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how I can trust him freely than anyone else on the planet.
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Foreword

C c ithwise words and thorough logic, Wayne Jacobsen leaves
no obstacle standing between a believer and God the Father.
He carefully and gently pushes aside any resistance to absolute
reliance on the grace of God and his plan for us. Some journeys
carry such dangers and mysteries that we long for a hand to
hold and a secure face to be seen. This book places your hand
in the secure one and clearly portrays the face of God.

When Jesus answered a questioner and informed us that the
greatest commandment was to “love God with all our heart,
soul, mind and strength,” for many of us, this was a command
to which we could only aspire. Perhaps we even prayed, “Lord,
I want to love you with all my heart, soul, mind and strength.”
After reading this book, I am confident you will easily say, “I do
love you completely.”

No matter what your emotional state, peace will settle on
your heart. Any anxieties about God are going to fade. Prepare
your face for a smile and your heart for a constant parade of
brass bands celebrating a great victory.

Asyou read and receive the understandings of this book, you
will frequent God’s presence much more because of the eternal



FOREWORD

relationship you will find there so superior to your own best
efforts or dreams. These gifts of God are unattainable on your
own but you will find this book to be an invitation to God’s
house and its warmth with an RSVP. With that invitation in
hand, you will feel like you have “arrived;” and you have!

If it seems that I push too hard and compliment too highly
about this book, it is on purpose. You hold in your hands a
classic.

Be prepared to know God better and love him more. You
are about to go on a journey whose road map you will save for
repeat use and whose copies you will gladly and freely give to
others.

—GAYLE D. ERWIN
AUTHOR, Jesus Style
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The Relationship
God Has Always
Wanted With You

On that day you will realize
that I am in my Fatber,
and you are in me,

and [ am in you.

—John 14:20



Daisy Petal Christianity

He loves me.
He loves me not.
He loves me.
He loves me not.

=

A he little girl stands in the backyard chanting as she plucks
petals one by one from the daisy and drops them to the ground.
At game’s end, the last petal tells all; whether or not the person
desired returns the affection.

Of course no one takes it seriously, and if children don’t get
the answer they desire they take another daisy and start again.
It doesn’t take long even for children to realize that flowers
weren’t designed to tell romantic fortunes. Why should they
link their hearts’ desires to the fickleness of chance?

Why indeed! But it is a lesson far easier learned in romance
than in more spiritual pursuits. For long after we’ve put away
our daisies, many of us continue to play the game with God.

11
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This time we don’t pluck flower petals, but probe through our
circumstances trying to figure out exactly how God feels about
us.

I got araise. He loves me.

I didn’t get the promotion I wanted, or I lost my job alto-
gether. He loves me not!

Something in the Bible inspired me today. He loves me!

My child is seriously ill. He loves me not!

[ gave money to someone in need. He loves me!

I let my anger get the best of me. He loves me not!

Something for which I prayed actually happened. He loves
me!

I stretched the truth to get myself out of a tight spot. He loves
me not!

A friend calls me unexpectedly to encourage me. He loves
me!

My car needs a new transmission. He loves me not!

A PERILOUS TIGHTROPE

I have played that game most of my life, trying to sort out in
any given moment how God might feel about me personally. I
grew up learning that he is a God of love, and for the most part
I believed it to be true.

In good times, nothing is easier to believe. In days when my
family was healthy and our relationships a joy; when my min-
istry thrived and both income and opportunity were increasing;
when we had plenty of time to enjoy our friends and were not
burdened down with need; who wouldn’t be certain of God’s
love?

But that certainty eroded when those times of bliss were
interrupted with more troublesome events..

.like a childhood condition that provided no end
of embarrassment.

..or the day one of my friends in high school died
of a brain tumor even as we prayed earnestly for his

healing,

12
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..or when I wasn’t selected for a job I wanted in
college because someone had lied about me.

..or the night my house was robbed.

..or when I was severely burned in a kitchen acci-
dent.

..or when I watched my father-in-law and my
brother, both die with debilitating illnesses even
though they sought God earnestly for healing,.

..or when colleagues in ministry lied to me and
spread false stories about me to win the support of
others.

..or when I didn’t know from where my next pay-
check would come.

..or when I saw my wife crushed by circumstances
that I couldn’t get God to change no matter how
hard I tried.

..or when doors of opportunity that appeared
certain to open would suddenly slam shut like a
wind-blown door.

Then I wondered how God really felt about me. I couldn’t
understand how a God who loved me would either allow such
things into my life or wouldn’t fix them immediately so that I or
people Iloved wouldn’t have to endure such pain.

He loves me not! Or so I thought on those days. My disap-
pointment at God could easily turn two directions. Often in
my pain and frustration, when I felt like I had done enough to
deserve better, I would rail at God like the Job of old, accusing
him of either being unfair or unloving. In more honest moments,
however, I was well aware of the temptations and failures that
could exclude me from his care. I would come out of those
times committed to trying harder to live the life I thought would

13
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merit his love.

I lived for 34 years as a believer on this perilous tightrope.
Even when there was no crisis hanging over my head, I was
always wary of the next one God might drop on me at any
second if I couldn’t stay on his good side. In some ways I had
become like the schizophrenic child of an abusive father, never
certain what God I'd meet on any given day—the one who
wanted to scoop me up in his arms with laughter, or the one
who would ignore me or punish me for reasons I could never
understand.

Only in the last five years have I discovered that my methods
of discerning God’s love were as flawed as pulling petals from a
daisy. I haven’t been the same since.

CONVINCING EVIDENCE

What about you?

Have you ever felt tossed back and forth by circumstances
occasionally certain, but mostly uncertain about how the
Creator of the universe feels about you? Or perhaps you’ve
never even known how much God loves you.

In a Bible study recently, I met a forty-year-old woman who
was active in her fellowship but admitted to a small group of us
that she had never been certain that God loved her. She seemed
to want to tell me more, but finally only asked me to pray for
her.

As 1 did, asking God to reveal just how much he loved her, an
image came to mind. I saw a figure I knew to be Jesus walking
through a meadow hand in hand with a little girl about five years
old. Somehow I knew this woman was that little girl. I prayed
that he would help her discover a childlikeness of spirit that
would allow her to skip through the meadows with him.

When I finished praying I looked up at her eyes that were
brimming with tears.

“Did you say ‘meadow’?” she asked.

I nodded, thinking it odd she had focused on that word.

Immediately she began to cry. As she was able to speak, she
said, “I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell you. When I was five years
old I was molested in a meadow by an older boy. Whenever I

14
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think about God, I think about that horrible event and I wonder
why, if he loved me so much, he didn’t stop that from hap-
pening.”

She’s not alone. Many people carry scars and disappoint-
ments that can appear to be convincing evidence that the God
of love might not exist, or if he does, maintains a safe distance
from them and leaves them to the whim of other people’s sins.

I don’t have a stock answer for moments like that, as if any
could be effective in the midst of such pain. I told her, that evi-
dently God wanted her to know he had been there with her,
and although he didn’t act in the only way she could understand
true love to act, that he loved her nonetheless. He wanted to
walk her through that defiled meadow and redeem it in her life.

He wanted to give her a measure of joy in the face of the
most traumatic event of her life and turn what was supposed
to destroy her into a stepping stone toward grace. I know that
can sound almost trite in the face of such incredible pain, but
the process has begun for her. It is my hope these words will
encourage that process in you, as well.

PERCEPTION VERSUS REALITY

For truly God has never acted towards us in any way other
than with a depth of love that defies human understanding. I
know it may not look like that at times. When he seems to cal-
lously disregard our most noble prayers, our trust in him can be
easily shattered and we wonder if he cares for us. We can even
come up with alist of our own failures that can seemingly justify
God’s indifference and beckon us into a dark whirlpool of self-
loathing,

When we're playing the he-loves-me-he-loves-me-not-game,
the evidence against God can appear overwhelming. For rea-
sons we shall see throughout these pages, God does not often
do the things we think his love would compel him to do for us.
He often seems to stand by with indifference while we suffer.
How often does he seem to disappoint our most noble expecta-
tions?

But perception is not necessarily reality. If we define God
only in our limited interpretation of our own circumstances, we

15
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will never discover who he really is.

However, he has provided a far better way, where our daisy-
petal approach to Christianity can be swallowed up by the
undeniable proof of his love for us on the cross of Calvary.
That’s the side of the cross that has all but been ignored in
recent decades. We have not seen what really happened there
between the Father and his Son that opens the door to his love
so vast and so certain that it cannot be challenged even by your
darkest days.

Through that door we can really know who God is and
embrace the relationship with him that the deepest part of our
heart has hungered to experience. That is where we’ll begin,
because it is only in the context of the relationship God desires
with us that we can begin to discover the full glory of his love.

He does love you more deeply than you've ever imagined;
and he has done so throughout your entire life. Once you
embrace that truth, your troubles will never again drive you
to question God’s affection for you or whether you’ve done
enough to merit it. Instead of fearing he has turned his back on
you, you will be able to trust his love at the moments you need
him most. You will even see in the strangest ways how that love
can flow out of you to touch a world starved for it.

Learning to trust him like that is not something any of us can
resolve in an instant; but something we’ll grow to discover for
the whole of our lives. God knows how difficult it is for us to
accept his love and teaches us with more patience than we’ve
ever known. Through every circumstance and in the most sur-
prising ways, he makes his love known to us in ways we can
understand.

So perhaps it’s time to toss your daisies aside and discover
that it is not the fear of losing God’s love that will keep you on
his path, but the simple joy of living in it every day.

On the day you discover that, you will truly begin to live!

Houw great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we

should be called children of God! And that is what we are!
—1Jonn 3:1
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For your personal journey

How often do you find yourself doubting God’s love for
you? When do you find you question His love the most? How
certain are you that God loves you as deeply as he does anyone
else in the world? When difficulties arise do you find yourself
doubting God’s love for you, or trying to be more righteous so
he’ll like you more? Ask God in the days ahead to reveal to you
the depths of his love for you.

17






What Jesus’ Disciples
Didn’t Know

God is not mute: the Word spoke, not out of a whirlwind,
but out of the human larynx of a Palestinian Jew.
PHILIP YANCEY, THE JESUS | NEVER KNEW

Can you imagine what it must have been like for Jesus the
first moment he sat around with the circle of his disciples after
they had finally become friends?

We all know what it is to get acquainted with new people,
the awkward pauses and measured words as people get to know
each other. Certainly the disciples went through that with Jesus.
Just who was this Teacher and Miracle-worker and who were
these other men who decided to follow him?

It might have happened during a conversation after a meal,
or walking together on a road, but at some point they found
themselves safe enough with him and each other to let down
their guard. No longer measuring words or trying to impress
each other, they slipped into the fruits of their burgeoning

19



HE Loves ME!

friendship—the freedom to be honest, to laugh, to ask the seem-
ingly stupid question, and to relax in each other’s presence.

What must that have felt like to Jesus? Had this been what he
had always wanted?

For the first time since that cruel day in Eden, God was sit-
ting down with people he loved and they were not cowering in
fear.

For centuries men and women had stood at a great distance
from God, shamed by their sin and intimidated by his holiness.
With only a few notable exceptions, people wanted nothing
to do with the immediacy of God’s presence. When Mt. Sinai
shook with thunder and earthquakes, the people begged Moses
to go to God for them. God was a terrifying figure and feeling
safe with him was unthinkable.

But God had never thought so. His plan to restore the fel-
lowship with humanity that Adam and Eve had lost in their fall
was unfolding. In Jesus, he was able to sit down in the company
of those he loved and they were comfortable enough to engage
him in a real conversation. What an incredible moment that
must have been for Jesus, to be with people who were not so
awed by him, that they could not enjoy his presence.

