gifts, we must remember that it was God who gave them to us in the first place.


  What about you? How do you feel about what you own? Is it yours to be hoarded and used selfishly and kept from everyone else—like Mr. Cole’s lawn? Or do you hold these things loosely, looking for ways to use what you own to help build God’s kingdom? When you give them back to God, he finds ways to use them beyond what you can imagine.


  Make time for everything—and enjoy yourself!
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  There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens.


  —Ecclesiastes 3:1


  BALANCE


  Watch two children on a seesaw. They giggle as one goes high into the sky and the other plops onto the ground. Then, with a hard push, the one at the bottom goes up, sending the other down. Up and down, up and down. Inevitably at some point, the two riders decide to balance on the seesaw. They tap the ground with the tips of their toes, trying to see if they can get the seesaw to stay parallel.


  Adults often feel like life is a constant ride on a seesaw. They try to stop feeling like they’re always going up and down by attempting to create balance among the parts of their lives and their various responsibilities. They usually discover, however, that achieving balance in life is as difficult as it is for two children to balance a seesaw.


  But maybe trying to make life’s “seesaw” sit unmoving and parallel is not the ultimate goal. Instead, maybe the goal is to allow for “a time for everything.” All the parts of your life are important and deserve your time. The best way to find a sense of balance is to purposefully make time for everything, and when you’re there, be completely present, focused, and involved.


  Life is indeed like a seesaw, so why not let out a few giggles and enjoy the ride?


  Realize that we all need one another.
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  Spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together…but encouraging one another.


  —Hebrews 10:24-25


  NURTURE


  The baby duck wandered from the pond and into the farmhouse yard where a little boy was playing. It was love at first sight. From then on, the duckling followed the boy everywhere he went. The boy (with the help of his mom and dad) made sure that the duckling had food and shelter. Without her mom, she instinctively knew she needed someone to care for her. And little did she know it, but she helped the boy as well. After his beloved dog died, he longed for a pet—something to care for.


  We need each other. We need to be cared for, and we need to care for others. God didn’t make us to live our Christian lives alone; he made us for community. We nurture one another by sharing our joys and sorrows. We pray for one another. We learn from one another. We encourage one another. At times you need others; at times others need you. That’s what community is all about. Sometimes it isn’t easy, but it’s still vital.


  One day the grown-up duck will head back to the pond and have her own ducklings. She will nurture them just as the little boy did for her. So it is in the body of Christ. We nurture one another so that we all can grow up and mature in Christ.


  Who can you encourage today? Someone needs to hear from you.


  Use your superpower.
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  We have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellence of the power may be of God and not of us.


  —2 Corinthians 4:7, NKJV


  VESSELS


  What superpower would you like to have? Would you like to fly? Have Xray vision? Turn into an elastic rubber band? Breathe under water? Read minds? Lift heavy objects? Imagine what you could do to help the world with one of those superpowers! Unfortunately, those powers are the stuff of Hollywood only. Real people don’t have superpowers.


  Or do we?


  No, we can’t fly or see through walls or lift cars; we are merely “earthen vessels” as Paul wrote. But as believers, we have a superpower inside these earthen vessels that outshines any superhero’s power. What superpower do we have? Paul calls it “the light of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). He described himself as having this amazing treasure within, enabling him to look death in the eye and be unafraid as he continued to bring news that can save the world. Knowing and trusting in his Savior allowed him to keep going through persecution and abandonment and suffering without losing heart.


  The knowledge of God’s glory. An understanding of the salvation Jesus bought for us. A personal relationship with the God of the universe. Now that’s power! And it’s yours. Go out and see what that power can do to change the world.


  Surround yourself with wise, godly people.
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  Walk with the wise and become wise, for a companion of fools suffers harm.


  —Proverbs 13:20


  ATMOSPHERE


  On April 24, 2012, police in Oxon Hill, Maryland, made a tragic discovery. Five people in a home were dead, and the authorities determined that they had died from carbon monoxide poisoning. Because of rusty pipes, the deadly, odorless gas had been escaping into the home. The five people didn’t even know what happened. They couldn’t smell it or feel it, but as the atmosphere around them became poisoned, it killed them.


  What’s the atmosphere around you? Is it healthy or harmful? Solomon would say that to have a healthy atmosphere around you means to be with wise people who will help you become wiser. Hanging out with fools, however, only leads to harm. Think about it: Who has the most influence on your life? Do you seek out wise people, or do you take advice from the daily tabloids or latest TV talk show host? Trusting in those who don’t love God is like slowly falling asleep as carbon monoxide gas swirls around you. You don’t even know it, but it’s killing you.


  What’s swirling in your atmosphere today? Is it keeping you healthy, or is it toxic? Let the atmosphere around you be filled with God-honoring people and activities—and turn off the “valve” of anything else that tries to creep in unnoticed.


  It might just save your life.


  Put on holiness.
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  Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace.


  —Hebrews 4:16


  HOLINESS


  Some folks think “holiness” describes what the moths did to the clothing that they stored in an upstairs closet. Several months after a perfectly good sweater is folded away, you pull it out only to find it full of holes. It doesn’t matter if it was an expensive new wool sweater or a garage sale purchase. The moths don’t care. They’ll feast on anything. What they leave behind is “holey” indeed.


  What a contrast to Paul’s words in Ephesians. He tells his readers to put on holiness—the new self that God created when they gave their lives to him. This isn’t a “holey” motheaten sweater; this is the holiness of the God of the universe who makes his followers into new people. When you put on this holiness, you wake up in the morning realizing that, because of Jesus, you’re a new person. Your outlook is different, your attitudes are different. You have been clothed with God’s holiness, what the Bible describes as a state of being and thought that is in line with obeying God’s Word. It’s freedom from the control of sin.


  No, you aren’t suddenly perfect. And yes, everything around you may still be very much the same. But you are different. You have been fitted with brand-new clothing that will change your life now and, unlike the sweaters in the closet, will last forever.


  Share your faith with someone.
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  The things you have heard me say…entrust to reliable people who will also be qualified to teach others.


  —2 Timothy 2:2


  OUTREACH


  Mathematicians are well versed in the formula for exponential growth. For non-mathematicians, it simply refers to how numbers can get dramatically larger very quickly. The applications are numerous. For example, a new disease can spread exponentially in a population because one infected person can infect many who, in turn, infect many others. Or a microorganism can multiply exponentially when it splits into two, because one becomes two, then two become four, then four become eight, and so on.


  What if we applied this formula to our outreach to nonbelievers? There’s an entire world out there that needs the message of the gospel—millions across the world have never heard the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ. We may feel daunted by the task. We may not feel like we have what it takes to make a difference.


