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But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.
1 Timothy 6:11-12
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Foreword
I thank God for the vision and ministry of Bill Mills. God recently used him at one of our staff retreats in England.
We want to flood his books out around the world. We are excited about this new book Pursuing God.
Leadership Resources International is a significant ministry that God is using in a powerful way around the world.
I’m convinced that unless we see more godly leaders who really know God, many agencies and churches will be doomed to mediocrity and lukewarmness. This book is also another great blow to superficiality and legalism. I hope you will not only read it but share it with others.
George Verwer, International Director
Operation Mobilization
June 1999



 
Hear, O LORD, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me! You have said, “Seek my face.” My heart says to you, “Your face, LORD, do I seek.”
Psalm 27:7-8



Introduction
The Scriptures tell us the story of two men in the midst of a battle:
One man’s priority was the ark of the covenant and the reputation of his Lord.
The other man’s priority should have been the battle, but he became preoccupied with a bathing woman.
One man, when offered a night alone with his wife away from the battlefront, slept instead at the door of the king’s house with the servants.
The other man slept with another man’s wife while his own men were dying in battle.
One man was faithful only to his commander in every situation.
The other man stole the first man’s wife only because she was beautiful, he wanted her, and he felt that he had the right to have her.
One man was obedient to the point of death because of a desire to please his master.
The other man had the first man killed in order to cover his own sin.
In the deep mysteries of the mercies of God, one of these men became a man after God’s own heart.
David: shepherd, servant, sovereign, sinner—and a man after God’s own heart. In Psalm 12, David cried:
Save, O LORD, for the godly one is gone; for the faithful have vanished from among the children of man. (Psalm 12:1)
We, too, might cry out with David, “Where are the men and women of God? Where are those who come before the Lord with faithful hearts, whose lives are characterized by obedience and commitment? Where do we find men and women who will endure in their pursuit of righteousness?”
In his visually descriptive call to a life of faith, the writer to the Hebrews talked of Abraham and Sarah, of Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and Rahab the harlot. With him, we give thanks to God for the “heroes of the faith.”
And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets—who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. (Hebrews 11:32-34)
Is God still raising up men and women like these to glorify His name? The angels who are watching and the witnesses throughout all history answer with a resounding yes! From Chester Bitterman, who refused to yield to the terrorists in Colombia to Jim Eliot and his young friends, who gave their lives on the banks of the Curaray River in Ecuador, and their wives, who yielded up their husbands for Christ and His Kingdom, to Watchman Nee in China, and John Hus and William Tyndale, God has kept chosen men and women for Himself. We see these godly people not only in the pages of Scripture or in our history books but also in our elders and our deacons, in our youth leaders and our Sunday school teachers. They are witnessing in their shops and proclaiming the Person of God in their offices. God is still creating people who have a heart like His, who are strong in His Spirit and full of faith.
As we study the Scriptures God has set before us here, we will see a clear picture of the man or woman who flees from the mind-set of this world and pursues God with a whole heart. We will look at God’s description of a righteous person and at how the character qualities of His own heart come alive within us. We will understand more clearly what it means to walk by faith and to love one another the way God loved us in the giving of His Son. We will be encouraged to keep walking with God when it hurts so much to endure, and we will be confronted with our world’s images of strength and God’s call to gentleness.
Our vision will be increased for the spiritual battles we fight daily against the forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. We will be motivated to take hold of the things of God and affirm them within our own hearts. We will see in a new way the life in which God is glorified.
If within your heart resides a hunger to be a man or woman of God, it is our prayer that this study of the Scriptures might be an encouragement to you, a small part of God’s eternal process of building into you His own heart. May the Lord bless you and fulfill in your life all of His will, in order that you, too, might be a testimony before His angels and before the world.



 
The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.
Psalm 19:9-10



1
Flee from All This
In the apostle Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he encourages us to become men and women of excellence in every way. He talks to Timothy, a young pastor, about the grace of God and about how we are to approach Him in worship. Paul discusses the character and lifestyle of a church leader and how elders, slaves, and widows must conduct themselves.
Toward the end of his letter, Paul gives us the summary statement of his teaching and the Scripture passage on which we will base our study:
But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. (1 Timothy 6:11-12)
Here we find a strong call for us as spiritual men and women to wholeheartedly pursue God and the things that come from Him. Before we are free to pursue God, however, we must flee from three things.
FLEE FROM MIND GAMES
The church of the Lord Jesus has always been vulnerable to false teachers and to religious experiences that focus on the mind rather than on the heart. Paul addresses this issue as he calls the church to “sound doctrine” in contrast to continual verbal arguments:
If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, (1 Timothy 6:3-4)
In fact, Paul began his letter with the same warning to Timothy:
As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith. (1 Timothy 1:3-4)
Satan’s plan of attack has not changed since the beginning of time. As our enemy seeks to steal from us a responsiveness to the Word of God, he seeks to develop within us a mind-set of speculations. When Satan tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden, this was the method he used. The battle in the Garden was fought on the basis of “What has God said?” The serpent in his craftiness approached Eve with phrases like “Did God really say?”; “You will not surely die”; and “You will be like God” (Genesis 3:1-4). He is beguiling her through these speculations and leading her to sin.
As Paul set before the church at Rome the history of man’s denial of God, he said,
For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. (Romans 1:21)
Rather than worship God, man exalted his own wisdom. In the midst of our speculations, we become fools. Paul addresses the same issue to the church at Corinth, as he calls us to respond with hearts of obedience to the Lord:
We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ, (2 Corinthians 10:5)
In contrast to the arguments and the pretensions set up against the knowledge of God, we must take every thought captive to obedience. How often in our classes and our Bible studies do we see a digression from the teaching to a speculative mind-set? It is enjoyable to speculate about the implications of this or that, but there is no fruitfulness for our faith in that process.
The church in North America, as in much of the Western world, is vulnerable to developing a religion of the mind. We pride ourselves on being well taught, we pursue insights, and we talk about living by spiritual principles. But where is the hunger for holiness within the church at large? Where is the passion for evangelism and missions? Where is the heart for obedience? Where are the prayers of power that strategically battle the forces of wickedness in the heavenly places and destroy their strongholds? Where is the love that lays down its life and pursues peace, healing, and wholeness in relationships?
God may very well say about some of us as He said of His people Israel,
And the Lord said: “Because this people draw near with their mouth and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and their fear of me is a commandment taught by men, (Isaiah 29:13)
Sound doctrine is critically important within our churches. Our teaching must be founded on a deep and strong theological base. God never bypasses our minds in His process of transforming us into the image of His Son. But the mind is only a part of God’s eternal working in our lives. The Christianity of the Scriptures is a transformation of the heart. If teaching affects only our thinking, it does not produce life within us. We must continually come with an open, vulnerable, responsive heart before the Lord as His Word is taught. When God talks about our time priorities, our relationships, our finances, our sexual desires, and our lifestyle, He desires that we say continually, “Yes, Lord,” as we respond to Him with wholehearted obedience.
Some time ago as I was teaching a Bible conference in an excellent church, I heard of a couple in the church who had an unusual devotion to the Word of God. Not only did they go to all of the services that their own church conducted each Sunday, they also video taped the service of every great preacher who was televised on Sunday mornings. They would then spend their Sunday afternoons watching these times of worship and listening to the sermons so that they could increase their understanding of the Scriptures in every way possible.
At the same time, this couple was continually stirring up dissension within the church about their own pastor. They had much insight and so much information but so little understanding of the heart of God. That is what happens when people practice a mental religion. Paul tells us to lay that aside if we would pursue God.
FLEE FROM POWER GAMES
In addition to fleeing from a rebellious attitude toward truth, Paul exhorts godly men and women to flee from relationships characterized by competition. After the direction concerning that speculative mind-set, his teaching continues, saying that focusing on controversies results in:
He is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, and constant friction among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. (1 Timothy 6:4-5)
The controversies argumentative people love to engage in produce destruction and pain in relationships. We see that every day in our neighborhoods, our factories, and our offices, but when that becomes the norm in our churches, something is tragically wrong. The world applauds those who use others to gain higher positions. In the family of God, the pride that produces competition is repulsive.
So much of maturity is measured by attitudes. Very little is measured by knowledge. How we see God, how we see ourselves, and how we see one another are at the heart of what our own relationships are all about:
Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. (Philippians 2:3-4)
Clearly God is instructing us, as well as commanding us, to regard others as more important than ourselves. Rather than seek to put ourselves first, to have the best position, and to be served, our desire should be to serve others first. This attitude, which must characterize all of our relationships, is possible only in Christ. He is both the example for us and the power that enables us to implement this life attitude in our daily walk. We follow His pattern in the strength that He supplies:
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. (Philippians 2:5-7)
Jesus Christ was a “bondservant” who chose to be a servant to His Father and to us. When we are in Christ and He is living His life through us, His attitudes become ours. The responses of His heart pour forth from our lives. Rather than envy other people for what they have, whether it is position, possessions, or ministry, we thank God for them and for what He has given to them. Instead of strife, His peace rules in our relationships. Instead of using abusive language, we have as our purpose to build up and encourage one another. Where once lurked evil suspicions, we believe in one another with the confidence that comes from God; this results in a deep and genuine trust. Rather than having to suffer the pain of constant friction, we can live in the harmony that is produced as the Spirit of God molds our minds and hearts together.
Paul taught the church at Colossae about our death and resurrection in Christ and about how we must put to death those things that characterized our former life.
Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming. In these you too once walked, when you were living in them. (Colossians 3:5-7)
Paul then turned to the responses of our hearts in the relationships we share. We must also put aside the old things that characterized our life together:
But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. (Colossians 3:8-10)
We must rid ourselves not only of the sinful attitudes that filled our hearts toward God but also of those things that poured out of our hearts toward one another! Where before we may have reacted to one another in anger or brought destruction by our raging or sought evil in our malice, now we experience a renewal not only of our hearts but also of our relationships. Now we give to one another the life of God in place of the death that previously consumed us, and God brings about a unity that binds our hearts to one another. There are no more barriers of the flesh or of the world.
Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. (Colossians 3:11)
A few years ago I experienced what was surely the most devastating and most painful experience of my life. The body of believers of which I am a member went through a “church split.” It was the result of the typical “power games” that characterize so many churches. The chairman of our elder board sought to undermine the ministry and the credibility of our pastor. The backbiting and gossiping, the striving for position, and the desires of the flesh seemed to be unleashed in all the fullness of their fury. The ugliness and destruction that resulted come straight from the pit of hell and the heart of the enemy of our Lord’s church.
In the midst of this crisis I had the most difficulty dealing with a congregational meeting. As one painful comment after another stimulated fleshly responses and Satan began to manipulate emotions, people began to stand before the congregation and relate experiences of years ago when the leaders had failed them or hurt them or let them down in some way. The anger and resentment were still very much alive in their hearts after so many years because they had been holding those things against their brothers and sisters. I sat there with the life draining out of my heart until I was almost emptied of hope, crying inside, How can this be?
Paul continues in his Colossian teaching by calling us to give to one another what God has given us in His Son:
bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. (Colossians 3:13)
A mental religion does not transform our responses to one another. We have an abundance of evidence for that truth in the church in North America. With all our commitment to knowledge, insight, and principles, we have great difficulty functioning in the most basic Christian ways. We are easily hurt and hold on to those hurts for so long. We often hear people say, “I can’t forgive that person for what he or she has done to me.” We know so much about the mind of God and so little about His heart.
God has graciously been healing our home church. He has been opening our eyes to see ourselves more realistically and has been giving us a fuller understanding of His grace and mercy. He has been uniting our hearts together as we have been able to see something of His heart in the midst of our pain. We realize that we are greatly in need of His mercy and are seeking His mercy in our responses to one another.
Paul tells us that if we would be men and women of God, free to pursue Him with a whole heart, we must flee the power games of the world.
FLEE FROM THE CONSUMER GAME
Men or women of God will also be recognized by their attitudes toward material things. In a world where people sell their souls daily for a small handful of things that will burn away at the end of time, the people who pursue God hold very loosely to the things God has entrusted to them. Money, of course, is not the problem here. The question is whether these things own people’s hearts or whether people are free to use them as tools to build what will last for eternity.
There were those to whom Paul was writing who actually believed that godliness was a means of gain! Of course, God may choose to bless His children with financial gain, but if that is their motivation for seeking Him, their hearts are corrupted by the flesh and by sin. God will never be manipulated into blessing a person or a ministry. God wants us to seek Him only for Himself, not for fleshly things we might receive by coming to Him. We can see Paul’s attitude clearly as the great apostle sets before us the very heart of God’s will for us financially:
Now there is great gain in godliness with contentment, for we brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world. But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content. (1 Timothy 6:6-8)
Godliness with contentment is the desire of our Father toward His children. An internal freedom concerning our life situation and a wholehearted affirmation of His sovereign care for us enable us to walk before God with contentment. It is in the heart of God, where peace and righteousness reside and where mercy and grace flow unbounded, that our lives must be filled to overflowing.
One day Christ was confronted by a man who wanted “justice” done concerning a family inheritance. He felt his brother had been unfair to him. Jesus’ response was clear and strong:
And he said to them, “Take care, and be on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” (Luke 12:15)
That is the problem of materialism stated concisely: a life that consists of possessions. When we are so filled with material things that there is no room for God or people or anything of eternity, we are empty indeed. Those things that we desire to consume then consume our lives, and we remain empty shells that cannot endure in eternity.
In the pursuit of riches there is ruin and destruction. The love of money and the longing for the things it can purchase have caused many to wander away from the faith:
But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs. (1 Timothy 6:9-10)
As our culture plunges deeper and deeper into the abyss of consumerism, we need to hear this strong message. This is especially true for those of our younger generation, who are preparing to consume this world on themselves as no other generation in history. There is much less idealism among our young people today in terms of serving and giving. In our Western culture these ideas of serving and giving have been replaced by an attitude that the world owes them its riches because of who they are and where they live. In Psalm 78 the psalmist talked of preparing the heart of a generation. This is a great challenge. In a world increasingly held captive by materialism, we must prepare the hearts of the next generation to pour themselves out as givers for Christ and His Kingdom.
When Christianity is only a religion of the mind, we are free to believe all of the right things and still feel free to consume this world on ourselves. But when our hearts are transformed and we see people and things through the eyes of God, we become givers and builders in a world of takers, users, and consumers.
CHOICES: THE “FABRIC OF OUR LIVES”
Before we can pursue God, we must flee from the mind-set of this world and from the things of the world. Two lifestyles lie before us, and we must choose between them. We can either continue to pursue the way of life that this world gives to us and be engulfed, corrupted, and controlled by it, or we can choose God and those things that pour forth from His heart.
Throughout the Scriptures we see that the lives and the ministries of spiritual men and women grow out of two things: the sovereignty of God and their own life choices: Adam and Eve chose to eat from the wrong tree. Enoch chose to walk with God. Cain chose to hate his brother. Noah chose to build an ark in obedience to God when there was no hint of rain and no sea nearby on which the ark could float. Abraham chose to obey God when there was no human possibility that what God had promised concerning a son could come true because of his advanced age. Moses chose to endure ill treatment with the people of God rather than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin. Mary chose to remain faithful in the face of great personal humiliation. Near the end of his ministry, Joshua confronted the people of God with the importance of life choices:
Now therefore fear the LORD and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness. Put away the gods that your fathers served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD. (Joshua 24:14-15)
The apostle Peter wrote of two contrasting lifestyles in his first letter. As he teaches the alien believers about how to live in their present circumstances, he encourages them to put down their former way of life and strongly affirm the new life direction they received from the Lord:
Since therefore Christ suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves with the same way of thinking, for whoever has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, so as to live for the rest of the time in the flesh no longer for human passions but for the will of God. The time that is past suffices for doing what the Gentiles want to do, living in sensuality, passions, drunkenness, orgies, drinking parties, and lawless idolatry. (1 Peter 4:1-3)
The heart of every man or woman who follows hard after God must make this same choice. It centers around continuing one’s former way of life, which Peter characterizes as debauchery or “dissipation,” that is, allowing all of the resources of our lives to escape into nothingness—or living the disciplined life of a disciple, which entails having a heart and life with a single focus: living only for His glory and the fulfillment of His will in this world.
The choices we make become the fabric of our lives. The people we are becoming is to a large extent a result of how we have responded to the call of God in our lives, the grace He pours out, and the direction He gives. Satan confronted Adam in the Garden of Eden with a choice that affected not only Adam’s life but the life of every other person throughout history: feeding on the tree of the knowledge of good and evil rather than drawing his life from God. In the same way, Satan will seek to steal away our responsiveness to the Lord and devastate not only our own lives but the lives of generations to come.
BREAD OR OBEDIENCE
Satan sought to destroy the life and the ministry of the Lord Jesus in this same way. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, just after His baptism, Satan confronted Him in the wilderness:
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. (Matthew 4:1)
It is clear that Jesus was not “ambushed” by the enemy in the wilderness; He was being led by the Spirit of God even in this time of temptation. This was part of God’s process in the life of His Son.
And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. And the tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” (Matthew 4:2-3)
Matthew is surely the master of understatement! Jesus had been without food for forty days, and He became hungry. Every cell of His body must have been screaming for nourishment.
Centuries before, Satan had come to Eve saying, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” Now he tempts Jesus to turn stones into bread. In both temptations, the enemy is striking at the very heart of their relationship to their Father. How could God be the loving, giving, providing Father He had revealed Himself to be if both Eve and Jesus did not have what they needed or desired? Satan’s message comes through clearly in both cases: Perhaps God is withholding from you what you really need! To Jesus, the heart of this temptation is focused on how He sees the Father and on how the Father responds to Him. “If God really loved you, would He allow you to starve here in the wilderness?” Satan is asking.
How often Satan comes to us in this way! He tries to manipulate us into measuring how much God loves us based on what He provides or what He withholds. When everything is falling easily into place, we feel loved and cared for. In the midst of great loss and pain, in devastating circumstances, Satan is right there to whisper, If God really loved you, would He allow this to happen? As a result, we often question God’s love or our relationship with Him. We must see His love as faithful and consistent, no matter how the circumstances and situations of our lives change.
The temptation is to reach out and take whatever will meet the needs or fulfill the desires of our lives. For Jesus, it was the temptation to turn stones into bread in order to satisfy His hunger. He responded to Satan in this way:
But he answered, “It is written, ”’Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” (Matthew 4:4)
Jesus responds to the devil on the basis of a prior commitment choice. Long ago He had made the decision that He would draw His life from the words that His Father spoke rather than from the bread of this world. He had already made the commitment that He would be the man that God was calling Him to be, even if that meant going without bread.
This will surely be one of the most significant choices of our lives. Are we willing to be the people God has called us to be, even if that means going without bread? Or will we live our lives demanding that we be the person we desire to be in the flesh and have all of the bread we can eat? Each of us must discern what that “bread” is for us, whether it is money or prestige, power, marriage, sexual fulfillment, or position in ministry. Our responses in the time when our enemy comes to destroy us will flow out of the prior commitment choices we have made in our hearts as our Father has called us. We will either draw our lives from Him and His Word or from the bread of this world.
IDENTITY AND PERFORMANCE
But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die.” (Genesis 3:4).
He now brings a similar temptation to the Lord Jesus:
Then the devil took him to the holy city and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written, ”’He will command his angels concerning you,’ and “’On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’” (Matthew 4:5-6)
The devil and the Son of God are standing on the pinnacle of the Temple. The enemy tells Jesus to jump because, after all, the angels would catch Him.
Satan begins each temptation with the phrase If you are the Son of God. He is hoping that Jesus is going through something of an identity crisis or perhaps even a midlife crisis. Christ is already thirty years old, although there is not a lot of outward evidence for who He believes Himself to be. The miracles, the multitudes, and the disciples are not there in abundance. It could be, Satan is hoping, that Jesus is beginning to wonder whether or not all of these things He believes about Himself are really true.
In essence, Satan is telling Jesus, this is the way to prove it: Throw yourself down. When the angels catch you, there will never be another doubt in your mind that you really are the One you claim to be.
Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’” (Matthew 4:7)
Jesus knew that even though we may go through times of testing initiated by the Father, we are not permitted to test Him. Christ drew His identity from the witness of the Holy Spirit that He was the Son of God. That assurance was sealed in His heart. He did not need the outward affirmation that Satan was offering Him.
We are vulnerable to this same temptation from the enemy. Even mature believers sometimes doubt their salvation. In times of weakness or failure, in the depths of depression or despair, we begin to wonder if we really are who we think we are. In those desert experiences when we battle with sin or endure long periods of fruitlessness in our ministries or dryness in our souls, we wonder whether God will ever use us again. We fall into doubt about our identity or about God’s hand on our lives and ministries.
It is at those times that Satan comes to us and tempts us to “jump.” He seeks to manipulate us into some outward leap of faith that we can use to prove our identities. This may be the temptation to prove we are a child of God by our spiritual performance, doing all of the proper religious things. We tend to “feel good” about ourselves spiritually when we are consistent in our daily devotions, in our church attendance, or in our giving. We do not feel as good about our relationship with God when we are inconsistent in these things. It may be some great project that can be fulfilled only if God intervenes. It may even be serving someplace in ministry in order to validate our identities as mature children of God. In all of it, however, Satan will be whispering in our ears, Throw yourself down, and when God catches you, you will never doubt again that you are who you think you are, and everyone who is watching will know that God is involved in your life in a special way.
What are you willing to do to prove your identity as a Christian or as a leader? We, like Christ, must find our identities only in God and in the witness of His Spirit with our hearts. No performance, no matter how spiritual, will ever be sufficient to validate our relationships with Him.
THE COMPETITION FOR GLORY
The enemy now shifts his attack to what he surely believed was Jesus’ central point of vulnerability. He set before Him all of the glory of all of the kingdoms of this world:
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” (Matthew 4:8-9)
Is the deceiver telling the Lord Jesus the truth? Well, in a certain sense he is. Adam was the crown of God’s creation. When he sinned, all of creation fell (Romans 8:18-22). The kingdoms of this world were then placed under the authority of Satan, always remaining, of course, in the realm of God’s sovereign control. Satan is called “the prince of this world” (John 12:31), and he is surely tempting Jesus with what is the heart of God’s will for His life. It was God’s will for the kingdoms of this world to be placed under Jesus’ authority.
Satan is tempting Christ with the glory of this world, just as he had tempted Eve with pride when he said, “You will be like God” (Genesis 3:5). He is still using that temptation with many of this world’s religions and the New Age philosophies as he tells people, “You can be gods yourselves.” Satan may be very subtle, but he is not very creative! Jesus responded with authority to His enemy:
Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve.’” (Matthew 4:10)
Worship is always a twofold process. First we see something or someone as worthy of our lives, and then we present ourselves as its servant. Jesus knew that only God is worthy of that full devotion of our hearts and lives. As with the first two temptations, He responded with the Word of God. We, too, must learn that the Word of God is the only powerful offensive weapon available in our battle with the enemy. Our strength, our ability to reason, our power to endure will all fail before the enemy of our souls. Only the Word of God will cause Him to flee:
Then the devil left [Jesus], and behold, angels came and were ministering to him. (Matthew 4:11)
Jesus was committed not only to God’s will for His life but also to God’s means of fulfilling that will. God’s means of reestablishing the authority of the kingdoms of this world under the rightful rule of the Lord Jesus was the cross of Calvary, where Christ crushed the head of His and our enemy. Satan is a defeated foe.
In this temptation, Satan wants to entice Jesus to bypass the cross. He is hoping that Christ will be vulnerable to a shortcut to the glory of the kingdoms of this world. The devil comes to Jesus whispering, Just think about this for a moment. There will be no humiliation and no rejection. The multitudes will never leave you, nor will your disciples ever walk away. Your Father will never turn His back. You can have it all now, and you will never have to endure the pain of the cross. You will never have to lay down your life.
Jesus, however, was committed not to the glory of this world but to the glory that would fill the realms of the heavenlies. And He was committed to God’s way of fulfilling that glory: the way of the cross. There is no shortcut to the glory of God. The way is always the cross and the laying down of life.
The enemy will come to us also and fill our eyes with the glory of the kingdoms of this world. He will magnify before us all that we can accomplish, all that the work of our hearts and our hands can produce, all that our intellect can contemplate. How beautiful it will be in our eyes! He will also open our eyes to all of the glory that this world can give us. The position, the power, the pleasure, the wealth, the affirmation and adulation of men will be fully visible before our eyes and our hearts. In Satan’s terrible and devastating subtlety he might even assure us that all we desire, even in ministry, could be part of this same picture. The response of others to us, the fulfillment of our plans and programs, the building of our dreams—he can give them to us also if only we will fall down and worship him. The enemy’s and this world’s glory will be seen as we submit to him.
At the same time, the Holy Spirit of God is seeking to open our eyes and our hearts to see the glories of our Father, the radiance of His Person and His eternal Kingdom. He is teaching us that only what comes from God will bear the mark of His glory and reflect the beauties of His Person and His attributes. How will God move us to walk with Him in the fulfillment of His purposes for this world, as well as for the realms of eternity, without a vision of His glory?
For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea. (Habakkuk 2:14)
One of the most powerful competitions that will ever take place in our hearts will be between the glory of God and the glories of this system. For us, too, only a full vision of the glory of God filling the realms of the heavenlies will move us beyond the appeal of the glory of the kingdoms of this world. God is looking for men and women who are committed not only to His will but also to His way of fulfilling that will. His way is always the cross. Just as Satan did with the Lord Jesus, he will tempt us to purchase the short-range vision and to bypass the process of laying down our lives before the Father. Jesus told His disciples this truth just before He went to the cross:
And Jesus answered them, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” (John 12:23-25)
Christ is talking about Himself, and He is talking about you and me. There is no glory apart from the work of God, no life apart from the cross. There is no shortcut to the radiance that will last for eternity, and we cannot bypass the process of laying down our lives.
“TAKE HOLD OF GOD—AND PULL!”
When I think of how the choices that we make become the fabric of our lives, I remember a doctor and his wife in Shell Mera, Ecuador. I was there for a time of ministry and had the privilege of staying in their home. They were working in a hospital in Shell, but the real love of their hearts was a small clinic in southern Ecuador among the Saraguro Indians. The doctor and his wife had ministered there for many years and had agreed to come to this hospital only if they could return to the Saraguros twice a year for several weeks in order to maintain their clinic and their work there.
I remarked that there must be quite an adjustment making that trip twice a year and living in the rather difficult conditions in the jungle village. The wife’s response lives vividly in my memory. She said that except for the fleas, it wasn’t really that great an adjustment at all.
“The fleas?” I asked.
She said that when they returned to the village of the Saraguros, the fleas were everywhere—in the bedding, in the houses, everywhere. There was no way to rid the place of fleas. Each time they returned there it took several days to adjust to the flea bites. As the bites were scratched and became infected, it took a period of time for the couple’s bodies to adapt. But their hearts’ desire was to be there among their brothers and sisters in the village of the Saraguros as often as possible!
My heart was overwhelmed as I sat in their presence. I thought of myself and the options I have had for my life. I can hardly do anything other than what I am doing. But a doctor? He could be running a clinic in the States and enjoy great position, affirmation, and wealth. He chose, however, to lay down his life for these Indians and for Christ and His Kingdom. He was able to see a glory that very few people in this world have eyes to see.
David expressed his primary life choice in this way:
Hear, O LORD, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me! You have said, “Seek my face.” My heart says to you, “Your face, LORD, do I seek.” (Psalm 27:7-8)
In that same context of seeking God, he revealed a secondary life choice concerning the Word of God that was vital to the process of becoming a man after God’s own heart:
The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. (Psalm 19:9-10)
If we would be men and women of God, people after His own heart, those two life choices will be critical in our process as well. The desire to seek His face and to pursue His Word above the gold of this world will reflect eternal turning points in our lives. If you do not have those desires, pray now and ask God to stimulate them within your heart by His Holy Spirit. God will create those hungers within you and will stimulate them even further each day as you walk with Him.
Although I do not remember much about my first year of college, I do remember vividly a favorite college professor and a chapel service he gave. This professor was a great intellectual, and we all struggled to grasp even a small understanding of what he communicated in his philosophy lectures. He possessed, at the same time, a beautifully humble and genuinely deep faith. His chapel message was titled “Take Hold of God—and Pull!” I have never forgotten that challenge from this great man of God. That is what Paul is describing in his exhortations to Timothy: a tenacious grasp on God and a desire to pursue Him fully. That is what David did when he said, “I will seek His face!”
We must be free to pursue God. When our minds are controlled by doctrinal speculation, our relationships by competition, and our hearts by material things, we become imprisoned in this world. We must flee from these things if we are to be men and women of God. He desires to own our hearts and to fill us with Himself; He wants to give direction to our lives. We need to walk freely and responsively before Him in that process.
May God give us the grace to come to Him with hearts that flee from the things that characterize this world and pursue Him with all that is within us. In these days, with me, take hold of God—and pull!
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. How much of your personal study and the teaching you have experienced have focused on the “mind” rather than on the “heart”? How can we maintain the intellectual credibility of Christianity and “love God with all of our minds” and still focus on the heart?
2. Do you tend to see the same “power games” played out in Christian circles as in the world? How has that affected your relationships?
3. To what degree do you struggle with the “consumer game”? What about your church? What needs to happen in order for us to experience contentment?
4. How do you respond to the statement that “our lives flow out of our passions rather than our insights”? Do you see your life driven by your passions? Why or why not?
5. As you look back on your life, how do you see the choices that you have made becoming the fabric of your life?
6. How have you seen Satan’s temptation to “draw your life from the bread of this world rather than from God and the words that He speaks” in your own life experience?
7. Have you been vulnerable to Satan’s temptation to find your identity and affirmation in “outward performances” rather than in the witness of the Holy Spirit that you are a child of God? How has that affected your life?
8. In the temptation concerning the glory of God, we see Satan seeking to divert the Lord Jesus from God’s purpose in the cross with the promise of lesser glories. Has he done the same with you? Where have you been tempted to “hold on to your life,” rather than lay it down?
9. Do you feel that your pursuit of God is filled with passion? What needs to change for that to be your experience?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Spend some time confessing to God the wrong choices you have made and the times you have yielded to Satan’s temptations. You might look once again at the temptations of Christ in the wilderness and be honest with God about how you have fallen in these areas. Confess, too, the times you have pursued Him with less than a passionate heart. Thank God for His mercy toward you and seek His forgiveness. Ask God to give you a heart that is focused on His glory—even if it costs you your life—and a consuming desire to pursue Him with all that is within you!