Of course, it only happened because they had no idea that
it was God who stoked the fire as they sat around and laughed.
For although we now know that Jesus was God incarnate on
earth, they had no idea and that made all the difference.

GOD IN DISGUISE

[ like arriving early at places I'm supposed to speak so that
I can meet the people who've invited me and still have time to
mingle among the gathering crowd. I introduce myself only by
my first name and never let on that ’'m the speaker. Surprisingly
few people ever figure it out and so I get to engage in real con-
versations with the people before I speak.

I've learned that people treat me differently before they
learn I'm the speaker or the author from out of town. They
are so much more themselves, and willing to talk freely about
their lives and their aspirations. Once they find out who I
am, all of that changes. They are far more self-conscious and

20
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inhibited, preferring to focus questions on me and my work.
Finding out who I am destroys the level of fellowship I enjoy
most with people.

Admittedly it might be a bit misleading. I've watched people
near me cringe with embarrassment when I'm finally intro-
duced. Some even come up after and apologize for not realizing
who ['was and for “going on” about their children or their work,
as if those things have just become trivial because of who I am.
But I remind them that I was the one who asked and wouldn’t
have done so if  wasn’t interested.

Once people put me in the guest-speaker box, it is hard for
me to climb out. It usually takes a long time for people to relax
and let me be the brother in Christ I really am. As confining as
the guest speaker role can be for me, I suspect the God-box into
which people put God is vastly worse for him. So I understand
why he had to take on a disguise to have the relationship with
people he had always desired.

The disciples were with the physical presence of God, and
were completely unaware of it. They knew he was a man of
God, of course. Who could watch his miracles and listen to his
wisdom without knowing that?

On at least one occasion they identified him as the Messiah,
but there was nothing in the first-century Jewish hope of the
Messiah that said he would be God incarnate. They expected
him to be a man, empowered by God as was Moses, David or
Elijah. But the idea that God would take on human flesh and
live that way on the earth would have been unthinkable.

How could the holy God live among sinful people and
engage them face-to-face? Their history told of such moments
when God’s presence came to his people. Even the most righ-
teous had fallen on their faces in fear and some of the most evil
had died. They thought that’s what God wanted, but as we’ll
see their response had far more to do with how sin reacted to
God than how God wanted to be known.

THE UNVEILING

So God disguised himself, first as a baby in a manger, then as
a young boy growing up in Nazareth and finally as a young man
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walking the hills of Galilee. No one had any idea God had come
to live among them; and because of that no one cowered in fear
or acted awkwardly with him.
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WHAT JEsus’ DisciPLES DIDN’T KNnow

TENDER IMAGES

Don’t relegate this invitation to an abstract spiritual plane.
When Scripture talks about the relationship God wants with
us he borrows the most tender images of our world. He calls
us young children beloved by a gracious Father; the bride of an
expectant bridegroom; friends dear enough to die for and little
chicks rushing under the protective wings of a hen.

He is obviously serious about the intimacy and security of
a relationship with him built on love and trust. Many shy away
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HE Loves ME!

from such thoughts, feeling they demean the transcendence of
the Almighty God. To be honest, their fears are often fulfilled
in those who feign a chumminess with God that distorts who
he really is.

But we must not let an abuse of others keep us from the real
thing God offers us. As we shall see finding a true friendship
with the Living God never demeans who he is. It doesn’t reduce
him to our level and allow us to treat him tritely; it only defines
his Fatherhood in ever-more grandeur.
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WHAT JEsus’ DisciPLES DIDN’T KNOow

s & &

For your personal journey

Spend a few moments thinking about your relationship with
God. Do you see it growing in closeness and sensitivity, or does
it feel abstract? Is he more real than your closest friend, or a dis-
tant presence that rarely seems to engage the real issues of your
life? If your relationship with him isn’t what you want it to be,
ask him to help you grow to know him better and to recognize
his presence throughout each day.
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Threatened With Hell
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For we live in a day when millions of people have made
a commitment to Christ and yet so few lives are really trans-
formed by his power. It has been said of this generation that
our Christianity is a mile wide but only an inch deep. We see
effects of it everywhere. People claim to know God, but show
no evidence of transformation in their daily lives. We challenge
them as hypocrites and attempt to badger them into more righ-
teous lifestyles, but in the end most believers end up as much a
part of the world’s ways as their nonbelieving neighbors.

WHY THE THREAT?

No one ever threatened me to do something that was won-
derful to do. My parents didn’t threaten me with punishment to
get me to go to Disneyland. But to make me go to the dentist or
work on the vineyard, that was another matter.
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THREATENED WiTH HELL

A recent full-page advertisement for Evangelism Explosion in
a popular Christian leadership journal quoted a popular televi-
sion preacher: “If God would dip all pastors in hell for a fraction
of a second and then yank them up by their shirttails—as they
are standing there smoldering and their clothes and skin are full
of black soot, and their shoes have half melted off, I think their
commitment to the Great Commission would substantially
increase.”

Sadly, he’s probably right, but that may point more to our
weakness than God’s intentions. The threat of hell may get
people to evangelize more, to repeat a sinner’s prayer or even
join a congregation, but in doing so it gives a sordid view of God
as one who delights in searing the soles of our shoes in order to
get us to do things his way. Such a view of him will not invite us
into the depths of his love.

CONTRADICTORY PORTRAITS?
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punished with unspeakable anguish those who did not comply.

No wonder we're at least a little confused when he appears
in the New Testament telling us how much he loves us and
inviting us to be his children. We see Jesus healing the sick,
forgiving prostitutes and murderers, going into the houses of
sinners. He invited children in his lap and portrayed his Father
as so tender that the most wayward sinner could run to his side
in absolute safety.
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THREATENED WiTH HELL

“DO | HAVETO?”

Those who seek to follow God only because they don’t want
to go to hell, never discover how incredible a Father he really is.
They see Christianity as an onerous burden and don’t want to
do one bit more than they absolutely must.

I've heard the question literally hundreds of times. Struggling
with sin, or desiring something that Scripture marks out of
bounds for the believer, they’ll ask what I think they should do.
When I tell them what Scripture seems to say, I see the look in
their eye—gears turning hoping to find a loophole so they can
still have what they desire and not end up in hell.

From the lips of a woman wanting to marry a man who
doesn’t share her faith, “Do I have to, to be saved?”

From the angry man who doesn’t want to forgive the person
who cheated him, “Do I have to, to be saved?”

From the person who wants to justify the habit God wants to
free him from, “Do I have to, in order to be saved?”
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How does one answer that question? If you say yes, then you
emptied the cross of its power by substituting human effort. If
you say no, they will use it as an excuse to indulge themselves in
a false notion of what it means to live in God.
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THREATENED WiTH HELL

e

For your personal journey

Did you come to God only because you were afraid of the
alternative or were you entreated by his love? Do you view him
as a stern judge, or as a loving Father? If the former, ask God to
reveal himself to you as he really is. Over the next few weeks look
for ways God will help you let go of your fears and let his love
capture your heart as your sole motivation for walking after him.
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A Father Like No Other

If we take all the goodness, wisdom and compassion
of the best mothers and fathers who have ever lived,
they would only be a faint shadow of the love and
mercy in the heart of the redeeming God.

—BRENNAN MANNING IN THE SIGNATURE OF JESUS

(44

The old man is a fool! And so is my brother. Good rid-
dance to you all!”

If those weren’t his words, they at least express his attitude.
How he must have cackled in delight that his father had actually
given him his share of the inheritance that he had demanded.
He was finally free of his father and the hard work the family
farm, too. With more money than he could imagine spending
in a lifetime, he walked off to find himself in a world filled with
opportunity.

All didn’t go as he planned. How quickly his excessive plea-
sures devoured his money. Then when a severe famine swept
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his adopted country, he had to use what was left just to survive.
But even that ran out eventually and he had to sell himself into
slavery to a master who fed his livestock better than his ser-
vants.

One day he found himself coveting the slop tossed to the
pigs, and only then did he think of home again. This time he did
not loathe it, he longed for it. He had been better off at home.
He wondered if it would be possible to go back there again.

WHAT FATHER IS THIS?

Anyone hearing Jesus’ story for the first time would be
shocked at this father’s actions. His arrogant son dishonors
him by asking for his inheritance while the father is still alive,
and who by all indications is nowhere near death’s door. What
kind of son claims his father’s inheritance while he’s still alive?
How dare he even ask!

As rude as the son’s request might be, we can at least under-
stand it. We all know what it is to want to get our hands on dad’s
money, even if most of us are too civil to pursue it. But it’s this
father who defies comprehension.
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A FATHER LiKE No OTHER

What kind of father is this?

The son squanders his inheritance on his own pleasure,
instead of investing it for the future. But the father does not go
and nag him. He finally loses it all and ends up destitute. But
the father does not try to rescue him.
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What kind of father is this?

Can you imagine what his son must have thought when he
finally looked up and saw his father bearing down on him?
Could he tell if he was joyful or angry? He must have thought
the latter, for he launches into his prepared speech even before
his father gets there.

WHAT THE FATHER WANTED MOST

Isn’t it amazing how at each point in the story this father
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For it is at that moment when he looks with longing at the
food given to the pigs that he realizes his father is a much kinder
man than the farmer he’s working for now. It’s then that he
comes to his senses and decides to go home. But he still has no
idea what kind of father he’s about to meet. Afraid of his anger,
embarrassed by the mess he made of his life, he prepared a
speech, confessing his unworthiness to be considered a son.

Even then he had no idea how loved he was, and that nothing
he had done in the intervening years had compromised that
love.
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LIVING LESS-LOVED

When he took the money from his father and stormed off
the farm grateful to be out from under his clutches and free to
pursue his own way, he lived less-loved.

When he spent this money in a foreign land, wasting it on
his own pleasures and thinking he’d finally fooled his father, he
lived less-loved.

Even when he started for home practicing his plea of repen-
tance, willing only to be a slave to a father who had sought a
son, he lived less-loved.

But finally, when he’s home in the robe, the sandals, and the
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ring , sitting at his father’s table sinking his teeth into the filet
mignon, it finally sinks in. He is loved. But he always was! It’s
just that now he can stop living as if he wasn’t.
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For your personal journey

Ask God to show you where you live less-loved. What does it
make you do—run to your own way like the younger brother or
work even harder like the older one? God wants you to know
that there is nothing you can do to make him love you any more
today, and nothing you can do that will make him love you any
less. He just loves you. Ask him to teach you how true that is so
you can live in freedom.
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Welcome Home

“The great danger facing all of us...is that some day
we may wake up and find that we have been busy with
husks and trappings of life and have really missed life
itself. That is what one prays one’s friends may be spared —
satisfaction with a life that...has in it no tingle or thrill
that comes from a friendship with the Father.”
PHILLIPS BROOKS (1835-1893) SERMONS

I’Ve seen that look at least a dozen times. Should I trust or
should I not?

I know well the battle that rages not fifteen yards from me
as the latest stray puppy tries to decide whether I'm safe or not.
The torment is unbearable. She makes a few halting steps for-
ward, then thinks better and turns her head away as if to break a
spell about to overcome her. I would love to rush in, scoop her
off her feet and convince her how safe she is, but if I so much as
lean forward, she scurries even further into the darkness. Right
now, the dog across from me has no idea what awaits her if she
can overcome her fear.

All the benefits of my house are hers if she comes, and they
are considerable. The long list of stray or abandoned puppies
that have showed up in our front yard, make me wonder if our
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address isn’t scratched on a fire hydrant somewhere because
my wife must be the softest touch in town when it comes to a
dog without a home.

Here strays receive the royal treatment—complete with a
flea bath, loving attention and plenty of food and water. Over
the next week my wife will do everything she can to locate the
owner if it was lost. Failing that she will take an ad out in the
newspaper promising a free puppy to a good home and will
only let it go when she’s convinced the new family will treat her
puppy well.