  But with the formula of exponential growth, one person can set off a chain of events that has an outreach across the planet. One person tells two people. Those two people each tell two more people; those four people each tell two more people; those eight people each tell two more people…get the picture? World outreach for the gospel doesn’t have to be a daunting task. All it takes is one person to start the process, one person who can make all the difference.


  What if that one person was you?


  Reach your potential by craving God and his truth.


  [image: timerpic]



  Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.


  —1 Peter 2:2


  POTENTIAL


  Ever been near a baby who was “craving” milk? It’s not necessarily a pleasant experience. A hungry baby— whether a human or a kitten or a tiny bird in a nest—makes a whole lot of noise. They don’t have the grown-up ability to delay gratification until dinnertime. They want what they want, and they want it now. The only way to quiet those crying little ones is to feed them. The babies don’t know it, of course, but they need that milk in order to grow.


  New believers are like spiritual babies. They are born again and begin their spiritual lives with God. They don’t know a whole lot, but one thing they do know—they’re hungry! They want to know more about this new faith and this God who has touched their hearts. Their enthusiasm is refreshing.


  But it doesn’t have to be unusual. Even those who have been walking with God for many years can, like newborn babies (or newborn believers) crave to know more of God, desiring that pure spiritual milk of God’s Word.


  Want to grow up and reach the potential God has planned for you? Then crave more and more of God every day. Cry out to him (literally, if you have to). He knows your potential and has great plans for you. The only way you’ll meet that potential is to grow up in your salvation by craving God and his truth.


  Live for an audience of one.
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  Our character is what we do when we think no one is looking.


  —H. Jackson Brown Jr.


  CHARACTER


  What does it mean to be a person of character? It means that you’re consistent. You don’t just “act for the cameras,” but who you are in public is also who you are in private. It’s difficult to be consistent, however. It’s hard to do the right thing even when you know that no one is watching. Why not go to that lewd Internet site? No one is around, you’re alone, no one will ever know. Why not keep the extra change? No one will ever know. Why not cheat a little bit on this assignment? No one will ever know.


  But here’s the kicker. Someone does know. That someone is God. You see, you’re never completely alone. The cameras are never off. Someone is always seeing everything you do. When King David was preparing his son Solomon to rule Israel, he offered this piece of advice: “Acknowledge the God of your father, and serve him with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind, for the LORD searches every heart and understands every desire and every thought” (1 Chronicles 28:9). The Lord sees all that you do and, beyond that, knows your heart and understands every desire and thought. Character is when you can say no to doing what’s wrong even when no one will never know.


  In the end, your most important audience is God himself. What he thinks is all that ultimately matters—for now and for eternity.


  Leave your concerns with God.
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  [Hannah] went back and began to eat again, and she was no longer sad.


  —1 Samuel 1:18, NLT


  FAITH


  Hannah had every reason to hold onto a little bit of a grudge. She had been praying to get pregnant, her husband’s other wife had been taunting her, and the priest at the tabernacle had just insulted her by thinking she was drunk. She definitely wasn’t having a good week. Fortunately, once the old priest realized she was simply passionate in prayer (and not drunk), he told her that God would grant her request.


  So what did Hannah do next? Did she worry? Did she doubt God? Was she still not eating because she was too upset? Surely these would be understandable responses. After all, she had been suffering for a long time. Instead, she simply went home, “began to eat again,” and “was no longer sad.”


  Hannah gives a picture of true faith. How often do you pray over your pain and suffering and yet can’t let it go? You worry. You doubt. Maybe you even get a little angry at God for taking so long. How much better your daily life would be if you simply left your requests with God and went about your life being “no longer sad.”


  Pray intensely and passionately with all the faith you can muster, knowing that God will answer. Then move on into the day ahead no longer sad, but instead filled with joy. Your request is in very capable hands.


  Commit to spending time with God every day.
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  Come near to God and he will come near to you.


  —James 4:8


  RELATIONSHIP


  The young woman said she loved her boyfriend, but whenever he wrote letters to her, she put them unopened into her desk drawer. When he called, she sometimes was too busy to answer or, if she did answer, told him she only had a few minutes to talk. If he wanted to spend time with her, she always said she had important things to do and couldn’t spare the time. As you can imagine, after awhile, the girl went her own way and didn’t have any relationship with the young man at all.


  Relationships take time. You don’t spend time with people you don’t want to invest in. To build a relationship with someone, you need to get to know that person. And the more you learn about the person as you build your relationship, the closer your bond will be.


  As a believer, your most important relationship is with God. If you want to deepen that relationship with him, you will need to make time for him. You don’t hide his letter to you (the Bible) unopened in a drawer. You don’t rush away from prayer time because you only have a few minutes. You don’t skip your quiet time because you have more important things to do.


  Tell God today that he is the most important person in your life. Then show him by making a commitment to deepen your relationship with him.


  Ask for wisdom— and for the ability to act on it.
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  As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods.


  —1 Kings 11:4


  WISDOM


  How did the wisest man in the world end up being so dumb? Solomon had it all—fame, wealth, power, prestige. He was renowned for his wisdom and people came from afar just to bask in it. So what happened? Why did Solomon turn away from God and worship other gods, even to the point of building high places and altars to horrible, bloodthirsty gods like Chemosh and Molech? Didn’t he know better? Shouldn’t he have been wiser?


  The Bible gives us clues throughout the story of Solomon’s reign. Though he had been chosen by God and trained by his father David, though he prayed to God for wisdom to lead the people well, Solomon allowed disobedience here and there to slip in. He accumulated horses and chariots, married foreign women to seal alliances, and taxed the people heavily in order to support the luxury of his court—all in violation of God’s commands. Solomon was wise enough to know better but chose the wrong path anyway, and the creeping influence of the unwise choices eventually took its toll. Knowing the wise thing to do and doing it are two very different things. Therein lies the difficulty.


  So what seemingly small decision do you need to make today? Ask God for wisdom, but ask also for the courage and strength to act wisely. A lot of small, wise decisions add up to a wisely lived life.


  Let God’s strength shine through your weakness.
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  My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.


  —2 Corinthians 12:9, NJKV


  STRENGTH


  Gladys Aylward wanted desperately to become a missionary in China, but the mission organization she wanted to join turned her down because of her lack of academic background. She eventually went on her own to China to help a missionary there who was soon to retire. Perhaps she is best known for taking one hundred children out of harm’s way by leading them across the mountains when the Japanese invaded China. She later wrote, “My heart is full of praise that one so insignificant, uneducated, and ordinary in every way could be used to His glory for the blessing of His people in poor persecuted China.”