 
If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who practices righteousness has been born of him.
1 John 2:29
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Pursue Righteousness
Within the heart of every one of us is a hunger to become something of significance, to reach a level of accomplishment according to some measure, to have a sense of fulfillment and completion concerning our lives. We want to reach a place where we feel right about ourselves and the things we have done. It is God’s desire to bring us to a place of rightness before Himself. God knows that we cannot fulfill anything of righteousness apart from Him, yet He calls us to pursue righteousness. That righteousness must come from Him; it must be given to us. We cannot fulfill it, but God calls us to seek it. In the midst of that seeking, God fills our lives to overflowing:
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. (Matthew 5:6)
EXCHANGED RIGHTEOUSNESS
The apostle Paul was surely one of the most sincere and disciplined men this world has ever seen. He was strongly motivated to reach for the highest standards of excellence that both God and the world could lay before him. In the midst of teaching the Philippian Christians about pursuing the righteousness of God, he pictured for them, and for us, two completely different ways to live. He begins by warning them about legalistic teachers who tear at and bring dissension to the church of Jesus Christ and in the process, bring destruction:
Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who mutilate the flesh. For we are the real circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh—(Philippians 3:2-3)
We can either glory in ourselves and put confidence in our own ability to please God, or we can glory in Christ Jesus and place our confidence in what He is able to do through us. The flesh is who we are apart from God; it is what comes from us. We can seek to be our own source of rightness before ourselves and God, our means of attainment and fulfillment, or we can turn to Christ as the source of these. As Paul continues, he lists all the reasons he has for putting confidence in himself and his abilities:
Though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. (Philippians 3:4-6)
Although Paul became an excellent man by any measure, even the measure of God’s law, his legalistic righteousness did not make him acceptable before God, and it did not give him rest. There is a judgment of God against His people who refuse to rest in Him and instead pursue a performance-based relationship with Him. The prophet Isaiah described this judgment when he talked of the Word of the Lord becoming a burdensome thing, a standard far beyond our resources. We become powerless and overwhelmed when we seek religious performances rather than rest in Him. We are only hurt and imprisoned in the pursuit of legalistic righteousness:
For by people of strange lips and with a foreign tongue the LORD will speak to this people, to whom he has said, “This is rest; give rest to the weary; and this is repose”; yet they would not hear. And the word of the LORD will be to them precept upon precept, precept upon precept, line upon line, line upon line, here a little, there a little, that they may go, and fall backward, and be broken, and snared, and taken. (Isaiah 28:11-13)
The apostle Paul had become snared in legalistic righteousness. He had performed well by some religious standards, but his heart was still far from God. He had looked good by outward, legal measures, but he was still able to consent to the stoning of Stephen, God’s righteous servant.
But Paul was surely quite a man! His striving for excellence in every area of his life and his hatred of mediocrity in any form drove him to achieve the very highest and the best. By any standard or measurement of the law, he was found blameless! Who of us can say that? By the world’s standards and even by God’s law, he was a righteous man! But the Scripture continues. Paul does not conclude this portion of his letter to the Philippians with a how-to manual for righteous men and women based on his own formula for success. Instead, he describes his responses to all that he had become within himself through his faith in Christ:
But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ (Philippians 3:7-8)
Rather than take all of his wonderful accomplishments and gloat about them, or even set himself up as an example for others, Paul takes all that he made himself to be and puts it down. In fact, those things that had contributed so much to his person and his way of life he sees now in a completely different light. Though he once saw them as the most valuable of all of his pursuits, worthy of all his heart and life, to be prized above all of his possessions, he saw them only in that light because he had no basis of comparison, no standard by which they could be measured. Now he can compare all these “valuable” pursuits with the “surpassing greatness” of knowing Christ Jesus as Lord. In the light of who Jesus is, he can look back at these things and see them in a completely new way; now they look vastly different from the way they looked before. All of these life pursuits that Paul diligently gave himself to and fondly developed he now calls rubbish. In the light of knowing Christ as Lord, they have lost all of their value because Paul’s highest priority is to
…be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. (Philippians 3:9-11)
The desire of Paul’s heart was to know Jesus Christ and for his life to be found in Him. He traded the righteousness that he had achieved by keeping the law for the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith. Achieved “righteousness” was now gratefully exchanged for true righteousness given freely by grace.
It is God who makes us righteous when we place our faith and trust in Christ. No matter how diligent we are, no matter how good we are in the eyes of the world around us, we can never make ourselves righteous in God’s sight. God is the source of all righteousness; He alone possesses that eternal quality of rightness by His own holy measure. Only those to whom God gives that righteousness can be right before Him. If we hunger to be righteous in our own eyes or in the eyes of those around us, we must come to God for the grace He gives. Like Paul, we must exchange all that we have accomplished for the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith. In Christ, God replaces the pressure to “perform” with a hunger to know Him and His righteousness.
JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH
Justification is the process by which God makes us righteous before Himself. Since God alone possesses righteousness, we can never work ourselves into that righteous standing before Him. It must be a gift from Him. The apostle Paul used not only himself but also Abraham as an example:
What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. (Romans 4:1-2)
Just as Paul could boast “in the flesh” before men but not before God about all that he had accomplished, likewise Abraham had no basis for boasting before God. It is God who knows our hearts and their deceitful wickedness. We can choose to show those around us what they would like to see in order to gain their approval, but God can always see what is hidden deep within our hearts. His approval in our lives can only be on the basis of what He gives to us. Paul teaches us how Abraham, the father of all the faithful, came to be righteous even in God’s sight.
For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:3)
Abraham believed God, and he became a righteous man. Abraham was not a good or even a strong man when God came to him. He was weak within himself and came from a family of idol worshipers. But God chose him to be the father of a great nation, the nation from which would come His promised Redeemer. God tells us that Abraham simply believed Him and that belief was accounted to him as righteousness. That for which we hunger in the deepest recesses of our hearts and lives, that right standing before God, comes as we believe in Him; our faith is reckoned as righteousness.
Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, (Romans 4:4-5)
The faith in Abraham’s heart was “ccounted as righteousness.” We cannot make ourselves righteous, but we can express faith in God. On the basis of that faith, God declares us righteous. In this world we work toward the approval of God and men. Even Paul tells us here that when we work, there is payment due, remuneration expected. However, we cannot work for the righteousness of God. If we could, we would feel as if we had earned it. God calls us not to work for righteousness but to believe in Him. First believing that we are ungodly, we must then believe that God justifies the ungodly. That faith becomes the contact point with the grace of God in our lives, and He justifies us before Himself because of Christ.
The apostle Paul wants us to see how this great truth of justification by faith filled the revelation of the Word of God, and how God’s chosen men throughout history have taught this same truth:
just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works: “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” (Romans 4:6-8)
David also taught justification apart from works. This is the good news of the gospel! All the rebellion of our hearts can be forgiven, all the filth of our failures and sins covered. God covers our sins in Jesus’ righteousness, and when we express faith in Him, God will not “take into account” our sin. He sees us in a completely new way, pure and righteous before Him.
Paul continues in this great portion of Scripture to talk about how Abraham was not only the father of a great nation physically, that is, Israel, but he is the father of a great nation spiritually. All who express faith in Christ are His children.
That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, (Romans 4:16)
Abraham had faith that God could perform what He had said, even though Abraham and his wife, Sarah, were far beyond the years of childbearing. It was this faith, seen in the obedience that followed, that God counted as righteousness in his life. Abraham was
fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. That is why his faith was “counted to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:21-22)
That kind of righteousness is not for Abraham only but for all of us who express faith in the One who raised Jesus from the dead. That righteousness is credited to us as well!
But the words “it was counted to him” were not written for his sake alone, but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification. (Romans 4:23-25)
A COVENANT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND POWER
On the last night before Jesus went to the cross, He shared supper with His disciples. After supper, He took bread and broke it for the disciples. Then He picked up the cup and taught them in this visual way about a “new covenant” relationship:
And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:20)
Through His death and resurrection, Jesus is ushering in, to all who would place their trust in Him, a completely new relationship with the Father. It is a relationship of life, power, freedom, and intimacy that flows out of the righteousness of God.
Every person has inherited a vacuum of righteousness because of Adam’s sin. That lack of rightness before God is expressed in a sense of inadequacy in the face of our responsibilities before Him and before one another. As the apostle Paul described his ministry to the Corinthian Christians, he expressed the feelings of his heart in light of the ministry God had set before him:
But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things? (2 Corinthians 2:14-16)
The great apostle saw his own inadequacy for ministry! But as he continued to teach his brothers and sisters in Corinth, he expressed his confidence as well:
Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God. Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. (2 Corinthians 3:4-6)
Even in his own inadequacy, Paul was filled with confidence. He tells us here that even though we are inadequate within ourselves, the new relationship we share with God through His Son causes us to be competent for all that He desires us to be and for all of the ministry He sets before us. Paul says that the reason we can be confident men and women is that the resources for our lives and ministries no longer come from us but from God. Under the old covenant of the law, before we came to know Christ, the resources for our lives came from ourselves; we had chosen that way of life in our rebellion and sin. But in the new-covenant relationship with Christ, the power and the resources for our lives come from Him. The reason is that this new covenant is a relationship of righteousness:
For if there was glory in the ministry of condemnation, the ministry of righteousness must far exceed it in glory. (2 Corinthians 3:9)
In Christ we are taken from emptiness to fullness, from weakness to strength, from inadequacy to confidence. This is the result of the life of Christ within us. Throughout all history we have sought to be accepted, to be affirmed in our own eyes, in the eyes of our peers, and in the eyes of God. We have expended every resource for the sake of that affirmation and approval. In the light of all of the requirements of God and the standards of men, we even fall far short of our own expectations. We are trapped in our weaknesses; we have stood hopeless under God’s condemnation. Yet God has brought righteousness and hope to us. Through His Son, we can at last be what God has called us to be and what we did not even dare to hope we could be. Paul called this a “mystery revealed,” as he wrote to the Christians at Colossae:
[This is] the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints. To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Colossians 1:26-27)
Now we can be right, confident, and affirmed before God and before ourselves as we express faith in Christ Jesus, who is the source of God’s righteousness in our lives:
For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. (2 Corinthians 5:21)
NEW COVENANT RIGHTEOUSNESS IS A GIFT
In Romans 4:3 the apostle Paul quotes from Genesis 15:6, stating that “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” What was it that Abraham believed? God had promised him that his descendants would be as the stars of the heavens:
And [God] brought [Abram] outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness. (Genesis 15:5-6)
The promise of God was not only for a myriad of descendants but for the possession of the land as well. Abraham, in the honesty of his heart, asked the Lord for assurance in the midst of his faith and God said to him,
And he said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.” But he said, “O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” (Genesis 15:7-8)
To assure Abraham of the faithfulness with which He always fulfills His commitments, God instructed Abraham to bring some animals to Him, and Abraham prepared them according to the custom for sealing an agreement:
He said to him, “Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” And he brought him all these, cut them in half, and laid each half over against the other. But he did not cut the birds in half. (Genesis 15:9-10)
Here is a typical picture of sealing a covenant in the society in which Abraham lived. In that culture, when two parties came to an agreement or a treaty, it was customary for them to cut animals in half and to walk between the pieces arm in arm together. Notice, however, the description of the sealing of this covenant:
As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him. (Genesis 15:12)
As Abraham slept, God reviewed for him the history of the descendants that would come from him. They would live in a land that was not theirs, enslaved and oppressed; they would be delivered with many possessions and then return to the land that God had promised. Then we see a most amazing scene:
When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. (Genesis 15:17)
While Abraham was sleeping on the sidelines, God Himself passed through the pieces of the animals laid on the ground. This is a one-sided covenant seal! Even in the great weakness of this man whom He had called, God would fulfill all of the promises of His covenant. God, then, finalized His covenant promise to the heir He had chosen:
On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates,” (Genesis 15:18)
The promise of the descendants and the land were a gift to Abraham from the hand of God. When Abraham believed God and expressed faith in what He had said, he received all that God had promised. So it is with us. It was God who walked through the sacrifice laid out for a seal of the covenant with Abraham; it was Christ who walked with obedience through the sacrifice to which God had called Him. The righteousness that flows from that new-covenant sacrifice is ours as a gift when we believe what God has promised.
This is a bedrock Scripture to which we must return again and again. In times of doubting, in our fears, when we are overwhelmed with a sense of inadequacy, when our relationships and our ministry responsibilities go far beyond our resources, we must remember that God will fulfill the covenant He has made with us. Through the power of the Holy Spirit and the life of His Son within us, God will give us all the resources we need to walk before Him in confidence, freedom, fruitfulness, and holiness.
AFFIRMED RIGHTEOUSNESS
It is critically important for us to see ourselves as righteous when we have received this gift of righteousness from the Lord. What was given at such great price can never be taken from us. However, because Satan seeks to rob us of this most precious possession, he attacks us continually before God and before ourselves. Of course, God is aware of what He has done with our sin and sees us clothed in the righteousness of Christ. Satan’s accusations of us to Him have absolutely no effect:
Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. (Romans 8:33-34)
Satan’s accusations come not only before the Lord but before our own hearts. He seeks to steal away our freedom and confidence before the Lord. What a turning point it is in our lives when we learn to see ourselves through God’s eyes rather than in terms of our past, our feelings, or our failures. It is our trust in the sacrifice of the blood of Christ that enables us to overcome Satan and his manipulations within our thoughts and our consciences:
And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death. (Revelation 12:10-11)
We see a picture of this great truth in God’s prophecy spoken through Zechariah. The accusation here is directed to Joshua, the high priest. Although the high priest was the only man in all Israel who was permitted to come into the presence of the Lord, even he was not protected from Satan’s attack. Zechariah says
Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the LORD, and Satan standing at his right hand to accuse him. And the LORD said to Satan, “The LORD rebuke you, O Satan! The LORD who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is not this a brand plucked from the fire?” (Zechariah 3:1-2)
God immediately rebuked Satan! Joshua was one of His chosen ones, under the protection of His love and His righteousness. It is clear, however, that Joshua had no righteousness of his own:
Now Joshua was standing before the angel, clothed with filthy garments. (Zechariah 3:3)
What follows in this amazing Scripture passage is a picture of what God has done for each one of us through His Son. He has taken our filthy garments away and removed all the impurity of our lives. He has clothed us in “rich garments.” God’s grace is the only explanation for our lives and for our holy standing before Him:
And the angel said to those who were standing before him, “Remove the filthy garments from him.” And to him he said, “Behold, I have taken your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with pure vestments.” And I said, “Let them put a clean turban on his head.” So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him with garments. And the angel of the LORD was standing by. (Zechariah 3:4-5)
God not only cleansed Joshua’s life, He also called him to a walk of obedience and a ministry of authority and power:
And the angel of the LORD solemnly assured Joshua, “Thus says the LORD of hosts: If you will walk in my ways and keep my charge, then you shall rule my house and have charge of my courts, and I will give you the right of access among those who are standing here.” (Zechariah 3:6-7)
We, too, are called to walk in the righteousness God has given us in His Son. When our hearts are filled with a desire to please the Lord and to be obedient in every way, He gives us authority in His Kingdom. With this authority comes power in prayer. God talked to Joshua about “a place among those standing here,” which refers to access into the heavenlies. We do hunger for authority in ministry and power in prayer. These are the results of the righteousness of God and our walk of obedience in that righteousness.
GOD REDEEMS OUR CHOICES
We must see how clearly and fully this righteousness comes from God. In chapter 1 we talked about how the choices that we make become the fabric of our lives. Lot is one of the few men the Scriptures specifically call “righteous,” and yet we see that some of the most important choices of his life led him in the direction of sin and depravity. Lot was the nephew of Abraham who had journeyed with him from Egypt to the Negev, all the way to Bethel. Lot was also a very wealthy man with many flocks and herds, and the land in which he and Abraham were residing was not sufficient to sustain them both. When there was strife between their herdsmen, Abraham suggested that they separate, for a land of abundance was surrounding them. He graciously allowed Lot the first choice of the land:
Then Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your herdsmen and my herdsmen, for we are kinsmen. Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” (Genesis 13:8-9)
The choice that Abraham gave Lot was to go either to the right or to the left. But Lot saw something that in his eyes was far better: a well-watered valley:
And Lot lifted up his eyes and saw that the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere like the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar. (This was before the LORD destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot chose for himself all the Jordan Valley, and Lot journeyed east. Thus they separated from each other. (Genesis 13:10-11)
Lot “chose for himself” the valley that was appealing to his eyes, and there he settled. Surely he was aware of the depth of filth and sin that characterized the lives of those who lived in Sodom, yet he made the choice to live there:
Abram settled in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled among the cities of the valley and moved his tent as far as Sodom. Now the men of Sodom were wicked, great sinners against the LORD. (Genesis 13:12-13)
Genesis 18 and 19 show us more fully the depravity of Sodom and the environment in which Lot had placed himself and his family. Only by God’s grace were he and his family not corrupted; only by God’s mercy were they delivered:
…if [God] rescued righteous Lot, greatly distressed by the sensual conduct of the wicked (for as that righteous man lived among them day after day, he was tormenting his righteous soul over their lawless deeds that he saw and heard); then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment, (2 Peter 2:7-9)
Not many people in the Scriptures are personally called righteous by God, but Lot is one of them. We read the verses above and then look back at the Genesis account and say, “What Lot is this?” Where did God see righteousness in Lot’s life? We read the record of the Scriptures in Genesis, and we know that Lot pitched his tents near Sodom because there was something about the city and the people that attracted him. He desired to be close to Sodom, and he settled there. How can a person make choices like this and still be called righteous? God declares him so!
Perhaps, as we have seen in Lot’s life, you have made some choices that have led you close to sin and failure. Some of those choices may even have had devastating consequences, even as Lot and his family were caught up in Sodom and threatened by the depravity there. As God delivered Lot from his own choice, He has delivered you and me again and again. As we walk with God, this hope gives us freedom when we look at our pasts. God, in His grace, redeems the choices of His people.
GOD’S VIEW OF A LIFE
As we saw in the incident of Joshua the high priest, Satan would have us look at all of our lives in terms of our sins. He will take every failure of our lives, every weakness of our hearts, every wrong choice we have made, every difficulty in a relationship and every time we have disappointed God, and he will use it to manipulate our hearts. He will hold all of these things in front of us as if before a mirror and tell us that this is who we are, we are the same as we always were, and we will never be any different. All we will ever do is reproduce the past in the future.
Although Satan would have us evaluate our lives from our weakest point, our greatest failures, and our deepest sins, God looks backward over our lives from our most responsive place! This is what we see in Lot’s life. God evaluated all of Lot’s life in terms of what He saw in his heart as he responded to the wickedness and the filth in Sodom and how he turned to the Lord in the process. That is the way it is with you and me. God looks at all of our lives from our place of greatest responsiveness to Him, as we continue to walk before Him with hearts of obedience. We must learn to see ourselves through the eyes of God, or Satan will steal away our hope, our freedom, and our confidence as righteous men and women of God.
GOD IS SOVEREIGN EVEN OVER OUR SIN
I grew up in what would now be called a “dysfunctional family.” There was very little peace or harmony in our home because my parents fought continually. There was also great pressure on my sisters and me as we picked up the same attitudes and responses in our own relationships and began to reproduce the pain we were receiving.
My father was raised in an environment in which there was no religious training whatsoever. My mother grew up in a Jewish home, but she rejected everything of her background, religion, and culture. My father, a very fleshly man, was often unfaithful to my mother, and his lusts controlled his life. Because he did everything possible to encourage me in the lifestyle he had chosen, that influence has built into me vulnerabilities and weaknesses that remain strong to this day. I can never remember my father doing anything to build a real relationship with me. I grew up fearing him and hating him. In fact, it was many years after he died before I was able to forgive him and to thank God for giving me the father He did. I could not understand why God would allow me to have a father like mine if He was preparing me for ministry.
But in the beautiful way that God works out His will, He sovereignly broke into the pattern of sin and destruction that Satan had developed in my family and began a process of redemption that will endure for generations. My parents had lived in an apartment on the north side of Chicago. They purchased some land in the southern suburbs and built a house. Not too long afterward a fire almost destroyed the house. During the rebuilding, they called an electrician, Stanley DeYoung, to do the electrical work. He was a Christian. When he saw that my parents had four small children, his first question was, “Do these children go to Sunday school?”
Although my parents didn’t even know what Sunday school was, they graciously consented to have this man pick us up for Sunday school. From the time I was five years old, I attended not only Sunday school but church services, catechism classes, and eventually a Christian school. God used Stan and Jo DeYoung to begin His process of redemption in my family.
Even though I was gaining a tremendous amount of knowledge and understanding of the Scriptures in this process, I had not personally received Christ. In the midst of the pain in my family, I was a lost, unmotivated, and hurting kid. My grades were poor, and I had no hope or confidence for the future. Then when I was seventeen, God once again broke into my life with His heart of compassion and His process of redemption.
Even though I was rebellious toward the Lord, I had continued to attend Sunday school as well as the church youth group. Many of my friends were there. My Sunday school teacher, Dr. Allen Hammond, had made a commitment to the Lord to personally talk with each of his students about their relationship with Christ. The summer before my senior year of high school, through the ministry of that faithful man I repented of my sin and received Jesus as my Savior and Lord.
It was in the middle of my senior year of high school that God brought into my life the woman I would marry. Karen came from a beautiful family, was an excellent student, and planned on attending college. She was also the student aide for the senior class principal. He knew me well, and of course, he was appalled that she would consider throwing her life away by becoming involved with me! However, God was continuing His process of redemption through Karen, who brought to me stability, spiritual encouragement, and strength. Her family became an environment of healing for me. The warmth and acceptance of her mother was a gift I began to treasure, and my view of a father was rebuilt through the man who became my father-in-law.
God, in His grace, has continued to transform me and develop me as He has brought men and women into my life according to His sovereign will and timing. Dr. Ken Knappen was my first strong model of a teacher of the Scriptures, and he gave me a hunger to share the Word of God in a life-giving way. Through our pastor of many years, William Johnson, God exposed me more fully to His own gracious, compassionate heart. Surely, God has also broken into your life again and again to redeem you and transform you into the image of His righteous Son.
I know that in those years of rebellion, I “pitched my tents very close to Sodom.” It was not only my father’s sins that have affected me. I know, too, that I had “settled in” in places of this world that have continued to affect me many years later. But God was sovereign over this process in my life and in the lives of my parents, weaving it all together into a pattern of redemption that would glorify Him. God is never late! He always does what pleases Him in the fullness of time. In my life, and in yours, God has always been right on time.
Perhaps you, too, have pitched your tents toward Sodom in your life experience. It could be that you have settled in with this system in places that have affected your attitudes toward people, your sexual relationships, your longing for things, or your heart before the Lord. God is sovereign in your life and over His process of redemption. He is sovereign even over your sin, as He has been in my life. He will redeem your choices as you come to Him with a responsive heart, and He will beautify your life in His mercy and His grace.
We began our study by contrasting David’s life experience with that of Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband. We look at these two men, and our hearts cry out, “Why David?” Why did David become a man after God’s own heart? We may very well look at ourselves and our life experiences and cry out, “Why me?” In the deep mysteries of the mercies of God, we, too, are becoming men and women after His own heart. He is all of the reason; His grace is the only explanation. When we see His mercy and His grace, we worship Him, and His love moves us to pursue Him more and more.
Satan would have us look at all of our life from our weakest point, our greatest failure, our deepest sin. God evaluates our life from our most responsive place, as we continue to walk before Him with a heart that desires Him and His righteousness.
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. How do you respond to the apostle Paul’s pursuit of God’s approval by means of his own performances? Where have you struggled with the same thing in your own life?
2. Put in your own words how Paul described exchanging his own performances for the work of Christ on the cross.
3. Does this express the experience of your own heart as well? If so, how has God brought you to that place?
4. Where do you struggle in your life and ministry with a sense of inadequacy? Have you seen God replace that with a confidence in Him alone? If so, how did God do that within your heart?
5. Have you experienced the kind of accusations that Satan brought against Joshua the high priest? Have you received God’s affirmation in the midst of Satan’s accusations?
6. Where in your life have you made wrong choices, as Lot did? How have you seen God redeem your choices?
7. Do you think you look at your life through the eyes of Satan or through the eyes of God? What needs to take place in your heart for you to see yourself as God sees you?
8. Do you see within yourself a tendency to react to God with a sense of anger or loss because of what He has allowed you to experience, as I did with my father? What would change in your attitudes if you saw God’s sovereignty in every relationship and circumstance of your life?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Spend some time worshiping God for His sovereignty over every detail and relationship in your life. Thank Him for the way He has redeemed your choices. Ask Him to give you the grace to see your life through His eyes and to protect you from looking at your life in light of your feelings, your failures, and your sin, as Satan would have you do. As you pray, also ask God to fill you with a love for Him that will give you a new level of desire to be His servant because of the way He has loved you and redeemed you.