Many warm up to the attention right away, but others act
as if they’ve been beaten by every human they’ve ever known.
Instead of running toward the open gate, the lighted doorway,
and all the love they could handle, they shrink back in the
shadows unsure whether it’s safe.
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A FATHER YOU CAN TRUST
To have the relationship God desires with you, and for

which your heart must cry out or you still wouldn’t be reading
this book, you simply have to learn to trust him.
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I know that is far easier to talk about than it is to do. We've
learned all our lives that trusting other people will only leave us
frustrated and disappointed. Even the people who might have
loved us the most probably failed us at some point. The lesson
our flesh teaches us from a very young age is take care of your-
self, because no one else will.

Perhaps like some of the strays who come to our house,
everyone you've ever trusted has betrayed that trust. Maybe you
even feel that God has betrayed your trust when he didn’t do
things for you that you thought a loving father would do. If the
truth be told many of us have been exploited by people who
came to us in God’s name, claiming to know God’s will for us,
who only wanted to exploit us to meet their own needs.

My heart goes out most of all to those whose earthly fathers
betrayed their trust and whose past is marred by failure and
brokenness. I know some of you reading this book, keep doing
so because the message stirs you. But every time you read the
word Father something cringes inside of you. It’s not a term of
endearment to you, but one that scratches at old wounds.

For you, Father only conjures images of abuse or abandon-
ment. It amazes me that so many who hunger to know God
had fathers who were so broken they couldn’t even reflect the
smallest hint of his love to their own children. Either selfishly
seeking their own pleasure, or using you as a punching bag for
their own pain, they left a wake of wounded children who don’t
know what it is to have a father.

Betrayal by the people we most want to love us can leave
deep scars. But even these are not beyond God’s ability to heal
and redeem. In fact, the reason those wounds hurt so deeply is
because God created us to be loved by a Father that puts even
the best earthly examples to shame. Even those of us who had
good fathers, can’t imagine how much greater a father he really
is. Even the best fathers, as we saw in the last chapter, can’t hold
a candle to the love the Eternal Father has in his heart for you.

It may take awhile, but God can help us not define his father-
hood based on the failed record of broken humanity, but let his
fatherhood define what it really is to be loved by the most awe-
some Father in the universe.

So even if the word father doesn’t convey the most tender
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image to you, please don’t write yourself out of his house.
Learning to trust him is the most difficult thing any of us will
ever learn to do. If I can understand that for a stray puppy
cowering in my front yard, how much more does the Father of
heaven and earth understand our wounds and our insecurities.
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This is why he created you and why he designed such an
extraordinary plan to teach you exactly how to lay aside your
fears and walk into his arms. Then he can scoop you up, hold
you closely to himself and fulfill what began in his heart for you
since before the creation of the world.

This is the journey of a lifetime—to trust him more and more
everyday for the rest of our lives. The more we trust him, the
more of his life we can experience. But don’t try to do this on
your own. You don’t have it in you. He can take you by the hand
and teach you just how much you are loved so that you no longer
have to pursue your own way and protect yourself in ways that
only seem to backfire, hurting you and others around you.

NICE GOD OR MEAN GOD?

We had just completed a spirited discussion on God’s grace
from Paul’s letter to the Galatians at a men’s retreat in the Sierra
Nevada mountains. A young man had been waiting to talk with
me for some time until enough people cleared out so we could
talk privately.

“Over these two days I've listened to you talk about God as
a loving Father. Since I became a Christian I have only served
a mean God, fearful every day that I might miss his will and be
rejected. I really want to believe he is the incredible Father you
speak about, but I've decided not to.”

“Really?” I asked. “Why is that?”

“I'm just not sure you’re right. I've thought about this over
the last day or so and I've made a decision. I'm going to keep
serving the mean God.” He had it all worked out. “The way I
figure it, if ’'m right and serve the mean God, then I'll be fine on
judgment day. If 'm wrong and he is the Father you’re talking
about, he will understand why I did what I did.

“But if I change now and serve this loving Father, what hap-
pens if he turns out to be the mean God I've always thought him
to be? Then I'm in trouble.”

“Certainly, that’s your choice,” I told him. “But before you
do, can I ask you a question?”

“What's that?”

“Would the God you’re serving ever trade his life on a cross
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for yours?”

He looked up at me and shook his head. “No way!”

“Then how can he be the God of Bible?”

God knew it wouldn’t be easy for us to accept such an incred-
ible offer of friendship, which is why he went to such lengths to
convince us.”

I was only with him for a weekend and I don’t know how he
has walked it out since, but he is like so many others I've met
along the journey. Out of the dissonant portraits of God they
have decided that it is safer to treat him as the mean God.

They don’t have any idea just how wrong they are.

s & &

For your personal journey

What reservations do you have about entrusting yourself
completely to God? Realize that the only way to grow in trust
is to grow in the knowledge of his love. Ask him every day to

reveal the depth of his love to you and in doing so teach you
how to trust him more.
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What Fear Could
Never Achieve

There is no fear in love.
But perfect love drives out fear, because
fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears

is not made perfect in love.

—1]ohn 4:18



The Tyranny of
the Favor Line

“God is good. You are bad. Try harder!”
THE OBSERVATIONS OF A FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD
SUMMING UP AN EVENING WITH HER YOUTH GROUP

C i ho could blame the young mother? I certainly couldn’t?

She was in her early thirties, the mother of two children. I
don’t even remember the congenital disease her youngest child
had, but at six years of age he was already confined to a wheel-
chair. Often his parents rushed him to the hospital in such
critical condition that they were never sure if they would bring
him home again.

Every time I was with them, I was touched not only by the
depth of their need but also the sweetness with which they
seemed to endure it. They had grown up in Christian homes
and had sought to follow God faithfully into their adult years.
[ often prayed for them and their child, hoping he would some

day be healed.
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I had no idea, however, that the stress of his illness was also
shredding their marriage until I called one morning after I had
not seen them for a few weeks. I found a devastated mother on
the other end of the phone. Her husband had left her two weeks
before, and she now had sole responsibility for their sick boy.

Overwhelmed with pain, she told me that she was no longer
sure God even existed, or if he did that he was not the God she
had thought him to be. Not only had six years of praying for her
son’s healing proved fruitless, but the need had also destroyed
her marriage. She was alone, disillusioned and angry.

[ tried to tell her that God still loved her and cared about her
needs, but she rebuffed my encouragement. “Do you have any
idea what it is like not to be able to ever just relax and enjoy
your own child, because you are never sure that he will be there
tomorrow?”

I told her honestly that I did not. I only had a brief taste of
anything similar. Our first-born daughter had a severe case of
jaundice, and I remember how resentful I felt having to take
her for a daily blood test and watch my baby scream in pain as
they drew it from her toes. That lasted only a week and her life
was never in jeopardy. How do you multiply that by six years of
standing at death’s door with your little boy?

[ did offer to help her with whatever resources we had to get
her through the days ahead, but she declined. “I just can’t keep
living this way,” she sobbed. “Whatever God expects of me, I
just don’t have it to give.”

Rarely in my life have I felt as inadequate as I did the moment
I placed the phone back in its cradle. After nearly fifteen years
of pastoral ministry, I didn’t have the answers she needed.
Only later did I learn why. At the time [ was caught in the same
trap she was, only on the other side of it. She thought her over-
whelming need pointed to her faithlessness and loss of favor
with God while I thought my more pleasant circumstances were
proof that I had been faithful and thus had earned his favor.

We were both living under the tyranny of the favor line. She
was already paying for it; I was about to.

52





timmypowers
Highlight


HE Loves ME!

E——
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THE TYRANNY OF THE FAVOR LINE

This problem is compounded whenever we encounter dif-
ficult or painful circumstances. Who doesn’t wonder at such
times if we’re being punished for not being good enough? We
joke about it in the most trivial things, such as getting stopped
at consecutive stop lights. “Wow, you must not be living right,”
someone invariably observes.

But it’s no joking matter when we suddenly lose a job or face
a life-threatening disease. The tyranny of the favor line is unre-
lenting, never allowing us to be certain about how God feels
about us. So we're left to pick through our circumstances: He
loves me! He loves me not!

A FAR BETTER PLAN

Is it any wonder then, that my young friend would sum up
the ministry of her youth group by saying, “Same old thing,
Dad. God is good. You are bad. Try harder!” Unfortunately too
many people think that’s the essence of the gospel and yet on
that basis none of us could ever stand before him.

Even David knew that in his more desperate moments. As he
hid in a cave from those who sought to kill him, he cried out for
God’s mercy. “Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no
one living is righteous before you” (Psalm 143:2). Aware of his
own weaknesses, he was not willing to stake God’s favor on his
performance.

Later, as he prostrated himself over the public exposure of
his adultery and the murder of the cheated husband and as he
grieved the loss of the son his affair produced, he again seeks
another standard. “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a
broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise” (Psalm
51:17).

The truth of the matter is that the same Scriptures that give us
lists of qualifications to earn God’s favor, also clearly state that
there is not enough goodness in any one of us to fulfill those
requirements. Only Jesus would be able to do so. No matter
how much we try to earn his favor we will always fall short. The
more effort we give, the more distant he will seem.

Why? Because the favor line causes us to swing between
periods of self-pity and self-righteousness. When we recog-
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AN INCREDIBLE SURPRISE

At a young age he had already advanced well beyond his
peers. Educated in the best schools, he was recognized as one
of the most influential religious leaders in one of the best-
known cities of the world. His morals were impeccable and his
wisdom knew no equal.

But all was not as well on the inside as it appeared on the
outside. For all his diligence and wisdom, something ate at him
deep from within. He was an angry man. He rarely let it show
except in acceptable moments of righteous indignation, but in
times alone he knew it was there blackening his soul.

His zeal to be the best servant of God in his generation had
notled him to the lap of a loving Father, but to the cruel tyranny
of his own ego. He had started out with a desire to serve God,
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but that passion had quickly been consumed by his desire for
spiritual status. He loved the looks of admiration and awe that



timmypowers
Highlight


HE Loves ME!



timmypowers
Highlight


THE TYRANNY OF THE FAVOR LINE

s & &

Your personal journey

Are there events in your past that have left you disappointed
with God’s love for you or overwhelmed you with your own
failures? If so, find some time alone with God to go over those
moments with him. Ask him to show you how thinking you had
to earn his favor might have distorted your perspective of what
was really going on. As a regular part of your prayers, ask God
to show you where you are trying to earn his favor and ask him
to help you see how much he takes delight in you as a loving
Father.
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What Shall |
Give to God?

“With what shall | come before the Lord and
bow down before the exalted God?...Shall |
offer my firstborn for my transgression,
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”
—MICAH, A PROPHET (6:6-7)

Sometimes you just can’t give things away. At a garage sale my
wife and I had before a recent move, I spied a man looking at a reel
of electrical wire. We were winding down and I certainly didn’t
want to throw it away. As he put it down and started to walk away,
I told him he could take the wire if he wanted it. He wanted it, but
wouldn’t take it for free. He walked over to hand me a dollar. I
refused. He insisted. We compromised and I gave him fifty cents
in change.

We often treat God that way, too. When we realize we cannot
earn his love, our fall-back position is to try and compensate him
for it. Particularly when we need him to do something for us we
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will often find ourselves wondering what we can give to him, or
give up for him, that will prove our sincerity.

But what is it that we can give to merit his affection? Is tithing
enough? What if he wants everything that I own? Could that be
enough, after all life is more than possessions? Maybe he wants
all of my time too, denying myself any enjoyment or relaxation.
Or worse, what if he wants me to go to some far off land and
spend the rest of my life spreading the gospel? How many times
has that been promised by those on the brink of death, hoping
it would convince God to spare them?