  Like the apostle Paul, Gladys gave praise that God’s strength was made perfect in her weakness. She didn’t have all the right training or, at first, even the means and money to get to China. But she didn’t let that stop her—not when she clearly felt called there by God. So in all of her weakness and dependence, she trusted him and followed as he led. He cleared the path, he brought her to China, and there he used her mightily to build his kingdom.


  What about you? Do you feel insignificant and ordinary? Do you feel weak? Congratulations! You’re just the kind of person God wants to use. Through your weakness, his strength will shine that much brighter.


  Read your Bible every day.
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  This he did to fulfill the requirements of the law written in the book…discovered in the temple.


  —2 Kings 23:24


  DISCOVERY


  King Josiah had his work cut out for him. The nation of Israel was steeped in idolatry, but Josiah was determined to bring the nation back to God. He reopened the boarded-up temple and, as the priests went about their duties cleaning out the place, Hilkiah discovered the book of the law.


  This book, probably much of what we have in the first five books of our Bibles, was filled with God’s laws for the people, guidance for worship, and instructions for the festivals God ordained for his people. When Josiah heard the words, he tore his robes in sorrow, realizing how far his nation had slipped away from God. With this discovery, he committed himself and his nation to following God.


  Where is your Bible—right now? Is it in a location where you reach for it every day? Or is it buried somewhere under the dust, virtually forgotten? The nation of Israel slipped far from God when they no longer knew his laws. You too will find yourself slipping into sin if you aren’t constantly reading God’s Word.


  You may feel that you’ve read it already and there’s nothing new to be found. But God’s Word is “alive and active” (Hebrews 4:12), always able to reach into your heart with just what you need. The Bible is filled with advice and promises waiting to be discovered. Keep it near. Read it daily. And, like Josiah, resolve to follow God.


  Just say yes to God.
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  God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them.


  —2 Corinthians 5:19


  RECONCILIATION


  It’s easy to hold a grudge, isn’t it? When someone wrongs us, forgiveness is rarely the first thing that comes to mind. And reconciliation? Not on your life!


  Yet that’s exactly what God did for us. “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). While we were wronging God at every turn, Christ died for us so that we could be reconciled to God. We didn’t deserve it. We didn’t do anything to earn it. But God reaches out to us and says, “Come.” We clasp hands with the God of the universe and he takes us sinful people and purifies us. He removes our sin and refuses to count it against us. He gently touches our brokenness and makes us whole. He places his hands on our hurts and heals us. He forgives all that we’ve done wrong and invites us to draw close. He replaces our worries and fears with his peace. He offers to guide us into a life of joy and fulfillment.


  All we have to do is say yes.


  He didn’t have to do it for us. He could have decided we weren’t worth it. But he chose instead to send his Son to die on the cross—the perfect sacrifice to pay the penalty our sins deserved.


  Why? Because you are worth it.


  Hang in there—God is at work.
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  Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.


  —James 1:4


  COMPLETENESS


  There’s something satisfying about completing a project—putting in the last stitch, hammering the last nail, typing the last word. It’s satisfying because getting to that final point was hard work. What a great feeling it is to say, “I’m finished!”


  Our lives are a project in process. We realize we won’t be “finished” until life ends, but during our lifetimes we constantly strive to be better people, to become wiser as we become older. But it isn’t easy. James 1:2-3 makes it clear that “completeness” comes through “trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance.” To get through life’s trials we have to stick with it, hang on to God’s promises, and do what may not make sense in the short term in order to do what is right in the long term. We have to let the tears fall. We have to hang on even as our muscles ache to let go. The tough times test our faith and strengthen it. It is this aching, tear-filled perseverance that builds us into mature and complete people.


  God is at work in your life. Paul reminds us, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6). Sometimes it’s painful, but as you hang on through life’s ups and downs, perseverance does its work maturing and completing you.


  Thank God for free admittance to his kingdom.
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  Your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom.


  —Luke 12:32


  ADMITTANCE


  To join what is considered the world’s most expensive country club, you will need to write a nice little check for over fifteen million dollars. For this fee, you’ll get VIP treatment all over the world in hotels, resorts, restaurants, sporting events, and numerous other forms of entertainment. Chances are, if you show up without the right amount in your bank account, the right connections, the right car, and the right clothing, you’ll be refused admittance. No matter how much you may want in, you won’t be allowed.


  But there’s a club you can join that is more beautiful than even the most exclusive country club. It is, in fact, a genuine kingdom with streets of gold and walls made with precious jewels. It is a place filled with so much joy that the owner promises to wipe every tear from your eyes. And here’s the kicker: Admittance is free! Jesus Christ paid for it already. In fact, Jesus made it clear that his Father is pleased to give you the kingdom.


  Put away your checkbook, don’t worry about whether you “qualify,” don’t be concerned about following a series of rules. Paul made it clear that “if you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10:9).


  Kingdom admission? It’s free. All it takes is accepting the gift God offers.


  Don’t rebel; instead, remember what God has done.
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  Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up and saw the God of Israel.


  —Exodus 24:9-10


  REBELLION


  The leaders of Israel had the awesome privilege of being invited to “see” God. The text tells us that “God did not raise his hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they ate and drank” (Exodus 24:11). Talk about a mountaintop experience! God brought them right into his presence. Nadab and Abihu were included because, as sons of Aaron, they would serve as Israel’s priests.


  Now fast forward. Nadab and Abihu were serving in the tabernacle, but they “offered unauthorized fire before the LORD, contrary to his command” (Leviticus 10:1). Immediately, the Lord killed them. Seems harsh, but these men were responsible for Israel’s worship—responsible to teach about God. For them to have gone contrary to God’s command deserved harsh punishment. Perhaps they were lazy or rebellious. We might think that men who ate and drank with God would be forever in awe of him. Surely they would not want to rebel against him. But, sadly, they did.


  Yet how often do we do the same? We see God’s amazing acts, we exclaim over answered prayer, we watch him work in people’s lives—and yet when things get tough or temptation rears its ugly head, we get lazy; we rebel.


  When life gets you down, don’t turn away from God— turn toward him. Remember what you’ve seen him do in the past and trust him for the future.


  Follow God one step at a time.
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  Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path.


  —Psalm 119:105


  WILL


  It’s the question every believer asks at one time or another: What is God’s will for my life? We’d like to have it all laid out in front of us so that we can understand the interconnected pieces, plan ahead, and know what tomorrow holds.


  But God doesn’t work that way, and for good reason. Knowing tomorrow might very well mess up what we need to do today. Knowing the future—its joys and sorrows— might cause us to curl up into a ball unable to take a step, fearing that we can’t handle what we know is coming.


  Instead, God gives us a “lamp for [our] feet.” His word is not the “high beams” on our headlights; instead, it is the lamp we carry that lights the path just enough for us to see the next step, and the next, and the next. It doesn’t show us what’s at the end of the road or around the bend. Only God knows that, and he’ll help us deal with it when we get there.