 
His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence,
2 Peter 1:3
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Pursue Godliness
One of the things I enjoy most about traveling to many parts of the world is the privilege of knowing God’s greater family. I am amazed at the “family resemblance” that characterizes the children of God! Wherever we go, we meet people with the same motives, values, and responses. Often we can even communicate well with our eyes and our hearts where language barriers separate others.
When we respond to God’s call in our lives and begin to hunger and thirst after righteousness, a desire grows within our hearts to know God and to become like Him. This is where Paul’s exhortation continues for those who would be men and women of God. “Pursue godliness,” he tells us. Here the focus of our hearts is upon a hunger to become like our Father. Those who are Christ’s are identified by their likeness to their Father in heaven in every area of their lives. Godliness begins with a new creation. We cannot change ourselves. We are transformed by the life of Christ within us. When we come to know Christ, the persons that we once were are put to death, and God begins to mold the new creations we have become into the image of His Son.
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. (2 Corinthians 5:17)
KNOWING GOD: THE KEY TO LIFE
When Jesus prayed His high priestly prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane just before He went to the cross, He said,
And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. (John 17:3)
To Jesus, knowing God was the key to life. In chapter 2 we looked at the apostle Paul’s statement in Philippians 3, where he stated so clearly that all of his desire was “to know Him.” Knowing Christ was the central pursuit of Paul’s life as well.
When we read the Scriptures, it is clear that God’s purpose in His Word is to reveal Himself. We see in the Scriptures a continual revelation of God’s heart, mind, and purposes. From the beginning of the first chapters in Genesis through the closing chapters of His revelation to the apostle John, God is showing us who He is and what He is like. Through the Holy Scriptures we see how God responds to people who trust Him and to those who do not; we learn His perspectives on those who worship idols and those who make religious systems an end in themselves. In the Bible we see the Person of God because it is His nature to reveal Himself to us. His final, fullest revelation is His Son:
Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, (Hebrews 1:1-3)
After centuries of giving his message through chosen, holy men, God expressed Himself fully and clearly through the giving of His own Son. Christ lived a life that radiated the very Person and character qualities of God because He was God in physical form. He told His disciples,
“If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him.” Philip said to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for us.” Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you so long, and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:7-9)
Jesus had lived with His disciples now for over three years. They had watched Him respond to His Father, had listened to Him pray, and had seen Him give life to people. Yet, in spite of all this, so often they missed the point. Christ continued,
“Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me, or else believe on account of the works themselves.” (John 14:10-11)
Christ came as a vessel for the eternal life and power of His Father in heaven. The words that He spoke and the things that He did originated not from Him but from His Father. God was working out in the life of His Son those things that were pleasing to Himself. In fact, Jesus summarizes His life before His disciples: “It is the Father, living in me, who is doing His work.” Christ lived a life that enabled those who were watching to see the eternal God revealed in an understandable and receivable way. We can know God by knowing Christ. This is where that high calling of life begins, the very purpose for which God has brought us to Himself: Through knowing Christ, we become a means by which God reveals Himself in this world.
SEEING GOD: THE FOUNDATION FOR MINISTRY
Moses did not know God intimately for much of His life, and yet God called him for one of the most significant ministries the world has ever seen. The people of God had been slaves in Egypt for four hundred years. God was going to set them free, and Moses was the man He chose to use.
Moses was already an old man when God called him. He was a shepherd, having run from Egypt in fear for his life after he killed an Egyptian. Moses was filled with fear when one day, through a burning bush, God spoke to him:
And he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. (Exodus 3:6)
This is where Moses began with God—afraid to see His face. When God calls a man or woman to know Him, He will fulfill all of His will and purpose in the life of that person. As Moses walked with God, a relationship filled with knowledge, intimacy, and freedom developed between this man and God. One day Moses came to God with what surely must have been the boldest request in all of history. He had just interceded for the people after their great sin of building the golden calf and worshiping it as the god who had delivered them out of their bondage in Egypt. Moses pleaded with God not to remove His presence from His people but to forgive them. God, in His great mercy and compassion, forgave His stubborn and rebellious people. Then Moses prayed,
“Please show me your glory.” (Exodus 33:18)
This man Moses, the one who was afraid to look at God at the burning bush, now asks God to permit him to see His face! God, however, chose to reveal His Person to Moses:
And he said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live.” (Exodus 33:19-20)
Because of God’s infinite holiness and the eternal nature of His life and Person, no one can see His face and live, but just as God showed His mercy to His wayward people, He allows Moses—this man who has come to know Him as so few have known Him since time began—to see His heart anew. Moses wanted to see God’s face, but God revealed to him His Person. What God chose to reveal to Moses—who He is, what He is like, and how He gives Himself to people—was surely the most important thing for Moses to see. God knows that it is the revelation of His Person within the hearts of men and women that will become the framework for all of their lives and the foundation for all of the ministry that He will fulfill through them. Now God shows Moses His mercy even more fully:
And the LORD said, “Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen.” (Exodus 33:21-23)
Oh, the depths of God’s compassion! Even though Moses could not see His face, in His heart of mercy, He allowed Moses to see His glory as He passed by while Moses was hidden in the hollow of the rock.
God will put within our hearts a desire to know Him. Just as He did with Moses, He will reveal to us—by His Word and His Spirit, through His own Son—who He is, what He is like, and how He gives Himself to people. All of our lives as men and women will flow out of how we see God. If our view of God is not right, our lives will not be right. All our thoughts, actions, words, values, priorities and choices will be a direct result of how we see God. That is why knowing God is the only valuable pursuit of our lives, the only worthy goal of our hearts.
As we discussed earlier, Christianity is not a religion of the mind. It is a relationship with the living God through His Son, Jesus Christ. In this relationship, God begins a miraculous transformation of our hearts in which He makes us like Himself.
WHAT DOES A MAN OR WOMAN OF GOD LOOK LIKE?
The Scriptures, written in an Eastern style, use visual language. Word pictures fill the pages of our Bibles. We see that clearly in the first Psalm:
Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; (Psalm 1:1)
So often the Word of God tells us that blessings follow a positive act of obedience. Here, the Scriptures tell us that we will be blessed because of what we do not do.
The person God blesses does not share the mind-set of the people in the world around him. A godly man or woman neither moves in the same direction as those in rebellion against God nor takes his or her place among the cynics. The life pictured in Psalm 1 is a life consumed not with this system but with God:
But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night. (Psalm 1:2)
In contrast to a dissipated life and a hardened heart, a man or woman of God hungers for Him and the words He speaks. He delights in the Lord! There is a desire to obey Him and to please Him in every way. The Scriptures fill the mind of this man or woman, and he or she finds deep enjoyment in the things of God.
He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. (Psalm 1:3)
What a visual description of a life rooted in God: “He is like a tree.” Immediately we can picture the strength and stability of this person and the depths to which his roots are buried in the very source of life. There is success and an enduring quality in everything that he does and fruitfulness in abundance when God calls for fruit.
The wicked are not so, but are like chaff that the wind drives away. (Psalm 1:4)
In contrast to the righteous, who are strong, stable, and fruitful, the wicked are blown away by the wind. The difference in the two lives is that of substance. The chaff is the filmy, flimsy outer covering of the grain that the wind blows away in the threshing process. The wicked, too, are carried away by the wind because there is nothing to them. They are empty:
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; (Psalm 1:5)
Only those things that are substantial will be able to stand in eternity. Everything else will be shaken and removed or burned away. The wicked will be consumed with the rest of this world because there is no eternal substance to them. God builds into us the substance of eternity by means of His Word and His Spirit as we seek after Him.
For the LORD knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish. (Psalm 1:6)
God not only knows the righteous, He also knows their way. He watches over their way in order to keep them. Those things that pour forth from our lives also live in eternity. Not only do the wicked perish; all of their ways perish as well. All that they have done and everything of who they are will come to nothing.
In The Great Divorce, C. S. Lewis tells the story of a group of people who take a trip from hell to the outskirts of heaven. When they are in hell they see themselves as real and substantial people. But the closer they get to heaven, it is revealed that they are filmy, shadowy persons with no substance at all.
When they get close to heaven, their bus passes a tree that is producing golden apples. Some of the apples have fallen to the ground. Everyone on the bus has the same idea at the same time. If they can take some of those golden apples back to hell where they will be of great value, they can be sold for much gain. God has a wonderful sense of humor. What we sell our souls for every day in this world is so common in heaven that Revelation 21:21 tells us the streets of the heavenly Jerusalem are paved with it!
The bus is stopped. The people on the bus try to walk to the tree to pick up some of the apples, but they cannot walk on the grass. The grass hurts their feet. The things in God’s eternal Kingdom are made of substance, but these people are only shadows. Although some of them finally make their way over to the tree and try to pick up one of the golden apples that had fallen to the ground, they cannot pick it up because it has substance and they are only filmy persons of no substance to their lives.1
I was once at a church teaching an Inductive workshop. Those who attend these workshops spend a good bit of time in personal study and also in group sharing. During the first study time I noticed a man just staring at his Bible and not working at all with the study sheets. During the next break I went to him to see if I could help. He told me that he was doing all right. He explained that he had just become a Christian the week before and knew nothing about the Bible. His desire was to just read the Bible with us, listen to the others share what God was teaching them, and then work on the study later in his office.
On the last day of the workshop, I taught from Psalm 1 as we have studied it here. I also quoted from Psalm 19, where David says that God’s words “are more precious than gold, than much pure gold.” Again, during the first study time of the day, I looked over to him and saw that he was not working on the method we were using. He was sitting there weeping. I again asked if I could be of assistance. Although he assured me he was really doing all right, he told me he was thinking a lot about what the Scriptures were saying, and they were affecting him deeply.
He told me that he was a builder, primarily of private family homes. His business was quite successful, but two families had not paid him for his work. These families had both been overwhelmed with medical bills and had lost family income; they were struggling to maintain their existence. They had paid what they could on the construction costs but were now far behind. The builder felt that he had given them as much time as possible and could not go along with them any further. Just about ten days before, he had instituted proceedings against them, preparing to foreclose on their homes in order to recover his loss.
As he sat there weeping, he said, “All of this ‘Christianity’ is so new to me. I know I hardly understand it at all. I feel confused with all of these details from the Bible. But I believe God is speaking to me. If I am understanding anything at all about the difference between what is of this world and what is eternal, and if I am hearing right about how God wants us to pursue Him and His Word above gold, I believe that what I need to do is put that into practice. The first thing Monday morning, I am going in and remove those lawsuits from these families and see how I can work with them in this difficult time.”
My heart was overwhelmed! I know people who have been Christians for twenty years who do not have the depth to make choices like that! That is what a man or woman of God looks like. When God builds His heart into us, we share His values, His perspectives, His motives, and His responses. We see as He sees, and we pursue what is eternal. This is the miracle of the new creation. God is actually making us like Himself, and we begin to resemble Him in our character, our attitudes, and our desires.
JESUS’ NAZARETH MANIFESTO
We can know God and become like Him only through the transforming, creative resource of the life of Christ within us. “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27) is all of the Christian’s life! Jesus came to reveal the Father and to redeem us to God. He then fills us with His life to enable us to walk in holiness, power, and fruitfulness.
Godliness is the process of becoming like our Father. It is His heart coming alive in us and pouring out through us. To walk responsively with God in this transformation process, we must ask ourselves, What are those things that fill the heart of God? If we could peer into His open heart, what would we see? That is precisely what we see God revealing in the Scriptures and in the life of His Son. Jesus is a visual revelation of the heart of our Father and the life-giving source by which we are eternally transformed.
And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and a report about him went out through all the surrounding country. And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified by all. (Luke 4:14-15)
Earlier we studied the temptation of Christ in the wilderness from Matthew 4. Luke has just recorded that incident as we come to this passage in which Jesus returns to Galilee empowered by the Holy Spirit. There is great affirmation for His ministry and a great response to Him personally:
And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read. And the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:16-19)
Jesus is declaring the purpose of His mission! At the beginning of His ministry, He is revealing those things that He will fulfill and to whom His life will be given. The source of His ministry will be the Spirit of God. In the fullness of God’s timing, His life will bring hope, freedom, sight, and vindication to those who have lived in pain.
And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. (Luke 4:20)
This Scripture was written by the prophet Isaiah some seven hundred years before Jesus was born. Now God will fulfill through His Son the desires that have filled His heart throughout the history of His people.
As Jesus declares the purposes of His coming, it is clear that these purposes center around the poor and the oppressed. When we see His life and ministry revealed in the gospels, we see that these are the ones to whom He reached out. The downtrodden and the sick, the forgotten, and the poor welcomed Him even as the religious leaders withdrew from Him. The Lord Jesus had a beautiful freedom to touch the sick and embrace the sinner, to open Himself to the rejected and to be received by the humble and the least.
From the beginning of His revelation in the Scriptures to the fullness of His revelation in His Son, it is abundantly evident that God has a heart for hurting people. When our Father builds His heart into us, He will give us a heart that reaches out to those in pain.
STREAMS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND JUSTICE
The pursuit of righteousness includes not only a right relationship with God, it also results in right relationships with people. In God’s eyes, right relationships can be built only on mercy, righteousness, and justice.
The book of Amos is a strongly prophetic message. We saw earlier that God had confronted Israel about worshiping Him with their lips when their hearts were far from Him. We see the same rebuke in Amos’s prophecy. The people to whom this book was written were very religious people, yet their lifestyle was far from the heart of God:
Hear this, you who trample on the needy and bring the poor of the land to an end, saying, “When will the new moon be over, that we may sell grain? And the Sabbath, that we may offer wheat for sale, that we may make the ephah small and the shekel great and deal deceitfully with false balances, that we may buy the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals and sell the chaff of the wheat?” (Amos 8:4-6)
The people of Israel were maintaining all of their religious rituals with great fervor while using the needy to maintain their lifestyle. In fact, they were reducing the poor to commodities, to persons possessing only the value of things. The poor were equated with money and the needy with a pair of shoes.
This is a graphic description. We can visualize these very religious people looking upon the poor and immediately seeing past the helplessness of their condition to all that could be gained through them with the offer of a little silver and a pair of sandals. That is the way it is in the world in which we live. God has called us to love people and has given us things to use in the process of serving them. Apart from God, however, we love things and use people to fulfill our own desires.
God hates that selfishness. He continually pours out His life for the just and the unjust. He expects His people to be givers also, rather than users and takers.
I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the peace offerings of your fattened animals, I will not look upon them. Take away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will not listen. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24)
A WORLD OF HURTING PEOPLE
Among the many billions of people living on planet Earth, almost one out of four is absolutely poor and destitute. One out of five is always hungry. Some time ago the thirty-seven poorest nations in the world cut their funding for health care by 50 percent and their funding for education by 25 percent in order to pay the interest on their loans from the West. The gap between the haves and the have-nots is becoming wider every day.
Each day many children in the developing world lose their sight for lack of a vitamin pill that would cost only a few cents. We can travel to many countries in this world and see millions living in shanty towns, on garbage heaps, and in the streets. There is no home or shelter available to them. Even in the inner cities of our developed countries many are homeless, left alone in nursing homes, or overwhelmed by the pain of their circumstances. All over the world there are orphans who need homes where they can experience God’s healing love. Jesus reached out to these people, building for them a shelter in the acceptance and warmth of His love. God expects us to shelter hurting people in His love as He leads and enables us.
MERCY GIVEN AND MERCY RECEIVED
Through Amos God confronted His people concerning their feasts, their assemblies, and their offerings. Through the prophet Isaiah, He confronted them about another religious activity—fasting:
Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, and not to hide yourself from your own flesh? (Isaiah 58:6-7)
There is another kind of fasting besides fasting that involves going without food or drink. It is the kind of fasting that disciplines oneself to reach out to the impoverished, the oppressed, and the hungry. It is an act of compassion that shelters the needy with the love of God.
Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up speedily; your righteousness shall go before you; the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; you shall cry, and he will say, “Here I am.” If you take away the yoke from your midst, the pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness, (Isaiah 58:8-9)
This is a wonderful promise from the Word of God! When we respond with His heart toward hurting people, our own darkness is removed; His healing touches us. We will know not only His righteousness but also His mercy and His presence. His glory will surround us. We will also know His power in prayer, and God Himself will be our deliverer.
if you pour yourself out for the hungry and satisfy the desire of the afflicted, then shall your light rise in the darkness and your gloom be as the noonday. (Isaiah 58:10)
For some of us, it is comparatively easy to write a check or to give a small donation for the poor and the hungry. In many ways these acts of charity do not really cost us anything. But God calls us to end oppression and the gossip that destroys lives and to spend ourselves for the sake of the hungry. This call is consistent with the exhortation of the apostle John when he tells us that love means “laying down our lives” (1 John 3:16). In this world we protect ourselves, we build ourselves up; in the Kingdom of God, we spend ourselves.
And the LORD will guide you continually and satisfy your desire in scorched places and make your bones strong; and you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters do not fail. And your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to dwell in. (Isaiah 58:11-12)
When we respond with the heart of God toward hurting people, He gives us His direction and His strength. He causes our own lives to be fruitful, and He brings restoration to His people. He raises us up as rebuilders. How the people of God need these things today! As we cry out to Him for wisdom, power, blessing, and revival, may He open our eyes to see the relationship between our responses to hurting people and His provision for our own desperate needs.
AN ETERNAL INVITATION
Jesus’ teaching to His disciples continually underscored the heart of the Father toward people in pain:
He said also to the man who had invited him, “When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return and you be repaid.” (Luke 14:12)
We tend to surround ourselves with people who are just like us, those who affirm us and build us up. In doing this, we isolate ourselves from the real world filled with people who bear more pain than anyone can handle alone. Jesus turned the hearts of His followers outward toward those who are in need and often alone:
“But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. You will be repaid at the resurrection of the just.” (Luke 14:13-14)
God can give us a vision for payment that goes beyond this system. We do not live for ourselves as we are preparing for eternity. God teaches us in His Word and in the model of His Son to be givers. There is a reward in eternity for those whose focus goes beyond themselves and their own desires.
When one of those who reclined at table with him heard these things, he said to him, “Blessed is everyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!” (Luke 14:15)
As Jesus touched on eternal rewards, one of the men at the luncheon He was attending began to talk about the heavenly feast that God is preparing for us in His Kingdom. Jesus used this as an opportunity to talk further about the banquet prepared by our Father and the invitations He has sent:
But he said to him, “A man once gave a great banquet and invited many. And at the time for the banquet he sent his servant to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’” (Luke 14:16-17)
In His Nazareth Manifesto, Jesus said that He had come to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. Now is the time for God’s invitation to be sent out for the banquet He has prepared. In the provision of His Son, everything is now ready.
“But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a field, and I must go out and see it. Please have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I go to examine them. Please have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.’” (Luke 14:18-20)
The excuses began to pour in quickly. These are life’s responsibilities, investments, and relationships that steal away people’s responsiveness to God. Human hearts are so vulnerable to the call of the world and to the voice of the enemy. There will always be another time, in the minds of those consumed with this system, to respond to God’s call.
“So the servant came and reported these things to his master. Then the master of the house became angry and said to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and crippled and blind and lame.’” (Luke 14:21)
When the master’s servant reported the disinterest on the part of those who had been invited and how little they valued the banquet that was prepared, the master was filled with anger. However, he did not give up his vision for the banquet he had prepared. Instead he instructed his servant to go out once more, this time bringing in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame. Surely, these are the ones who would not be invited to most banquets along with the important people of this world.
“And the servant said, ‘Sir, what you commanded has been done, and still there is room.’ And the master said to the servant, ‘Go out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that my house may be filled.’” (Luke 14:22-23)
After the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame were invited and still there was room at the banquet, the servant was sent out once again to search out the highways and the byways of this world. These are the places, perhaps, where the basest people of this world, even the outcasts, would be found. The master’s consuming desire for his house to be filled continually motivated the opening of invitations to the banquet. The more the invitations were given, the more they focused on the hurting of this world.
As I read this portion of Scripture, two things grip my own heart: First, I know that I was one of the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame that God has invited to His feast. It was His mercy that kept Him searching for me, His grace that included me. There was nothing that I could bring to His banquet that would cause Him to invite me. I am humbled with this realization, and I love Him more.
The second thing that fills me with wonder is the Master’s consuming desire for His house to be filled. God has continued to send out invitations for the feast that He is preparing, and these invitations have gone to the far corners of the earth. Someday those from every tribe and tongue and people and nation will gather before God, and they will feast with Him in His glory and in His eternal Kingdom. The free offer of the gospel remains today for all men and women, and He has entrusted the invitations to this banquet to you and me.
TRUST THE LORD OF THE HARVEST AND WALK IN OBEDIENCE
When we see the great needs of the poor and destitute, the imprisoned of this world, the pain and emptiness with which they live, it is easy for our hearts to become overwhelmed. Then we see the multitudes that do not know the grace and the mercy of God, who are without salvation, and our hearts cry out, “What can I do?” We receive more and more information about the millions who remain cut off from the gospel by cultural and language barriers, and we lose hope that the invitations to God’s eternal banquet could ever be sent in a receivable way.
It is Satan’s desire that our hearts become overwhelmed and that we lose heart when we see the needs of hurting people and the greatness of the task in communicating the gospel. If our enemy can overwhelm us and cause us to lose heart, we will become immobilized. We must always remember that our sovereign God is the Lord of the harvest. He brings to pass what pleases Him and fulfills all of His will. He is the One most filled with compassion at the pain that devastates the hearts of people. He is the Father of mercies and the God of all comfort.
We are not sufficient to meet the needs of hurting people around us or to bring healing to a pain-filled world. We are not adequate to deliver the invitations to everyone who must hear. But all of us can do something. As God opens our eyes to see needs and as He enables us, we can respond to someone in pain. We can give to a relief agency in order to feed the hungry. We can adopt an orphan in the developing world. We can volunteer for the missions committee at our church. We can send our children on short-term missions trips to stimulate their vision and capture their hearts for the Kingdom of God. We can volunteer at a hospice center or a nursing home and touch people in God’s name with His comfort and His love. We can go to the mission field ourselves and serve for a few weeks or months. We can cover our refrigerator doors with the “prayer cards” of missionaries and support and encourage them. We can give of our finances. We can pray that the Lord of the harvest will send forth laborers. We can—we must—listen to our Father’s heart, and as He leads us, become involved in some way in the eternal work He is doing in the world.
GOD IS AT THE CENTER OF GOD’S HEART
When we talk about godliness and see that the heart of God is filled with a desire to heal the pain of hurting people, to comfort the afflicted and to vindicate the downtrodden, we know that the scriptural picture is clear in this area. We realize, too, as we have studied, that God’s heart yearns for His house to be filled, for the message of His mercy and the good news of life in His Son to be given to all men and women. We make a great mistake, though, if we think that the heart of God is man centered. The heart of God does not move outward. It moves inward and finds His own attributes at its center. His heart then beautifully and wonderfully overflows in His love, mercy, compassion, and justice toward us and brings healing and redemption.
God revealed this great truth to Isaiah when He called him to be a prophet to His hurting people:
In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isaiah 6:1-3)
The angels that surround the throne of God are captivated by His holiness and His glory. Their eyes are filled by this vision when they see Him, and it becomes their message to Him, to one another, and to us. The purity of God’s Person and the radiance of His presence fill the angels with awe and wonder. God will capture the heart of Isaiah with this same vision of His holiness and His glory.
The holiness of God is the epitome of His Person, and His glory is His own greatest treasure. These are at the center of His heart and motivate the pouring out of His life to display His mercy and His grace. Thus it will be with you and me. When the holiness of God and His glory fill the center of our hearts, we are transformed. We desire to worship Him, we hunger more and more to be like Him, and we become vessels through whom He will pour forth His life and display His splendor within this world.
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Do you see your walk with the Lord characterized by a growing desire to become like Him? How do you see your attitudes and responses changing as you are being conformed to the image of Christ?
2. What is your view of God like? How do you think your life would change if you had a bigger view of God?
3. Paul desired to “know Christ,” and Moses hungered to “see God’s face.” What has kept you from that same passionate hunger?
4. Look again at the priorities Jesus described in His “Nazareth Manifesto” recorded in Luke 4. Do these priorities surprise you? How are they different from yours?
5. Why do you think we in God’s Church have so much difficulty responding to the poor with the heart of God?
6. What would change in our churches if we pursued the same commitment to justice that we see in the Lord Jesus and the prophets?
7. What tools do you see our enemy using to blind our eyes to the pain of the poor? Do you really believe that these things can change in our lives?
8. When you read the parable of the banquet, what comes to your mind about the dinners and celebrations that you have attended? How would knowing the heart of God change the way we see people?
9. How do you respond to the statement that “God is at the center of God’s heart”? Do you think we have focused on a man-centered gospel at the expense of the glory of God? How can we pursue the glory of God with all our hearts and still focus on the needs of the poor and the hurting?
10. Describe in a few words how the study in this chapter might affect our evangelism strategies.
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Have you given much thought to whether your heart is like the heart of God? That is what this chapter is all about. When God builds His heart into us, everything changes! We see Him differently; we begin to hunger for Him and to be like Him. The priorities that change are the result of changed passions. As you pray, talk to God about how you have seen people differently from the way He sees people. Ask Him to give you an expanded vision of Himself and the ability to see people through His eyes. Pray, too, that God will motivate you with His love to give yourself to preparing for His great banquet feast and will orient your life to inviting the lost and the hurting to His house!