But where does that thinking lead? The prophet Micah took
it to its obvious end. Aware of his own sinfulness, he begs this
exact question: “With what shall I come to God?

“Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a
year old?” It may fit the prescriptions of the law, but is it enough
to cleanse Micah’s soul? Not exactly.

“Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten
thousand rivers of oil?” He has seriously upped the ante here, but
he still doesn’t think it enough as evidenced in his next offer. “Shall
I offer my firstborn for my transgression?” Trading with God will
always lead you to the unthinkable as it did for Micah. He won-
ders if offering his firstborn son would be sufficient to atone for
his failures and qualify for God’s favor. As he so poetically put it,
shall I give “the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”

In the course of human history it is astounding how many
cultures came to that conclusion. When Abraham came
into Canaan human sacrifices to Baal, Molech and many
other Canaanite deities were the order of the day. Elsewhere
throughout the world child sacrifice abounded in tribal rituals
to seek the favor of their gods. First-born sons were tied to altars
and virgin daughters were offered to fiery volcanoes. Trying to
purge our consciousness of guilt by offering a gift we will always
end up offering that which is most valuable to us.

But even that cannot be enough. Trying to compensate God
for his mercy will lead us to the same futility as trying to earn
it and always leave us wondering whether “he loves me, or he
loves me not.”
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“WHY DIDN’T YOU STOP ME?”

We are long past the days of even considering child sacrifice,
but that doesn’t mean that we don’tlook for other ways to trade
favors with God. Money, time and energy can be used in our
attempts to ingratiate God to accept us or work on our behalf.
And these in the extreme can destroy us and others around us
as surely as worshipping any idol.

No one modeled what it meant to be a committed member
of our congregation better than Janice (not her real name).
Whenever we needed someone to cook a meal, fill-in for a no-
show in our children’s ministry or help by spending time with a
hurting woman, she was always the first to volunteer. She never
said no.

It became so obvious that we actually made announcements
that excluded her: “Would anybody but Janice be willing to
help out in the nursery today? The person who was supposed
to be there called in sick.” We all laughed, and then waited for
someone else to volunteer.

In return for her service, we showered her with praise. We
told her what a gift she was to the body and how special she was
to God. We told others, in her hearing, what an example Janice
was of every member doing their part in ministry. If we just had
a hundred Janice’s our congregation would have transformed
the city, or so we thought.

There were signs, of course, to all of us that she stretched
herself too thin. We knew of struggles in her family and that
responsibilities at home went ignored as she was off helping
someone else. But frankly, we needed her because others
weren’t nearly as willing.

One day it came crashing down like a sand castle in the rising
surf. What many thought was the enemy trying to destroy her,
turned out to be God who was working to set her free. For
Janice’s serving hadn’t entirely come out of her freedom as a
loved child of God. Though she had a God-given passion for
children, and a heart to serve, somewhere in the process those
also became the way for her to earn the acceptance of others,
and more importantly of God.
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Eventually I left that congregation and found out later that
she did as well when I connected with her family some months
later. She told me her story. A significant need in her family had
caused her to finally give up doing all the ministry others had
come to expect of her. Her marriage broke up and she began
to ask the difficult questions about her life in God. People who
had been blessed by her service, soon distanced themselves
from her struggle.

God, however, brought others in her life to help her. He
reminded her of simpler times when she had enjoyed the con-
fidence that God loved her and accepted her as his daughter.
Somehow all her serving had stolen that simple truth from her.
She became like a little girl whose father was too busy for her
and had been driven to find a present big enough to catch his
attention.

No matter how many of those presents she brought they
never seemed to be enough, but for far different reasons than
she thought at the time. Fearful that she would never again
know Father’s love like she had, she allowed the empty place in
her heart to be filled by her busy service and the attention from
others that it earned her. Rather than encouraging her faithful-
ness, as we thought we were doing, we were only feeding her
insecurity, leading her even further from the relationship with
God she desired. That insecurity, along with the needs in her
own home, brought her to the brink of personal and emotional
bankruptcy.

But the loving Father had never taken his eye off of her. He
allowed her to come to the end of her efforts so she could find
out just how loved she was. The events had been painful, but
they had transformed her. Then she looked at me with tears in
her eyes and a voice that wasn’t angry, simply pleading for some
kind of understanding. “You were my pastor, why didn’t you
stop me?”

Her words sliced through me as the attention suddenly
shifted from her healing, to my complicity in her bondage. She
might have driven the car off of the road, but I had helped fill
it with gasoline. What could I say? I apologized to her without
making any excuses. I had failed her pure and simple.

But the reason I had not stopped her wasn’t because I didn’t

64



care, it was because I had been on the same course as her, and
at the time I hadn’t known there was anything wrong with it.

AFTER ALLTHIS...

Never the server that Janice was nor facing the same pres-
sures at home, I didn’t end up nearly so broken. But, like her, I
had a desire to trade my gifts for my Father’s affection and like
her, I had come to the realization that they were never going to

be enough.
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WHAT SHALL | GIVE TO GOoD?

Then come with me and let me show you something. He
doesn’t delight in you because of your deeds or your gifts. He
delights in you simply because you are his.

The Lord your God is with you...he will take great delight
in you, he will quiet you with bis love, he will rejoice over
you with singing.

—ZEPHANIAH 3:17
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For your personal journey

Take an honest look at the spiritual things you give your life
to. Are they rising out of your security of God’s great love for
you or an attempt to earn his affection? Do you live trying to
pay God back for his salvation, or some other act of his on your
behalf? Ask God to begin to rearrange your thinking and to help
you understand that his love goes far beyond any gift you can
bring him.
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The Businessman
and the Beggar

When we accept ownership of our powerlessness

and helplessness, when we acknowledge that we

are paupers at the door of God’s mercy, then God
can make something beautiful out of us.
BRENNAN MANNING IN THE RAGAMUFFIN GOSPEL

It turned out to be a tale of two men. These are the only two
encounters Mark thought significant to record from Jesus’
last trip to Jerusalem and his impending death. One was at the
beginning of the journey, near his home base of Galilee. The
other came on the trip’s last leg, in the city of Jericho before he
would ascend to Jerusalem.

Two men, each in dire need, approached Jesus for help.
Clearly, Jesus extends his favor to both of them, but as we shall
see only one received it. The other went away from his moment
with Jesus, his countenance shattered, grieved because he had
misunderstood the offer Jesus made to him.
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Watch each of them carefully. Why does one receive and the
other does not? If you’re like me, you’ll see yourself in both of
them at various times in your life. But now you’ll know which
example will show you how you respond to God, and which
will take your best intentions and turn them against you.

The answer may surprise you because it is the opposite of
everything most of us have been trained to think about God and
how he works in us.

CAUGHT IN THE DOING

Jesus had no more begun his journey to Jerusalem, when a
man ran up to him, stopped him and knelt before him in the
dirt. “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”
Both his pace and his posture testify to the desperation in his
request. He knew Jesus had something he lacked and wanted to
find out his secret before he left town.

The question certainly sounds genuine enough, even humble.
Jesus answers by referring him to the commandments.

The businessman’s answer tells us a lot about him. “T have
kept all of these from my youth up.”

Really? Of course we know now and Jesus knew at the time
that this answer wasn’t possible. Paul told us that no one has
ever kept all of God’s law and that if even one person could
have earned eternal life by the law, then Christ would have died
in vain. If this man had been genuine, he would have known
that. The Father had only given the law so that we might come
to the end of ourselves and know that we needed someone to
rescue us. Any genuine pursuit of the law would have led this
man to the same conclusion.

Does that mean he was lying? Not necessarily. Though he
had not kept the law, what was most critical in this exchange
was that he genuinely thought he had. Since he was a little child
he had worked hard to keep the law, in hopes of earning his
place in God’s kingdom.

For him to think he had kept the law, however, he had to rec-
reate it in his own image. In other words he would have created
loopholes in his mind to justify those portions he had not kept,
perhaps only focusing on major parts of the law such as murder
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and adultery and excusing his own hate, lust, or selfishness.

By his own desperation we know he had missed the point.
The fact that he was still seeking eternal life made it clear that
he hadn’t found it yet, nor was he confident that his current
course would produce it. He wanted something more to do.
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Sadly, we don’t get to see the end for this young businessman.
My hope is that Jesus’ words finally worked through his heart.

But whether they did or didn’t, Jesus still offered him an incred-
ible gift—the secret to God’s favor.
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THE BUSINESSMAN AND THE BEGGAR

For your personal journey

Spend some time with God considering your own rela-
tionship to him. Do your requests of God look more like the
businessman or the beggar? Do you begin every day aware of
your performance or willing to stake it on God’s mercy? We've
all been taught that life in God is something we earn with dili-
gent effort and this isn’t easy to unlearn. Ask him to help you
understand his mercy and how you can stop trying to jump over
a bar you will never reach.
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The God We
Love to Fear

The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting.
It has been found difficult and left untried.
G.K. CHESTERTON

It was a strange game we played as little children. We used to
scare ourselves half to death just for the sheer joy of it.

We would be sitting around the front yard of someone’s
home, when suddenly one of us would point down the street
saying we saw a kidnapper sneaking up towards us. The rest of
us would mockingly feign to be afraid.

“I'm not kidding,” he would say, “I know I saw him looking
this way.” For a while he would continue the ploy and we would
not believe him. Eventually someone else would join the story
and point out something he thoughtlooked suspicious, a glance
our direction by someone walking up the street, or a car passing
by too slowly. Then the game was on.

Everyone contributed to the story in hopes of scaring the
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others off the porch. The last one to run was the winner. But
we were young and it usually didn’t take long. At some point in
the process reality would get distorted and we’d all believe our
own stories. Suddenly we’d burst off the porch, running for the
backyard and down into the safety of the basement.

After awhile our fears would subside and we would, laughing,
retell how scared we got. Then we’d go out front to see if we
could spot any more kidnappers. The whole process would
repeat itself until we again ran to the basement for safety.

It was only a game, but it allowed us to taste the power of
fear. Even when we were making it up ourselves and dared to
resist it, it could still win over us.

A POWERFUL FORCE

If you’ve ever tried to go to sleep at night with fear preying on
your mind, you also know its incredible power. Even when we
can rationally discount it, fear nevertheless forces its will upon
us, like a relentless rising tide.

Those who motivate people know that nothing works better.
I see it in my work helping public schools navigate the treach-
erous waters where church and state issues collide. All of the
letters sent out by advocacy groups on the right and the left
appeal exclusively to fear of what the other side is doing to
destroy “the America we all hold dear.” They know nothing
works better to make people send in their money or volunteer
their time and energy.

Fear permeates life in this age. It’s what makes you go to
work in the morning, lock your doors at night and makes your
heart race when a policeman pulls in behind you. Advertisers
use it and so do friends and family when they want you to do
what they think is best.

And there is so much to fear—

We fear the unknown.

We fear being unknown.

We fear not having enough.

We fear getting caught.

We fear we’ll never find the right person to marry.
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We fear debilitating or life-threatening diseases.
We fear for our children’s safety.

We fear what other people think of us.

We fear they won’t.

We fear crime.

We fear losing a loved one.

We fear authority.

We fear that we won’t get the things we desire
most.

We fear what others might do to us.

We fear rejection.

We fear failure.

We fear being taken advantage of.

We fear being alone.

We fear losing our job.

We fear people finding out we’re not all we claim
to be.

We fear something bad might happen to us.

We fear not fitting in.

We fear death.