  Your entire life is made up of individual choices and steps that you make every day. The best way to know and follow God’s will for your life is to follow his will in the very next step. Don’t worry about the future. Do God’s will in the next minute, the next hour, the next step. All those steps will keep you doing God’s will for your entire lifetime.


  Tap into God’s chosen institution.
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  A church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum for saints.


  —Abigail Van Buren


  CHURCH


  The church is the only institution God promised to sustain forever,” writes Joshua Harris in his book Stop Dating the Church: Fall in Love with the Family of God. And, he continues, “The church is the vehicle that Jesus chose to take the message of the gospel to every generation and people.” It makes you wonder why anybody, especially a Christian, would not want to be part of something so glorious.


  God uses his church in ways he does not use any other entity—to send out missionaries with the good news, to heal the brokenhearted, to strengthen the spiritually weak, to clothe the naked, and to equip his people to live the Christian life. In Matthew 16:18, Jesus tells Peter his stated intention is to build his church and that the gates of Hades would not overcome it. Isn’t that exciting? Enemies of the church don’t stand a chance.


  Find inspiration in Jesus’ words. Tap into God’s chosen institution if you haven’t already. Walk side-by-side with fellow sinners, helping one another put sin to death. Challenge one another. Love one another. Serve one another. And reach out to the poor, the hungry, and the downtrodden. Tell them God has built a hospital for sinners and all are welcome—and that you will see them there.


  Bask in Christ’s love for you.
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  The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.


  —John 1:14


  CHRISTIANITY


  Every religion, save Christianity, is about humankind attempting to reach God by rule-keeping or showing devotion through personal sacrifice or even martyrdom. Emptiness and insecurity are the result. How many rules does a person need to keep to earn salvation? How does he find redemption if he fails? How can a person ever know if he has been good enough? And why is the god of those religions so impersonal?


  Contrast such an impersonal god with the God of the Bible, who stepped out of heaven and into a manger. God became flesh and made his dwelling among us. Jesus ate, drank, wept, and went through the full range of the human experience—including temptation—and in so doing is able to identify with us in our weakness. And yet, he kept God’s law perfectly and died a horrific death as payment in full for our sins so we wouldn’t have to. “Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:16).


  Christianity isn’t about rule-keeping in a vain attempt to earn our way into heaven. Instead, it is about loving the sacrificial Savior so much that we cannot wait to obey him. Bask in Christ’s love for you and marvel over a God who loved you so much he was willing to die for you.


  Don’t stress over prayer—just speak your heart.
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  Prayer is as natural an expression of faith as breathing is of life.


  —Jonathan Edwards


  PRAYER


  If you grew up in a religious household, either your parents or one of your religious leaders taught you the importance of memorizing and reciting prayers. During trying times, you may have pulled one of those prayers from your memory and whispered it silently. Memorizing various prayers is a great place to start, but we should never end there. Prayer should be so natural for a believer that it is as common as breathing.


  Have you ever been in a car with another Christian when you happened across a car accident and then heard him or her instantly begin to pray aloud for the safety of the people involved in the accident, for the rescue workers who are on the scene, and for the doctors whose skill may be needed? If so, you may have marveled over how easy the prayer seemed to flow from the other person’s mouth. Prayer is just a conversation between you and God.


  Long, elaborate prayers are not necessary to capture his attention. In fact, he knows what you are going to pray before you even open your mouth. Instead, he looks at the heart. So, don’t stress over the notion that your prayers don’t sound like someone else’s or that they don’t sound spiritual enough. Just tell God how you feel, and express what is on your heart. He’ll take care of the rest.


  Get swept away in the King’s majesty.
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  Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness.


  —Psalm 29:2


  WORSHIP


  On any given weekend during the fall, Americans pack football stadiums to cheer on their favorite teams. Many fans dress in team colors. Some even go so far as to wear body paint matching their team’s colors. All seem to become one as their team marches toward the end zone. And when their team scores a touchdown, fans shoot their arms into the air in unadulterated bliss—sometimes even going so far as to high-five nearby strangers.


  Most football fans do not consider this worship. They are simply expressing their joy toward a team they love. The team represents the city to the rest of the league and they can’t help but celebrate the team’s success. If we get that boisterous and that uninhibited in support of a sports team, how much more should we be moved by worshiping the splendor of the Lord’s holiness?


  That little nudge you feel to raise your hands or clap to the music during worship is probably the Holy Spirit. Who else would be telling you to ascribe glory due to the Lord’s name? Raise your hands, clap along with the congregation, get swept away in the King’s majesty. He is the Creator of the universe and he redeemed your soul. Now that is something worth cheering about.


  Fix one another’s blue screens of death.
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  I myself am convinced…that…you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with knowledge and competent to instruct one another.


  —Romans 15:14


  INSTRUCTION


  Instruction gets a bad rap in our culture. It brings up bad memories of days in high school when we were forced to sit in a classroom to learn about subjects we had no interest in and believed would have no relevance to our lives. We are more willing to accept instruction when it comes to topics that either interest us or inform us about a topic we need to understand.


  Unless you are a techie, at some point you probably needed to call somebody younger than you to help with a computer problem—such as a nasty virus or the dreaded “blue screen of death.” You spent hundreds, if not thousands of dollars on your computer, so you had a vested interest in following every step that the more knowledgeable person laid out for you. He may have led you to restart your computer in “safe mode,” and then had you restore your computer to an earlier date. And it worked!


  As Christians, we are called to instruct one another. In the Romans 15:14, Paul implies that to properly instruct one another, we are to do so as an outflow of goodness, knowledge, and competency. So, as you put pride to death, store up knowledge, and gain wisdom, take what God has taught you and offer it to others in need. Help them fix their figurative “blue screens of death” and be open to them fixing yours.


  Go early, and stay late.
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  There was joy and gladness among the Jews, with feasting and celebrating.


  —Esther 8:17


  CELEBRATION


  Birthday parties, retirement gatherings, wedding anniversaries, and other such celebrations are great ways to remember the past. We do so by thumbing through old photo albums and sharing stories of bygone days. We laugh, we eat, we drink, and sometimes we even dance, and in so doing, we make new memories that we, and others, will speak about at future celebrations.


  If someone were to ask you what you were doing three Thursdays ago, you probably wouldn’t have any idea. But, if on the other hand, someone asked you what you remember about your spouse’s most recent birthday party, you could rattle off any number of stories. Without a celebration to set the day apart, one day tends to blend into the next one.


  Spontaneous celebrations are also a great way to commemorate the moment. In the verse above, the Jews celebrated their freedom after Haman’s plan to destroy them was thwarted. How could they do anything other than have a feast? And we still talk about it to this day.