1 C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce, (New York: The MacMillian Company, 1946).
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Pursue Faith
The more we become like God, the more genuine faith will characterize our lives. We discussed earlier in our study how the fullest desire of Christ was to be pleasing to God. The writer of Hebrews tells us that if we desire to please God, faith must be the key ingredient in our relationship with Him.
And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him. (Hebrews 11:6)
We find in this passage a call to faith and a definition of the faith to which we are called. The call is to seek God and those things that come from Him. Men and women of faith are seekers of God.
SUBSTANCE AND EVIDENCE
Our image of faith often falls into that illusive, mystical picture of a person who is able to visualize things no one else can see. Surely vision is a significant aspect of faith, but in the definition of faith that we find in Hebrews, there is no illusory sense to it at all.
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. (Hebrews 11:1)
The King James Version renders this definition of faith as “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” God wants faith to be the response of our hearts and souls; He wants it to characterize all of our lives. Faith, being substantial and based on evidence, involves no blind trust or a leap in the dark! When God calls us to a life of faith, that life is built on the strong foundation of confidence in all of His revelation to us and the evidence of all that He is. That is why the writer of Hebrews continues in chapter 11 by giving us a series of examples of men and women who expressed genuine faith. Faith is historically evident. After talking about Abel, Enoch, and Noah, he talks of Abraham, who obeyed by going out to the place that God would give him as an inheritance, even though he did not know where God was leading:
By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the same promise. For he was looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God. (Hebrews 11:9-10)
Abraham did not allow the roots of his life to sink deeply into the system of this world. God had shown him a Kingdom beyond this earthly kingdom that had an even greater depth of reality. The builder of that Kingdom is God. Sarah is also a model for the faith of all men and women. Her life of servanthood and obedience is a vivid example for any man or woman who desires to walk wholeheartedly after God. She, too, was able to see Him and believe Him for a son, even in her barrenness.
By faith Sarah herself received power to conceive, even when she was past the age, since she considered him faithful who had promised. (Hebrews 11:11)
In the following passage the writer continues to discuss the condition of those who, by faith, lived as strangers and exiles on the earth. They were not seeking a country of their own; they were seeking one that God would give to them:
If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city. (Hebrews 11:15-16)
After going through the generations of Abraham, the writer turns his focus to Moses. Moses also endured through the kingdom of this world because God had revealed to him the reality of the heavenly Kingdom awaiting him:
By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward. (Hebrews 11:24-26)
Moses considered the reproach of Christ more valuable than anything he could possess in Egypt. The author tells us whom Moses had seen many hundreds of years before God walked this earth as a man. He identified with Christ in this world!
By faith he left Egypt, not being afraid of the anger of the king, for he endured as seeing him who is invisible. (Hebrews 11:27)
Moses saw the invisible God, and that vision motivated him to a life of obedience. This is the common denominator in all the men and women listed in Hebrews 11. They all sought God beyond anything in this world; they all endured in the midst of this kingdom because of the reality of His life and His Kingdom that they had seen. The writer closes this chapter with a further list of those who trusted God, those whose faith was so powerful and whom God used in such mighty ways.
There is another list here, however, of men and women who had faith but were seen by the world as neither powerful nor mighty. They were seen as weak, were counted as nothing in this world, and were considered losers by any measure. They were tortured, stoned, imprisoned, left to wander this world with nothing of their own, and put to death. Yet God lists them here with all of the “winners” who had such great faith. These men and women had great faith too. Faith is the response of obedience within our hearts and lives to what God has revealed. God never measures faith by the results expected by men but always by the heart of obedience that He sees within those whom He has called. Now we, too, are called to live out this same commitment of faith within this world.
And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had provided something better for us, that apart from us they should not be made perfect. (Hebrews 11:39-40)
SEEING AND SEEKING
We see clearly the evidence of faith in the lives of these men and women listed in Hebrews 11. They were able to see God revealed even in this world, and they sought to please Him with all of their lives, even in costly obedience. When Christ taught His disciples, we see these same truths concerning faith come alive in His ministry to them. In the Sermon on the Mount, near the beginning of Jesus’ ministry to His disciples, Christ taught them basic principles about living for Him and His Kingdom in the midst of this world. Just before this great sermon begins, Matthew sets the scene for us:
And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people. (Matthew 4:23)
Christ is proclaiming “the good news of the kingdom.” In expressing his great compassion for the multitudes as He healed and encouraged them, Christ was teaching about a new Kingdom. The same Kingdom that those in Hebrews 11 were seeking was the focus of Christ’s message! He began his sermon by calling His disciples to Himself and giving them the basic teachings of discipleship. In these Beatitudes, Christ is teaching His disciples how to live out a life in which they are physically present in one realm while their lives are found in another Kingdom.
In the beginning of Matthew 6, in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, Christ taught His disciples to seek life and approval from their Father in heaven rather than from the people around them:
Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. (Matthew 6:1)
How often we tend to take our view of ourselves from how those around us see us! We want to please them and gain their approval in order to feel good about ourselves. All too often this causes us to say the things that people want to hear and do those things that people want to see. Christ encourages His disciples to transfer their search for approval from men to God. As we studied in Hebrews11, God tells us, “By faith the men of old gained approval.”
Christ continues in the beginning of this chapter to give us examples of those who sought approval from men rather than from God. The message Christ wants His disciples to learn here is that there are two kingdoms. In one kingdom we find our value, worth, acceptance, and approval in terms of how people see us. That kingdom is the realm of men, the kingdom of this world. But there is another Kingdom, the one in which Jesus wants His disciples to find their lives. In that Kingdom we find our value, worth, acceptance, and approval in terms of how God sees us.
As Christ continued teaching in this chapter, He talked with His disciples about finding their security and fulfillment in His Kingdom rather than in the kingdom of this world:
Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. (Matthew 6:19-21)
What an important lesson for us as men and women! “Where our treasure is, there your heart will be also.” So often we look at a person who is building his life around possessions, bank accounts, or accomplishments and say, “He is doing that because that is where his heart is.” That is not what Jesus is teaching. Christ says, “There his heart will be also.” Christ wants His disciples to know that the desires of their hearts and lives will develop in the direction in which they focus. If they continually focus on the things of this world, they will want them more and more, and soon their hearts will be owned by the things they pursue. God wants our hearts to be owned only by Him. In teaching His disciples about seeking the things that come from Him, Christ gave this example of focus and perception:
The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light, but if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness! No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money. (Matthew 6:22-24)
Jesus draws a parallel between physical perception of light and spiritual perception of truth and reality. In order to see clearly in the physical world, we must have a single focus. If we look at something and see that it is surrounded by images, we cannot tell which is the real object and which is the image. A person suffering from astigmatism cannot see clearly because he does not have a single focus. The same is true spiritually. That is why Jesus talks to His disciples about having only one master. If they try to live for the things in this world and have the things that come from God as well, they are sorely mistaken about the expectations for their lives. They will either despise the things that keep them from God, or they will despise the God who will give them no freedom to pursue those things.
Christ tells us that we cannot serve God and money, or material things, at the same time. We must make a choice. We must have a single focus. If we want the things in this world, then we should seek after them with all of our hearts and not pretend that our desire is to serve God. If our hearts seek after God and His Kingdom, then we should pursue Him with all that is within us! James, in his letter, also deals with this problem of a split focus:
If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways. (James 1:5-8)
In teaching about our response to trials and testing, James tells us that if we need God’s wisdom in our responses, we should be free to ask that of Him. God gives wisdom liberally without making us feel foolish for asking. But we must ask in faith, James says, without doubting. A person who doubts is like a wave of the sea, going one direction one minute and another direction the next. That person will not receive anything from the Lord. He is double minded, or “double-souled”; his life is going two different directions. Faith, James tells us, is coming before God with a single focus of our hearts and lives. That is what Jesus is describing in Matthew 6. Those who seek Him must come with a single focus, with one desire for their lives.
Now Christ applies this truth to the disciples’ lives in this temporal world. Can they seek His Kingdom with all of their hearts and still be confident about their material needs?
Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? (Matthew 6:25)
There could be real concern in the hearts of the disciples as Christ exhorts them to seek His Kingdom even while they are physically present in this world. They need food to eat, clothing to wear, shelter for protection. Christ’s encouragement is so clear and strong.
Therefore do not be anxious, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. (Matthew 6:31-32)
Surely there are physical needs in a physical world! God made us and knows what we need. He made the world and owns all that there is. Christ wants His disciples to know that the God who made them and controls this world can give them everything they need. The nations eagerly run after the things of this world, but God knows what we need, and He will take care of us:
But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. (Matthew 6:33)
The exhortation from the Master is clear as Jesus summarizes this section of teaching. Pursue God and the things that come from Him, and you can be completely free and confident at the same time that you will have everything you need in this world. The God who gives you life will sustain your life as well, as you seek Him, His Kingdom, and His righteousness.
There is an important relationship in this chapter between seeing and seeking. Christ wants to bring His disciples’ hearts to a place where they will seek Him and His eternal Kingdom. He knows, however, that they cannot seek His Kingdom until He opens their eyes to see it. That is why the first part of this chapter is given to teaching them these truths about vision. If they are living for the approval of men and seeking God’s approval at the same time, they will live in confusion about who they are. If they are living for the things of this world and seeking the things that come from God at the same time, they will live in confusion about what is real. We, like the disciples, need a single focus with our hearts and lives in order to perceive truth and reality.
Christ is opening the eyes of His disciples to see the depth of reality in His eternal Kingdom, even while they are physically present in this world. Then He will call them to seek God and His Kingdom. Just as the men and women whose names are recorded in Hebrews 11 saw beyond this world to God and His Kingdom and sought that Kingdom while they lived in this world, Christ is leading His disciples to live in the same way. That is God’s call for our lives as well. He opens our eyes to see Him and His eternal Kingdom and then motivates us by His Spirit to come to Him. Faith sees what is beyond this world and enables us to seek God and those things that come from Him.
FAITH: THE CONFIDENCE OF HIS PRESENCE
When we looked at Hebrews 11, we saw two lists of people. One list included those who were seen as victorious in this world, conquering kingdoms, proving mighty in battle. The other list consisted of those who were victimized, torn, physically destroyed. Having faith in God never results in a plastic-bubble experience in which the painful and destructive things that happen to other people in this world never happen to us. God never promises physical protection or invulnerability to evil. What He does promise is His presence. God will always be there with those who trust in Him. We see this in the story of Daniel’s three friends, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.
The people of God had been exiled to Babylon. It was not easy to live a life of faith in that hostile, heathen environment. One day King Nebuchadnezzar decided to build an image that everyone in his kingdom would worship. The image was built, the people brought together, and the call to worship his image sounded. Those who refused to worship would be cast into a furnace of blazing fire. Daniel’s three friends sought to worship only the one true God and refused to bow to the king’s image of gold. When they were brought before Nebuchadnezzar, the king asked if they realized the cost of not worshiping his image. He would give them one more chance. When they heard the music, if they bowed to the image, they would be set free; if not, they would be cast into the fiery flames. Their response to the king was filled with faith:
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered and said to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter. If this be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up.” (Daniel 3:16-18)
These three men did not know whether God would deliver them physically or not. That was not the issue here. The central issue of their lives was obedience to God in all that He set before them and the worship of Him alone. God could deliver them from the furnace if that was His will. If not, He would deliver them to Himself by means of the furnace. Either way, they would be faithful to Him. Nebuchadnezzar, of course, was outraged at this rebellion against him and what he worshiped. He told his men to heat the furnace seven times hotter than normal and to cast the men into the furnace. Because of the intense heat, those who threw Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego into the fire were consumed. Then the king saw a miracle of God:
Then King Nebuchadnezzar was astonished and rose up in haste. He declared to his counselors, “Did we not cast three men bound into the fire?” They answered and said to the king, “True, O king.” He answered and said, “But I see four men unbound, walking in the midst of the fire, and they are not hurt; and the appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods.” (Daniel 3:24-25)
In the midst of the fire, these men of faith were set free. In the environment prepared for their destruction, they saw the “fourth man” who was “like unto a son of the gods.” Of course, they had seen Him before, and that is why they were willing to go into the furnace in the first place! Just like Abel, Enoch, Abraham, and Moses, now Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego “saw” beyond the realm of this world and lived all of their lives in terms of that vision. Because these men had lived with the reality of God in their hearts, they could be obedient when He called them to obey in this costly way. Because their vision of God filled their hearts in all of their walk with Him, He revealed Himself to them even further in the midst of the flames. Faith sees God and walks with Him where He leads, even into costly obedience.
A NEW THING IN THE FATHER’S HOUSE
As the Lord Jesus began the last week of His ministry before the cross, He entered Jerusalem triumphantly and to great adulation among the masses. They cried, “Hosanna,” and they blessed His name. It was after this incident that the Son of God confronted the religious leaders who were desecrating the Temple of God.
And Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who sold and bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons. He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers.” (Matthew 21:12-13)
God had greatly desired His house to be a sanctuary from the world, a place of security for His people, characterized by intimacy and power. But His house had become an environment of abuse in which His people were used to enrich the spiritual authorities. Jesus is now issuing a challenge from the heavenlies, telling the religious leaders, “I will do a new thing in my Father’s house. I will do a new thing in the hearts of my people.”
And the blind and the lame came to him in the temple, and he healed them. (Matthew 21:14)
What a picture! When the peddlers and the power brokers were cast out of the Temple, the blind and the lame came to Him and were healed. There was no room in the house of God for hurting people as long as it was business as usual there. There was no opportunity for healing as long as maintenance of the religious systems remained the highest priority.
But when the chief priests and the scribes saw the wonderful things that he did, and the children crying out in the temple, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” they were indignant, (Matthew 21:15)
The children were worshiping, and the religious leaders were indignant! The house of God had now been opened not only to the blind and the lame but to the least as well. The children poured in as room was made for them. The merchandising was gone, the worshiper had come, and the God of creation was praised.
And they said to him, “Do you hear what these are saying?” And Jesus said to them, “Yes; have you never read, ”’Out of the mouth of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise’?” (Matthew 21:16)
The chief priests and the teachers are surprised that Jesus is willing to accept the praises of children. They did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah, and they felt that He was condemning Himself by receiving their worship. Christ affirmed their praise by quoting the Scriptures.
And leaving them, he went out of the city to Bethany and lodged there. (Matthew 21:17)
Rather than argue with the religious elite, Jesus left Jerusalem with His disciples and went to Bethany, a place where He was loved and accepted. He spent the night there. On the next morning, as He was returning to Jerusalem, we see an incident of great significance:
In the morning, as he was returning to the city, he became hungry. And seeing a fig tree by the wayside, he went to it and found nothing on it but only leaves. And he said to it, “May no fruit ever come from you again!” And the fig tree withered at once. (Matthew 21:18-19)
This seems to be a very simple, everyday experience. Jesus is hungry. He sees a fig tree by the side of the road and approaches it, obviously looking for fruit to eat. When He finds no fruit, He curses it, and the tree immediately withers.
When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, “How did the fig tree wither at once?” (Matthew 21:20)
The disciples can hardly believe their eyes! Jesus spoke a word, and the tree immediately withered. They are filled with wonder and ask Christ how He accomplished this.
And Jesus answered them, “Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ it will happen.” (Matthew 21:21)
The incident of the fig tree is one of the most fascinating in all of Jesus’ ministry. This is surely a picture of God’s unbelieving people and the barrenness of the religious leadership. God had sent His Son to His people, looking for fruitfulness, and found only leaves. In the Father’s house, where there should have been worship and prayer, there was only the merchandising that consumed the people and the resources of their hearts and lives. Business as usual was maintained at the expense of spiritual power and intimacy. Where there should have been healing, worship, and fruitfulness, there was only the peddling of religious symbols. God’s people had become barren of any signs of life, and the barren fig tree is a clear picture of that condition.
As Mark records this incident in his Gospel, he tells us that “it was not the season for figs” (Mark 11:13). It seems unfair in our eyes that Jesus would curse the tree when it was not the season for figs. This fact alone fills this scriptural illustration with great meaning and application for each one of us.
How often have we been faced with ministry opportunities and our hearts have responded, “I am not ready yet.” When there is a need for leadership in the church, a class to be taught, counseling to be done, people to be helped, encouraged, and served, we shrink back because we do not feel mature enough. Perhaps God has called us to share our faith with a coworker or a neighbor and we do not feel confident enough. We shrink back from teaching opportunities because we do not know the Scriptures well enough.
Surely, one strong application from this account is that when the Son of God calls for fruitfulness, it is time! This same truth applies when we go through the desert experiences of battles with sin, times of depression, or lack of ministry. We wonder if we will ever come through it. When God calls for fruitfulness, it is His timing. He will always be the life source for any fruit that He desires. Like the fig tree, we cannot respond, “It is not the season for figs.” He will always provide all the power for the fruit that He commands. We must walk in obedience, and that is faith.
But I believe that we find the key to the incident of the fig tree in the response of the disciples. They are watching Jesus approach the tree. When there is no fruit, He curses it. Immediately it withers, and they say, “How did you do that?” Jesus responds to them, “This is nothing! If you have faith, you can remove mountains!” Then He summarizes with this power-filled promise:
And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith. (Matthew 21:22)
The “new thing” that Jesus is doing in His Father’s house is a call to worship and to prayer. When He cast the peddlers and the power brokers out of the Temple and invited in the blind, the lame, and the least, the house of God was filled with healing and worship. When the merchandisers were gone and it was no longer business as usual, He called His people once again to a wholehearted response before the Father. In the incident of the fig tree, Christ called His disciples to prayer.
In many parts of the Body of Christ around the world, a revival of worship and prayer is beginning. There is a growing hunger for praise and worship that leaps out of the forms that men have built and exalts the Lord not only in song but in the presentation of all of our being before Him. There is a desire for prayer that is filled with power and devastates earthly and demonic kingdoms.
Are you and your church a part of this revival of worship and prayer? Are you hungry for a deeper and more powerful relationship with God? If we would be a part of what God is bringing to life today within His Church, we must know that it can no longer be business as usual in either our personal lives or in our church lives. As long as we are seeking to maintain any system that we have built or a life that has become comfortable in its own pursuits, we will never have a relationship with God that is filled with life and power. Today, just as He did at the Temple in Jerusalem, Jesus is cleansing His people and calling them to worship that is filled with life and to prayer that moves mountains.
TEACH US TO PRAY
There was something about Jesus’ prayer life that captivated the attention of His disciples. As they saw His relationship with His Father, they came to Him with this request:
“Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” (Luke 11:1)
When we think of this verse, we usually do not quote it exactly as it is written. In our minds we are often thinking, “Teach us how to pray.” In our Western culture, we tend to think that the method is the key to everything. If someone can teach us how to do something, we feel we will be able to do it effectively. But we, like the disciples, do not need to be taught how to pray. We need to be taught to pray.
Prayer is a continual declaration of dependence on God and a relationship in which we walk with Him with great power in the working out of His will. God enables us to participate with Him in a powerful way in the tearing down of strongholds that Satan has built within the kingdoms of this world and in the moving of mountains that have immobilized people in this world.
How does God teach us to pray? God teaches us to pray by allowing our marriages to hurt, by allowing our businesses to fail, by allowing us to experience difficulties in relationships and in financial circumstances that overwhelm us, and by allowing physical and emotional weaknesses. Our Father draws us to prayer by allowing our churches to live in a maintenance mode until our hearts cry out for renewed life! God teaches us to pray by allowing us to come to the end of ourselves. It is then that we fall on our faces before Him and cry out to Him for deliverance, provision, and power.
WHATEVER YOU ASK IN MY NAME
Jesus tells His disciples in Matthew 21, “If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” There is great power in prayer! In the upper room discourse, Christ sets this teaching before us once again:
Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father. (John 14:12)
The one who has faith in Jesus will do not only what He has been doing but will do even greater things! Faith is a door through which we walk into the power of heavenly realms. The promise of great power is opened even further.
Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it. (John 14:13-14)
Is Christ setting before the disciples, and before us, a tool that we can use to fulfill our dreams and receive the fulfillment of all our desires? Is prayer a mechanism to cause God to act on our behalf? Jesus sets this teaching in the context of His own relationship with His Father:
Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works. (John 14:10)
This teaching is a major theme that runs throughout the book of John. Frequently we hear Jesus telling His disciples that the words they are hearing and the works they are seeing are those of His Father (John 5:19-20; John 8:27-29). The Father was all of the initiative in Christ’s life and ministry; the Lord Jesus walked responsively before Him, always desiring to please Him. Jesus describes Himself as a vessel through whom God speaks His words and fulfills His works.
What does it mean to ask for something in Jesus’ name? It is this teaching and the modeling of Jesus’ relationship with His Father that set the context for Christ’s exhortation to His disciples concerning prayers and works of power. Just as He was seeking those things that began in the heart of God and flowed through Him, resulting in the Father’s glory and the fulfillment of His will, Christ is now calling His disciples to participate in a powerful way in the work that God is doing.
To “ask in Jesus’ name” does not mean bringing to God all of the desires of our hearts, all of those things that will enhance and develop our lives or the lives of those whom we love and then close “in His name.” This is not a mechanism for the fulfillment of our dreams and the key to our personal happiness. It is not asking for all that we want and then putting Jesus’ name at the end of the prayer. That manipulative attitude in prayer reduces our God to the same level as the genie in the bottle who grants whatever wishes the finder desires.
Jesus is calling His disciples to seek those things that come from God rather than those things that originate within us. Our prayer lives should not consist of asking God to fulfill our desires. Instead, Jesus is describing a prayer relationship that originates in God and works through us for His glory and the fulfillment of His will.
We must return here to our study on godliness. What is it that fills the heart of God? We saw in the Scriptures that God has a heart for the poor and for people living in pain. He seeks righteousness and justice. Our Father hungers for His house to be filled and for His Kingdom to be built. He lives for His holiness to be known and His glory to be seen.
When we pray in Jesus’ name, we bring to God in prayer those things that originate in the heart of God. We participate through this relationship of prayer in the fulfillment of His will. Through the intimacy of prayer, God brings us in line with His will, and we become vessels through which God fulfills His will. He pours through us His words, His works, and His life, as He did through the ministry of His own Son. Now, rather than seek our own fulfillment through prayer, we seek what begins in the heart of God, works through us, fulfills His will, and results in His glory!
POWER IN PRAYER
Jesus calls His church to power-filled prayer. Like the first disciples, we need to be reminded by our Lord that prayer can move mountains. It overwhelms our hearts that God would allow us, as creatures of dust, to participate with Him in a powerful way in the working out of His will.
Some of us face mountains of pride that motivate our hearts, or mountains that are characterized by sin that controls our lives. Others of us are almost ready to lose heart because of the pain in our relationships. There is power in prayer! There is power in prayer to move the people of God to obedience and to create within us a hunger for holiness. There is power in prayer to do battle against the forces of wickedness in the heavenly places and to destroy the strongholds that the enemy has built in our minds and in our world. There is power in prayer to heal hurting families and to raise up laborers for God’s harvest. God calls us to pray in power.
Faith: eyes to see what is eternal, and a heart that walks with God in the fulfillment of eternal things. May God, by His grace, raise up men and women of faith within His Church, that His glory might fill the earth!
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. When someone encourages you to pursue faith, what is the first thing that comes to your mind?
2. How does this world’s definition of faith differ from God’s definition of faith? Have you seen faith as something built on substance and evidence or as something less?
3. When you look at the list of faithful people in Hebrews 11, how do you identify with them? Do you see yourself fitting in there or as someone who does not measure up to them? Why?
4. How have you sought God and His Kingdom? In what ways have you struggled with “seeing and seeking”?
5. Describe something of your battle with the tendency to become caught up with material possessions. How has God set you free? Where do you still struggle?
6. Where have you seen God in the “fire” with you in the trials of your life?
7. How does your heart respond to the thought of God doing a “new thing in His house,” built around worship and prayer? When you think of your own worshiping community, where do you tend to become caught up in “business as usual” and miss what God desires to do?
8. Do you feel that intimacy and power have characterized your prayer life? If not, why do you think you have struggled in this way? What needs to change?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
As you read about the saints of old in Hebrews chapter 11, did a hunger begin to grow in your heart to become more a man or woman of faith? Ask God to give birth to a new level of desire in you to walk in faith and obedience before Him. When you pray and meditate on these things, remember that part of God’s process to make you a person of faith might be the trials that purify and develop you and conform you to the image of Christ. Are you willing to commit to a process that might include pain and loss? Pray that your hunger for worship and prayer, for a deeper walk of intimacy and power, might enable you to participate with God in what He is doing. Thank Him for inviting you to join Him in His eternal work!