No wonder it’s not easy to sleep some nights and no wonder
we are bombarded with the symptoms of stress, all the way from
headaches to depression. Fear is so powerful that almost all of
our human institutions use various forms of it to keep people
under control. Offering the right combination of rewards and
punishments they can easily exploit people’s fears to make them
do what they otherwise wouldn’t choose to do.
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Waiting to get into a Celine Dion concert recently with my
wife, we were confronted with a gaggle of signs announcing
our eminent consignment to hell. “Don’t you care that you
are headed for hell?” someone shouted in my face from only
a few steps away. “Repent, or you will burn in agony forever!”
someone else called out across the crowd.

I've no doubt these people were well-intentioned, seeing this
as the best way to lead people to God. It was obvious, however,
that the crowd around them was not convinced. Most ignored
them resenting the imposition of their message on a captive
audience.

Through most of its history, Christianity has been insepa-
rable from the God of judgment. The panels in the Cathedral
at Alibi, Jonathan Edwards’ Sinners In the Hands of an Angry
God, or the invitation to receive Christ, “because you could die
tonight and go to hell,” all seek to build on this foundation of
fear. While it is effective to prompt people to make on-the-spot
commitments to Christ, it has rarely led to spiritual passion and
growth.

WHEN FEAR IS NOT ENOUGH
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For your personal journey

Think back to the time you first made a commitment to
Christ. Did it come because you were overwhelmed with his
love, or because you were afraid of his punishment? When you
think now of God watching you every moment of every day, do
you find that comforting or scary? Do you see fearing him as a
necessary motive to help you avoid sin and do the things you
think God wants you to do and if so, has it helped you avoid all
the sins in your life? Think through these questions as you ask
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God to show you how your fear of him might be keeping you
from feeling safe in his presence.
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The Most Powerful
Force in the Universe

Won’t the awareness that God loves us
no matter what lead to spiritual laziness and
moral laxity? Theoretically, this seems a
reasonable fear, but in reality the opposite is true...
The more rooted we are in the love of God,

the more generously we will live our faith.
BRENNAN MANNING IN LION AND LAMB

(4

Do you love me?” Is there a harder question you can be
asked by someone you care about? It implies that you’ve done
something to suggest otherwise. How do you answer with
words when your actions fall so far short?

“Do you love me?”

The words must have sliced to the depths of Peter’s heart as
Jesus probed him. It had been a little over a week since Peter
had abandoned Jesus at his greatest moment of need. After
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promising he would die for Jesus, Peter’s fears had caught up to
him. In the heat of the moment he had proved to all that he had
loved his own life more than he had loved his friend.
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If you don’t love God, you would be well-served to fear him.
At least that might keep you from behaviors that will destroy
you and others around you. But once you know how much he
loves you, you'll never need to fear him again. In other words,
this Father doesn’t just seek your obedience, he desires your
affection. He can have your obedience without your love, but
he knows where he has your love he will also have your obedi-
ence.

You might honestly believe the highway patrol officer behind
you in traffic is looking out for your safety, but that doesn’t
endear you to him. In fact, the fear of getting a ticket will make
you extra careful about every move you make. For the time he
is near you in traffic, you are safer than any other time on the
road. Not only are you driving more safely, but so are the other
drivers around you.

But does that keep you from being relieved when he finally
turns to go another direction? Even though his presence was
more helpful to you than you might realize, it didn’t make you
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THE MosT POWERFUL FORCE IN THE UNIVERSE

want to become his friend. (The motives of conformity do not
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WHAT MANNER OF LOVE

Love in earthly terms is invariably tied to self-interest.
That’s why people talk about falling in love, or out of love.
What they mean is that they feel affection for someone when
they bring some benefit to them. However, when they no
longer provide benefit, or become more of a burden than a
joy, we don’t feel the same way about them. Haven’t we all
had what we thought were close friends, who turned on us
the minute we no longer served their interests? Haven't we
done the same to others? Self-centered “love” can only seek
its own good.
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Let’s go to Golgotha and watch the most incredible plan ever
devised unfold in all its glory.

For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave
again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And
by bim we cry, “Abba, Father.”

—ROMANS 8:15

s & &

For your personal journey

Are most of your actions about God, motivated by your secu-
rity in his love for you, or your fear that if you don’t do enough,
God might not be pleased with you? Ask him to show you the
ways your fears motivate you in day-to-day decisions. Read
through 1 John 4:7-21 every morning for a few days and mediate
on John’s words there. Ask him to help you discover how much
he loves you and in doing so to drive out the fears in your life.
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The Undeniable
Proof

If God is for us, who can be against us? He who
did not spare bis own Son, but gave him up for us
all-how will he not also, along with him,

graciously give us all things?

—Romans 8:31-32



(l

He Loved You Enough
to Let You Go

By giving humans freedom of will, the Creator has chosen
to limit his own power. He risked the daring experiment of
giving us the freedom to make good or bad decisions, to live
decent or evil lives, because God does not want the forced
obedience of slaves. Instead, he covets the voluntary love
and obedience of sons who love him for himself.

CATHERINE MARSHALL, BEYOND OUR SELVES

(4

It was about obedience, pure and simple.” The words
drifted over from an animated conversation two tables away in
the restaurant where [ was having lunch. “That’s all God wanted
from Adam and Eve and they couldn’t give it.” The rest nodded
in approval.

How I wanted to interrupt my conversation and join theirs. I
used to think that too. All that matters to God is our obedience.
Weren’t we all taught that?
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A LIE EXPERTLY PLACED

All it took for the enemy to wreak such havoc in God’s
innocent creation was to use a well-placed lie to drive a wedge
between Eve and her Creator. If you've ever been the victim of
such a lie, you know how devastating it can be.

“Sara doesn’t care about this fellowship any more.” In an
attempt to discredit me the words were spoken about my wife
by one of the leaders in the church I was pastoring. They were
far from the truth, for we had helped to plant the fellowship
some 15 years earlier and loved the people as dear friends.

What made them sound believable was the truth in which the
lie was embedded. “Wayne’s been out of town for two Sundays
and his wife didn’t come to either Sunday morning service.”
While it was true that she had not been there, it was because
she had been out of town helping my mother deal with an unex-
pected death in the family. She had cleaned house, helped with
the funeral and lent her emotional support in my absence.

Nothing is more dangerous than taking that which is clearly
true to prove a point that is not. Mixing a little lie with a lot
of truth is like hiding cyanide in Kool Aid. You cannot tell it’s
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there, until you drink it, but by then it is too late.
That’s all the serpent needed to lull Adam and Eve into their
nightmare. “You surely shall not die,” was lie enough to deflect
Eve’s thinking. “We won’t die?” she must have thought. “Then
why would he tell us we would?” The enemy had his answer
ready. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”
That last sentence is true, every word of it. God did know
they would become like him in knowing good and evil and said
so later. But notice how sinister these words become in the con-
text of a lie. If they weren’t really going to be harmed by eating
the fruit, God was only doing it because he didn’t want them to
become like him. In other words, he was holding out on them.
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through that one man, how much more will those who
receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift
of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus
Christ.

—ROMANS 5:17

& & &

For your personal journey

Ask God to reveal to you where wedges of mistrust have
been inserted between you and him. Where do you find your-
self doubting his love for you or his intentions with you? Where
has trusting in your own abilities and wisdom taken you further
from him rather than closer to him? Ask God to show you how
to embrace a relationship with him his way and not your own.
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Who Needed the
Sacrifice?

Church! Why would | ever go there? | was already feeling
terrible about myself. They'd just make me feel worse!
A PROSTITUTE FROM CHICAGO AS QUOTED BY
PHILIP YANCEY IN WHAT’S SO AMAZING ABOUT GRACE?
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The moment Adam and Even ate the fruit, their eyes were
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WHo NEEDED THE SACRIFICE?

opened to see good and evil. The first evil they saw was in them-
selves. Though they had been naked since they were created,
now they were aware of their nakedness and sought a cover-up
for their shame.

Evidently what they first saw big enough to cover them were
fig leaves. They plucked a few, sewed them together and slipped
them on. I cringe at the thought. I've been in fig orchards and
know how prickly and itchy those leaves are. As material for
underwear it was a poor choice indeed, as are most of the ways
we try to cover for ourselves.
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TERMS OF APPEASEMENT

Their failure had profound consequences in the creation and
in their relationship to their Creator. He could no longer be
the friend who walked with them in the Garden, because their
own sense of shame would cause them to cower whenever he
approached.

Knowing good and evil didn’t provide the joy Adam and Eve
thought it would. Because they came to know good and evil out-
side of their trust in God, they had no power to resist evil and
choose the good. They, and all generations after them, have
found themselves captive to evil passions, with its destructive
consequences and overwhelming sense of shame.

When God did make himself known, even the most righteous
people fell on their faces, overwhelmed by their own unworthi-
ness. The friendship he desired with his creation was thwarted.
Instead of seeking his friendship, people only thought to
appease him—doing enough good to somehow stay in his favor.
The Creator had become someone to avoid not to embrace.

This shame so permeates our nature that this appeasement-
based approach even emerged in every false religion humanity
devised. From the earliest tribal attempts to appease the “gods
of the earth” or the “god of rain” to more sophisticated religious
systems with idolatry and tradition, the objective was always the
same. What can we do to appease the wrath of the gods and
find their favor?

He loves me, He loves me not.

Good timesled to complacency and bad times to even greater
rituals of repentant prayers, sacrificial offerings and good deeds.
Their offerings started with small gestures of fruits or grain, but
increasingly difficult times demanded ever-greater gifts. Soon
animals were sacrificed, and in many cultures throughout the
world eventually human sacrifice became the ultimate expres-
sion of commitment to their conception of god.

But this is not how the true God wanted to be known.

| WILL PROVIDE MY OWN
If you go to Tel Meggido in Israel today you can stand on
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For your personal journey

Can you recognize the effects of shame in your own life?
What effort will you expend to make yourself look better to
others, to yourself, or even to God? In your relationship with
God do you think more of what you have to do for him or what
he has already done for you? Ask him to show you how appease-
ment thinking distorts your relationship with him and ask him
to free you from it so that you can participate in what he wants
to do in you.
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The Hen and Her Chicks

| had totally misunderstood the Christian faith.
I came to see that it was in my brokenness,
in my powerlessness, in my weakness that Jesus
was made strong. It was in the acceptance of
my lack of faith that God could give me faith.
MIKE YACONELLI QUOTED IN ABBA’S CHILD

The forest fire had been brought under control, and the
firefighters were making sure all the hot spots had been extin-
guished. As they marched across the blackened landscape
between the wisps of smoke still rising from the smoldering
remains, a large lump on the trail caught a firefighter’s eye.

As he got closer he noticed it was the charred remains of a
large bird. Since birds can so easily fly away from the approaching
flames, the firefighter wondered what was wrong with this bird
that it could not escape. Had it been sick or injured?
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Arriving at the carcass, he decided to kick it off the trail
with his boot. As he did, however, he was startled by a flurry of
activity around his feet. Four little birds flailed in the dust and
ash, then scurried down the hillside.

The bulk of the mother’s body had covered them from the
searing flames. Though the heat was enough to consume her,
it allowed her babies to find safety underneath. In the face of
the rising flames, she had stayed with her young. She was their
only hope for safety, and willing to risk her own life she gath-
ered them together and covered them with her own body. Even
when the pain reached its most unbearable moment, when she
could easily have flown away to start another family on another
day, she made herself stay through the raging flames.

Her dead carcass and her fleeing chicks told the story well
enough—she gave the ultimate sacrifice to save her young. It
also illustrates an even greater story—this one almost incom-
prehensible. In this story it is the Creator of heaven and earth
who does exactly the same thing to rescue his wayward children
from their own destruction.