  Embrace the routine and not-so-routine opportunities you have to celebrate. Buy a cake, make it a point to track down someone you haven’t seen for a while, write a letter to the person you are honoring at the celebration, take photos, and record the events in your journal. Go early, and stay late.


  The hardships in your life are an education.
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  The life of a Christian is an education for higher service.


  —Corrie ten Boom


  EDUCATION


  God often teaches us more when he says no to our requests than when he says yes. Corrie ten Boom certainly believed that. When she was in prison in Holland, she prayed, “Lord, never let the enemy put me in a German concentration camp.” God answered no, she said, and she found herself in a hellish German concentration camp. While she was there, she encountered many prisoners who did not know Christ.


  Over time, she learned that if she and her sister Betsie would translate the Dutch Scriptures into German and read them aloud while in their barracks, surrounded by filth and fleas, they would “hear the life-giving words passed back along the aisles in French, Polish, Russian, Czech, back into Dutch.” She said in her book The Hiding Place, “They were little previews of heaven.” God had been educating her for higher service.


  “If God had not used my sister Betsie and me to bring them to Him, they would never have heard of Him,” she wrote in her book Tramp for the Lord. “Many died, or were killed, but many died with the name of Jesus on their lips. They were well worth all our suffering.”


  The hardships in your life are but an education from God. Use them to minister to others. There is no greater testimony than from somebody who has been there.


  Don’t wait for motivation to strike; create it.
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  People often say that motivation doesn’t last. Well, neither does bathing—that’s why we recommend it daily.


  —Zig Ziglar


  MOTIVATION


  On January 1, health clubs always see a spike in new memberships. Why? Once Christmas is over, we begin to think about the new year, and with each new year comes a fresh start—a chance to put off the old habits that bring us down and embrace new ones that will make life better. Everywhere we turn, people are talking about New Year’s resolutions and it gives us hope, so we sign on the dotted line at the health club and begin a new workout routine.


  A study conducted by the Journal of Clinical Psychology in 2002 said 45 percent of Americans make New Year’s resolutions, but just 26 percent of those people keep them past the six-month mark. They lose motivation. Nobody is talking about starting over in July. But the Christian life is all about starting new every day. In Luke 9:23, Jesus said, “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me” (KJV).


  If you find your motivation for living the Christian life waning, be proactive. Dig into your Bible every day. Meet a Christian friend for coffee. Start a book club at church. Do one thing that brings you closer to God and his people and more opportunities to do so will open up to you. Don’t wait for motivation to strike; create it.


  Take all occasions to meet.
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  There are many things which a person can do alone, but being a Christian is not one of them.


  —William T. Ham


  FELLOWSHIP


  When the apostle Peter preached his “repent and be baptized” sermon on the Day of Pentecost, 3,000 souls were added to the kingdom of God. After they were baptized, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). After joining the family of God, they could not wait to spend time with their new family.


  Bible commentator Matthew Henry notes, “They not only had a mutual affection to each other, but a great deal of mutual conversation with each other; they were much together. When they withdrew from the untoward generation, they did not turn hermits, but were very intimate with one another, and took all occasions to meet; wherever you saw one disciple, you would see more, like birds of a feather.”


  Have you ever come away from breakfast on a Saturday at your favorite restaurant with a fellow believer feeling more encouraged and inspired spiritually than you ever have on your own? That is the power of two or more gathering in God’s name. God himself is three in one. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit fellowship with one another.


  Invite someone from church over for dinner one night. Find out what he is reading. Ask him what portion of Scripture God is using right now to speak to him. Pray with him. And experience the power of Christian fellowship.


  Be a barn raiser.
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  When we dedicate our talent to serving a neighbor, it is possibly one of the highest forms of worship.


  —Matt Litton


  SERVICE


  A generation or two ago, it was commonplace to not only know the names of your neighbors, but to actually know your neighbor. When you needed a new barn, you didn’t hire a contractor; you told your neighbors and then had a barn raising. They flocked to your home, combined efforts and talents, and by the end of the day, you had a new barn. And, of course, when they needed a new barn, you were there for them.


  Neighbors like that still exist. A retired man named Jerry, who lives in Omaha, Nebraska, takes one elderly woman to get groceries every week. He helps a widow by tending to her yard. He helps a divorcee by getting her mail when the weather is bad and by taking her trash to the curb every week. When a neighbor needs a figurative barn, he is there.


  Strike up a conversation with a neighbor you don’t know this week. Find out if you can help his or her family in any way. And ask about your other neighbors. Is there a widow in the neighborhood who needs someone to shovel her driveway during the winter? Is there an elderly man who needs someone to mow his grass? It won’t take you long to find people in need. Serve them and experience one of the highest forms of worship.


  Be peculiar.
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  But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people.


  —1 Peter 2:9 KJV


  BELIEVERS


  Twice, the King James Version calls believers “peculiar.” In Exodus 19:5, Moses records what God says: “Now therefore, if ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine.” You can read the second instance in the verse above. Other translations, such as the New International Version, use the phrases such as “my treasured possession” and “a people belonging to God,” rather than “peculiar.”


  We are peculiar in the sense that we are set apart by and for God and his purposes. As the world pursues that which can only bring temporary satisfaction, we pursue the God of Creation—the God who treasures us and loves us perfectly. All believers are to look peculiar, but it takes time to do it well. A mature believer who looks peculiar will be attractive to both believers and nonbelievers. To the believer, he models a consistent life of prayer, service, discipleship, and love. To the unbeliever, he models the love of Christ.


  Be intentional about your peculiarity without being pretentious. Read your Bible in public and in private. Confess your sins silently and to another believer. Help a neighbor with a project, and find a way to help someone anonymously. Learn how to be meek and bold. Say the hard thing, and then put your arm around the person. Be peculiar.


  Present the true Jesus.


  [image: timerpic]



  If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.


  —Mrs. Beaver from The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis


  JESUS CHRIST


  Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy after hearing about the bravery needed to appear before Aslan.


  “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver. “Don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said anything about being safe? ’Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”


  The world hears about a Savior who preached meekness, died on a Roman cross, insisted that his followers turn the other cheek when they are offended, and they mistake him for someone who is safe—as someone to whom they won’t need to give an account on the last day. The apostle John writes this about Jesus on that day: “I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and wages war” (Revelation 19:11). Jesus will return to wage war on Satan and his demons. He’ll be anything but safe. After Satan is hurled into the lake of fire, the dead will be judged and if anyone’s name is not found written in the book of life, he too will be thrown into the lake of fire.


  How can that be good? Because he had mercy on those who cried out to him for mercy, and they will experience eternal life with the King. As you present Jesus to a fallen world, point them to the true Jesus—the one who is not safe, but good.