 
A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.
John 13:34-35
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Pursue Love
As is true with all of His attributes, God is the embodiment of love. He is the source of all of the love that has ever been seen in this world, the means by which any hurt has been healed, the vessel for any comfort, hope and encouragement. Apart from God there is no love; there is only the using and devaluing of life. Within the heart of God are all the things that make us come alive and grow in grace, beauty, and value. When we are loved, all of our lives change. The story of our lives becomes stories of transformation from emptiness to fullness, from darkness to light, from despair to hope. When God loves us, He changes our natures as well as our lives because He gives us His very heart. Now we can love as we have been loved. Now we can be the means by which God touches the lives of others and brings the healing comfort of His love, just as He did with us.
MAY THE LORD DIRECT YOUR HEARTS INTO THE LOVE OF GOD
The apostle Paul shared a very special relationship with the church at Thessalonica. He had given himself freely in the gospel, and the church there had responded to him and to his message with a whole heart. In his first letter, he described his heart toward them in this way:
So, being affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you had become very dear to us. (1 Thessalonians 2:8)
As Paul came toward the end of his second Thessalonian letter, he shared a closing exhortation with them that reflected not only their relationship but also his great desire for them as a church:
Finally, brothers, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed ahead and be honored, as happened among you, (2 Thessalonians 3:1)
Pray that the gospel of Christ may run freely and win victoriously, as an athlete running his course! The church at Thessalonica was an example of what Paul desired to see in all of his ministry. “Just as it was with you,” Paul says. This is a powerful reminder to us. Modeling responsiveness to the Word of God is one of our most important ministries. God desires that we be examples of what He will do in the lives of those who are watching. Those of us in church leadership must know that a significant stewardship before God and before His people is modeling that responsiveness to His Word.
…that we may be delivered from wicked and evil men. For not all have faith. (2 Thessalonians 3:2)
Paul asks his brothers and sisters in Thessalonica to pray for him. He was not always surrounded by men and women of faith. Sometimes people would come into his band of ministers and profess commitment while possessing divisive and destructive hearts. Paul asked the church to pray for his protection in this area.
We see the shepherd of the flock as the protector of the sheep, but we must also see the sheep as the protector of the shepherd. Often in our churches, people who profess belief become involved in the work, even at the highest level of leadership. Yet from their hearts pours forth the destruction of the enemy. The destroyer has placed these evil men and women in our churches. His intention is for them to bring ruin to relationships, discouragement of hearts, and distraction of focus. Around them is a force that seems to consume all of the energy that would otherwise go to the work of the gospel and the building of the church.
Sometimes we come in contact with people like this as they make disparaging comments about the leaders or the pastor. They might make negative remarks about his preaching or question his style of leadership. Of course, according to Matthew 18:15-16, we should immediately send them to the pastor or leader with whom they feel they have a difficulty. If there is a problem, the persons involved must deal with it, and anything beyond that is gossip.
At the same time, we must deal with those attitudes quickly as we in the church come in contact with those who tear at the hearts of leaders. We need to quickly confront any negative comments and protect the integrity, reputation, and ministry of those God has entrusted to us. As His people, God raises us up as protectors of our shepherds in the face of attacks from evil men and women who try to destroy their hearts and the work of the church.
But the Lord is faithful. He will establish you and guard you against the evil one. (2 Thessalonians 3:3)
Paul not only asked the brothers and sisters at Thessalonica to pray for his protection; he also assured them of God’s protection in their lives. In God’s ever faithful love and power, His people are strengthened in the battles with the enemy of their souls. Satan “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8), but the people of God are protected in His care.
And we have confidence in the Lord about you, that you are doing and will do the things that we command. (2 Thessalonians 3:4)
What a wonderful thing for a shepherd to say about a church! Paul was confident in the obedience of his brothers and sisters in Thessalonica. Can your pastor say that about you? If your pastor is away at a conference or involved in a ministry in another place, would he be able to say, “Whatever happens back at home, whatever the enemy brings, whatever temptations or difficulties they face, I know my people will remain faithful to the Lord and keep their eyes fixed on Him”? Paul had that confidence in the church at Thessalonica.
May the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the steadfastness of Christ. (2 Thessalonians 3:5)
We pray often for direction, coming before the Lord seeking guidance concerning our finances, our family needs, our vocational choices, and our ministries. The apostle Paul sets before us here the direction that our hearts need. Our hearts need to be directed into God’s love and Christ’s steadfastness. Paul’s exhortation to Timothy in 1 Timothy 6:11-12, the key passage from which our study is taken, urges this young man in the ministry to pursue love and endurance. That is where God brings us now in our aggressive walk of obedience as we hunger for Him and for those things that come from Him. We pursue love in all of our relationships and prepare for a life of perseverance.
LOVE THAT REVEALS GOD
The love of God is not only an environment in which He heals our hearts, but it is also a place where God reveals Himself to the world around us. In the upper room discourse during those last hours before the cross, the Lord Jesus set the dynamic of this truth before His disciples.
A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. (John 13:34-35)
After He called His followers to pour out to one another the same love they had received from Him, Christ told them that it is this love that will reveal that they have come from Him. Jesus returned to this theme during His prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane:
I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me. (John 17:20-23)
This message is the very heart of the gospel! The fact that Jesus has been sent by the Father to bring redemption and that we have come from Christ as His disciples, is revealed through our unity and our love for one another. In the final analysis it is not the persuasiveness of our preaching, the depth of our theology, the beauty of our music, or the dynamic presentation of our programs that communicate the reality of Jesus as the Messiah. The way we walk with one another in the process validates the message we proclaim.
I have had the privilege of visiting Linares, a village in Ecuador, several times. The village is located in the high jungle areas just northeast of Quito. The church there is pastored by Brother Rafael, a wonderful man of God and an excellent teacher of the Scriptures. I remember on one of my visits hearing the church pray with great earnestness that God would give them a deep love for each other and that He would give them hearts of servants toward one another in order that those around them would know that they were Christians.
I learned later that the church in Linares was in a time of heavy persecution from the non-Christians in the area. There were many threats and much pain as a result of their witness. A couple of years after I was there and heard them pray that God would give them His heart for one another, there was a devastating earthquake in the area that killed many people, including one of pastor Rafael’s daughters.
The area of the earthquake was cut off from Quito because the roads were closed and the lines of communication were down. Of course, many in the missionary community in Quito were gathering food, clothing, and medicine to help the victims of the earthquake. By the time they were able to get to the area, they found that the Christians there were already giving to one another out of the small resources they still possessed. They were doing everything they could to help those who had tried to destroy them. When the persecutors saw the love that these brothers and sisters had for one another and even for their enemies, there was a great response to the gospel of Christ in the midst of this devastating experience. Some of the former persecutors were born again.
It is that kind of love that distinguishes us as followers of the Lord Jesus in this world. Whenever our enemies around us see the way in which we serve one another and give to one another, they will realize that we come from Christ. When they see our unity that cannot be broken and the deep commitment that binds us, they will know that Jesus has been sent by the Father. The gospel is at stake in our responses to one another!
During His upper room discourse Jesus defined that serving, giving love when He washed His disciples’ feet. Afterward He said,
If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. (John 13:14)
This kind of love is seen in a willingness to take the lowest place; it humbles itself and elevates others. Those who are filled with our Father’s love are willing to pour out life to build up others and to diminish themselves in order to make another person great. John, the great apostle of love, describes their responses this way:
By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth. (1 John 3:16-18)
The giving of ourselves, the commitment of our possessions, the compassion of our hearts, and the actions of our lives—only these cause the words of our lips to be heard. May we reveal the Father as we lay down our lives for one another, even as Christ laid down His life out of His love for us.
GOD IS LOVE
How often have we seen the phrase God is love on a plaque and simply repeated those words to ourselves without grasping the full impact of their meaning? The apostle John, the one whom Jesus loved most intimately among His disciples, included this great truth in his strong exhortation for us to love one another:
Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love. (1 John 4:7-8)
God calls us to love one another because we find our life in Him. He is the source of love. When one is born of God, that person will love with God’s love. If love does not characterize a person’s life, that shows he does not know God. God’s very nature is to love, and for those who share His life, it is their nature to love as well.
In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. (1 John 4:9)
How do we know that God loves us? God always defines love as commitment, the giving of life to meet whatever needs are there. We were cut off from God’s life because of sin; that life was in His Son. We know God loves us because He gave us His Son in order that we might have life. We are not confident of His love because of a warm feeling that we have received from Him or from a superficial message sent to us, or because we have earned His favor by doing righteous works. We know God loves us because He gave us the life of His Son. Love must always be defined in terms of the commitment to meet needs, in terms of the giving of life.
In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (1 John 4:10)
As the apostle John continues to teach us about love, he tells us that God’s eternal transformation of our lives did not start with us. It was not when we became so sick of our sin that we came running to Him and asked Him to change our lives. It was not that we loved God and gave Him a reason to respond to us. All of this love was born in His heart apart from us; God chose to send His Son to pay the penalty of our sin.
Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. (1 John 4:11)
Now, John continues, if God’s love for us meant the costly giving of His own Son to meet the desperate needs of our lives, and if the initiative for that love was found in Him, our love for one another must follow that same pattern. John tells us never to do anything less than this with one another and call it love. If God’s love is characterized by giving and commitment, even at great cost, so must our love be for one another. The superficial and casual things that pass for love in this world are only cheap imitations of what is real and true. When we, as men and women of God, pursue love, it will be the costly giving of ourselves to God and to one another.
LOVE THAT HEALS
One of the great difficulties that we as men and women have with love is that often we do not see ourselves as lovable, as worthy of receiving love. Sometimes we do not feel very good about ourselves or about the things we have done. For that reason we have a hard time believing that anyone else could feel any differently about us. Genuine love can never be measured by feelings. Feelings fluctuate greatly. If we take our view of ourselves from how we feel, we will be led from one emotional roller coaster to another. John deals with the need to affirm love as he continues:
So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. (1 John 4:16)
John says that we have come to know God’s love and that we rest on, or believe, the love He has for us. These are two vastly different things. It is one thing to come to an understanding of a truth; it is something completely different to affirm that truth within our hearts and minds. All of the effects of God’s love for us bear fruit within our lives as we believe what He tells us and live in terms of what that means. We must believe what God says about how He sees us, how He responds to us, and about all that we have become in Him. When we live in the environment of God’s Person and His love, we share life with Him in a full and intimate way. As John continues, he describes the healing effects of God’s love as it flows out from Him and into our own hearts.
By this is love perfected with us, so that we may have confidence for the day of judgment, because as he is so also are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love. (1 John 4:17-18)
The two most crippling forces in this world, and Satan’s powerful weapons against us, are guilt and fear. God’s love deals with those destructive weapons completely in our relationships with Him. God tells us that when we stand before Him on the Judgment Day, we will not shrink back, overwhelmed by guilt, because we believe what He tells us about our sin. Christ took all of our sin away at the cross; He bore our sins in His own body in order that we might be healed and set free. God will not dredge up anything from our past to use against us on the Judgment Day because all of our sin is gone. That is why we can stand before Him in complete confidence. God sees us as fully righteous as His own Son because He has justified us in Christ and has given us His righteousness.
God’s love not only takes away our guilt, it also deals completely with our fear. John says that perfect love casts out fear. Just as we would walk into a dark room, turn on a light, and have the light dispel the darkness, so God’s love dispels all of the fear that has filled our hearts. His love casts it out. Fear cannot remain where love dwells. John tells us that impending punishment is the basis for fear. If you take away the punishment, you remove the fear as well. That is what God’s love has done. When Christ cried out on the cross, “It is finished,” what He meant was that His sacrifice had paid all of the penalty for our sin. With no punishment waiting for the children of God, there is no basis for fear. God has healed us from the most crippling effects of sin and robbed Satan of his most imposing weapons in his war against our souls. Now God calls us to love Him in return and then to give that love away.
We love because he first loved us. (1 John 4:19)
God has created us as vessels through whom He will pour out His love into this world. But before we can love, however, we must be loved. When we are changed by God’s eternal love, we become reservoirs filled with that same love that heals the lives of others. After God loves us in this way, He commands us to love our brother also:
If anyone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother. (1 John 4:20-21)
LOVE THAT MOTIVATES AND TRANSFORMS
In our study of 1 John 4, we read, “We love because He first loved us” (v. 19). Our love for God, and for one another, is a response to His love for us. We have no capacity within ourselves to love the way God has called us to love. He must be the source of that love and the initiator of that response within our hearts. When we see how God has loved us in the giving of His Son, and how Jesus has loved us in the pouring out of His love for us, we are motivated to lay down our lives for Him and for one another in return.
The apostle Paul focused on this same theme as he wrote of our calling to be ministers of reconciliation:
For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; (2 Corinthians 5:14)
The love of Christ compels us! What motivates us is not our past, our sin, our fear, our guilt, or a need for others’ approval. What motivates us is the love of Christ. God’s love for us and our responding love for Him have become the primary moving forces in our lives. God’s love has such integrity, character, and purity that He would never manipulate us with guilt or fear or by withholding His approval in order to get us to perform as He desires. He moves us by pouring out His love to us and calls us to pour out our lives in return:
He died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. (2 Corinthians 5:15)
Our goals and priorities are transformed as we respond with whole hearts to the love of Christ. Before we came to know Him, we lived for ourselves. That was our nature, our way of life. Now that there has been a turning point in our life experience, we no longer live for ourselves but for Him who died and rose again for us. All of our resources, desires, and energies are poured out for Him and for the building of His Kingdom:
From now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. (2 Corinthians 5:16-17)
Christ’s love controls us, transforms our life pursuits, and gives us the ability to see people in a completely new way. We used to look at people “from a worldly point of view” or “according to the flesh,” as the New American Standard translates this phrase. We viewed people in light of fleshly evaluations such as color, finances, position, or physique. We looked at people in terms of how we could use them or benefit from them. We often saw them, as we saw ourselves, in light of their past. This is the way the world around us teaches us to see people. Now, with the love of Christ compelling our responses, we see people as valuable because they are made in the image of God. All of their worth flows from the eyes of the Father. We look at people in terms of who they will become in Christ, and we give ourselves as their servants to bring them into relationship with Him.
All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. (2 Corinthians 5:18-19)
“All this is from God”! He is the only source of love, transformation, and reconciliation. God is the only means of wholeness for hearts, for relationships, and for churches. Our Father is the initiator of reconciliation. From pursuing Adam and Eve, hiding in their sin in the Garden of Eden, to pursuing you and me in the cross of Calvary, wooing us in His love and drawing us by the Holy Spirit, God has initiated reconciliation. Now God’s love moves us to bring the wholeness of redemption to those who remain alienated from Him. We plead in His place with men and women, begging them to be reconciled to God:
Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. (2 Corinthians 5:20)
LOVE AS A SANCTUARY
In Romans 12 the apostle Paul calls us to present our bodies as living sacrifices, and then he links our entire transformation to the renewing of our minds. After teaching us to give the life of God to one another through spiritual gifts, Paul begins to show us what the love of God looks like as it comes alive in our relationships:
Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. (Romans 12:9-10)
Our love for one another must be genuine and wholehearted. It must never be characterized by the imitations of the world; it can never be superficial in its responses. Love is decisive and strong; it is extreme in its commitments, expresses hatred for evil, and holds tightly to what is good. The love of God is filled with devotion toward our brothers and our sisters. It elevates others above ourselves and looks at them with esteem.
Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. (Romans 12:11-13)
Love is passionate in its responses and zealous in its pursuits, seeking every opportunity to serve. It delights in the times that bring joy; it remains constant in times of pain; it endures in prayer. God’s people are givers, looking for opportunities to share or to welcome those from outside:
Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be conceited. (Romans 12:14-16)
Even as Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34), concerning those around the cross who sought to destroy Him, and Stephen said, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60), concerning those who were stoning him, we return the forgiving, life-giving love of God to those who persecute us. We identify intimately with our brothers and our sisters in their sorrows and in their laughter. We pursue peace with one another in the love of God and do not exalt ourselves. In the humility that only God can give, we reach out to those the world rejects. We do not think more highly of ourselves than we ought to think.
Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. (Romans 12:17-18)
As in the examples of Christ and Stephen, we do not return to others the pain they inflict on us. We see God’s mercy toward us, which keeps us from amplifying hurts in the lives of others. Love seeks righteousness and justice in all situations and seeks peace wherever it is possible. We do all that we can to bring harmony and wholeness to our relationships:
Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” (Romans 12:19-20)
There is only one judge, and that judge is God. That leaves only one role for us, and that is servant. It is never in our hands to take revenge; that belongs only to the righteous One who is the only standard for justice. We leave vengeance to Him. Our responsibility is to extend mercy, to care for even our enemies. We meet their needs in the name of God, warming them with His love. In this way we are overcomers, destroying the evil that fills this world and revealing the heart of our Father. The love of God not only becomes a refuge for our brothers and sisters but a place of healing and redemption for those outside the fold of His church as they come to know Him through us!
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:21)
LOVE AND OBEDIENCE
Jesus fully defined the love that He was seeking from His disciples. Just as our study has revealed that God’s love is filled with the commitment to give, so it is with Christ as He seeks that same response from His followers:
If you love me, you will keep my commandments. (John 14:15)
The Lord Jesus clearly links love to obedience! Obedience characterized Christ’s response of love toward His Father; that love moved Him to submit to His Father’s will in the giving of His life:
And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:8)
As Christ summarized His message and ministry to His disciples in those last hours before the cross, He called them to respond to Him with that same heart of love characterized by obedience:
As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. (John 15:9-10)
Hearts of loving obedience flowing outward as a result of our inner transformation express love in our relationship with Christ. Out of our love for Him, a consuming desire to please Him and to do His will pours from our hearts.
These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full. (John 15:11)
Joy is the fruit of love. God calls us to obedience in order that we might share His joy! The joy of Christ, who delighted in doing His Father’s will, overflows in our hearts as well, as we delight in His will. This verse is a great encouragement to all of us who are seekers of pleasure. Joy overflows in our lives and to the point of complete fulfillment as we come before our Lord with hearts of obedience. For His glory and for the sake of our own joy we obey Him!
[Jesus said] “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that someone lays down his life for his friends.” (John 15:12-13)
Jesus’ love for us meant laying down His life. Only through His sacrifice do we share in the life of God. We are reconciled through Christ’s death on the cross. Our love for one another now follows His example. We lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters:
You are my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you. (John 15:14-15)
Friendship in the Scriptures is a deep level of intimacy. We were slaves of sin, but now we have become enslaved to God. We desire to serve Him because of all He has done for us, but He invites us beyond the place of the servant to the oneness of friendship. We were His enemies, but now He calls us friends!
In an intimate friendship there is deep sharing. We hold nothing from one another. Jesus reveals to us all that He has learned from His Father. He invites us to know Him, even as He desires to know us. Christ calls us to a life of obedience in an environment of freedom, giving, knowing, intimacy, and commitment. That is love in the context of friendship. It gives, and invites giving in return. He died for us; now He gently, firmly calls us to live for Him:
Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him. By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. (1 John 5:1-3)
REFUGE, AND A LONG LIFE
The psalmist gave a vivid word picture of the security of those who have fixed their love on God:
He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the shadow of the Almighty. (Psalm 91:1)
God is a shelter in which we live, and we find rest in His shadow. He is a refuge to which we can run from our enemies, a secure fortress in which we can hide. When we claim the Lord of creation as our God, our hearts can trust in Him:
I will say to the LORD, “My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.” (Psalm 91:2)
After the psalmist vividly describes God as the One who covers us and becomes our shield, our protector and our deliverer, he quotes God’s own words concerning those who are the recipients of His love and who love Him in return. The intimacy of His care, the promise of His presence, the power of His protection, the honor that only He can bring and the satisfaction of a long life are ours. The salvation and deliverance of our God will be the hallmarks of our lives. This, and all of eternity, are for those who are beloved of God and who love God in return!
Because he holds fast to me in love, I will deliver him; I will protect him, because he knows my name. When he calls to me, I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble; I will rescue him and honor him. With long life I will satisfy him and show him my salvation.” (Psalm 91:14-16)
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Do you have difficulty believing that God loves you as He says He does? Why do you feel this way? Has that affected your ability to love others?
2. How can you more effectively function as a “protector of the shepherds” at your home church? Why is this so important to God?
3. List the things that happen when our hearts are “directed into the love of God.” What are the effects on us as well as on the gospel?
4. How would a “love that serves” transform the relationships in your church? Why is it so difficult to love one another in that way?
5. When the apostle John says, “God is love,” what does he mean? Isn’t God many other things as well? Why would John focus on love as a definition of God?
6. Why would God not use guilt or fear to motivate us when we have seen how effective they are as motivators in the world? Why does He use love instead to motivate us in life and ministry?
7. Put in your own words what it means for the love of God to become a sanctuary for His people.
8. Are the relationships in your church characterized by the love that Paul describes in Romans 12? What needs to change for that to be the norm in your responses to one another?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Spend some time in personal worship, thanking God for His faithful love to you. Praise Him for His unchanging love when your own love for Him has wavered again and again. Pray for the pastors and elders at your church, and ask God to protect them from the evil one. Ask God to make your own heart sensitive to opportunities to encourage them. Thank God for His promise to protect you from Satan as well.
As you pray for yourself, ask God to direct your heart into His love and to enable you to experience all of the healing and motivation for ministry that flow from a heart loved by Him. Thank Him for removing the guilt and fear from your heart and for setting you free to love Him in return. Pray, too, that your relationships in your church will be characterized by Paul’s description in Romans 12 and will cause you to be a witness to the world in your relationships with one another.
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Pursue Endurance
When Jesus sent His disciples on their first missionary venture, He prepared them for the persecution that would surely come. He did not want them to be naive about the world in which He had called them to share His life:
Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves. (Matthew 10:16)
What a statement to make to those just entering “the ministry.” Sheep in the midst of wolves! From the world’s perspective they would be so vulnerable, so open to destruction. Because this is true, Jesus said, “Be as shrewd as snakes.” Keep your eyes open; be aware of what is happening around you. At the same time, “Be as innocent as doves.” Do not intentionally incur the wrath of those around you. Be careful not to give the world a fleshly reason to persecute you. Persecution will come as the darkness of this world reacts to the light of Christ, whom they represent. It is His presence with them that will be sufficient for all they need in this process. Then Jesus gives them a stern warning:
…you will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved. (Matthew 10:22)
Jesus told His disciples that they would be surrounded by people who would hate them because they hated Him but that they must endure in all of this, even to the very end.
Endurance is one of the most important character qualities God builds into us. The ability to persevere, to continue walking in the face of great trials, powerful temptations, and painful circumstances is what marks men and women of God. So many others “bail out” at the first sign of difficulty.
DISCIPLINE AND ENDURANCE
Toward the end of Hebrews 10, the writer sets the tone for the rest of his letter when he writes:
For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God you may receive what is promised. (Hebrews 10:36)
We studied Hebrews 11 earlier and saw many examples of men and women who lived by faith. In these descriptions of faith, we see again and again the reference to endurance. Abraham endured. He did not allow his life to become settled within this world’s system because God had shown him a Kingdom beyond this world whose builder was God. Abraham endured here in order to possess that Kingdom. Moses endured ill treatment with the people of God rather than enjoy the passing pleasures of sin because he saw the reality of Christ. As the writer moves into chapter 12, he encourages us, too, to endure:
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, (Hebrews 12:1)
God calls us to run with perseverance the race that is set before us. All of these godly examples have gone before us, and now with their encouragement we are running a long-distance race that will find its finish at God’s eternal throne. So many things along the way could distract us: Pleasures in this world could consume us; difficulties in relationships could cause us to lose heart. Because of this, the race to which we are called cannot be run on the basis of speed, personality, or style. This race is eternally significant. The objective is to finish; endurance is the character quality most needed to finish the race. The writer has given us a series of examples, but now he points to the supreme example of endurance:
looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. (Hebrews 12:2)
Jesus Christ is seated at the right hand of God’s throne, where we will finish our race. Christ is not only the goal of this race, He is our example to follow. His power enables us to run. Christ endured all that His Father had called Him to endure: He endured the battle with Satan, and He endured the onslaughts of men:
Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. (Hebrews 12:3-4)
The writer tells us to look at Jesus as our example. We have not yet confronted the degree of hostility that Christ faced. When we focus on His example, we will not become tired so quickly and give up the race before it is finished. The writer tells us that we have not yet come to the place of shedding blood in our battle against sin, as the Lord Jesus did. Jesus persevered in the midst of the lashes, the thorns, the nails, the spears. Even then He did not give up. He endured all the way to the cross, where His life was given and His blood spilled to wash away our sins.
When we look at the Son of God and all that He endured in order to please His Father and to redeem our lives, we are encouraged. All that we face in the way of temptations and difficult circumstances does not begin to compare to the path He walked before us. Now He lives within us, giving us the resources to continue to walk when our own strength is gone. The writer continues by telling us of God’s ministry of discipline that enables us to endure:
And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons? “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him. For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives.” (Hebrews 12:5-6)
An important aspect in the life of every child is the discipline of his father. A father who loves his children disciplines them. So it is with our Father in heaven. Because He loves us, He disciplines us. God allows us to go through difficult times, painful circumstances, and problems in relationships to teach us always to come to Him for His strength:
It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? (Hebrews 12:7)
The writer focuses here on the basic goal of discipline. The purpose of discipline is to develop endurance. When a runner runs an important race, her first time on the track is not on the day of the race. She has been there for days, weeks, even months, disciplining herself so that on the day of the race she will not fall on her face before reaching the finish line. All those months of discipline have built into her body the strength she will need to finish the race and to win.
God disciplines us in order to build into our lives the strength we need to finish our most important race—the race of life, which brings us before His eternal throne. It is the commitment of His love for us that enables us to run with endurance, to finish, and to win.
AN ETERNAL PRIZE
As the writer continues, he tells us that our earthly fathers disciplined us in the ways that seemed best to them to fulfill their goals as parents. The goal of God’s discipline in our lives is much higher:
For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. (Hebrews 12:10-11)
God’s intimate work in our lives brings us to the highest fulfillment in the life of any person. God disciplines us so that we might share His holiness and so that our lives might yield the peaceful fruit of righteousness. People push themselves and strive for excellence for many reasons: monetary goals, high position, the recognition of men. The highest goal, the epitome of achievement in the eyes of God, is that the holiness and righteousness of His life will fill our hearts. That is why we strive in this race. That is the reason for our perseverance when those around us have quit and are encouraging us to quit as well. We are pursuing God Himself. The prize of His righteousness is the only pursuit that is truly valuable and worthy of all that is within us:
Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. (1 Corinthians 9:24-27)
TRIALS AND ENDURANCE
We have looked at God’s ministry of discipline, that builds into us the strength we need to endure in the race of life. James, the brother of Jesus, encourages us also concerning our attitude toward the trials God permits in our lives:
Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2-4)
James is writing to “dispersed” Christians. Because of the great persecutions that had begun in Rome and Jerusalem, many Christians fled for their lives, leaving behind their homes, families, friends, businesses and possessions. James calls these believers to rejoice! If they can learn to see their lives and circumstances from God’s perspective, they will have freedom and joy. James tells us here that our focus makes all the difference. If we are caught up in our circumstances with a “why me” attitude and react with anger and frustration toward God, we will miss the whole point. We will lose a sense of what God is fulfilling in us through our life situations. Trials are our friends, James says. God is using them to produce in us the endurance that must characterize our lives in this world.
God’s plan for our lives, through the course of time, is to bring us to maturity. His goal is to accomplish in us the growth of the qualities that are pleasing to Him so that when we stand before Him, nothing will be left undone or lacking. Trials and testings are critical parts of that growth process. Let it happen, James tells us. Participate with God in the process. Respond to Him. We are always to keep our eyes on who we are becoming in Christ. The fulfillment of that process in our lives is worth anything we must endure here. Even Jesus was involved in that process of suffering in order to learn obedience:
Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered. And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, (Hebrews 5:8-9)
Jesus, who was never disobedient, learned obedience! God is teaching us about a pattern of responsiveness that He built into His Son through the sufferings Christ endured. In the face of every trial, every temptation, Jesus turned to His Father. In the framework of that process, Christ grew to maturity and became the means of God’s life to us.
God has allowed us to see a small part of that process in the lives of Christ’s disciples. Peter, who is such an example of endurance, faced the greatest trial of his life as Jesus offered up his own. Scripture gives us accounts of the many boasts that Peter made and then was unable to fulfill in his own weakness. On this occasion, however, Christ prepared Him for the most powerful temptation:
Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers. (Luke 22:31-32)
What a picture! Satan has demanded permission to sift Peter like wheat! As with Job, Satan needed God’s permission to work in Peter’s life in this way. His purpose was to destroy Peter in every way: spiritually, emotionally, intellectually, and physically. Satan’s aim was to separate Peter from his faith, as wheat is separated from the chaff in the threshing process. The turning point of this trial, and of Peter’s life, was Jesus’ presence with him in this experience. Peter would not go through this alone. Christ told him that He had already prayed for him, that he would come through this experience and be even stronger than he was before. Even Satan would be a tool in God’s hands to develop endurance and ministry in Peter’s life:
Peter said to him, “Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to death.” Jesus said, “I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that you know me.” (Luke 22:33-34)
How does Peter respond to Jesus’ revelation and to His words of encouragement about what is about to occur? Rather than fall at Jesus’ feet in worship, he is consumed by fleshly attitudes once more: “I am ready, Lord; I am able. I will follow you all the way!” Another fleshly boast, and Christ had to confront him again. Peter was so weak and so vulnerable to the temptation to trust in himself and his own resources, yet God accomplished all of His will in the life of this man, who came to him with a whole heart.
Just as He did with Peter, God will bring us through every trial and temptation; He will be with us in every tribulation. His faithfulness will be the difference in our lives and ministries, just as it was in this weak man. As He did with Peter, God will accomplish all of His will in our lives as we walk with Him. He will also, even in our weakness, cause us to be men and women of great power.
JEREMIAH: A MAN WHO ENDURED
Jeremiah was a prophet to Judah when the people of God were exiled to Babylon. This man, like Peter, was not strong in himself. How did he respond when God called him?
“Ah, Lord GOD! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.” (Jeremiah 1:6)
Yet even in Jeremiah’s youth and his weakness of speech, God had raised him up for a significant ministry among His people. Just as God did in Peter, He would accomplish all of His will in Jeremiah’s life:
But the LORD said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a youth’; for to all to whom I send you, you shall go, and whatever I command you, you shall speak.” (Jeremiah 1:7)
Jeremiah’s ministry came at a very dark time in the history of God’s people. Because of their rebellion and sin, God had allowed them to be led away to captivity. Of course, they were already captives in their hearts because they had given themselves away to other gods. As a result, God allowed them to become physically enslaved, using their physical condition as a mirror of their inner condition. Yet even then they did not return to the Lord. Even as captives, they continued to worship the gods of the heathens.
RUN WITH THE HORSES
Jeremiah’s ministry was characterized by endurance. His ministry covered nearly forty years, with no positive response from God’s people to the message he proclaimed. Jeremiah experienced much pain and great persecution as he sought to faithfully communicate the message God had entrusted to him. One of the things Jeremiah had to endure was his confusion concerning God’s justice. He continually faced rejection and often lived with deep hurts from the attacks of men. At the same time, those who rebelled against God seemed to live lives of prosperity, with everything falling easily into place for them. Eventually Jeremiah confronted God about this very thing:
Righteous are you, O LORD, when I complain to you; yet I would plead my case before you. Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why do all who are treacherous thrive? (Jeremiah 12:1)
How often have we felt as Jeremiah did? It does not make sense to us that God’s people, who live before Him with hearts of obedience, so often experience devastating losses, have much pain or sickness in their families, and suffer great financial need. At the same time, those who give no thought to God often seem to live in ease and prosperity. Haven’t we, too, questioned God’s justice in the face of this? It seems sensible to us that those who trust in God should experience His blessing and prosper. We feel that God’s justice should be clearly evident in His care for His own.
God’s response to Jeremiah’s cry comes in the form of a strong confrontation:
If you have raced with men on foot, and they have wearied you, how will you compete with horses? And if in a safe land you are so trusting, what will you do in the thicket of the Jordan? (Jeremiah 12:5)
“If you have had difficulty handling the normal circumstances of life, Jeremiah, how will you endure when the situations far exceed your strength?” This is God’s response to Jeremiah’s complaint concerning His justice! If Jeremiah cried before the Lord when he saw the wicked prospering, how would he handle the coming captivity of God’s people and their continual rebellion? Jeremiah needed God to strengthen his own heart for the battles he would face rather than confront God when His actions did not match Jeremiah’s sense of justice.
We, too, need hearts that endure when our life situations do not fit our concept of justice. Like Jeremiah, we tend to feel that God is “unfair.” In reality, God knows nothing of “fairness” in His dealing with men. If we lived in a kingdom of “fairness,” all of us would be cut off from Him for all eternity. Only by His grace and mercy have any escaped His wrath. God functions according to His justice, righteousness, and mercy in all of His relationships.
God might very well confront us, too, when we compare our circumstances with those of men and women who live in rebellion against Him or have yielded to the system of this world. We may need to be reminded, with Jeremiah, that if we cannot handle the normal difficulties of life—the attacks of the enemy and the afflictions of men—in the strength God supplies, how will we be able to respond when the circumstances far exceed our resources? Our hearts must be strengthened so that we can “run with the horses” in great victory and endure in all that God allows in our lives.
HIS PRESENCE, OUR PEACE
Paul wrote to his beloved church at Philippi while he was imprisoned in Rome. His words of encouragement to them is an encouragement to his own heart as well:
Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice! (Philippians 4:4)
The apostle is commanding the church to rejoice! It is so easy to become convinced that our feelings are the results of our circumstances and situations, that they fluctuate beyond our control. The Scriptures make it clear that we can control our feelings, give direction to them, even command them. We can see that truth in David’s psalms, where he often commands himself to find his joy in God:
I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart; I will recount all of your wonderful deeds. I will be glad and exult in you; I will sing praise to your name, O Most High. (Psalm 9:1-2)
In this same way, Paul calls the children of God always to rejoice. Even in times of great pain and loss, in circumstances that overwhelm our hearts, we can find joy in the Lord; in fact, we must find joy in the Lord!
Let your reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand; (Philippians 4:5)
It is the Lord’s presence that enables us to be gentle in our responses to people and circumstances. We will talk more about this wonderful truth in chapter 7. “The Lord is near.” God’s nearness is the reality that sets our hearts free to rejoice and then to endure. His presence enables us to persevere. When our world seems to be crumbling around us, the Holy Spirit gives us the grace to say, “God knows all about this; He is here with me; He will bring me through this situation.”
do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. (Philippians 4:6)
Now Paul teaches us how to battle through our circumstances, holding on to God, in such a way that our hearts can rejoice. We do not allow our hearts to become overwhelmed by anxiety. All of the fears that the enemy would introduce in our minds, all of the “what if” questions, are laid aside. In our confusion, our fears, our circumstances and afflictions, our pain-filled relationships, in everything, we come to God. In a process of prayer and petition mixed with thanksgiving, we bring the needs and desires of our hearts to Him.
Prayer is the privilege of an intimate communion relationship with God. In prayer we fellowship with our Father. We participate with Him in the working out of His will, and we do battle against the forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. Petitions are the supplications of our hearts. Within the communion, the fellowship, and the battles, they are the deep and honest cries that come from our hearts in the midst of our pain and need. We have the freedom to cry out to God openly, vulnerably, as we come to Him. All of this is mixed with an attitude of thanksgiving. We keep coming to God with thankful hearts, even in the most difficult situations.
There is something of great beauty in thankful hearts. Rather than focus on what we do not have, we are grateful for what God has given. Instead of complaining about our circumstances or relationships, we maintain an attitude of thanksgiving. We see God’s grace and sense His mercy, and we know that we do not deserve those blessings. We do not earn His goodness by performing well. It is having hearts of thanksgiving that set us free to rejoice. The ability to see the goodness of the Lord as we go through difficult and painful trials is a gift of His Spirit. We must value this treasure carefully as God’s stewards and monitor our hearts continually.
And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:7)
When we “rejoice always” and come to God with prayers, petitions, and thanksgiving, not allowing our anxiety to control our hearts, His peace stands guard over our hearts and minds. His peace, which transcends understanding, will keep us in the sanctuary of God’s protection. We are not able to “figure out” our circumstances or find solutions to painful relationships. We must turn to the Lord, and His peace will guard our hearts and enable us to endure.
GOD IS OUR REFUGE
We can endure in life and ministry because our heavenly Father is committed to our perseverance and to our care along the way.
The apostle Paul describes God’s keeping grace to the church at Philippi:
I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ. (Philippians 1:3-6)
This truth is the basis for our confidence as well. We can hold onto God and “keep walking,” even in the greatest afflictions, temptations, and battles in our lives, because He is holding on to us and will carry us all the way to the end of the race that He has set before us.
The truth of this reality comes alive in a vivid way in Psalm 31. It is probable that David wrote this psalm as he was fleeing from King Saul. The king, in his hardhearted disobedience, pride, and madness, was seeking to kill David. This is one of my favorite portions of Scripture, because David’s honesty about himself and his circumstances is of such great encouragement to me. Sometimes David is praising the Lord, and then he slips to the depths of despair. But we see God coming to David again and again, meeting him where he is and filling him again with hope:
In you, O LORD, do I take refuge; let me never be put to shame; in your righteousness deliver me! Incline your ear to me; rescue me speedily! Be a rock of refuge for me, a strong fortress to save me! For you are my rock and my fortress; and for your name’s sake you lead me and guide me; (Psalm 31:1-3)
This teaching is unusually vivid. David speaks of God as a refuge, a deliverer, a rock, a fortress. Sometimes we forget that the Bible is an “Eastern” book. Our western culture tends to communicate by the more sterile means of insights, principles, and concepts. But Eastern teaching more often uses “pictures.” David gives us a series of word pictures that will fill us also with encouragement, hope, and the strength to endure:
You take me out of the net they have hidden for me, for you are my refuge. Into your hand I commit my spirit; you have redeemed me, O LORD, faithful God. (Psalm 31:4-5)
At the end of verse 3, David has been pleading with God to lead him for His own sake. David knew well that the reputation of the Shepherd was at stake in the way He cared for His sheep. Now he seeks God for freedom from the trap that his enemies have set for him, and for the redemption that only his Father in heaven can bring. We remember verse 5 as some of the last words that Jesus spoke on the cross.
HE SETS OUR FEET IN SPACIOUS PLACES
I hate those who pay regard to worthless idols, but I trust in the LORD. I will rejoice and be glad in your steadfast love, because you have seen my affliction; you have known the distress of my soul, and you have not delivered me into the hand of the enemy; you have set my feet in a broad place. (Psalm 31:6-8)
In his pain, David reacts with hatred toward those who trust in things made by human hands, and he reaffirms his hope in God alone. Even in affliction, David finds joy in His Father’s love and faithfulness. He knows that God is aware of all of the pain in his life and the despair of his soul. Now David offers a graphic description of the way God comes to him in times of affliction. Rather than hand David over to his enemies, God sets his feet in “spacious places.”
This is one of the most visual pictures in all of God’s Word. We may feel “closed in” by our difficult circumstances, or pressured by our pain-filled relationships, or overwhelmed by our many activities. But, like David, we have a God who comes to us in these times and sets our feet in large, spacious places. He gives us room, time, and encouragement. He provides enlarged realms of freedom in which we can walk in His grace and grow in His abundant mercy. Even in failures and wrong choices that have made us vulnerable to our enemies, our hearts can be free as we repent and seek our Father’s pardon.
In Paul’s letter to the Romans, he says, “Don’t let the world squeeze you into its mold” (Romans 12:2, Phillips). If we allow it, that is exactly what the world will do to us. This world will force us into its mold, pressure us on every side, and we will come out of that mold looking like everyone else around us. Our motives, values, passions, and pursuits will end up reflecting the world system in which we live. In this world we become “little people,” tightly squeezed into “little places.” But it does not have to be this way when God is the Shepherd of our lives! He sets our feet in spacious places. Even when we are surrounded by those who want to destroy us, God gives us room. He offers encouragement and hope:
Be gracious to me, O LORD, for I am in distress; my eye is wasted from grief; my soul and my body also. For my life is spent with sorrow, and my years with sighing; my strength fails because of my iniquity, and my bones waste away. Because of all my adversaries I have become a reproach, especially to my neighbors, and an object of dread to my acquaintances; those who see me in the street flee from me. (Psalm 31:9-11)
Here it is as if David takes his eyes off God for a moment and focuses on his circumstances. He talks of his distress, his weakness, and his grief. David describes his groaning and anguish, and the contempt that his neighbors have for him because of his enemies. Even his own friends desert him. What aloneness this man of God is experiencing!
I have been forgotten like one who is dead; I have become like a broken vessel. For I hear the whispering of many—terror on every side!—as they scheme together against me, as they plot to take my life. (Psalm 31:12-13)
David is not only alone; he also feels that he has been forgotten. He is broken and surrounded by terror; he is slandered, and men conspire to take his life. What pressure and pain fill David’s heart! We can sense only in a small way how overcome he is by his enemies and his circumstances. We see him sinking further into despair. But now, just in time, he sees again a glimpse of how God meets him in the midst of his battles.
OUR TIMES ARE IN HIS HAND
But I trust in you, O LORD; I say, “You are my God.” My times are in your hand; rescue me from the hand of my enemies and from my persecutors! (Psalm 31:14-15)
“You are my God,” David cries. He affirms his trust in his heavenly Father. And then he reminds his heart and ours of one of the most powerfully transforming truths about God and how He gives confidence and security to His hurting children: “My times are in your hand!” David, even in the most devastating circumstances and pain-filled relationships, knew that all of the times of his life were in the hands of his sovereign God.
Do we live with that awareness, that all of the times of our lives are in God’s hands? Our times of growth and maturing are in God’s hands. Our times of failure and spiritual battle are part of God’s sovereign process. The times of our conversions and fruitfulness, our work and our ministries, belong to God. The salvation of our children and their growth, their victories and defeats, are in God’s hands.
This truth sets our hearts free. It is the sovereignty of God, and our ability to see it, that enable us to walk in confidence even in situations and relationships with people that would destroy us. It is this understanding that enabled Joseph to say to his brothers, who had tried to destroy him, “God sent me here ahead of you” (Genesis 45:7) when he revealed himself to them in Egypt. And it was this truth that set him free to tell them later, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” (Genesis 50:20) It was Joseph’s great view of God and His sovereignty that set him free to forgive his brothers, to love them, and even to become their servant. When we learn that all of the times of our lives are in the hands of a sovereign God, our hearts, like David’s and Joseph’s, will also be set free!
Make your face shine on your servant; save me in your steadfast love! (Psalm 31:16)
What do you desire from God when you are surrounded by your enemies and overwhelmed by your circumstances? Do you desire freedom and deliverance? Surely David desired those things also. But there was one thing that David desired even more than deliverance from his pain-filled situations; he desired the smile of his Father’s approval:
O LORD, let me not be put to shame, for I call upon you; let the wicked be put to shame; let them go silently to Sheol. Let the lying lips be mute, which speak insolently against the righteous in pride and contempt. (Psalm 31:17-18)
David’s focus turns to his enemies, and he asks God to give them what they deserve for their sins against him. But then this man after God’s own heart sees the reality of what God is doing in the unseen realms.
HE STORES UP HIS GOODNESS FOR US
Oh, how abundant is your goodness, which you have stored up for those who fear you and worked for those who take refuge in you, in the sight of the children of mankind! (Psalm 31:19)
Even as David experiences leanness and aloneness, he knows that God is storing up His goodness for him and will pour out that goodness on him at the proper time.
Perhaps as you read this text, you find yourself in the middle of devastating circumstances, and you feel surrounded by those who would destroy you. Maybe you are suffering financial loss or are battling sickness, or difficulty in your marriage or your family. You need to know that there is a God who is storing up His goodness for you. You cannot see it now, but it is true. Even in these days of leanness, your heavenly Father is storing up His goodness, and in His sovereign timing, He will pour that goodness on you to such a degree that you will not be able to contain it!
In the cover of your presence you hide them from the plots of men; you store them in your shelter from the strife of tongues. (Psalm 31:20)
David sees something else about God in his times of affliction. God not only sets his feet in spacious places and reminds him that his times are in His hands, but He also causes His face to shine on those He loves. He hides those who trust in Him in the shelter of His presence. He creates an environment of the greatest security and protection in the most insecure situations of life. His glorious presence surrounding us is our great confidence. David talked about this sometime later when he said, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the shadow of the Almighty…He will cover you with his pinions and under his wings you will find refuge.” (Psalm 91:1-4)
HIS WONDERFUL LOVE IN A BESIEGED CITY
Blessed be the LORD, for he has wondrously shown his steadfast love to me when I was in a besieged city. I had said in my alarm, “I am cut off from your sight.” But you heard the voice of my pleas for mercy when I cried to you for help. (Psalm 31:21-22)
When do we sense the love of our heavenly Father? Is it when we are healthy and when our finances are in good shape and our marriages and our families are doing well? Can we know God’s love when we are sick and devastated by financial loss, when we experience pain and aloneness in our relationships? David experienced God’s wonderful love in the midst of the greatest attacks of his life, and so can we. Even when David felt that God was not aware of what was happening in his life, God heard his cries for help and met him there.
Love the LORD, all you his saints! The LORD preserves the faithful but abundantly repays the one who acts in pride. Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all you who wait for the LORD! (Psalm 31:23-24)
As David reviewed God’s sovereign care and His powerful provision in the face of David’s greatest fears, he gives counsel to his readers. Hope in God! Be strong. Be encouraged. What has been my experience will be your experience as well, by God’s grace, because our Father preserves the faithful.
GOD PRESERVES THE FAITHFUL
I often have the opportunity to teach in the Philippines, a country whose people I have grown to love deeply. When I am there, I always look forward to seeing my friends Irv and Mary Stauffer. Irv and Mary have been career missionaries in the Philippines with the Baptist General Conference and have wonderful gifts of organization, service, and encouragement in addition to their substantial teaching ministries in that beautiful country. I have enjoyed their help and hospitality on many visits to Manila.
In May 1980, Irv and Mary had finished their first term in the Philippines and had also just concluded a year of home assignment in St. Paul, Minnesota. Five days before they were to return to the field, Mary took their eight-year-old daughter, Beth, to the hairdresser. As they left the beauty parlor and approached their car, a young man with a gun kidnapped Mary and Beth and held them captive in his home.
At first, Mary did not recognize the man who had taken them. But he reminded Mary that she had been his math teacher in his first year of high school in 1966. He said that he had received A’s in all his high school classes except for the grade Mary had given him. He told her that this one lower grade had cost him a scholarship to the school he had hoped to attend. He hated Mary for this perceived injustice and was also consumed with sexual fantasies about her. So he kidnapped her.
After placing a plastic bag over Beth’s head and threatening to kill her, their captor forced Mary to submit to his sexual advances. For seven weeks, except for a brief trip they took, this man kept Mary and Beth in a small closet. There was no way of escape. Their situation seemed hopeless.
God’s presence was His sustaining grace for Mary and Beth during those weeks. Even in those devastating circumstances, they knew His love and care. Then, after fifty-two days, their captor used a bicycle chain and cable to fasten Mary and Beth to a closet door that had a loose hinge pin, and he left for work. By God’s grace, Mary and Beth were able to remove the hinge pin and escape their terrible prison.
During the investigation, it was learned that the man who had kidnapped them had made nine hours of videotape, on which he recorded his sexual attacks on Mary and many of their conversations. Three hours of taped conversation were reviewed during the trial. Again and again, Mary had shared the gospel of Christ with her captor. On one part of the tape played at the trial, Mary said to the one who sought to destroy her life, “When Jesus is in control of your life, you can endure something like this.”
The defense attorney asked Mary during her testimony, “When you used the term Christian on the videotape, what did you mean?”
Mary responded, “I meant it in the sense of being born again, the sense of believing in Jesus Christ and trusting Him as Savior, of having Him as ruler of your life.” Mary’s heart and her faith were not destroyed during this devastating battle! The gospel of Christ, which had been her mission in the Philippines, was also her mission in the closet of captivity and in the courtroom.
At the trial her kidnapper somehow got away from the guards while Mary was testifying and was able to get behind Mary. He had smuggled a jackknife from his jail cell into the courtroom, and he held it at her throat as he threatened her once again. God again protected Mary’s life, but in the scuffle that followed, she received a four-inch cut on her cheek and needed sixty-two stitches to close the wound.
God healed Mary’s, Beth’s and Irv’s wounds in a glorious way. After the trial, Mary showed no bitterness or anger in the follow-up interviews. She said, “I hope I don’t forget all the wonderful things God has done, and all that I learned. I even hope that I don’t forget my feelings of depression and discouragement, because, really, I had never felt that way before.”
Irv also revealed the glorious grace that God had given him when he said, “After going through the sufferings and heartache of the experience, it is my concern that we don’t forget about it but that it will make us sensitive to the needs of others as they are struggling, as they are going through times of crisis and tragedy.”
The mission asked Irv and Mary to undergo counseling before they returned to the Philippines. They felt no need, but they graciously submitted to their leaders. The counseling quickly revealed that God had protected and healed them, and they returned to Manila. Thinking back on this experience, Mary says, “My only scar is on my cheek.”
Why were Irv, Mary, and Beth able not only to endure and survive such a devastating ordeal but also to triumph in it? Because their experience was the same as David’s in Psalm 31! Just as God came to David when he was in despair and about to be destroyed, God came to my friends. He came to them in that closet and the fears that surrounded them and set their feet in spacious places. He reminded them that He was their God and that their times were in His hands, and then He caused His face to shine on them. Even in those terrible circumstances, God was storing up His goodness for them, preparing to pour it out on them in his sovereign timing. He hid them in the shelter of His presence and showed His wonderful love to them while they were in a besieged city!
So, along with King David and the apostle Paul, my friends Irv and Mary would encourage you and me to persevere today. Together they would shout to us, “God preserves the faithful! Be strong, take heart, and hope in God!”
HE LEADS US IN TRIUMPH
When the apostle Paul wrote his second letter to the church at Corinth, he portrayed another reason we can endure. Our Father is committed to our finishing the race and winning victoriously. We can walk confidently, knowing that God will not only carry us to the end but that He has raised us up to share in the triumph of His Son:
But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere. (2 Corinthians 2:14)
God never fails; He always triumphs! He has called us to walk with Him in a triumphal procession through time and history. He is using us to fill the earth with His glory, even when we suffer attacks, afflictions, pain, and persecution. The psalmist described that truth this way:
Bless our God, O peoples; let the sound of his praise be heard, who has kept our soul among the living and has not let our feet slip. For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried. You brought us into the net; you laid a crushing burden on our backs; you let men ride over our heads; we went through fire and through water; yet you have brought us out to a place of abundance. (Psalm 66:8-12)
This is once again a vivid picture of the trials God allows and the very real battles we face in life and in ministry. He tests us, He refines us like silver in the crucible of His sovereign care. He allows us to be imprisoned and lays burdens on our backs. Men “ride over our heads,” and we go through fire and water. But we have a God who is holding us through it all. He is our keeper. And He brings us out of it all into places of abundance. That is why we can endure. Our heavenly Father will lead us in triumph through every affliction, be our keeper in each battle, and fill our hearts with hope every step of the way.
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Where in your own life experience have you seen the greatest need for endurance?
2. What circumstances are you facing right now that will demand a spirit of perseverance to get through them?
3. How do you respond to the relationship between discipline and endurance? How have the disciplines of your heavenly Father come into your life?
4. When God has brought the disciplines of His love into your life, how have you responded? Have you reacted with resentment, even knowing at the time that your experience was one of discipline?
5. As you look back at your experiences of your Father’s disciplines, do you feel it was all worthy of an “eternal prize,” or was the cost of pain more than what you gained?
6. Do you find yourself more sensitive to seeing your trials as part of God’s process to bring you to maturity in Christ as you grow in the Lord?
7. As you studied Psalm 31, what kinds of personal applications did God’s Spirit bring to your heart? Did you find your view of God being expanded?
8. How did you respond to the story of Irv, Mary, and Beth? Did your heart fill with a sense of worship, or did you become even more fearful of this evil world?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Every one of us has experienced the pain and loss that comes from living in this world. Think back on some of your painful experiences, and ask God to enable you to see them through His eyes. Thank Him, as David did, for the fact that “He saw your affliction and knew the anguish of your soul.” Praise God for His faithful commitment to conforming you to the image of His Son, and to building His heart into you, even in the disciplines of His love. Ask God to make you more aware each day that you live in the refuge of His presence and that all of your times are in His sovereign hands. Thank Him for storing up His goodness for you, even when you cannot see it. Worship God for making His wonderful love known to you, even when you have been in the “besieged cities” of your life. Tell Him that you love Him for being your Keeper and for filling your heart with hope!