THE WORST CURSE

Jesus was surrounded by his most hostile audience. No
one gave him more trouble than the elders and Pharisees in
Jerusalem. Their only priority seemed to be protecting their
position in society and trying to deal with this miracle-working
teacher with a mix of disdain one moment and feigned support
when they were afraid of the people. To say they were the most
disingenuous people he dealt with would be an understatement.
They were always covering up their real motives and actions to
act out a holiness they did not know.

In his final words to the city of Jerusalem, only days before his
death, he exposes them for what they really are—hypocrites who
turned the work of the loving God into a religion they manipu-
lated for their own gain and sense of self-importance. Eight
times he pronounced a curse on them, “Woe to you scribes,
Pharisees and hypocrites.” Five more times he calls them blind
guides, or blind Pharisees.

He exposed them for keeping people from the reality of
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the kingdom; for making converts they only lured into greater
bondage; for skewed priorities; for pretending to be righ-
teous on the outside when evil raged within; for glorifying the
prophets of the past and rejecting the prophets of their day.

The last charge was serious indeed. “You brood of vipers,”
Jesus called them, “how do you think you will escape the
sentence of hell?” In the days ahead God would send his mes-
sengers to them again, but they would torture and kill them.
Jesus warned them that because of their deeds they would be
held responsible for “the guilt of all the righteous blood that
has been shed on earth.”

What a curse! They would be held accountable for the blood
of every righteous person since the day Cain slew his brother,
Abel. He could already see the consequences bearing down
on them like a firestorm of wrath, seeking to consume them in
their sin.

Don’t these words seem completely out of character for
Jesus? His message of love and forgiveness had captivated the
land, drawing to him some of the most sinful people of his day.
Yet these religious leaders he condemned in the cruelest of
terms. Had he utterly rejected them?

That’s what it appears on the surface, but look closer. Rather
than taking delight in their coming devastation, he offered to risk
his life to take part in their rescue. In words both poetic and poi-
gnant he makes them an incredible offer.

UNDER HIS WINGS

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets
and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to
gather your children together, as a hen gathers ber chicks
under ber wings, but you were not willing.”

—MATTHEW 23:37

They had rejected God and the messengers he had sent. They
had earned the harshest of sentences for their actions and yet
Jesus still wanted to draw them to himself and bear the destruc-
tion for them. Their city would be conquered and their children
devastated by the consequences of living selfishly instead of
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trusting in the Living God.

Jesus invoked the same image the firefighter had seen in the
woods. He presented himself as a hen trying to gather chicks to
herself. That only happens when danger presses in upon them. A
hen doesn’t nurse her children or cuddle them to sleep. But when
a predator comes near or the coop catches on fire she will try to
gather them under her wings. Pulling them beneath her she will
cover them with her body, risking her own life for their safety.

Jesus could see the firestorm their own sin had produced
approaching Jerusalem. It would devour them utterly. Even
though many in that crowd would cry for his crucifixion only
a few days later, he still wanted them. Like the hen, he offered
them a safe place under his wings, willing to endure the fire to
the point of death to rescue whoever wanted to come.

When it would have been so easy for him to abandon them
to the fate they deserved, he was going to stay and meet the
approaching fire in its full fury. What must it take for a bird to stay
over her babies as the fire draws ever-closer, then begins to sear
her neck and back? What must it have taken for God himself to
endure the fury of the wrath our sins deserved and stay through it
to the end so that those under his wings might be saved?

“But you were not willing.” The story’s end was tragic for
those who stood around Jesus that day. Unwilling to come to
him they would have to endure the fire themselves to its tragic
end. I doubt there are words that break the Father’s heart more
than these. After all he had done to deliver them from the rav-
ages of sin, they were unwilling,

Not all chicks run to their mothers in time of danger. Some,
either paralyzed in panic or trying to find a way to save them-
selves, are devoured. She cannot run around gathering them
individually. They have to come to her. That’s all the young
chicks in the forest fire had done to be safe. They didn’t have to
earn it; all they had to do was run under the mother’s wing and
let her cover them.

Those who did were rescued; those who didn’t were
devoured. It didn’t matter if they thought they had a better idea.
It didn’t matter if they thought they could outrun it. All that
mattered was their willingness to trust the call of their mother.

Most of Jerusalem on that day would not accept Jesus’ call
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and would face the terrible judgment ahead on their own terms.
But the story doesn’t have to end that way for you. If you want,
you can give up all the ways you try to save yourself and come
running to him. He will pull you up close, under his wing and
take for you what you could never endure.

UNLIMITED PATIENCE

Look how closely our choice in Christ parallels Adam and
Eve’s choice in the Garden. If they had trusted their Creator’s
love for them, they would not have had to resort to their own
means to become like God. Once they doubted his love for
them, they could only fall back on their best wisdom, which
proved woefully inadequate.

The elders in Jerusalem faced a similar choice. Would they
trust their own religious ways to save themselves, or would they
trust God’s work in Jesus? Remember these were not self-indul-
gent men fulfilling their passions by outwardly sinful acts. No, the
deception for them was much like it was for Adam and Eve. These
were men trying to be godly, or so they thought. They observed
cumbersome rituals and traditions thinking that would make them
like God. They spurned the pleasures of the world in an effort to
earn his approval. But being good wasn’t good enough.

They were still engaged in an attempt to save themselves,
and they would end up in the same mess as Adam and Eve. No
matter how righteous they could be on the outside, it would
bring them no closer to God. They were still trusting them-
selves, instead of him.

Jesus unmasked that most clearly when he called one of
their own to himself. Paul, formerly called Saul, had grown up
training to be a Pharisee. Everything about his life conformed
to their code, such that Paul could later say that no one was his
equal in zeal for God and as to legalistic righteousness, he was
faultless. With such impressive credentials, you would think him
well-placed for God’s work.

Rubbish! That’s what Paul called that way of thinking. It was
boasting in the flesh, he said, and that flesh had not saved him.
It had only driven his sin ever deeper underground. Though
he appeared to be one of the most righteous men in his day,
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in reality he was full of sin. He called himself the worst of sin-
ners, because his religious exterior had only been a cover-up for
the sin that destroyed him from within. He calls himself a “blas-
phemer and a persecutor and a violent man.”

Don’t mistake his assessment here as the mere humility of
a gracious man. Paul is trying to convince all who would listen
that self-righteousness is no righteousness at all. Driven by his
desire to be one of the spiritual elite of his day, he had only
found himself in greater sin. When Jesus found him, he was in
fact killing God’s people thinking he was doing God’s work.

Why did Jesus save Paul? In Paul’s words, “I was shown mercy
so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his
unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe
on him and receive eternal life” (1 Tim. 1:16).

I've sat with people convinced they were far too evil for God
to want them. I've often referred to this passage, asking them if
they had done worse than Paul had done and haven’t ever had
someone tell me they had. God saved Paul, so the most broken,
devastated and sinful person would feel free to come running
under his wing. All they have to do is come.

A REAL COVERING

When God put Adam and Eve out of the Garden, he even
looked in mercy at their cover-up. Taking the undergarments
they had fashioned from the fig leaf collection, he made them
clothing of animal skins. It was not only an act of mercy, but
also prophetic demonstration. The blood shed to cover them
that day, testified to a future day when Jesus” death would pro-
vide the covering we really need.

Shame craves for a covering. We've already seen how it can
reveal itself in blaming others, even God, for our own choices
and weaknesses. Now we see how shame can use religion to
the same end. We live in a world where everybody covers up to
protect themselves. That’s why relationships in religious environ-
ments can turn so painful when people have to tear others down
to make themselves look better.

We push to achieve beyond our peers so we can feel supe-
rior to them. We blame others so we don’t have to face our own
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weaknesses. We gossip about the failures of others so we can
feel better about ourselves. We even look for religious institu-
tions to affirm us so that we can ignore the doubts that assail
us.

It seems we are all on the relentless pursuit to hide our own
inadequacies and seek our own security. In doing so, we are
like little chickens running around the burning coop throwing
leaves over our heads hoping they will be enough.

But they won’t be. There is only one covering that will save
us from ourselves; and it is Jesus himself. He endured the fire-
storm for us so that those who crawl under his wings can dwell
in safety. He is the only covering that at once delivers us from
our shame and frees us from the bondage of sin.

Cover yourself in him. Learn to live under his wings today
and every day for the rest of your life. How do you do that? By
learning to trust him completely in every situation you face.

Of course that is far easier said than done. When difficulties
press in around us, we are most likely to doubt God’s motives
towards us. Could that be the voice of the serpent still whispering
in our ears? “If God’s not going to give you what you think you
need, maybe you should go get it yourself.”

Trusting our own wisdom is so easy we find ourselves doing
it before we ever realize it. There is only one place where we can
learn the trust in God that was shattered in Eden—at the cross of
Jesus Christ. His willingness to trade his life for ours stands as
unmistakable evidence of his love for you.

When you understand what really happened there, then you
will know how much you are loved. When you know how much
you’re loved you'll find trusting him to be as easy as breathing.

May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus
Christ, through which the world has been crucified to
me, and I to the world.

—GALATIANS 6:14

115



HE Loves ME!

s & &

For your personal journey

Where do you try to save yourself using your own ingenuity
to survive, rather than trusting Jesus to lead you as he desires?
Isn’t his unlimited patience amazing and that even after our
worst deeds, he stands ready to cover us with his wings and let
us abide safely in him. Ask him to show you what that specifi-
cally means for you and to teach you how to live every day and
through every circumstance trusting that he loves you.
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What Really Happened
on the Cross

“What changed these very ordinary men (who were such
cowards that they did not dare stand too near the cross
in case they got involved) into heroes who would stop at
nothing? A swindle? Hallucination? Spooky nonsense
in a darkened room? Or Somebody quietly doing what
he said he’d do—walk right through death?”

J. B. PHILLIPS, IS GOD AT HOME?

The events on earth have been well-documented. All of the
writers of the gospels tell of his inquisition before the religious
leaders of Jerusalem, his trial before Pilate, his scourging by
Roman soldiers, and his crucifixion on a cross. The humilia-
tion and physical torture of death by crucifixion has been the
subject of many sermons and books. We know well the agony
he endured by being nailed to a cross with a crown of thorns
pressed into his scalp and we also know how his agony inten-
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HE Loves ME!

NOT JUST AVICTIM

Yes, Jesus was brutally tortured and it was certainly the intent
of the Roman guard that the extreme tortures used against
him would end his life. That, however, is not the whole story.
Nothing they could do would have been sufficient to kill the
Son of God.

Jesus was neither a victim of the lies of the religious rulers nor
of Rome’s corrupt political posturing. No amount of torture
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WHAT REALLY HAPPENED ON THE CROSS

would have been sufficient to kill him. Death would only come
when he surrendered to it. “The reason my Father loves me is that
I lay down my life.. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of
my own accord” (John 10:17-18).
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NOT JUST JESUS...

In Chapter 16 we'll take a closer look at why Jesus cried out,
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me!” The point here
is that all of God was fully involved in all aspects of this incred-
ible plan.
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WHAT REALLY HAPPENED ON THE CROSS

NOT JUST GUILTY OF SIN

S—
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HE Loves ME!

NOT JUST PUNISHMENT

Notice how God’s perspective doesn’t focus on our sins as
much as it does the power of sin itself. This is critical. For the
cross was not just an act of punishment for sin. It wasn’t just Jesus
stepping forward as an innocent victim to take our place on the
gallows. Certainly that image does express some of what hap-
pened, but punishment alone doesn’t break the power of sin.