  Marvel over God’s creation.
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  The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.


  —Psalm 24:1


  EARTH


  Earth is home to 8.7 million species, according to a study published in the PLOS Biology journal in 2011. Many, many more are yet undiscovered. “The earth’s axis of rotation is tilted 23½ degrees relative to the perpendicular of the earth’s plane of orbit,” according to an article on the Institute for Creation Research’s website. “This tilt causes the four seasons. During the months of May, June, and July the northern hemisphere is pointed toward the sun, causing the hemisphere to warm and bringing on the season called summer.” The earth’s atmosphere is composed of four gases: nitrogen, oxygen, argon, and carbon dioxide.


  Of course, all of this is by design. The earth is the Lord’s. One species is dependent on the next. If the earth were to be tilted at a different angle it would change everything, from the tide of the seas, to farmable land, to the temperatures, to the inhabitable portions of the planet. And the earth has just enough carbon dioxide (0.03% of our atmosphere) to maintain a livable climate and to sustain terrestrial and marine plants, which allows for enough food for animals.


  Go outside today. Marvel over the direction that a stream runs. Bask in the sunlight. Feel the wind rush through your hair. And then raise your arms in praise to the Creator of it all.


  Choose to live like heaven is your home.
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  My home is in heaven. I’m just traveling through this world.


  —Billy Graham


  HEAVEN


  God’s people have been nomads since the day Adam and Eve sinned and were banned from the Garden of Eden. Noah’s family boarded an ark, leaving everything behind. God called Abram to leave his family and his country. Jacob lived a portion of his life in Egypt, knowing God ordained his move. The prophets traveled to and fro, warning a stiff-necked people to turn from their wicked ways. As a result of its sin, Israel often wandered in the wilderness.


  Nothing changed much in the New Testament as God’s people lived under Roman rule. The apostle Peter wrote his first epistle (1 Peter 1:1), “To God’s elect, exiles, scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.” Indeed, we are exiles. We are in this world, but not of it. We sin and feel the effects of other’s sin. We are called to be good stewards of the earth, but at the same time, our hearts are bent toward heaven. But this doesn’t mean we always recognize that. It’s easy to get caught up in the cares of this world.


  Choose to live like heaven is your home. Rather than fretting over every political election, current event, or personal crisis, do your part, then leave the results to God. It will give you a chance to dream about walking streets of gold. After all, you are just traveling through this world.


  Imperative statement.
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  Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently…


  —Galatians 6:1


  SPIRITUAL


  In our postmodern culture, many who have rejected Christianity will often say they can be spiritual from the comfort of their own home, without congregating with the church. When they make that claim, they are using the term “spiritual” in a generic sense. In the biblical sense, the word means something specific. The word Paul used in the verse above means “non-carnal” or “regenerate.”


  Paul is dealing with the difficult topic of restoring a Christian who has fallen into sin, giving those who are spiritual the charge of restoration. Bible commentator Adam Clarke says Paul is speaking to, “Ye who still retain the grace of the Gospel, and have wisdom and experience in Divine things.” Commentator John Gill says much the same thing, “but such as live and walk in the Spirit, and are strong, and stand by the power and grace of the Spirit of God, as opposed to the weak, and who were fallen through the prevalence of the flesh, and force of temptation.”


  Pursue the spiritual life. Retain the grace of the gospel by sharing it with someone who is lost. Be quick to repent. Gain wisdom and experience in divine things by immersing yourself in Psalms and Proverbs and by conversing with wise believers. As you submit to the Holy Spirit, your life will become one of “love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control”—the true spiritual life (Galatians 5:22-23).


  Confess your great sin to the great Savior.
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  Although my memory’s fading, I remember two things very clearly: I am a great sinner and Christ is a great Savior.


  —John Newton


  SAVIOR


  At the end of the movie Gran Torino, Clint Eastwood’s character Walt confronts a gang of thugs knowing they are going to kill him that night. He approaches them on behalf of two Hmong teens, Thao and Sue, who live next door to him. Early in the story line, Thao steals Walt’s prized 1972 Gran Torino, fueling Walt’s prejudice. But after he gets to know them, and ultimately love them, it doesn’t matter what they have done to him in the past. He is ready to lay down his life to protect them from the thugs.


  After he is pumped full of bullets, Walt falls with his back to the ground—his arms are spread out as if he were on a cross. The police arrest his murderers and tell Thao they have enough evidence to put the thugs away for a long time. It cost Walt his life, but Thao and Sue are finally free. That’s what a savior does. In this case, Walt was a deeply flawed savior.


  Jesus, on the other hand, had no flaws. In fact, he became sin for us, as the apostle Paul points out in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” Recognize and confess your great sin today to the great and mighty Savior who loved you enough to die for you.


  Don’t try; trust.
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  But stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.


  —Luke 24:49


  POWER


  Humans have the ability to accomplish great things via willpower. Many have decided to change their eating habits, their exercise routine, their reading habits, their educational status and even their financial status, and their decision led to success. God allows humankind to function autonomously, to a degree. Everybody benefits from his creation and the natural order of the universe he designed. The rain falls on the just and the unjust. But not everybody is clothed with “power from on high,” as Jesus spoke about in the verse above.


  Pentecost was near, and everything would change when believers were empowered and indwelt by the Holy Spirit. They would possess the power to break free from their sins, heal the sick, give sight to the blind, and build Christ’s church in the face of overwhelming opposition. None of those accomplishments could have occurred via willpower.


  You probably have at least one sin in your life you believe is just too powerful to overcome. Rather than trying harder, trust the Holy Spirit one moment at a time to give you the strength you need to conquer it. If you know somebody who is gravely ill, pray for him or her, knowing you have power from on high. Evangelize, and pray for missionaries, resting in the fact that the kingdom of heaven started like a mustard seed, but when it grows is the largest of garden plants.


  Set your mind on what the Spirit desires.
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  The Spirit of God breathes inspiration, while the carnal mind breeds vanity.


  —Fred C. White


  HOLY SPIRIT


  The best artistic painters capture their subjects, be it a person or a landscape, with such breathless detail that it takes us beyond their paintbrushes and into the presence of the person being painted or the landscape itself. We forget about the painter and fondly recall how the subject used to tuck that one gray strand of hair behind her ear, or we catch our breath as our eyes trace the beauty of the flowing river. These pieces of art appeal to our senses in inspirational fashion.


  Painters who purposely create pieces that appeal to untamed sexual appetites and various perversities breed vanity, awakening or re-awakening thoughts within us that are inconsistent with who the Holy Spirit is and what he represents, for indeed, he is holy.