 
But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves.
Luke 22:26
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Pursue Gentleness
Of all of the qualities of God’s heart, gentleness is perhaps the quality the world understands and desires the least. The word translated “gentle” in The New International Version is often translated “meek” in the other versions. Although meekness is not something that most men in this world would pursue because it has come to be equated with weakness and passivity, God calls us to pursue gentleness, or meekness.
Meekness has nothing to do with weakness; God has not called us to a passive lifestyle. We must pursue God aggressively, actively responding to Him with a whole heart. Meekness is living according to the power of God, allowing His power to flow through us in all of our circumstances and every one of our relationships. If we are to be men and women of God, we are called by Him to pursue gentleness—meekness—with all of our hearts. As we draw our life from Him, God makes us like Himself and fills us with the power of His life.
JESUS IS MEEK
As we have seen numerous times already, Christ is our example for the way of life God calls us to live in this world. He is also the power by which we live that life. Christ demonstrated before His disciples a life of holiness and obedience. Now He lives within us through the Holy Spirit to enable us to live a godly life as well. As we look at the spirit of gentleness, we see how Christ is the embodiment of this attitude.
One day, Jesus began to reproach the cities that had seen clearly the display of His power and yet had not responded to Him:
Then he began to denounce the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, because they did not repent. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.” (Matthew 11:20-21)
In a unique way these cities had witnessed the power of God and the miracles of Christ. The Scriptures tell us that most of His miracles were worked here. Yet there was no response to the revelation of His deity. Christ gives a stern warning to these cities:
But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. (Matthew 11:22)
There seems to be a reasonable expectation on God’s part that when He reveals His power, people ought to respond. The people of Capernaum, however, expressed no faith as a result of what they witnessed. See what Jesus tells them:
And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day. But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for you. (Matthew 11:23-24)
After Jesus reproached these cities, He began to pray. In His prayer we see why there was no response in the hearts of these people:
At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.” (Matthew 11:25-26)
God hides truth from those who are “wise and understanding” and reveals Himself to “little children.” It pleases Him to work this way among men.
The “wise and intelligent” are those sophisticated people who become the measure for all truth and the standard for all of reality. Since they are all wise, they have no need of anyone to reveal truth to them. With their excellent minds they can discern those things that they ought to learn; they have no need of revelation. They have become self-sufficient because of their own vast resources. There is no awareness of need, and for that reason, no response to God when He calls.
The “children” are the humble people. These are the ones who do not possess the vast resources within themselves that enable them to be self-sufficient. They recognize their need for God. We see here a purity, a simplicity of heart, that gives them the freedom to come to the Lord. Now Christ reveals a further reason why some people come to Him and others do not:
All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. (Matthew 11:27)
Jesus described the authority that His Father had given to Him, as well as the intimate relationship they shared. We discussed earlier that knowing God is the key to life. Jesus tells us that no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him. The only way to know God is through the revelation of Christ, and the initiative for that revelation is within God’s own heart. Christ continues to describe those to whom He reveals Himself:
Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30)
Those who are exhausted and burdened down are invited to come. All others will choose to stay away. God leaves them in their own self-sufficiency. Those of you who have no resources left anymore, come. Those of you who are so conscious of your sin and its unbearable load, come. Those whose hope and strength is gone, come! There must be a sense of need before one will respond to Jesus’ invitation. God creates that sense of need through the Holy Spirit as He enables us to see ourselves through His eyes.
When Christ offers His own yoke for us, He becomes both our strength and our teacher. The yoke is a picture of shared ministry, of bearing a load together, but all of our own strength is already gone. In Christ’s yoke, the power is also His, and we are lifted. We come to Him because we are not wise and intelligent in ourselves; we are like babies, so greatly in need. Christ becomes the source of all that we need to know; through Him we come to know our Father in heaven. In this yoke of relationship with the living God we find rest. His yoke is easy. His load is light because He is there.
In these verses, Christ not only describes those to whom He gives the life of God, He also describes Himself: “I am gentle and lowly in heart,” He says. The attitude with which we must come to God is expressed by Christ as He calls us. We can come to Him only in meekness and humility, only when we are empty, desperate, and overwhelmed with all that we are not. But He calls us gently. With humility He beckons. As we are drawn by the warmth of His heart, He will make our hearts like His own.
THE GENTLENESS OF A NEW CREATION
I have told you something of my family background and how God’s redemptive process touched my life. I have an older sister, Kathy, who shared many of the same experiences that God used to mold me, but His sovereign timing for her salvation and her transformation into a godly person was to be later in life. Throughout Sunday school, Christian school, and church, her heart remained hardened toward the Lord, even past her high school years.
Kathy married soon after she graduated from high school. Ken, the young man she married, had an extensive church background, but he had not yet come to faith in Christ. This was just about the time I came to know the Lord, and in my youthful zeal, I began to share my newfound faith with them. I know that I was very insensitive to Kathy and Ken, and that I really pressured them to respond. Yet God was at work in their hearts in spite of my immaturity and carelessness!
God began a process in Kathy’s life that included much sickness and many painful, devastating losses. More than once Kathy was near death, and she and Ken lost a son through a terrible accident. Outwardly, Kathy seemed only to become more angry and bitter over the years and to react to God rather than responding to His call. However, the work of the Holy Spirit was very real in both her heart and Ken’s, and God began to draw them to Himself by His grace.
A few years ago, my wife, Karen, and I attended a missions conference at our church. That conference was a real turning point in our lives, as well as in Ken’s and Kathy’s lives. The missions speaker was a good friend, Dr. Ron Cline, who was president of HCJB World Radio. At the closing service, Ron challenged us to make a commitment to pray daily for the salvation of another person. He asked us to stand if we would make that commitment to the Lord. Karen and I both stood and found, soon afterward, that God had laid the same people on our hearts: Ken and Kathy!
We began to pray in April. Each day we would ask God to stimulate in Ken and Kathy’s hearts a desire to know Him and would draw them to Him. The next February God took my mother, a wonderful godly woman, home to be with Him as a result of a heart attack. At the hospital and during the funeral arrangements, God drew Karen and Kathy together in a special way. At the funeral we had the opportunity to share again how God had broken into our family by His sovereign grace and mercy, and how He had begun a beautiful process of redemption.
A few months later, Kathy said to her husband, “I think I would like to go back to church.” Ken said that was fine with him and asked her where she would like to go. Kathy responded, “Why don’t we go where Bill and Karen go?” Easter Sunday, one year since we had begun to pray, Ken and Kathy started attending church. Week after week they would come and hear the message of God’s love and the gospel of His grace. I could tell they were enjoying the music, the messages, and the fellowship. They did not miss a Sunday for over a year.
That summer, Kathy needed surgery again. It was very serious, and once again she had complications afterward. She was in the X-ray department when she began going into convulsions. When I arrived at the hospital, they had taken her to the emergency room. The doctors did not know whether she had a blood clot in her brain or whether her symptoms were caused by a stroke. They discovered later that she had been stricken by both a blood clot and a stroke. I stood by her bed praying, and Ken stood beside me. He was weeping quietly, but I sensed that something very significant was taking place in his heart. Later we learned that as he was crying out to God for the life of his wife, he was also trusting Christ for his salvation and committing his life to the Lord.
Within a few days, God’s grace was seen in Kathy’s life once again. He began to heal her and restore her strength. When she saw that Ken was being changed daily and was becoming a new person in Christ, God’s grace also brought her to salvation.
I do believe that God used our prayers in the process, but I also know that our Father had chosen Ken and Kathy in Christ before the worlds began! I would encourage you to pray for your family, friends, and neighbors. Ask God to draw them, to stimulate within them a hunger to know Him.
Often, in the face of overwhelming details and difficulties, when we have done all that we know how to do, we say, “Well, at least we can pray.” No, prayer is not the least we can do. Prayer is the most we can do! Prayer is a relationship in which we not only commune with our Father, but we also participate in a powerful way with the God of the universe as He works out His will.
I have so enjoyed watching God’s wonderful work of salvation in my family. It was fun to share with Ken and Kathy how we had prayed that God would bring them to Himself. They had always thought it was their idea to come to church! But God was calling them, and He has been changing them, just as He has been changing me. This is a beautiful thing about the Christian life: We do not change; we are changed! We could never make ourselves into the persons God has called us to become in His Son. That is His work—the fruit of His life within us.
How exciting it has been to see God remove the hardness and bitterness from Ken and Kathy and bring forth the soft, gentle responses of His own heart. Gentleness is one of the most visible attributes of God, embodied in His Son and expressed by His children. When God transforms us into the image of Christ, we become gentle like He is.
THE FRUIT OF POWER
Jesus Christ is the fullest expression of meekness—gentleness and humility—that this world has ever seen. The word meekness immediately evokes a picture of a weak person, one who cannot quite make the difference in his life or in his relationships that he ought. Such a man is walked upon by others. Such a woman is victimized by those around her. But Christ was not like that at all. He lived the most powerful life this world has ever seen. He was just as meek the day He cast the money changers out of the temple as He was when He allowed the soldiers to lead Him away to trial and to the cross.
Just after Christ prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane and expressed to His Father the pain in His heart and the single-mindedness of His obedience, Judas came to betray Him:
So Judas, having procured a band of soldiers and some officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees, went there with lanterns and torches and weapons. Then Jesus, knowing all that would happen to him, came forward and said to them, “Whom do you seek?” (John 18:3-4)
We do not know how many disciples were still with Jesus at this point, but He is pictured almost alone facing this imposing throng. Into the garden come hundreds of armed soldiers, the religious leaders, and the frenzied mob, armed with lanterns and torches and weapons. Who is in control here? The answer is clear when Christ walks out to meet them. He asks, “Whom do you seek?”
They answered him, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus said to them, “I am he.” Judas, who betrayed him, was standing with them. When Jesus said to them, “I am he,” they drew back and fell to the ground. (John 18:5-6)
The mob tells Him that they are looking for Jesus the Nazarene. Christ is not hiding. He had already told His disciples that no one would take His life away from Him; He would lay it down. “I am He,” Jesus answers. At the speaking of these simple words, this crowd of armed and authoritative religious and political leaders fell at His feet! What would cause this? In some modern translations of the Scriptures, the “He” is in italics, which means that it is not in the original language and has been added to help the rendition of the Scriptures read more smoothly. What Jesus literally said to those who were seeking to destroy Him was, “I am.” These same words, spoken by God at the burning bush as Moses asked Him His name, are spoken once again in history. Jesus is revealing the power of His name to this crowd, and the power of who He is causes them to fall to the ground.
Jesus patiently waits for them to pick themselves up from the ground. He is prepared for the trial and the execution to come. He has come to lay down His life. No one is going to take it from Him. Peter tries to rescue Him by pulling out a sword, although he succeeds only in cutting off the ear of the high priest’s servant, at which point Christ rebukes Peter:
“Put your sword back into its place. For all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels?” (Matthew 26:52-53)
Jesus was meek at this point in His life. He allowed the soldiers and the Pharisees to bring Him to trial and then to Calvary. Why did He do this? Was it because He had no alternative? Of course not. Christ could be meek because He had all of the power in the universe at His command.
It is power that produces meekness. Meekness—gentleness—is not the result of weakness. It is the fruit of power. We, too, can be gentle in our responses, even toward our enemies, because we have all of the power in the universe resident within us. The power of God flowing through us results in gentleness, a quietness of spirit. Gentleness is the outward fruit; the power of God is its source.
GENTLENESS IN SERVING
As Christ taught His disciples, He often dealt with the same kind of competitive spirit that we face so often in our children and sometimes even in ourselves. In the portion of Scripture that we will study here, the disciples are competing with one another to see who is the greatest:
A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be regarded as the greatest. (Luke 22:24)
These are the very men that God will use to change the world, yet they are playing the same games that children play on a school playground! They are playing “power games” with one another to see who should receive the best place, the highest position. How will Christ deal with this competitive spirit?
And he said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them are called benefactors.” (Luke 22:25)
The disciples could quickly relate to what Jesus is describing here. The world has never really been much different from the way it is today. Those who have high position “exercise lordship over” those who are beneath them. Christ said that those who have authority are called “benefactors.” These are people who control the resources and carefully distribute to those underneath them what they feel is sufficient. How our ego is fed on position and authority! How we love to play “power games” with people! But, says Jesus,
“But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who serves.” (Luke 22:26)
What a contrast between the disciples and the rulers of the Gentiles! Christ had called these men so that they might have authority in His Kingdom. But here He is describing for them, and for us, what that authority looks like as it is lived out. Jesus is exhorting His followers to take the last and the lowest place:
“For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves.” (Luke 22:27)
Jesus asks His disciples to picture a great banquet: There are always two groups at a feast: those serving and those being served. “Who is greater?” Christ asked. The answer is obvious. Of course, the ones being served are the more important, and the ones doing the serving are less important. Then we hear those words that still echo through all of time: “But I am among you as the one who serves!” The Lord of the universe, the One with the highest position and authority, with every right to be served, came with the heart of a servant.
The images this world thrusts on us concerning what it means to be strong and have authority are illusions from the pit of hell. This world is filled with those who are strong within themselves, who have no needs or feelings, who are self-sufficient, self-controlled, and self-directed. God is raising up new people who are becoming gentle in their responses as a result of being filled with the resources of His life and power.
Christ defined true strength and genuine leadership for us. Power is expressed in gentleness, the highest position is seen in a servant’s role. We find our lives in laying them down for God and for those around us.
HUMILITY IN RELATIONSHIPS
The same attitude that Christ models for us, the attitude of His own heart, we must now express in all of our relationships. When the apostle Paul wrote to the Philippian Christians, he described the attitude for which we hunger:
So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, (Philippians 2:1)
As Paul continues, he tells his readers that those most beautiful expressions of love that we desperately need from one another grow out of this:
complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. (Philippians 2:2)
It is clear from these verses that if we would pursue what Paul describes in verse one, we must first share with one another a common mind-set and a common commitment. Our lives must be tied intimately into one another’s by the Holy Spirit, and we must all be moving in the same direction. As Paul continues, He tells us that we need an even more basic attitude:
Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. (Philippians 2:3-4)
God tells us that at the very heart of this is how we see ourselves and how we see one another. God calls us to see one another as more important than ourselves. But that is completely impossible within this world. No one is able to live like that. That love is unique to God. Only He has the capacity to give Himself to people in that way. Only God, and those in whom He lives, can express such love and humility. When His love is shed abroad in our hearts, when we are filled with His spirit and live according to His power, we, too, can live with one another in this way. This is the same attitude that Paul described to the Christians at Rome:
Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. (Romans 12:10)
We can actually prefer one another over ourselves. What is completely impossible in this world becomes our normal response in the Body of Christ! As Paul teaches us in Philippians, we are called to look out for the interests of others rather than always being caught up in our own. As Paul continues in his Philippian letter, he tells us that the attitude we must have toward one another is the attitude that characterized all of Jesus’ life:
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. (Philippians 2:5-7)
Christ could have grasped what was rightfully His in eternity, all of the glory and position there, the worship of the angels, life eternally with His Father. However, He chose to lay all of that down, to empty Himself, and to become a man. What a contrast to the way every man has lived since Adam! We are empty apart from God and spend all of our lives seeking to be filled. We grasp at things, relationships, and experiences to try to fill that emptiness inside. Christ—the fullness of deity in bodily form—came filled and chose to be emptied. God calls us to live out this attitude of humility, to embrace a lifestyle of giving to one another rather than taking. This attitude enables us to be gentle and humble in all of our relationships as men and women of God.
THE GENTLENESS OF GOD’S WISDOM
James, the brother of the Lord Jesus, wrote about wisdom that is characterized by humility:
Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom. (James 3:13)
Wisdom in this world might very well be measured by degrees, position, or even insight. In God’s Kingdom, however, wisdom is measured by humility. James contrasts the humility of God’s wisdom with the wisdom of this world and the devil, and wisdom that is characterized by evil, envy, selfish ambition, and disorder.
But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. (James 3:14-16)
Spiritual wisdom, the source of which is God, is filled with purity and submission, and it is marked by mercy and consideration. Those whose lives are governed by this wisdom come in peace, pursue peace, and stimulate righteousness.
We often think of wisdom as insight into a situation. A wise person is the one who knows the right thing to do in a given circumstance. The Scriptures also teach that wisdom is a spirit with which we respond to one another.
But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace. (James 3:17-18)
Some time ago our family attended a conference at our church in which the emphasis was youth and missions. The speaker was filled with the power of the Holy Spirit during the Sunday morning message, and God moved among His people in a powerful way. That evening the speaker was going to address the young people in a separate service. After the evening service, there would be an exhibit that presented a number of options for the youth to participate in short-term mission projects. Since our nineteen-year-old son, Peter, had been to the mission field, he was asked to be at the exhibit to answer any questions the teens might have.
That Sunday afternoon, Karen and I attended a wedding of some friends while Peter and his seventeen-year-old brother, Joel, ate together at home. We arrived home from the wedding earlier than our sons returned from the evening service, and we began to prepare for an early-morning trip to the airport. Karen’s sister in Las Vegas had experienced some family difficulty, and Karen was going to spend a few days with her. We had to leave for the airport shortly after four in the morning.
When we returned home, I noticed that Peter and Joel had eaten dinner in the family room and had not even returned the dirty dishes to the kitchen, which was also quite a mess. I was tired and not looking forward to an early alarm. As I prepared for bed, I became more and more frustrated. Peter and Joel had all afternoon to relax, I fumed. They could at least have cleaned up after themselves instead of expecting us to do that. As frustration turned to anger, I said to Karen, “I’m going downstairs and clean up the kitchen. We can’t leave that mess till the morning.”
We were in the middle of the cleaning when Peter and Joel returned home. They had hardly walked in when I began to “unload” on them. “You know, you had all afternoon at home. You could have cleaned up after yourselves. You don’t have to get up early to go the airport. It was selfish of you to leave this for us to do.”
Peter and Joel stared at me in wide-eyed disbelief. Peter had just experienced one of the most exciting nights of his life, and Joel had made some new and deep commitments to the Lord. They were anxious to tell us all about it. I was confronting them about their self-centeredness, but the selfishness was all mine. There was no humility, no gentleness in my responses. There was no willingness to serve. It took a lot longer that evening to clean up the mess I had created in our relationships than it took to clean up the mess Peter and Joel had left in the kitchen!
I am amazed at what happens in my heart in situations like this. These circumstances become mirrors that show me who I am apart from God. In my flesh there is no gentleness, no humility, no freedom to serve. My only hope is the transforming life of Christ within me. I am continually praying that God will move me to pursue gentleness.
MEEKNESS THAT REIGNS
The world would look at the kind of person God has described for us here and write him or her off as weak and ineffective. This man or woman would probably not be chosen the one most likely to succeed in this world. However, as Christ prepared His disciples for their ministry in this world, He said,
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. (Matthew 5:5)
Those who live the way God calls us to live here will receive everything there is. God seems to enjoy making a mockery of the world in which we live. The world tells us to grasp for everything we can get or we will end up with nothing. In reality, those who spend their lives grasping will in the end have nothing. Those who have served with gentleness will receive all there is!
God tells us that the wisdom of this world is foolishness:
Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become a fool that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. For it is written, “He catches the wise in their craftiness,” and again, “The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile.” (1 Corinthians 3:18-20)
As men and women of God we have the freedom to walk humbly before Him and gently before men, expressing the heart of a servant in all of our relationships. This lifestyle is possible only because the power of God is resident within us and because God has already given us everything there is. We reign with Him in a Kingdom that will never pass away:
So let no one boast in men. For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s. (1 Corinthians 3:21-23)
POWER TO SERVE OUR ENEMIES
We find an incident in the book of 2 Kings that visually contrasts the kingdom of this world, whose power captivates, devalues, and destroys, with the Kingdom of God, whose power serves in humility and gentleness:
Once when the king of Syria was warring against Israel, he took counsel with his servants, saying, “At such and such a place shall be my camp.” (2 Kings 6:8)
The king of Aram laid out his battle strategy with his leading officers. Together they had decided where they would set up camp. However, a man of God, the prophet Elisha, was among God’s people. God revealed the plans of the enemy to Elisha, who then warned the king of Israel to avoid the area where the enemy had camped:
But the man of God sent word to the king of Israel, “Beware that you do not pass this place, for the Syrians are going down there.” And the king of Israel sent to the place about which the man of God told him. Thus he used to warn him, so that he saved himself there more than once or twice. (2 Kings 6:9-10)
The king of Israel was protected by Elisha’s prophetic ministry as he heeded the warnings of the Lord. The king of Aram was enraged when his enemies continued to elude his grasp. His only logical conclusion was that a traitor among his own officers was passing on his battle strategy to the enemy:
And the mind of the king of Syria was greatly troubled because of this thing, and he called his servants and said to them, “Will you not show me who of us is for the king of Israel?” And one of his servants said, “None, my lord, O king; but Elisha, the prophet who is in Israel, tells the king of Israel the words that you speak in your bedroom.” (2 Kings 6:11-12)
If the king was angered by the possibility of a spy in his ranks, this latest word must have shaken him completely. Elisha not only knew the king’s strategy for battle, he knew what went on in the king’s bedroom! The king of Aram now laid plans to capture Elisha.
And he said, “Go and see where he is, that I may send and seize him.” It was told him, “Behold, he is in Dothan.” So he sent there horses and chariots and a great army, and they came by night and surrounded the city. (2 Kings 6:13-14)
With the king’s army surrounding the city, there was no human way for Elisha to escape:
When the servant of the man of God rose early in the morning and went out, behold, an army with horses and chariots was all around the city. And the servant said, “Alas, my master! What shall we do?” (2 Kings 6:15)
When Elisha’s servant, Gehazi, awakened early in morning and began his normal duties, he saw that the city was surrounded. There were chariots and horses all around him and the prophet he served. In fear, he returned and reported the news to Elisha.
He said, “Do not be afraid, for those who are with us are more than those who are with them.” (2 Kings 6:16)
Elisha’s first concern was for his servant. “Don’t be afraid,” he told him. He assured Gehazi that they possessed resources beyond those gathered by the enemy. I’m sure Gehazi went outside and looked again; but still all he could see were the armies of the enemy. But God brought about a great victory:
Then Elisha prayed and said, “O LORD, please open his eyes that he may see.” So the LORD opened the eyes of the young man, and he saw, and behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. (2 Kings 6:17)
With his eyes opened to see what is eternal, Elisha’s servant saw the reality that the prophet had already perceived. The hills were filled with the armies of God! Chariots and horses of fire surrounded Gehazi and Elisha!
And when the Syrians came down against him, Elisha prayed to the LORD and said, “Please strike this people with blindness.” So he struck them with blindness in accordance with the prayer of Elisha. And Elisha said to them, “This is not the way, and this is not the city. Follow me, and I will bring you to the man whom you seek.” And he led them to Samaria. (2 Kings 6:18-19)
Elisha had prayed concerning his servant, “Open his eyes.” Now, concerning his enemies, he prayed, “Blind their eyes.” As the armies of the Arameans came toward Elisha, they were struck blind. Elisha approached them and said, “This is not the place you are looking for. Follow me. I will take you to the man you are looking for.” He then led them to Samaria, the capital city of the people of God.
As soon as they entered Samaria, Elisha said, “O LORD, open the eyes of these men, that they may see.” So the LORD opened their eyes and they saw, and behold, they were in the midst of Samaria. As soon as the king of Israel saw them, he said to Elisha, “My father, shall I strike them down? Shall I strike them down?” (2 Kings 6:20-21)
When the enemy was captured within the city of Samaria, Elisha prayed once again, “Open their eyes.” Surely the armies of Aram were overwhelmed when they saw their circumstances. They had come to destroy the prophet of God, but now they found themselves surrounded and captured by their enemies.
The response of the king of Israel is typically human. When it is possible for us to hurt our enemies or even destroy them, we leap at the opportunity. “Can I kill them?” the king of Israel asked Elisha. The prophet’s response teaches us about the heart of God.
He answered, “You shall not strike them down. Would you strike down those whom you have taken captive with your sword and with your bow? Set bread and water before them, that they may eat and drink and go to their master.” (2 Kings 6:22)
“You do not kill the enemies you have taken captive! You feed your enemies!” The words of the prophet express the teachings of our Lord Jesus to His disciples many years later:
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” (Matthew 5:43-45)
Surely there were no more surprised people in the city of Samaria that day than the Aramean army. They had come to destroy but instead found themselves sitting at a feast in the household of their greatest enemy. After the feast they were allowed to return home. But this ministry of serving their enemies proved to be a wonderful battle strategy for the people of Israel. Their actions stopped the raiding bands of Arameans as no other strategy could:
So he prepared for them a great feast, and when they had eaten and drunk, he sent them away, and they went to their master. And the Syrians did not come again on raids into the land of Israel. (2 Kings 6:23)
The power of the kingdoms of this world captivate, devalue, and destroy. But there is another Kingdom. We find our lives in God’s eternal realm even though we are physically present here in time and space. In God’s Kingdom, there is a completely different kind of power: one that serves, builds up others, elevates them, and sets them free. It is a power expressed in gentleness, but it is the power that ultimately will triumph!
GENTLENESS: THE FINAL VICTORY
In July 1989, my coworker Craig Parro and I had the privilege of attending the Lausanne II International Conference on World Evangelism held in Manila, the Philippines. It was a great privilege to be among my brothers and sisters from around the world to hear what God was doing in the building of His church. As we listened, prayed, and planned for the future, there was a great sense of confidence in the Lord. To me, the most moving aspect of the conference was the joy of worshiping with some forty-three hundred believers from 173 countries.
The testimonies of many servants also greatly moved my heart. I will never forget the testimony of the man who taught Bible studies in Lebanon and had to dodge the bombs and sniper fire to get from one place to another in the course of his ministry. Then we heard from another brother, an evangelist who was imprisoned because of his faith and his ministry:
I was imprisoned in a labor camp. The authorities thought the best way to “reform” me, to torture me, was to appoint me to empty the cesspool of human waste. All the human waste collected from the entire camp stagnatedin a cesspool until it was ripe, then it was dug out and sent to the fields to be used as fertilizer.
The cesspool was very large—more than two meters in depth. It was so deep that I could not empty it on the surface of the ground, so I had to walk into the disease-ridden mass to empty it. And all the time, I had to inhale that horrible stench. My captors thought it was the best place for a Christian leader: working in the human waste pit with a shovel in my hands. But I enjoyed working in the cesspool, because I liked the solitude.
In the labor camp, all prisoners were under constant surveillance—none of us could be alone. Only when I worked in the cesspool on Saturdays could I be alone. Then I could pray to our Lord as loudly as I wanted. I could recite the Scriptures and psalms of the Bible that I still remembered. No one would come close enough to protest!
That’s why I loved to work in the human waste cesspools. I could pray loudly and recite Scriptures. I also sang hymns as loudly as I could.
In those years, one of my favorite hymns when I worked in the pit was “In the Garden.” And when I sang this hymn in the cesspool, I understood the meaning of garden, and I knew where God was. I met my Lord in the garden of the cesspool.1
Our brother then began to sing that beloved hymn:
I come to the garden alone,
While the dew is still on the roses;