We see that in our own society. Children punished for wrong
doing, often only find a better way to hide it next time or,
despite their best efforts, fall victim to it again. So many people
who serve jail time for an offense find themselves back again
within a short time of being freed.
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WHAT REALLY HAPPENED ON THE CROSS

s & &

For your personal journey

What comes first to your mind as you contemplate the death
of Jesus? Think beyond the physical realities and see what trans-
pired between Father and Son, as they provided a safe place for
you from the destruction of sin itself. There is nothing more to
do here than to simply express to God our gratefulness for pro-
viding such an incredible gift.
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The Antidote for Sin

If you love deeply, you’re going to get hurt badly.
But it’s still worth it.
C.S. LEWIS IN SHADOWLANDS

It was the most poignant picture of wrath I've witnessed. I
had taken my family camping in the Sierra Nevada mountains
to escape the heat of our home on the valley floor and to soak
in some rest and relaxation. I was hunkered down in a lounge
chair deeply engrossed in a novel. My wife, Sara, was coming to
join me when suddenly we heard screams of pain from our two-
year-old son, Andy.

He’d been playing in the dirt not far from our campsite. As I
looked up he was stomping his feet and waving his hands wildly.
Swirling around him were flying insects, backlit by the sun, Sara
immediately recognized them as bees. Somehow he had stum-
bled into their nest in the ground and they were attacking him
relentlessly.

125





timmypowers
Highlight


THE CUP JESUS DID NOT WANT

“My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me.”
This is the substance of Jesus’ agonizing prayer prayed over and
over again in his own Garden on the eve of his crucifixion. The
words are interesting. What cup is he talking about?

Certainly he could simply be using 'cup' as a metaphor for
the difficult circumstances that lay ahead of him.
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THE ANTIDOTE FOR SIN
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THE ANTIDOTE FOR SIN
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In the Darkest
Moment...Trust

You will trust God only as much as you love him. And you
will love him not because you have studied him; you will
love him because you have touched him—in response to
his touch...Only if you love will you make that final leap into
darkness. “Father, into your hands | commend my spirit.”
BRENNAN MANNING IN LION AND LAMB

C£ hen the enemy drove a wedge between Eve and her
Creator, he had won the moment. Everything we do as a result
of not trusting God and his intentions toward us draws us into
the ever-deepening bondage of sin. That’s as true of indulging
our selfish desires as it is trying to appease him.

This is where an appeasement view of the cross serves us
so poorly. By viewing the cross as the offer of a “Get-Out-Of-
Hell-Free Card” rather than an invitation of friendship with
a gracious Father, we empty it of its power. By preying on
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HE Loves ME!

FORSAKEN SON?

Perhaps Jesus’ most puzzling words from the cross were
in his cry of utter loneliness and despair, “My God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?” Theologians have grappled with
those words for centuries trying to sort out what was happening
between Father and Son at that moment.

Could the Faithful One be unfaithful to his Son? Of course
not. Even when Jesus told his disciples that they would all leave
him alone, he said he would not be alone for the Father was
with him. I don’t believe for a minute that the Father forsook
the Son. But there could be a vast difference here between what
God did and what Jesus perceived. Jesus undoubtedly felt for-
saken but that doesn’t mean that he was.

Perhaps Psalm 22 holds a clue here since Jesus used the same
words that David penned there. Read these excerpts from that
Psalm as David vacillates between his security in God’s love and
his fear that he had lost it:

* “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? ...Yet you
are enthroned as the Holy One.”

* “I cry out by day, but you do not answer... Yet, our
fathers...trusted and you delivered them.”
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* “But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by men and
despised by the people...Yet you brought me out of the
womb; you made me trust in you...”

* “Iam poured out like water, and all my bones are out of
joint... (Yet) he has not hidden his face from him but has
listened to his cry for help.”
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Whether it’s the hen covering the chicks against the
encroaching flames or the mother rushing into a bee swarm to
scoop up her child, once love is demonstrated to that degree
how can it be doubted any longer:
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THE FAITH OF JESUS
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A LIFE LIVED IN TRUST

The apostle John told us that that was the secret to living in
this kingdom. He said he wrote his gospel so that those who
read it would “believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30-
31).

We have cheapened this verse with the popular notion that
believing Jesus is the Christ is an affirmation of correct doctrine.
If one gives mental assent to the fact that Jesus is the Christ
then one has his life. That’s not what John was talking about.
The word we translate believe is simply the verb form of faith.
Perhaps the word trust would bring out his fuller meaning.
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IN THE DARKEST MOMENT . . . TRUST

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but
Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by the
faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself
for me.

—GALATIANS 2:20

s & &

For your personal journey

Where is it easy for you to trust God, and where is it difficult?
How can Jesus’ example encourage you to trust God when he
seems the most distant from you? Since it is his faith we want
to live by, ask Jesus to teach you how to grow in trust and how
to fix your hope on him in a way that runs deeper than your cir-
cumstances or feelings.
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A Life Lived in Love

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are
convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died.
And be died for all, that those who live should no
longer live for themselves but for him who died

for them and was raised again.

—2 Corinthians 5:14-15
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Trying to Earn Points
With Someone Who Is
No Longer Keeping Score
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God’s not counting anymore, and that means I don’t have to
either!

NOT LESS-LOVED BUT FULLY-LOVED
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But let us be certain of the process at the outset. You cannot
implement the practical implications as an attempt to become
secure in his love. That is backwards, confusing the cause with
the results. It will only produce another form of legalism—trying
to earn by effort what God has made a gift.
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HE Loves ME!

NOT A FORMULA, BUT A FRIENDSHIP

By releasing us from the terrible burden of trying to earn his
friendship God put the focus right where he wanted it—on the
relationship he always wanted to have with each of us. He wants
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TRYING TO EARN POINTS . ..

to be a closer friend than any other we’ve ever had: sharing our
joys, our pains, even our failures as he teaches us how to live in
him.
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NOT FOR HIM, BUT WITH HIM

If you've never known the joy of simply living in God’s accep-
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TRYING TO EARN POINTS . ..

tance instead of trying to earn it, your most exciting days in
Christ are ahead of you. People who learn to live out of a gen-
uine love relationship with the God of the universe will live in
more power, more joy and more righteousness than anyone
motivated by fear of his judgment.

Allthis is from God, who reconciled us to himself through
Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that
God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not
counting men’s sins against them.

—2 CORINTHIANS 5:18-19

s & &

For your personal journey

Spend a few moments thinking where you are still counting
in your relationship to God. Is it failures? Minutes in prayer?
Number of converts? If you find yourself doing those things,
ask God to help you receive what he has already given you. Stop
doing anything that secks to earn his love and learn to do what
you do simply because you already have his love. This is quite a
change of mind that only God’s Spirit can produce.

147






1

So Sin Isn’t
Important to God?

“Never let us be discouraged with ourselves; it is not when
we are conscious of our faults that we are the most wicked:
on the contrary, we are less so. We see by a brighter light.
And let us remember, for our consolation, that we never
perceive our sins till he begins to cure them.”

FRANCOIS FENELON (1651-1715)

The pastor invited me to speak to a retreat of his elders.
“Would you teach us about grace? Our leaders really need it!”

On Friday night I began to lay the foundation for an under-
standing of God’s grace. They were not impressed. They didn’t
laugh at my stories or respond to my overtures. They were
either suspicious of me or hostile to the material, I couldn’t tell
which. T hoped for better in the morning , but the mood hadn’t
changed at all.

After a few more moments of unsuccessfully trying to win
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them over, I finally stopped. “Let me ask you a question,” I
began. “Am I making any sense at all?”
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Of
course that delight doesn’t mean he affirms everything we do.
He simply knows that without him we are powerless against sin
and that no matter what strength of will we can conjure up it
will only last a few months then fade into bondage again.
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Grace doesn’t mitigate all the consequences of sin. Certainly
it allows God to forgive us so that our relationship with him is
unimpeded by our failures and it does negate the culmination
of sin in spiritual death. But it doesn’t cancel out the temporal
consequences of sin.

If I vent my anger on my children, grace doesn’t stop the
damage it does to them, nor what it destroys in me. The person
who engages in immoral behavior may still get pregnant or con-
tract a fatal disease. If you take advantage of someone for your
own gain, they still experience the loss or the pain and a mur-
derer’s victim is still dead.
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GRACE WITH A PURPOSE
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HE Loves ME!

that comes from God and is by faith.
s & &

For your personal journey

Has a false notion of grace diminished your passion for righ-
teousness, or has it made you more hungry for the righteousness
that comes from trusting God? If the former, ask God to draw
you closer to him so that your love for him will produce a desire
to be like him. Also, look for ways that you put righteousness
before relationship, thinking that your performance makes you
more acceptable to God. Ask him to teach you what it means to
trust him in the pressing details of your life right now.
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A Lifetime of Learning
to Trust

“Once God is known as Father all methods to attain
to security, prosperity and assurance in the world are
exposed as useless enslavement. If one knows God as
Father then there is security about everything.”

DAVID BOAN AND JOHN YATES
IN AN UNPUBLISHED MANUSCRIPT

T he mechanic had estimated the repair to my car heater at
well over $300. Imagine my shock then when I went to pick it
up and he said, “That will be $18.75.”

I looked at him uncertain of what I'd heard and he simply
smiled back. I repeated his price in surprise. “What happened?”

“It wasn’t what we thought. We found a loose connection
and tightened it for you.”

Being mechanically challenged and having seen too many 60
Minutes reports on unscrupulous mechanics, I expect them all
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to cheat me. I've taken my car in too many times for a $30 oil
change and come out with $200 of repairs I was never sure |
really needed. It had never worked the other way around.

This was my first visit to that mechanic, but it certainly was
not my last. By demonstrating his integrity when he could have
easily taken advantage of me, he gained my trust. I went away
assured that I had finally found an honest mechanic and as
long as we lived in that community he was the only mechanic I
allowed to touch my cars.

One simple act of integrity secured my trust in his workman-
ship and he’s never disappointed me.
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The difference is striking. For many years I thought I knew
what God wanted with my life and pursued it with a passion.
Others encouraged me, thinking it was what God wanted too.

Most of that agenda, however, was motivated by my own
insecurities and need to be successful. No matter how I dressed
that up by calling it God’s promise, or thinking that my success
would benefit the kingdom of God, he did not help me pursue
my own agenda.

Trying to make it happen on my own led to frustration and
burn-out. As I've grown to trust him more and see more clearly
what he wants to accomplish in and through my life, I find
myself even more willing to go the extra mile in what he asks
me to do. When I’'m on his agenda, I find, like Paul, that it taps
a deeper reserve than mere human effort. It allows me to draw
from his strength that does not burn us out.
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LIFE ATTHE END OF YOUR ROPE
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Don’t think it a broad road
for it is not. You'll find even your dearest friends in Christ may
not understand the most difficult places in your journey. But
trust him to take you through them and he will. In doing so he
will make you a little more like him.

I don’t know that we’ll ever get comfortable at the end of the
rope, but at least we don’t have to dread it or think he has aban-
doned us.

BEYOND YOUR FAILURES

A friend of mine recently lost his job and is actively seeking
another. One morning he told me that a plum job just escaped
his grasp and that someone far less qualified than him got it.
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AJOURNEY FOR A LIFETIME
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.

For your personal journey

Where are you being stretched to the end of your rope?
Where is God exposing the weaknesses of your own strength
and the foolishness of your best wisdom? Give up the idea that
your failures have brought you to this moment for it is an incred-
ible work of God calling you to trust him more than you have in
the past. Ask God to teach you how to give up self-sufficiency
and learn to trust him. Then do whatever it is that trusting
God’s love would lead you to do and learn to ignore the ravings
of your anxieties and fears.
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Shamelessly Free

“(When you) become totally dependent upon the life of
Christ... (you will never be) so released at last from the self
distrust which has made you at one moment an arrogant
loud-mouthed braggart, and the next moment the victim of
your own self-pity—and either way, always in bondage
to the fear of other men’s opinions.”

MAJOR IAN THOMAS IN THE SAVING LIFE OF CHRIST

She can wear many disguises so well it’s not always easy to
recognize her.