  The writer of Romans makes a clear distinction between the two ways of viewing life, reminding us that, “Those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on what the flesh desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The governed by the flesh is death, but the mind governed by the Spirit is life and peace” (Romans 8:5-6).


  Seek inspiration in art, in movies, in books, and in all of life. Look for creations that will take your breath away, knowing that the Spirit of God breathes inspiration.


  Cast yourself at the mercy of the Great Physician.
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  There is no foundation for comfort in the enjoyments of this life, but in the assurance that a wise and good God governeth the world.


  —William Law


  SOVEREIGN


  When life becomes difficult, or “unfair,” the one question we always ask is “Why?” Why me, Lord? Why this burden? Why didn’t you protect me from cancer? Why did you allow me to lose my job? Why didn’t you arrange circumstances so my son would not have died in that car accident? Job wondered why God allowed Satan to take his family and possessions. David wondered why the wicked were allowed to prosper. Jeremiah wondered too.


  The truth is, we live in a fallen world. Many of the trials we face are the result of the fall, but we also know that God hears prayer and that he acts on behalf of his people. Trusting him, even when his answer is “no,” or “wait,” is a test of what we believe regarding his sovereignty. Do we truly believe that the governor of the universe, who we know to be good and just, and who sees all things and knows all things, is acting in our best interest at all times—even when we perceive the circumstances to show the opposite?


  We often find out what we really believe during a crisis. If you are in one right now, seek him and his ways. Lay down your desire for comfort and instead cast yourself at the mercy of the Great Physician. He may need to do surgery, but he is wise and good. And he loves you.


  God’s supply is endless.
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  God’s work done in God’s way will never lack God’s supply.


  —Hudson Taylor


  SUPPLY


  God told Elijah to travel to Zarephath of Sidon where he commanded a widow to feed him. When he arrived and asked for water and a piece of bread, she wasn’t quick to feed him, saying she only had a handful of flour in a jar and little oil. She was planning to make one final meal for herself and her son before they died. But Elijah makes this stunning statement: “For this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: ‘The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day the LORD sends rain on the land’” (1 Kings 17:14). She obeyed and there was food aplenty.


  We see the same pattern repeated throughout the Bible. At one point early in Israel’s history, they wandered in the desert for forty years as a result of their sin. But God had bigger plans for them, so he protected their supply. Deuteronomy 8:4 says this about Israel’s clothing: “Your clothes did not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years.” On at least two occasions, Jesus turned a limited amount of food into portions large enough to feed thousands.


  If God is leading you to do something, but you are afraid to step out in faith because you see a limited supply, understand that God’s supply is endless. Act, and watch him work.


  Give again.
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  An infinite God can give all of Himself to each of His children.


  —A. W. Tozer


  SACRIFICIAL


  Do you love my brother more than you love me?” Most parents have heard some variation of this question, and often they respond, “No, I love you both the same.” But that’s not quite accurate. We don’t love our children, friends, siblings, or even parents “the same.” And, if we are married, we don’t love our spouse in exactly the same way our spouse loves us. In fact, that’s not even our goal. Our objective is to love each person in ways that make that person feel loved. And, more important, to love that one fully.


  Have you ever wondered if God loves other Christians, your “brothers” and “sisters,” more than he loves you? Ask him! Here is what his answer will be: “Child, I love you and each of your siblings with all of myself—completely and fully, with no reservations, no holding back. I don’t ‘save’ or ‘portion out’ my love to give to one or the other. Each person gets a full measure. I freely offered my Son as a sacrifice for your sin, totally aware of both the costs and the rewards. All my love is available to each one of you, and nothing you can do will make me love you less—or more.”


  Love fully, deeply, and with abandon. Love the way you are loved.


  Just say it.
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  Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name.


  —Psalm 29:2a


  CONFESS


  Taboo was a popular party game in which a clue giver had to get a teammate to say a particular word, such as piano. The catch? To score a point, the giver couldn’t use piano, keyboard, instrument, grand, or music in the clues. The person had to both limit and expand his or her vocabulary to be successful at the game.


  When we think about confessing or making a confession, we often think about admitting what we did wrong: I lied, I exceeded the speed limit, and so forth. However, confessing also includes the ideas of acknowledging and declaring. You can confess that the woman standing next to you is your wife, that the movie you watched last night is your all-time favorite. Best of all, you can confess that God has done wonderful things in your life, that what he says is true, and that you are his beloved child. Confessing to others who God is and what he’s done helps adjust our focus to the one who deserves all the credit and glory.


  They say confession is good for the soul. Maybe the reference is about unloading a guilty conscience. But maybe it’s more about how our spirits are fed when we speak or declare the truth about God’s amazing qualities—his majesty, power, love, and goodness, to name a few. And, when you do that, no words are “taboo”!


  Refuse to sell short.
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  You were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.


  —1 Corinthians 6:11


  JUSTIFIED


  Just-as-if-I’d-never-sinned.” Many of us learned that pithy little phrase to define the word justification. Once we had the words committed to memory, we went on our merry way, convinced we understood a big, hairy word our parents probably didn’t even know. Since we have moved beyond singing “The B-I-B-L-E” (no disrespect intended to a great little chorus), maybe it’s time we moved past our simplistic concepts of this essential term as well.


  Justification (or being justified) is God’s declaring us righteous because of what Jesus did on the cross. He took our sin upon himself and paid the price (death through shedding of blood) to bring us back into a right relationship with God the Father. Being justified allows us to stand before God with confidence and in peace, based on Jesus’ righteousness that we receive as a gift—not because of anything good or worthy we think we’ve done.


  So move past the “Just-as-if-I’d-never-sinned” definition, because it’s not about “I.” It’s about Jesus. Turn your focus toward Christ and his enormous sacrifice on your behalf. Thank him more often, love him more deeply, and serve him more joyfully, knowing that because of him, because the Father declared you righteous, you can now “approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace” (Hebrews 4:16).


  Turn around.
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  The ways of the LORD are right; the righteous walk in them.


  —Hosea 14:9


  REPENT


  A classic line in many of the old black-and-white movies occurs when the butler, inviting a visitor into the main character’s mansion, says as he turns, “Walk this way.” He meant for the visitor to follow him, of course. In recent years, however, several comedians in various sketches or movies have turned that directive on its head by not only following the butler but actually imitating the man’s walk “behind his back.”


  When we repent, we must first confess our sin, acknowledging that we have offended our holy God. Then we choose to leave that habit or behavior or attitude behind, to walk another way—God’s way. And, fortunately, our heavenly Father isn’t like some stuffy, snobbish butler who looks down on us for how we dress, how much money we have, or even how we behave. It is true that God hates sin, but his love for us never wavers. Instead, God welcomes us warmly. He gladly points the way—in fact, he is the way—and says, “Follow me. I’ll show you which path is best, which direction to walk.” But it gets better. He offers to lead us in righteousness, and to cast all our cares on him. We can travel with him without being weighed down by worry or concern or sin. Will you walk this way?