And the voice I hear falling on my ear;
The Son of God discloses.


And He walks with me, and He talks with me,
And He tells me I am His own,


And the joy we share as we tarry there,
None other has ever known.2


As the words and melody flowed toward us, the entire audience was gripped with the simple yet powerful expression of God’s grace and the glory of His work in building His church. We stood in awe of Him together, and our hearts worshiped.
Ken Medema, the gifted singer and song writer who ministers with such vision, was the worship leader for the conference. After hearing these testimonies, he made his way to the piano and began to sing a song he had just composed during the brief time we were listening to these testimonies:
Here come the bombs.
Here come the shells.


Here comes the cesspool straight out of hell.


But don’t you be moved
And don’t you leave that garden


Because God will win this war with love.


There is a power in this world that destroys, but in God’s Kingdom His power reigns. The power of God is demonstrated in humility and gentleness and service. His is the power that wins, and the realms of eternity will echo with celebration in its victory. May God give us the grace to pursue gentleness and to serve His Kingdom in the laying down of our lives.
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Before you read this chapter, would you have put the pursuit of gentleness” high on the priority list for your life? Why or why not?
2. How do you respond to Jesus’ description of Himself as “humble and gentle”? Is that your view of the God you serve? Do we often think of God as humble? Why?
3. Why did Jesus respond one way to the “wise and learned” and another way to “children”? In which category do you see yourself?
4. Describe how God has given you rest and how He has made your “yoke easy and your burden light.”
5. God used some painful experiences to make my sister Kathy and her husband Ken into gentle people. What are some of the experiences He has used to build His heart into you?
6. Why do we have so much difficulty, even in God’s church, seeing the gentleness of serving as the power of His Kingdom?
7. Do you see the power of serving affecting not only your brothers and sisters in Christ but your enemies as well? Why do we struggle so in this area?
8. Do you really believe that God will “win this war with love”? Do you think we as a church tend to lose heart and even see ourselves on the “losing side” too often?
9. Why do we see ourselves as the victims and losers so often when God has promised us that we are the victors in Christ?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
Perhaps, like me, you have struggled with the pursuit of a gentle spirit. Confess before the Lord those things that keep you from humility and gentleness. Ask God to build into you the attitudes and responses of His Son. Thank Him for promising that He will bring to completion what He began in you and that you will become like Jesus at the end of His process in your life. Pray that God will enable you to rest in Him along the way and that He will remind you again and again that His yoke is easy and His burden light. Worship God for the promise of His triumph over His enemies and that the power of His Kingdom is love.

1 Quotation by M.Y. Chan from Proclaim Christ Until He Comes, Lausanne Committee for World Evangelism, 1990, p. 135.
2 Austin Miles, 1868-1946, In the Garden.



 
For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds.
2 Corinthians 10:3-4
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Fight the Good Fight of Faith
We are engaged in a war of eternal significance. The faith that has been given to us is a costly and precious gift. History is marked by those who have endured great hardship, faced overwhelming persecution, resisted great temptation, and shed their own blood in order that you and I might know God. The patriarchs, the prophets, the apostles, the church fathers, and countless others throughout history kept the faith entrusted to them as their most important stewardship. In the battle against Satan, against the forces of this world, and even against their own flesh, they paid any price in order to preserve what God had placed in their hearts and in their hands. We are heirs of God in Christ Jesus because of the life that He gave, and heirs of those who have gone before us, leaving us to follow in their steps, inheriting the faith that they passed on to us at such great price.
As we have studied the Scriptures together in the previous chapters, God has given to us a vision of the heart and life He entrusts to those who desire to be His men and women. Surely this way of life is the result of a lifelong process of walking responsively with the living God. These qualities, attitudes, and lifestyle characteristics do not spring up automatically in the life of every person who is born again. That is why God calls us to pursue Him and those things that come from Him. We must follow hard after God if we want to be men and women like this. Just as those who have gone before us have paid a great price for the faith we have received, that faith will grow within us at great cost to ourselves. Now we are stewards of that faith for future generations. For centuries to come, our children, and their children, and those who know God will be affected by the way we respond to Him in these years that He privileges us to walk with Him here. With this faith, we have also inherited a battle with eternal implications.
Timothy, to whom the apostle Paul was writing in the core Scripture from which we have taken the outline for this study, was encouraged to “fight the good fight of faith”:
This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, (1 Timothy 1:18-19)
This must be our encouragement as well if we are to be men and women of God.
THE BATTLE AGAINST SATAN
Satan is the enemy of our souls and the enemy of the church. He seeks our destruction in every way. He intends to triumph in the end, but we must know that he is already a defeated foe and that his intention to thwart the plan of God for the ages will come to nothing. After the apostle Peter confessed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God, Jesus said,
And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. (Matthew 16:17-18)
We are storming the gates of hell, and we are winning! Everywhere we look we see the Kingdom of God invading Satan’s realm. Our God will accomplish all of His will. He will build His church even in the face of Satan’s most powerful attacks. His glory is revealed in Christ’s triumph over sin, death, and hell at the cross, and in the Church, which is His body.
Paul wrote to the church at Ephesus that we are the inheritance of God in Christ Jesus. He also taught us how to live out that truth as a church. In that process, he described how we are involved in spiritual warfare against Satan:
Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. (Ephesians 6:10-11)
Paul had been teaching the church to walk in Christ. He encouraged the Christians at Ephesus to no longer participate with the world in the unfruitful deeds of darkness but to live as lights in the world. He called the believers to be filled with the Holy Spirit and to minister the Word of God effectively to one another. Paul applied these truths to the marriage relationship and reminded the Christians in Ephesus that marriage is a picture of Christ’s relationship with His Church. Here we find encouragement about living with our children as stewards of God’s grace and about how to respond to our employers or employees. It is after these words of practical application to our Christian walk that we hear this strong exhortation: Stand firm!
We are in Christ as everything God has designed us to be. God Himself is teaching us how to live. We have the infinite resources of the living God because Christ is dwelling in our hearts, and we have the church as a place of refuge, an environment for healing, affirmation, and strength. Now God tells us to be strong in the strength that He supplies and to put on the full armor that He has provided for us. In His might, and with His armor, we will be able to stand firm when Satan comes against us in the battle for our souls and our faith:
For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. (Ephesians 6:12-13)
We must understand that the battles in which we are involved every day are not against human enemies. This war is against the spiritual authorities of the kingdom of darkness, Satan’s realm in opposition to our God. Because this battle is not against a flesh-and-blood enemy, we cannot win it with human resources. Our minds, our wills, our strength, or our discipline will be of no avail here. We will be destroyed quickly if we set off to war with only those things that come from us. For that reason God tells us to take the full armor that comes from Him, and then we will be able to stand against Satan and win. Two times Paul has said “the whole armor.” We must leave nothing behind, no part of our lives unattended and vulnerable, or Satan will find that place and weaken us there. When we have done everything God has called us to do in this battle, we will be able to stand firm even against the evil one.
We must remember, too, that the apostle Paul is telling a church to put on the armor of God. In our individualistic, independent world where we fight our life battles all alone, it is difficult to grasp what God is teaching us here. The Christian life is a “one another” experience, a life together; we are a body of believers. None of us has the strength or the wisdom to fight spiritual battles alone. Only in the context of the church can we live out the life of power and protection that God has given to us.
Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth. (Ephesians 6:14)
Some older translations of the Bible read “Gird your loins with truth.” God begins with our loins because in a battle, our loins are often our most vulnerable parts. Protect them with truth, we are told. The truths that God speaks must be our first line of protection in any battle. God is speaking of readiness. In preparation for warfare, the first thing any soldier did was “gird up his loins” so that his feet were free to move. The apostle Peter, as he encourages his readers in their walk, tells them to “gird up the loins of your mind” (1 Peter 1:13). Readiness for warfare, with our most vulnerable parts protected by the truth that comes from God, is our first step in standing firm. The truths of who God is and who we are in Christ protect us in our most vulnerable places.
And having put on the breastplate of righteousness. (Ephesians 6:14)
The breastplate covers our most vital organ, our hearts. God has applied the righteousness of His Son to our hearts and sees us as perfect in His eyes. We must learn to see ourselves as righteous also. Our hearts must be confident in order to wage war. We cannot be effective if we are shrinking back, wondering whether or not we are right with God. When His righteousness covers our hearts, we can walk out in confidence to meet the enemy of our souls and the enemy of the church. Only when we see ourselves as God sees us are we free to do battle against the forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.
And, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. (Ephesians 6:15)
God has given us new shoes, fit for the ministry of His life in this world. In the heat of the battle, our feet are firm and stable. What moves and motivates us is the commission to take the good news of God’s peace to those who are lost. While Satan is waging war, we are waging peace, bringing the message of reconciliation! Wherever God leads us, wherever we walk with Him, He creates peace in the hearts of men.
In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one. (Ephesians 6:16)
The shield of faith is the protection for our lives in this battle. What a picture God gives us here! Satan is aiming missiles at us, trying to shoot us down before we can win the battle. These missiles may come in the form of health or financial problems, difficulties in our marriages or families, discouragement or depression, or painful relationships. One after another these missiles come. Perhaps as we face a powerful temptation, Satan will introduce the fear that God has left us. Satan will use anything. But the faith that God has given to us in His Son—that He is always with us and will be the protection for our lives—stops these “flaming darts” before they can destroy us.
Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. (Ephesians 6:17)
Paul gave us some further insight into the purpose of a “helmet of salvation” when He wrote to the Christians at Thessalonica:
But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. For God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Thessalonians 5:8-9)
Paul refers here to the hope of salvation. When the battle is raging and the darkness is closing in around us, we need hope above all. Here our head is protected. Satan tells us that we will never be any different, that God will never use us as we had hoped He would, and that we will never become the people He wants us to be. Satan will seek to rob us of our hope because a person without hope is as good as dead. When our mind is “stayed on Christ,” He will keep us in perfect peace. We have the assurance that God will bring to completion all the things that concern us.
The “sword of the Spirit” is our only offensive weapon. When Satan tempted Eve in the Garden, He attacked the truth of the Word of God. “What has God said?” he asked her again and again. When Satan tempted Christ in the wilderness, the battle was against the Word of God. Every time Satan confronted Jesus, Jesus responded with the Word of God. The battle in the Garden of Eden was fought and lost on the basis of the Word of God. The battle in the wilderness was fought and won with the Word of God. All of the battles in our lives will be won with the sword of the Spirit. Our thoughts and ideas might make a real difference in this world, but they have little effect on the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. The Word of God in our hearts, filling our minds, lived out in obedience, will defeat Satan. But the armor is not yet complete. Paul continues:
praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints. (Ephesians 6:18)
Prayer is one of the most significant aspects of the armor of God. “Pray at all times,” Paul exhorts us. Pray in the power of the Holy Spirit. Strive before the Lord with perseverance and petitions for all. Be on the alert. We are to guard the lives of one another before the throne of grace.
The Scriptures give us a picture of the power of prayer in spiritual warfare in the account of a battle between the Israelites and the Amalekites. Joshua was leading the men in battle while Moses prayed:
Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed, and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed. But Moses’ hands grew weary, so they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it, while Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other side. So his hands were steady until the going down of the sun. And Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the sword. (Exodus 17:11-13)
This battle was fought physically on the field before Moses, but it is clear here that another war was raging as well. That battle was fought and won in another realm, a spiritual kingdom, as Moses prayed.
The real battles of our lives and of those we love are fought and won in the realm of prayer. We need to pray for one another continually, to strive before God for one another’s faith. The real victories will be won on the battlefield of prayer.
We need to be aware of our battle with Satan, but we must also be aware of the fact that he is a defeated enemy. As God promised in Genesis chapter 3, the “seed of the woman,” God’s own Son, crushed the head of Satan at the cross. As Paul shares with the Christians at Rome, we see that this victory is worked out in our lives as well:
The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. (Romans 16:20)
THE DESTRUCTION OF FORTRESSES
The apostle Paul taught us how to wage war in his second Corinthian letter. The resources that are ours and the weapons we use are not of this world. We put no confidence in our intellect, our persuasiveness, our eloquence, or our strength. We trust in the weapons that are divinely powerful: the knowledge of God, the Spirit of God, and the Word of God. His resources “demolish strongholds”:
For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. (2 Corinthians 10:3-4)
Satan has established strongholds within this world in the minds and hearts of men, and from these strongholds, he wages war. I saw some of these strongholds, fortresses for his kingdom, when I ministered in India. Through centuries of false worship and the exaltation of a great variety of deities, Satan has established a strong foothold in that country. Demonic powers have used poverty, disease, fear, and prejudice to enslave people in their hopelessness.
As I served on a team of teachers and medical personnel, we saw numerous confrontations with the enemy. We were amazed at the authority with which our Indian brothers rebuked the demons and at how the demons obeyed! Confronted with scriptural rebukes and songs of worship, the demons fled. I was reminded of Jesus’ statement to His disciples as they reported great victories over Satan and his hosts:
The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name!” And he said to them, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. (Luke 10:17-18)
The strongholds that Satan has established in India through false religions and the worship of many gods are no more powerful than the fortresses he has built in the Western world through materialism and the pursuit of pleasure. It is by these very means that he controls the lives of millions and through which he enslaves cultures.
Another powerful stronghold of our enemy is the growing independence and individualism in many parts of the world, especially North America. We as individuals become the final measure of what is right, and we pursue what affirms us, pleases us, and builds us up. Abortion, pornography, and consumerism are all expressions of Satan’s hold on our hearts. Even in our churches there is little freedom to “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21). Within the body of Christ, we have come to mirror our culture in our pursuit of individualism.
One of Satan’s most powerful fortresses from which he is waging a war of destruction is the fruit of this same spirit of independence. Our enemy has quite effectively kept churches small through the amplification of our pride, our pursuit of comfort, and our almost complete inability to handle hurts. This is especially true in North America, where we tend to quickly leave churches if we are “not comfortable” or if a hurt or a discouragement has developed with a brother or sister.
Realistically, for a church to have a viable ministry beyond itself in the community or around the world, it must grow beyond 150 or 200 members. Up to that point, all of the church’s resources are needed to maintain its own staff and facilities. A church can surely be small and be quite healthy and effective in its ministry. I have been in many excellent small churches in small towns. However, one of Satan’s most effective strategies is to keep churches splitting as a result of pride, fleshly disappointments, and hurts that are not healed. Consequently, we have literally thousands of churches whose resources are consumed on their own maintenance, with little or no ability to aggressively move in ministry either in their own communities or in world missions.
There is another very effective stronghold that I believe Satan is controlling today, and that is discouragement among pastors and church leaders. Many pastors are exhausted and experiencing great pressure in the ministry as they seek to meet the expectations of their people. In their hearts they know that the ministry belongs to God’s people, not only to the “professionals” (Ephesians 4:11-12). However, so many of their people become consumed with the pursuit of this system. Added to this is the mind-set in many of our churches that the pastors have been hired to do the work anyway! Many pastors are battling with discouragement over this so that when they face criticism and the board meetings of the church are filled with disagreements and division, our best men and women often lose heart.
We tend to put missionaries, media preachers, and popular authors on pedestals. The real heroes of the Kingdom, however, are the pastors of local churches. They are on the front lines of battle and of ministry. I encourage you to pray continually for your pastor and your church leaders, that God would keep their hearts in the face of these battles. Ask God to sustain them from day to day and protect them from the enemy. Take every opportunity to encourage them and even to come alongside them in the work. You will be a beautiful gift of life from the hand of God to the hearts of your leaders!
The warfare in which we are involved is aimed at Satan’s strongholds, those fortresses of his power that he has established in places of this world and in places in our hearts.
For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. (2 Corinthians 10:4)
Paul gives us a powerful strategy for waging war against these strongholds of the enemy:
We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ, being ready to punish every disobedience, when your obedience is complete. (2 Corinthians 10:5-6)
God has called us to demolish strongholds, to destroy the demonic fortresses that Satan has established in the minds, hearts, and cultures of this world. We wage war with the truth of God and pursue the knowledge of Him in every mind, every heart, every place. We speak with authority against the arguments and the fleshly pretensions that control the lives of men and women, and we take every thought captive to obedience.
Beginning with our hearts and lives, we permit only one response to the Lord. When He speaks to us about our sexual responses, our finances, our time priorities, our commitments to our families, our attitudes, our relationships, and our ways of thinking, we permit only one response. Never do we allow our hearts to respond, “Yes, but Lord,….” or “Yes, if you enable me to do this or that,” or “Yes, when I reach this place of maturity.” We take every thought captive to obedience and say, “Yes, Lord.”
Before the people of this world, we proclaim the message of the risen Christ and call them to obey the gospel and be reconciled to God. Within the church of the Lord Jesus we call our brothers and sisters to come before God with wholehearted obedience. Continually we speak forth the truth about God, which demolishes the strongholds of the enemy and advances the Kingdom of our Lord. Obedience to God’s truth is a weapon that has the power to destroy demonic fortresses.
THE BATTLE AGAINST THE WORLD
Satan is not our only enemy. We are living in a system set in opposition to God and His Kingdom. When Adam sinned, he left God’s realm of light and was plunged into the realm of darkness. When we come to know Christ, God brings us back into His eternal Kingdom of light:
He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. (Colossians 1:13-14)
While our life is in God’s Kingdom, we are still physically present in this world. Jesus talked to His disciples about how the world would hate them because it hated Him:
If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. (John 15:18-19)
Jesus is describing here a system of darkness that reacts against the light of His life. It is not necessarily true that everyone in the world who is not a Christian will hate us. Christ is describing a system of thought, a realm that engages in the worship of man and what he is able to accomplish. This is the kingdom of the mind, heart, and soul of man that is set against God and what He is doing.
There is a philosophy of life that confronts us on a daily basis. It is a mind-set about what is true, what we should pursue with our hearts, what gives us security, what brings fulfillment, whom we should seek to please, and on and on. We read it in advertising; we hear it on the radio; we see it on the television; it is lived out before our eyes in lifestyle choices. We are surrounded by its examples, and we are enticed to follow.
Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever. (1 John 2:15-17)
John, the great apostle of love, writing now as an old man, gives us sound advice and strong encouragement. The world, the things in the world, and the lusts that it stimulates are all passing away. “Do not love the world.” These are God’s words to us who pursue Him. When our lives embrace things less than God, our hearts are given away to the things of the world. God has called us to give our hearts to Him alone. We cannot love the world and love God at the same time. Our hearts can be owned and controlled only by one love.
A few years ago God confronted me in a vivid way about my love for the world. I did not think that I loved the world, but my Father taught me a hard lesson, and I saw my heart in a new way.
Although I travel a good bit and find myself in a variety of situations, I am a person with a rather set routine in which I find enjoyment and security. When I am home, my family, my church, my coworkers, and my friends are central to my lifestyle. I also enjoy following my favorite sports teams, reading the daily newspaper, keeping up with world events through television news, and having some time to myself to relax with a good book.
God taught me this hard lesson as I was away for about a month in a series of conferences in the developing world. While I was gone, I realized I was becoming depressed. At first I figured that I was depressed because I was away from my wife, or because I was tired from all the travel and teaching, or because I was struggling with the heat. When I began to sense some resentment in my heart, the Spirit of God revealed to me the reality of my situation. I was separated from the things I enjoyed, from the things that made me comfortable and secure, and I was angry about it. I loved the world!
I had been given the great privilege of traveling around the world teaching the Scriptures that exalt the Lord and encourage His Church, and I was resentful! I confessed my selfish attitudes to the Lord and repented of my sin, promising the Lord that if He ever gave me another opportunity to serve Him in that way, I would guard my heart and go with joy and freedom to serve. God has graciously allowed me to do that, and He has kept my heart in the process. Our enemy comes to us in subtle ways, seeking to develop within us a love for this world. While we are guarding our hearts against major entanglements, he captivates us just as effectively with other loves that would consume us.
Later in John’s first letter, he talked to us about overcoming the world:
For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? (1 John 5:4-5)
We look around us and see men and women everywhere who have been overcome by the world. Even in our churches we see those who have been overwhelmed by the system that surrounds us, who have yielded up their lives for what this world has to offer. They have sacrificed their hearts on the altar of this system’s glories.
Being “born of God” enables us to overcome the world. The creation of a new life that invades us, even while we are still physically present here, becomes the power to overcome the world. The victory is won through our faith in the One who has called us. Those who are men and women of God are seen as overcomers in a world that is being consumed by its own desires.
THE BATTLE AGAINST THE FLESH
The battle that God has called us to fight and win would not be nearly so difficult if the enemy were only “out there.” If we were waging war “only” against Satan and the world, it would at least be easier to identify our enemy. But the battle is within us as well. Our entire being has been so tainted with sin that we are continually prone to do those things that please us rather than the Lord.
Paul wrote in his letter to the Philippians about “putting no confidence in the flesh.” The flesh is what we are apart from God; it is those things that come from us. When we came to know Christ, our old selves were put to death, and God created us as completely new people (Romans 6:6; 2 Corinthians 5:17). The flesh results from the desires of an unregenerate physical body as well as from the tendency to trust in our own resources. In the flesh, we are motivated to please only ourselves; in Christ, the Holy Spirit moves us to please God alone.
The apostle Paul told us of His own battle with his flesh and his physical body as he wrote to the church at Corinth. He talked about the runner who competes in the games and how he disciplines himself in order to win the crown:
Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. (1 Corinthians 9:24-25)
Paul then applied this truth to his own life experience and shared how he battled against his own physical desires:
So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. (1 Corinthians 9:26-27)
We live in a world in which we continually respond to the whims and desires of our physical bodies. When our bodies want food, we give them all the food they desire. The same is true with pleasures, clothes, and physical things that produce security. This is a bodily oriented system. Paul decided that he would not live as the slave of his body but rather that his body would become his slave, and God’s vessel, for the fulfillment of his ministry. He disciplined his body and its desires in order to pursue God and the prize of His glory and pleasure.
WALK BY THE SPIRIT
The way God teaches us to deal with the flesh is to walk by the Spirit:
But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. (Galatians 5:16-17)
The flesh and the Spirit are set in opposition to one another. If we trust in our own resources, we will carry out the desires of the flesh and will not be able to please the Lord according to the desire of our hearts. After Paul tells us that we are no longer under the law when the Spirit of God leads us, he describes the works of the flesh:
Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:19-21)
This is the fruit that pours out of our lives apart from God. Even with our highest achievements, our strictest discipline, and our most effective education, the works of the flesh continue to abound in this world. Now Paul pictures for us the fruit of the Spirit:
But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. (Galatians 5:22-23)
When we are the source for our own lives, all of the death that fills us is expressed in our attitudes, thoughts, and actions. When God’s life fills us by His Holy Spirit, the characteristics of His life are produced in us in abundance. We know we are walking by the Spirit when we see His fruit expressed in our lives:
And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. (Galatians 5:24-25)
God calls us to live by the Spirit and to walk by the Spirit; this is the way the flesh is put to death. To “keep in step with the Spirit” is to trust in His power, to follow His direction, to respond to His leading, and to depend on His resources. This is the means by which the battle against the flesh is won.
PRAISE AND WORSHIP IN SPIRITUAL WARFARE
The children of Israel were in a battle with their enemies. God’s deliverance of His people teaches us powerful truths about “fighting the good fight of faith”:
After this the Moabites and Ammonites, and with them some of the Meunites, came against Jehoshaphat for battle. Some men came and told Jehoshaphat, “A great multitude is coming against you from Edom, from beyond the sea; and, behold, they are in Hazazon-tamar” (that is, Engedi). (2 Chronicles 20:1-2)
Jehoshaphat’s first response to this alarming news was to seek the Lord and to call all of God’s people to seek Him. That must always be our first response as we are preparing for warfare:
Then Jehoshaphat was afraid and set his face to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah. And Judah assembled to seek help from the LORD; from all the cities of Judah they came to seek the LORD. (2 Chronicles 20:3-4)
When the people of God were gathered in Jerusalem, King Jehoshaphat led the people in a prayer of worship:
[He] said, “O LORD, God of our fathers, are you not God in heaven? You rule over all the kingdoms of the nations. In your hand are power and might, so that none is able to withstand you. Did you not, our God, drive out the inhabitants of this land before your people Israel, and give it forever to the descendants of Abraham your friend? And they have lived in it and have built for you in it a sanctuary for your name, saying, ‘If disaster comes upon us, the sword, judgment, or pestilence, or famine, we will stand before this house and before you—for your name is in this house—and cry out to you in our affliction, and you will hear and save.’ And now behold, the men of Ammon and Moab and Mount Seir, whom you would not let Israel invade when they came from the land of Egypt, and whom they avoided and did not destroy—behold, they reward us by coming to drive us out of your possession, which you have given us to inherit. O our God, will you not execute judgment on them? For we are powerless against this great horde that is coming against us. We do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you.” (2 Chronicles 20:6-12)
King Jehoshaphat declared their dependence upon God and their confidence in Him as their deliverer. All of their hope as a people was in God’s power to protect them and to deliver them. They had no resources of their own with which to fight the battle.
So it is in our churches and as individuals. It is humbling to admit that we have no power with which to face our enemies. Our pride is broken as we confess that we have no idea what to do in these situations. We are revealing our helplessness and our inadequacy, and our flesh is ashamed at being exposed in such a way. At these times, Satan will seek to convince us that we surely ought to be able to handle each situation. We are Christians, perhaps even leaders, and we ought to have the wisdom and the ability to work this out. However, the truth is that we are helplessly dependent upon God. As Jesus told His disciples, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). We can say only, with King Jehoshaphat, “We do not know what to do, but our eyes are upon you.”
While all of Judah stood before the Lord, the Spirit of God came upon Jahaziel, and he began to prophesy:
“Listen, all Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem and King Jehoshaphat: Thus says the LORD to you, ‘Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed at this great horde, for the battle is not yours but God’s. Tomorrow go down against them. Behold, they will come up by the ascent of Ziz. You will find them at the end of the valley, east of the wilderness of Jeruel. You will not need to fight in this battle. Stand firm, hold your position, and see the salvation of the LORD on your behalf, O Judah and Jerusalem.’ Do not be afraid and do not be dismayed. Tomorrow go out against them, and the LORD will be with you.” (2 Chronicles 20:15-17)
Can you imagine more encouraging words than these from Jahaziel? “You will not have to fight this battle”! When we hear from a doctor that we have a terrible illness, or when we face great problems in our marriages or families, or when we are struck with devastating financial losses or overwhelming pain in our churches, these words from the Lord bring life to us. To be reminded that we will not have to fight this battle is the greatest news we could hear! Just as when David ran to meet Goliath and said, “The battle is the Lord’s!” (1 Samuel 17:47), so we must walk in the Lord’s strength and His victories. Our position in the battle is to stand firm in who God is and who we are in Him!
King Jehoshaphat was the first to bow his face to the ground, humbling himself before God and before his people. The people also fell down in worship, and they began to praise the Lord:
Then Jehoshaphat bowed his head with his face to the ground, and all Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem fell down before the LORD, worshiping the LORD. And the Levites, of the Kohathites and the Korahites, stood up to praise the LORD, the God of Israel, with a very loud voice. (2 Chronicles 20:18-19)
When the people and the armies of God left for battle the next morning, King Jehoshaphat gave them these final instructions:
And they rose early in the morning and went out into the wilderness of Tekoa. And when they went out, Jehoshaphat stood and said, “Hear me, Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem! Believe in the LORD your God, and you will be established; believe his prophets, and you will succeed.” And when he had taken counsel with the people, he appointed those who were to sing to the LORD and praise him in holy attire, as they went before the army, and say, “Give thanks to the LORD, for his steadfast love endures forever.” (2 Chronicles 20:20-21)
As the people of God were worshiping Him, singing praises to His name, and proclaiming His holiness and His glory, God caused confusion among their enemies, the battle was won, and the enemies were destroyed:
And when they began to sing and praise, the LORD set an ambush against the men of Ammon, Moab, and Mount Seir, who had come against Judah, so that they were routed. For the men of Ammon and Moab rose against the inhabitants of Mount Seir, devoting them to destruction, and when they had made an end of the inhabitants of Seir, they all helped to destroy one another. (2 Chronicles 20:22-23)
Satan cannot stand where God is being praised. Worship defeats the enemy of God’s church! As we face the battles that our enemies bring, whether they come in the form of temptations, failures, divisions, or hurts in relationships, Satan is defeated when we worship. What a strategy for warfare! Exalting God’s glory, proclaiming His holiness, praising His name, and magnifying His works bring confusion to our enemies and unity to God’s people. It is no wonder that Satan loves superficial and shallow forms in our religious activities and that he causes the people of God to become very uncomfortable about growing in worship. He has much to fear in the praises and worship of God’s Church!
And the fear of God came on all the kingdoms of the countries when they heard that the LORD had fought against the enemies of Israel. So the realm of Jehoshaphat was quiet, for his God gave him rest all around. (2 Chronicles 20:29-30)
When we place our confidence in God rather than in our own wisdom or abilities, He fights against our enemies and wins the battles by His great power. His glory is revealed, and He is worshiped. He gives us peace and rest in all of our realms.
God has entrusted to us the battle for the faith, and He is the One who enables us to win the battle. We must never forget that we are daily in hand-to-hand combat with Satan, the forces of this world, and even our own flesh. Because this war has eternal implications, the way we fight, the resources we use, and how we walk all matter significantly. The greatest sense of fulfillment for any man or woman of God would be to be able to say with the apostle Paul these words:
I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (2 Timothy 4:7-8)
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Do you feel that you have lived with the awareness that you are in the midst of a war? How do you respond to the “war” illustrations in the Scriptures? Are you comfortable seeing yourself and your church in that way?
2. When you read the phrase “fighting the good fight of the faith,” what comes to your mind about your own experiences?
3. In your own life, where have you seen the attacks of Satan? In what areas are you most vulnerable?
4. As you look at the pieces of the “armor of God,” which of these do you most need in your daily life? Why?
5. Have you seen prayer as one of the pieces of the armor? Is that a strong area of your life? If not, what needs to change for it to become an area of strength?
6. Are you aware of strongholds that Satan has built up in your heart and life? How would you apply the exhortation to “take every thought captive to obedience” in these areas?
7. Do you see in your own heart a love for this world? How does that love affect your involvement in spiritual warfare and ministry?
8. When you read of Paul’s instructions to deal with our fleshly nature and desires, what are the first things that come to your mind about the applications of these truths in your own life?
9. List the keys to victory that we saw in King Jehoshaphat’s battle. How can you apply these to your own life in order to walk in these victories?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
We most often live as if we are not in a war. We get lured into the comfortable lifestyle of this world and sometimes allow the loves of our hearts to settle in there. Confess to the Lord where you have allowed that to happen in your own life. In the places where you are vulnerable to the enemy, ask God to show you how to put on His armor. Seek the Lord for a heart of obedience toward Him so that the enemy’s strongholds in your life might be torn down. Ask God to give you a heart of humility and worship such as we saw in King Jehoshaphat, and pray that the power that flows from exalting Him might be your experience from day to day.