  Be the butterfly.
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  Begin to act the part of the person you would like to become.


  —John Maxwell


  REBIRTH


  In the animated movie A Bug’s Life, the character Heimlich seems oblivious to who he is: an enormous caterpillar who absolutely cannot fly. But this fact does not deter Heimlich. He spends most of the movie saying, “I am a beautiful butterfly” to anyone who will listen. And he’s so happy about it, none of his friends has the heart to tell him otherwise.


  If you’ve experienced what Jesus called being “born again” (John 3), then you have been transformed. Paul said you are a “new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17). You’re not a caterpillar struggling from leaf to leaf. Your body has become a temple of the Holy Spirit, and your mind is being renewed. Does that mean all your old habits and attitudes are gone? Not necessarily. However, you are no longer bound by them. You are a “beautiful butterfly,” and that’s how God sees you.


  At the end of A Bug’s Life, Heimlich squeezes out from his chrysalis, plops to the ground, and says, “Finally I’m a beautiful butterfly! My wings! Oh, they’re beautiful!” His wings, not surprisingly, are way too tiny to support him. Nevertheless, one of the ants says, “You’d better start flying, Heimlich,” to which he replies, “Oh, but I am flying!”


  Be the butterfly—because that’s what you are.


  Reach out.
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  I meant what I said, and I said what I meant. An elephant’s faithful one hundred percent.


  —Dr. Seuss, Horton Hatches the Egg


  TRUST


  Everyone has a story about someone who has misused, abused, or broken the trust given to them. Some have lost retirement funds. Some have lost their most valued relationships. Some have lost their innocence. Despite hurt and pain, however, most of us continue to trust others. Isn’t that a bit naive? Trusting people is risky business, because people let us down. And shouldn’t we be trusting God alone? After all, despite Horton the elephant’s assertion, God is the only one who’s “faithful one hundred percent.”


  Trust is vital to human relationships for two major reasons. First, trust is the bridge to intimacy. If you don’t trust someone, you certainly aren’t going to reveal anything of value or deep importance about yourself to that person. And we have a name for those people we don’t really trust: acquaintances. Technically, they may be “family”—either physically or spiritually, but without trust, family is just a label. Second, without trust, love cannot exist. The two work together to build a foundation for a solid relationship. When you trust your spouse, you become more willing to be vulnerable, to serve, to be courageous, and to release shame from the past. Likewise, when you trust, you encourage those qualities in your partner as well.


  Extending trust is giving a gift—a gift of relationship. Ask God to give you wisdom about whom you can trust. Select your recipients carefully, but do reach out! Your life will be richer for choosing to trust in relationship with others.


  Keep your word.
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  We must not promise what we ought not, lest we be called on to perform what we cannot.


  —Abraham Lincoln


  PROMISES


  Abraham Lincoln developed a reputation for honesty. His wife wrote of him, “Mr. Lincoln…is almost monomaniac on the subject of honesty.” Before Lincoln ever held office, his friends and neighbors recognized his commitment to integrity. They asked him to judge or mediate local arguments or disputes. Robert Rutledge of New Salem said, “Lincoln’s judgment was final in all that region of country. People relied implicitly upon his honesty, integrity, and impartiality.” When he became an attorney and later even as president of the United States, keeping his word and speaking the truth remained one of his key values. Leonard Swett, one of Lincoln’s best friends, told us why: “He believed in the great laws of truth, the right discharge of duty, his accountability to God, the ultimate triumph of the right, and the overthrow of wrong.”


  Being honest is always a choice. Keeping your promises is always a choice. Yes, sometimes circumstances make keeping a promise feel impossible. Traffic slows, illness occurs, a meeting runs long. But what would happen if you determined you would keep every promise you make (“I’ll be there at 3:00,” “I’ll call you next week,” “I’ll watch your kids on Thursday”)? Would you have to watch the time a bit more closely? Keep your calendar and reminders up to date? Leave the coffee shop early? Keeping your promises will change your life.


  Say what you mean. Mean what you say. Speak the truth. Be a promise keeper, not a promise breaker.


  Speak up.
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  “You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “that I am God.”


  —Isaiah 43:12


  WITNESS


  A friend of mine recently received a subpoena; she would have to testify on behalf of her brother, which she was happy to do—until she spoke with his attorney. “You need to know that opposing counsel is going to try every trick she knows to discredit you. She will attack you personally, professionally—any way she can to make you look bad. Be prepared.” My friend was appalled. “I thought this was about telling the truth, about helping my brother get through a tough time and past these ridiculous accusations.” The attorney looked sad and said, “No, it’s about winning.”


  We, too, are called to be witnesses. And, likewise, we can expect to be attacked for telling the truth. But the good news is we don’t have to worry about winning—the outcome has already been decided! Jesus Christ has won over sin and death. Sure, the Evil One still has some tricks up his sleeve. In fact, he’s pretty adept at knowing which tricks work on which people. But we don’t ever have to be victims of his schemes. The winner intercedes on our behalf and offers his overcoming strength to help us. He wants to redeem our past, present, and future. Now, it’s our job to tell others.


  Stand up. Speak out. Tell your friends, your family, or your coworkers: “Jesus loves you more than you can possibly imagine. He wants you to experience the peace and joy that comes from simply saying yes to him.” Can I get a witness?


  Nourish yourself.
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  We will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ.


  —Ephesians 4:15


  GROWTH


  The first time a child gets her own spoon, she looks at it, bangs it on the table, or maybe even chews on it. She’s not quite sure what to do with it until her father puts his hand over hers and gently guides the smashed squash into her mouth. From that time forward, the little one insists on feeding herself. Parents know it’s a necessary part of growing up, but oh, the messes! Cheerios and milk on the floor, spaghetti in the hair, and blueberry yogurt all over the shirt. As time goes by, the spills become fewer and the child graduates to using a knife and fork, cutting her own meat, choosing her own portions. But wouldn’t you glance twice at a seemingly typical sixteen-year-old who refused to use a fork or insisted that he needed his sippy cup for his apple juice? We expect children to grow into adults, after all.


  In similar ways, God expects us to grow into spiritual adults. To ask and answer some of the tough questions that help us make our faith personal and meaningful: What do I really believe about Jesus? Why? How do I reconcile my experiences with those of others? What does it mean for God to be my Father? If we’ve been believers for many years and are still worried about how the animals all got off the ark, we’re, well, missing the boat!


  Ask the questions. Dig for the answers. Talk with other spiritual grown-ups to find out how they matured in their faith. Take the lid off your spiritual sippy cup today!
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