 
I write to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one.
1 John 2:14
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Take Hold of Eternal Life
There is an aggressive nature about the Christian life. As we have studied the Scriptures and have been taught by God, it is abundantly clear that we will never become men or women of God by passively waiting for spiritual growth to happen. God calls us to pursue Him.
This portion of Scripture was never intended for the multitudes who flock to churches on Sunday mornings only to return to their lives in the world after they have paid their religious dues. God issues this call to those who would respond wholeheartedly to God, to those who would follow determinedly after Him and relentlessly pursue all that God is and all that we can become in Him.
But as for you, O man of God, flee these things. Pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, steadfastness, gentleness. Fight the good fight of the faith. Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and about which you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. (1 Timothy 6:11-12)
FULLNESS IN CHRIST
We are given a powerful, full, and beautiful picture of who Jesus is in Paul’s letter to the Colossian believers:
He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. (Colossians 1:15)
Jesus is God incarnate, made visible for us and poured out in a receivable form. He is God’s highly exalted, reigning Son, and the source of all that exists:
For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. (Colossians 1:16)
Christ is the source of all things in this world and in God’s Kingdom. Every invisible thing comes from Him, and all power and authority flow from His throne. The Lord Jesus is not only the means by which all things exist, He is also the recipient of all things. Everything was brought into existence for the sake of His glory.
And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. (Colossians 1:17)
The Son of God is the cohesiveness in the universe. His Person is the glue that holds all things together. He keeps the planets in their orbits, He holds nations in His power, He binds His people together in love, and He maintains wholeness in our hearts and minds by His Holy Spirit. Jesus’ sovereign reign is the power that sustains kingdoms, and He also holds the hearts of His people in His hand:
And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. (Colossians 1:18)
Jesus is Lord of His church, He is the source of a new creation and the first among many to rise from the dead. God fulfilled all of this in His Son in order that Christ might reign preeminent:
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. (Colossians 1:19-20)
Jesus is the embodiment of God, the fullness of God in the form of man. Because all of God’s fullness abides in Him, Christ became God’s means of reconciling all things to Himself. Physical things and spiritual things, those that are temporal and those that are eternal, have been reconciled to God through Christ. Wholeness and redemption have flowed from the throne of God to all of His creation because of the peace brought through Jesus’ blood shed at Calvary.
Paul tells us that it was the Father’s pleasure to have all of His fullness live in His Son. He comes back to this truth in his second chapter:
For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority. (Colossians 2:9-10)
All of God’s fullness dwells in Christ, and we have been filled in Him! As we read the exalted view of the Lord Jesus that Paul has presented in Colossians 1, we stand in awe and reverence before Him. Our hearts magnify Him, and we worship. We also read that Jesus’ fullness has become our own, and we are overwhelmed in God’s presence.
Fullness is what we have been seeking all of our lives! In our emptiness and our helplessness, we had abandoned any hope of ever being full persons. We had strived for a sense of substance within ourselves through education, discipline, the pursuit of pleasures, and the possession of things, yet we always remained empty. We had almost resigned ourselves to the meaninglessness of our existence when God brought us to Christ and lavishly poured out His life on us. Before, we were filled with ourselves and consumed by our sin. Now we are filled up with deity, and we are being transformed continually into the image of Christ.
When we are given fullness in Christ, God stimulates our passions and our desires so that our hunger to know Him grows and grows. We begin to cry out, “I want to know Christ,” as Paul did in his letter to the Philippians. All of our passions become purified in one desire, and that is for God to possess all that we are and for us to know all that He is. The pursuit of God becomes our one desire.
In every generation God has raised up men and women and filled them with the desire to know Him. He has faithfully called out from this world those who would be uniquely His. The testimony of His grace has been preserved by those willing to be a channel for the life of God into this world. Are you a person like that?
Perhaps in the deepest corners of your heart you have harbored a desire to be a man or woman of God but have felt that a spiritual life like that was far out of your reach. Other people may be able to live like that, but not you. You lack the discipline, your knowledge of the Scriptures is too limited, and you fail too easily—you are just a weak person.
Today God is speaking to your heart. Take hold of Him, grasp Him tightly, walk closely with Him wherever He leads, come to Him each day with a responsive heart, and live obediently before Him. As you share His life and as God shares your life, you will become in Him all that He has designed you to be.
THE SOLDIER, THE ATHLETE, AND THE FARMER
The apostle Paul referred to Timothy as his “son in the faith.” We find in his letters to Timothy the same encouragement that God would give to us:
You then, my child, be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus, and what you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. (2 Timothy 2:1-2)
Be strong! That is Paul’s exhortation to this young man. But we say, “Strength has to be developed. It takes time.” That is true, and God will take us through a process in His sovereign timing to develop that strength within us. However, the encouragement here is to be strong in the grace that Christ supplies. His grace is the source of our strength.
There is direction for ministry here also. God’s vision is for spiritual generations rather than for a few people here and there who might prove responsive. Look for faithful men, Paul tells Timothy, and entrust to them the things I taught you. They will then be able to pass on these same truths to those whom God will bring to them.
Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who enlisted him. (2 Timothy 2:3-4)
For a life that is “strong in Christ Jesus” and a ministry that is fruitful, Paul encourages Timothy to look at the example of a soldier. Following after God involves suffering hardship, we must make no mistake about it. The way a soldier lives is a pattern for a godly person to follow. He lives for only one purpose: to please the officer he is serving. In order to fulfill that purpose, the soldier does not allow himself to become entangled in the affairs of everyday life. A soldier lives an unencumbered life so that he is free to fulfill his duty when called upon. Paul exhorts Timothy to live that way, always free to respond to the Lord in obedience, in order that he might be pleasing to Him.
An athlete is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules. (2 Timothy 2:5)
When an athlete competes in a race, he knows he must follow the guidelines laid down for him if he desires to win. He cannot make up his own rules along the way. He cannot flaunt the rules that others are committed to following. Discipline is essential here, remaining within the guidelines given, and the central pursuit of the runner’s life becomes reaching out for the prize at the finish line.
When God calls us to run the race of life and ministry, He lays down the guidelines. That is what we have studied here, as Paul has pictured for us what a man or woman of God is like. He also describes the prize. Our race will end at God’s throne, where the crown of righteousness is in His hand and the words Well done, good and faithful servant, are on His lips. The ultimate goal of our lives is to be present when the glory of God is fully revealed before men and angels. However, God not only gives us the rules for running and describes the prize for winning, He also continually calls us to Himself as we run, heals us by His love when we fall, and empowers us by His own life in the course of the race!
It is the hard-working farmer who ought to have the first share of the crops. (2 Timothy 2:6)
The one who cultivates the ground and sows the seed also shares in the fruit, Paul tells Timothy. He is the first one to receive his share of the crop that is produced as a result of his labor. Again, the clear exhortation here is to work hard! We must be clear: The Christian life is filled with difficulty. It will take all the strength that God supplies. Yet God’s promise is that we will share in the fruit. As we walk with God, the fruit of His life will be evident within us. Our attitudes toward ourselves, toward God, and toward the people around us will begin to change. The qualities of God’s own heart will begin to be seen in us. New responses will mark our day-to-day experience. We will see others come to know God as a result of His life in us. We are joint heirs with Christ in God’s eternal Kingdom; we will share in the fruitfulness of the harvest. God is honest about the difficulties of this walk, but the hope of fruit is also there in abundance.
Think over what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything. (2 Timothy 2:7)
Paul ends this section with a strong exhortation: “Listen to what I say, Timothy, and God will give you understanding.” That warning is true for us as well. We may not understand all of the implications of this life of faith, but if we come to the Lord and listen intently, if we come with responsive hearts, He will reveal to us all we need to know to become all that we need to be in Him.
RESTING FROM ALL OUR WORKS
When we looked at Jesus’ ministry and His relationship with His Father, we learned that the Christian life is an aggressive life. It is aggressive in its response, not in its initiative. Jesus did what His Father told Him to do. He spoke the words that God had given Him to speak. Nothing that we see or hear in Jesus began with Him; it all began in the heart of His Father. Jesus is our model for an aggressively responsive life.
We find clear teaching concerning this lifestyle in Hebrews 4. The writer calls us to enter into God’s “Sabbath rest.” He tells us that the children of Israel failed to enter His rest because of their unbelief. When He called them to enter the Promised Land, fear gripped their hearts, and they rebelled against God. All of them except Joshua and Caleb died in the wilderness. The message of truth did not bear fruit in them, God says, because it was not combined with faith. The writer continues:
For we who have believed enter that rest, as he has said, “As I swore in my wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest,’” although his works were finished from the foundation of the world. (Hebrews 4:3)
When we believe in God, we enter His rest! After God created the world in six days, He rested from His work. His work of creation, that is His old creation, is finished. He is “resting” from that work even as He sustains His creation by His power. Now God is at work in His new creation. Our creative God is still bringing forth new things, but not things that will be burned away at the end of time. He is calling into existence things that will never pass away.
For he has somewhere spoken of the seventh day in this way: “And God rested on the seventh day from all his works.” And again in this passage he said, “They shall not enter my rest.” (Hebrews 4:4-5)
There is still an opportunity today for us to enter God’s Sabbath rest. The Israelites could not enter because truth was not united by faith in their hearts. God is once again calling people to enter a promised land characterized by “rest.” We enter that rest as the words that God speaks are united by faith in our hearts through the Holy Spirit and as we respond in obedience. The only time that God has given us to respond to Him is now, as He is speaking to us:
Since therefore it remains for some to enter it, and those who formerly received the good news failed to enter because of disobedience, again he appoints a certain day, “Today,” saying through David so long afterward, in the words already quoted, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.” (Hebrews 4:6-7)
Because the children of Israel did not walk in obedience to the Lord, they did not enter the rest He had provided. We are living in a day in which God is calling men and women once again to enter His rest. We enter by resting from all of our own works, as God did from His work in His first creation.
For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken of another day later on. So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his. (Hebrews 4:8-10)
We tend to equate rest with passivity or inactivity. That is not what God is teaching us here. Jesus modeled a life that was filled with the dynamic, fruitful work of the Father. God accomplished His will and spoke His words through Christ. Jesus walked responsively to God in this process. His life was aggressively responsive.
The writer calls us to look at God’s model as we consider our walk before Him. He worked for six days on His old creation. He is now “resting” from that work. Surely our God is not resting because He was tired from those six days of creation. He is resting from that work because it is completed. When we enter His rest, we follow His pattern. We rest from all of our own works.
We lay down all of the things that originated in us rather than in the heart of God. Every work of our flesh, our confidence in ourselves, our hope in our own abilities, are rejected. We no longer work to please God; we obey Him now because we have been accepted by Him and are already approved by Him. We love Him because He first loved us. We have ceased from our works and are seeking the work of the eternal God in us and through us. Like the Lord Jesus, we respond aggressively in His strength to all that God sets before us, and we follow after Him with determination for the sake of His glory.
There is no formula that we can follow to transform us into men and women of God. There is no method that will result in our maturity. The Scriptures do not offer us “ten steps to a successful Christian life.” As Paul taught the church at Corinth so long ago, there remains only one hope for us today if we are to be what God is calling us to be. That hope lies in the response of Christ’s life in us. We rest from our works and seek God’s work in us and through us:
Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God. Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. (2 Corinthians 3:4-6)
When I visited the Philippines for the first time some years ago, I met a beautiful woman named Daisey. Daisey had become a Christian through the excellent church-planting ministry of Jerry and Barbara Osbron, with whom I was serving while I was there. With her warm and gracious spirit, Daisey reached out to me in those days, and her wonderful gift of hospitality provided warm times of fellowship for me. I greatly enjoyed her friendship.
As I was getting to know Daisey, she began to tell me of her desire to serve the Lord. She wanted to grow in her knowledge of Him, and she wanted to be used by Him in the lives of people. Her husband was not a believer, and she felt confined in her marriage. She did not feel that she was free to develop her ministry and give herself to people. She felt trapped. During the days that I was teaching in the area, Daisey kept coming to me and telling me all the reasons she should leave her husband. She felt that she would be much freer to serve the Lord if she was single. I kept encouraging her to stay with her husband, although it did not make sense to her that God would ask her to do that. She was not happy in her marriage, and in her mind she would be freer to serve the Lord if she were released from that relationship.
About a year and a half later, I had the opportunity to return to the Philippines. Once again God used Daisey to minister to me and to encourage me with her spirit of warmth and hospitality. Our friendship deepened even further. Daisey told me that the Lord had led her to stay with her husband, to be faithful to him, and to wait and see what God would do. She felt that this was a real victory in her heart and was excited about these steps of obedience.
Less than a year later I learned that Daisey had died in an earthquake. My heart was broken as I received the phone call in the middle of the night from some dear friends in the Philippines. The loss of this beautiful woman was a great tragedy for all of us who loved her, and especially for the church where she served with such joy.
As I was praying for my brothers and sisters in the Philippines that next day, asking God to glorify Himself in this situation, I realized that what Daisey thought was the process was really the goal in the eyes of God. She had greatly desired to be used of the Lord; there was so much that she wanted to do. In Daisey’s mind, her faithfulness to her marriage commitment was part of a process that would lead to many ministry opportunities. In God’s eyes, her faithfulness was the goal that He had desired all the time. He wanted her to rest in Him and trust Him about how He would use her.
We often become confused about God’s purpose in our life experiences. We want to get through the circumstances “winning the victories,” enduring through difficult situations so that we can get on to what God is preparing for us. But what we see as a process that will result in expanded ministry, greater fruitfulness, or more results, is so often the goal that God has planned. We tend to be goal oriented, but God is concerned about the process. We are anxious to get to where we are going, but God is concerned about the people we are along the way. This is the goal in His eyes.
In some ways God did not do what Daisey had expected or hoped for, but God accomplished all of His will in her life. There was nothing left undone. So it will be with you and me as we learn to rest in God, to seek Him and the work He will do in us and through us.
CHILDREN, FATHERS, AND YOUNG MEN
The heart of the apostle John was so filled with love for those to whom he was writing, and he desired to encourage them and bring them hope for their lives and their ministries. We find this encouragement in his first letter:
I am writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven for his name’s sake. I am writing to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I am writing to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I write to you, children, because you know the Father. I write to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one. (1 John 2:12-14)
John is picturing growth for us in these verses, and he is using age levels to teach us what we must learn. The characteristic of the relationship that a child has with God is that his sins are forgiven. There is not much growth, maturity, or even understanding beyond that. A child believes in Jesus and trusts Him for salvation. By the nature of a child’s heart and because of the limited time that the child has lived, this relationship is somewhat superficial, although genuine in its life. However, the basic, simple faith that is beautiful in the heart of a child is not so beautiful if it is at the same level many years later.
John also wrote to fathers, who “have known Him who is from the beginning.” From John’s Gospel we know that he is talking about Christ. You know Him, John says. The state of this relationship is described not only in terms of sins forgiven but also in terms of having reached a place of maturity in knowing God. We are called beyond a superficial, childlike response to a relationship with God marked by depth, intimacy, and maturity.
Young men are those characterized by their strength. The Word of God dwells in them richly, and they are victorious in their battle with the evil one. For the first time in John’s teaching, we see some outward effects of an inward relationship. Sins being forgiven and knowing God are experiences of the heart. Spiritual power, the ministry of God’s Word, and aggressive warfare that overcomes Satan are outward expressions of what God has done in our hearts. This is the fruit of having our sins forgiven and knowing God.
God is calling us beyond the experiences of children. He is moving us to a depth of relationship with Him where we know His mind and His heart and we share His life fully and intimately. It is the desire of God’s heart to bring us to the place where the power of His life flows through us, where we are vessels for the ministry of His creative Word, and where we share in His victory over the enemy of our faith. Let us take hold of God and pursue Him with all that is within us in order that He might be glorified in our lives.
WALK ON THE LAND
We see a picture of this aggressively responsive life in Joshua’s leadership of God’s people into the Promised Land. God spoke to Joshua with clear instructions concerning the possession of the land:
Moses my servant is dead. Now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, you and all this people, into the land that I am giving to them, to the people of Israel. Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon I have given to you, just as I promised to Moses. (Joshua 1:2-3)
God told Joshua how vast the Promised Land would be, and then called him to a walk characterized by strength and courage:
Be strong and courageous, for you shall cause this people to inherit the land that I swore to their fathers to give them. Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded you. Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may have good success wherever you go. (Joshua 1:6-7)
Not only did God set apart Joshua for a life of obedience, but He also called Joshua to focus his heart on His Word. Meditating on the Scriptures and responding to the Word of God would result in a life and ministry that was fruitful. Who has not hungered for success? Prosperity as God measures it flows out of a heart that desires His Word and obeys what it says:
This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success. (Joshua 1:8)
Once again, God called Joshua to be strong and courageous and promised that man of God His very own presence. It is God’s presence that deals with the terror and the discouragement of real life situations:
Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go. (Joshua 1:9)
Again and again we hear God tell Joshua, “Be strong and courageous.” Like Joshua, we can find courage in the strength that God supplies. God also promised Joshua, “Every place that the sole of your foot will tread upon, I have given to you.” God had already given the land to His people, but they had to walk on it to possess it.
There is an aggressive, possessive sense to the Christian life. We walk boldly in God’s strength to take possession of what He has set before us. We hold tenaciously to what He entrusts to us.
It would challenge each of our hearts to look out at the land that God has set before us. It may be filled with the enemies that we talked about earlier—the world, the flesh, and the devil. There may be giants in the land, obstacles far too great for us to challenge in our fleshly resources. But there are also great ministry opportunities. There are people who need to hear the glorious gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. There are those who need to be encouraged and those who hunger to be fed. Some are in need of healing, and others are in need of justice. Some have never been loved with God’s selfless love that elevates others and seeks to make them great. God’s people need to be led and counseled. Our neighborhoods are in need of volunteers who will show God’s mercy to hurting people in painful situations.
God opens our eyes to see the opportunities in the land He has set before us, and then He calls us to walk boldly, aggressively, and possessively on that land. He gives us kingdoms in this world that we must invade with His love and His justice, His righteousness and His great compassion. Through us He causes the world to see His holiness and to hear the truths of His eternal attributes. His Kingdom is advanced and established as we “walk on the land” in bold obedience.
TAKE HOLD OF GOD
C. S. Lewis’s wonderful book Perelandra teaches us about taking hold of God. God has brought Ransom, the hero of the book, to the planet Venus. As Ransom arrives, he finds that the civilization on Venus is at the same place as the Garden of Eden before Adam and Eve had sinned. The temptation, however, is just beginning.
Ransom is sitting on the sidelines, watching and listening as the tempter approaches the woman. He brings to her all of the same things that Satan brought to Eve. “Perhaps God is withholding from you something that will help you grow. God might be pleased if you develop some independence. You can be gods yourselves.” Even though the woman has not sinned, her mind is becoming polluted by the things the enemy is offering. Then Ransom hears a voice speaking in his heart: This can’t go on.
On and on the temptation goes. Even though the woman has not sinned, she is being worn down by the continued onslaughts of the enemy. Again Ransom hears that voice, This can’t go on. It is then that he realizes that God has brought him to that place to do battle with the evil one. He wages war with the enemy, and a great victory is won.1
Many of God’s people today are sitting on the sidelines while they watch the battle taking place on the field before them. God has called them to fight and to participate in the victory that He has won in His Son at Calvary’s cross. Yet so many of those who are watching are on the sidelines because they are not sure they will ever become men of God or spiritual women. Other people might be strong enough to wage war, but for them the Christian life is filled with inconsistencies, weakness, failure, lack of faith, and struggles with sin. Some say that they might know the Scriptures well enough, or have enough faith, or be mature enough, but they are not ready yet. There are times when they sense that God is using them or times when they experience growth, but most of their experiences are a series of circular battles that are never won.
Satan’s intention is to destroy us. He cannot do that because “greater is He who is in us than he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). In the eyes of our enemy, however, consuming our hearts, our strength, and our resources in these circular battles where we see ourselves through our past, our weaknesses, and our failures, is almost as effective. He has removed us from the battle and consumed our strength with the continual vacillation of our hearts and minds.
Now is the time to see ourselves through the eyes of God and to take hold of Him. We must affirm who He has called us to be and walk as men and women of God in the power of the Holy Spirit. Satan may tell us that we will never be what God has called us to be. One of his most powerful attacks against us, however, occurs when He convinces us that someday we may become men and women of God. God tells us that we are men and women of God. We must boldly take hold of God in all that He is calling us to be in His Son and walk confidently in the strength that He supplies.
GROUP STUDY GUIDE
AND PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. When we read 1 Timothy 6:11-12, the apostle Paul is calling Timothy, and us, to an aggressive pursuit of God. Would you say that characterizes your experience? Why or why not?
2. In light of this study, what needs to change in your life in order for you to pursue God with all that is in you?
3. As you read Paul’s statement that we “have been given fullness in Christ,” how do you respond? Is that how you have seen yourself?
4. When you read Paul’s teaching about “the soldier, the athlete, and the farmer,” with which person do you identify the most? Why?
5. Have you “rested from all your works”? What does this mean to you?
6. In what areas of your life have you tended to place your confidence in yourself and your own resources rather than in God? How has God taught you to live differently?
7. When the apostle John talks about “children, fathers, and young men,” as which one do you see yourself? Why?
8. Do you see yourself listening to the lies of the enemy about you rather than to the truth of how God sees you? Where have you been vulnerable to taking your view of yourself from your past, your feelings, or your failures?
9. What do you think is the biggest obstacle in your heart that keeps you from “taking hold of eternal life”?
REFLECTIONS, COMMITMENTS, AND PRAYER
We have focused on the passions of our hearts in this study. As you have been reading and interacting, you have been examining your own passions and pursuits. The areas where we are vulnerable to temptation and where our attitudes are less than God would have them be, the places where we have settled in and loved this world have become clearer to us. But clearer, too, have become our Father’s love and mercy, His view of us, and His eternal commitment to conform us to the image of His glorious Son! I encourage you to conclude your study, whether it is a personal or group study, with a time of worship and thanksgiving before the Lord. Commit yourself to His process for your life, whatever the cost; ask Him to give you an ever increasing hunger for Him and His glory and a passion-filled desire to know Him. May God fulfill every hope within your heart to be a man or a woman of God and then put His glory on display in your life!

1 C.S. Lewis, Perelandra, (New York: MacMillan Publishing Co., Inc. 1944).
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