She will help you boast at your achievements and contrive
excuses for your mistakes.

She can turn a simple gift of God into feelings of superiority;
and then at the first sign of trouble plunge you to the depths of
inferiority.

She can take you captive through the compliments of others
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ATOUCHDOWN FOR JESUS

He was a high-priced cornerback playing for a professional
football team, and suffering from an overdose of media scru-
tiny. Having sold his talents as a free agent, his subsequent
performance had been disappointing. People were saying he
was overpriced and overrated. Twice that evening he had been
beaten for touchdowns and knew the media would have a field
day with his performance. But a few minutes into overtime he
intercepted a pass and ran it back for the winning touchdown.

As the Monday night telecast went off the air, they shoved
a microphone into the celebration. Through an irrepressible,
mile-wide grin he yelled, “I just thank the Lord Jesus for giving
me the chance to prove myself. I felt like he was saying that I
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SHAMELESSLY FREE

had the faith to make this happen.”

While he celebrated his touchdown, I grieved for his the-
ology. He unmasked his own shame by boasting that his
touchdown validated his faith. Can you imagine what he lives
with every day, if he links his trust in God to his performance on
a football field?

[ cringe when most professional athletes talk about God.
What comes out often paints God as a success deity, rewarding
the faithful with victory. One of those I respect the most said his
Super Bowl victory vindicated his obedience to play for a certain
team. What about the men God had called to the city who lost
the Super Bowl? Was their obedience less significant or their
lives less valuable to God?

Other athletes have said that God rewards those with victo-
ries who will give him the most glory. Is that why we see people
kneel down in the end zone and acknowledge God after a
touchdown, but get angry when they miss a tackle or throw an
interception?

You can’t blame them, really. To get to the highest echelon
of athletic competition, these men and women have learned to
live on the success of their performance. They've been trained
to measure their value by it because that’s how everyone else
around them measures it. They’ve obviously had a lot of suc-
cess to get to that level of competition. But it can result in some
greatly distorted values.

Watch a championship game or a match and you’ll notice that
the highs of winning are just too high; and the lows are too low.
Rather than championships perhaps they could be called pageants
to manic-depressiveness. No moderate ground exists here. John
Madden, the Fox Sports analyst said of professional sports that
the “The highs of winning never equal the lows of losing.” Even
coming out second best in all the world seemingly forces them to
slink off in shame and suffer months of embarrassment. Even fans
take on the same attitudes of superiority or shame.

Please don’t read this as an indictment against professional
athletes, because we all do it. It’s just that most of our best or
our worst moments aren’t on television.
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SHAME-BASED LIVING

We have all felt the pervasive power of shame when we've
been embarrassed by something we’ve done or something
someone else has said. Our face flushes and stomach grinds,
and we want to dig a hole and crawl into it. But it also works
much deeper than that.

Shame tells us that no one could possibly love us if they really
knew what we had been part of in the past or knew the temp-
tations, doubts and motives that still lurk beneath the surface.
Don’tyou have things you hope no one else ever finds out about
you?

So we pretend to be whatever we think will make us feel
included and don’t realize that everyone else is doing it too.
Almost every time someone asks for my help to deal with a sin
or struggle they almost always preface their confession with a
disclaimer. “I know probably no one else is dealing with this,
but..” Shame often keeps us from being authentic enough to
realize that others are struggling with the same things we are.

Feeling inferior is only one side of shame. Those who act
superior and those who boast in their accomplishments also
are reacting to shame. Those behaviors only act as a cover for
a deep sense of personal inadequacy, usually at other people’s
expense.

All of this shame makes us easy to manipulate. Our desire to
be liked, to fit in, and not be embarrassed are what the world
uses to press us into its mold and what we often use to get what
we want from others. Most advertising appeals to these motives
at some level.

Organized religion can also be a master of its use. When
people want us to do something for them, they will press on
these self-needs as a way to make us respond. Shame makes
it impossible for us to say no and gives power to gossip. It
threatens us with humiliation or of being left if we don’t
conform to what others want and it promises approval and
affirmation when we do.

We learn this pattern early. Children are often made to feel
that they are loved and appreciated to the degree that they can
meet their parents’ expectations. It’s ironic then that parents are
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so mystified about the effects of peer pressure when their chil-
dren start caring more about what their friends think of them
than what their parents do. It’s the same use of shame.

The fear of “what others might think” can both restrain us
from doing what we know is right and entice us to do what ulti-
mately harms us.

[ remember receiving a gold-plated pin when I was eleven
years old for two years of unbroken attendance at Sunday
School. The affirmation I received for my accomplishment and
the applause of all the adults in the congregation was an intoxi-
cating brew. It made me feel superior to others who had not
been so dedicated and helped launch me on a persistent quest
to drink of that well for most of my spiritual journey.

I thought that thirst was my friend beckoning me closer
to Jesus, not realizing for almost thirty years it was my jailer,
pushing me to serve other people’s expectations. Jesus didn’t
want to use my shame to spur me to greater things but to set me
free from it.

SHAME-FREE LIVING

The story has always amazed me. A woman whose reputa-
tion for sin was well known in her community, walked into the
home of a Pharisee as a group of them were sharing a meal with
Jesus. She made her way around the table until she found him,
then poured expensive perfume over his feet and wiped them
with her hair.

How could she even go into a home of those who despised
her so much? And how could she touch Jesus that way when
surely everyone in the room would misinterpret her act of love?
Shouldn’t she have been too ashamed to even show her face
there? You would think so, but no! Obviously she had been
deeply touched by Jesus, her sins had been forgiven and now
the only thing that mattered to her in that roomful of dispar-
aging looks was the look of appreciation she saw in his eyes.

What began in the Garden—our utter sense of shame—is
swallowed up in the presence of Jesus. She was liberated from
the oppressive need of worrying about what others thought
of her and was able to simply do what she wanted to do most.
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Discovering how much the Father loves will increasingly set you
free to walk without shame, before God and with other people.
Though shame restrains people from sin under the law, in
Christ it no longer holds any purpose.

Because your sin was consumed in Jesus on the cross, there
is absolutely no condemnation or guilt for anyone who lives in
him. You can taste this miracle of the cross every day. Now you
can be with your Father just like you are, still in the process of
transformation, and not have to hide anything. You can share
with him your darkest secrets as you learn from him how to
walk free of it. He knows you cannot fix it yourself and only
awaits for you to recognize it and invite his help.

As he teaches you how to walk shamelessly with him, you’ll
also discover yourself walking shamelessly in the world. Having
been bullied by shame all of your life, often without even recog-
nizing it, you will be amazed at how much your life will change
in its absence

It’s an incredible gift that Dallas Willard in The Divine
Conspiracy painted this way: “Would you like to have no need
for others to praise you, and would you like not to be paralyzed
and humiliated by their dislike and condemnation? Wouldn’t
you also like to have a strength and understanding that enables
you genuinely and naturally to bless those who are cursing you—
or cheating you, beating you out on the job, spitting on you in a
confrontation, laughing at your religion or culture, even killing
you?”

Those who are no longer influenced by shame can finally live
authentic lives—the same outside as they are inside. It is a tre-
mendous relief to be known exactly for who you are, allowing
people to know both your strengths and your weaknesses.
Shame-free people champion reality over image, sincerity over
pretentiousness and honesty over deceit. Admittedly there is
a cost to living authentically in a broken world as others try to
take advantage of you. But no one I've met who had done so
would go back to the land of pretense.

OF NO REPUTATION

I have been a slave to my reputation almost my entire life and
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it has been an oppressive burden. I first saw it weakening in my
life in a conversation with a friend. She had asked me to write
her a letter explaining my role in mediating a dispute between
her and her business partner. They had begun the business out
of their close friendship and now they could no longer work
together. They couldn’t agree on how to split up the business
and asked for my help. I told them at the outset we probably
couldn’t find a resolution they both thought fair, but could per-
haps find one where they both felt equally cheated. A few hours
of piecing together various options finally brought a solution.

Now, some six months later, one of them was calling me
saying that the other was telling her friends how she had been
cheated out of the business. She wanted me to write a letter
describing the process we had been through to prove the other
woman a liar.

“I am willing to do that, Jill,” I said on the phone, “but let me
give you something to consider first. This may be an opportu-
nity for you to die to your reputation.” As the words came out
of my mouth I remember cocking my head in surprise that I had
said them.

For the previous four years I had also been the victim of some
rumors spread about me and my family by those who wanted to
discredit my ministry. I had often prepared responses to the lies
that were being told, but each time God had prevented me from
mailing them. “I want you to give up serving your reputation
and trust it to me,” was all he would tell me. I remembered that
Jesus made himself of no reputation. It was the most painful
season of my life. How could I encourage anyone toward a sim-
ilar process?

But that morning it dawned on me how much the past four
years had worked the Father’s freedom into my life. If people
misunderstood my ministry or believed lies about me, that was
God’s business not mine. Mine was to simply do what he asked
without the horrible need to defend myself and make sure other
people liked me in the process. Now I could enjoy the fruits of
his freedom.

I wanted Jill to have the same thing, though she was shocked
by my offer. I told her my story and finished with these words,
“Iill, as long as you have to guard your reputation you are the
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slave of anyone who chooses to lie about you. Those who know
you well enough won’t need a letter; and those who don’t,
won’t believe it anyway.”

I never wrote the letter and Jill got to discover the incred-
ible joy of living free of other people’s opinions. I know it was
painful, but when you know the Father loves you completely
and that your reputation is secure in his hands, you will never
again have to appeal for the approval of others.

That freedom will not only be one of the greatest blessings
of the journey, but it is also the key to loving other people the
way you've been loved yourself.

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present
you before his glorious presence without fault and with
great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty,
power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord.
—JUDE 24-25

s & &

For your personal journey

Ask God how shame-based behaviors are manifesting them-
selves in your relationship with him. Look for him to identify
where boasting, blaming, gossip, self-pity, and worrying about
what others think are causing you to live to shame instead of
living to him. Also ask him to reveal to you all the places where
covering up for shame hurts your relationships with others. Ask
God to draw you close enough to him so that you will no longer
need to live in bondage to shame.
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“Grace does not exist to make us successful. God’s grace
exists to point people to a love like no other love they have
ever known. A love outside the lines.”

MIKE YACONELLI IN DANGEROUS WONDER

The earliest believers transformed by the cross couldn’t,
even when they were being beaten with whips or battered with
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stones. When they were commanded to silence they responded,
“We cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard”
(Acts 4:20).

They had been touched by the greatest force in the universe
and they were unable to keep it in, even when they knew it
would cost them dearly. Such is the nature of God’s love. As
I said at the outset, there is nothing more powerful in all the
world and once you've experienced God’s kind of love, there
will be no way for you to keep it to yourself.

THE WELLSPRING OF LOVE

Where God is generous with you, you can be generous with
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others. Where God affirms your worth in him, you won’t seek
its substitute with others. Where you know God overlooks your
flaws; you’ll overlook them in others.

Jesus left us with one command: to love one another as we
have been loved. Paul even placed love on a higher plane than
spiritual knowledge, noting that knowledge can easily puff us
up whereas love will build up others (1 Cor. 8:1). He thought it
absurd that believers would trample those for whom Christ died
over disputes about what foods to eat or days to celebrate. But it
happened in his day and through the course of history because
we’ve made Christianity more about doctrine than love.

HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS

173


timmypowers
Highlight


HE Loves ME!

Finally, by looking to God as the resource for your needs you
will find yourself not overloading your friendships with expec-
tations that are easily disappointed. By vesting all of our hope
in God’s ability to meet our needs we will not need to force our
friends to do it. I know God will often use other believers to
extend his gifts and graces to me, but now I also know I don’t
get to choose the vessel he uses. In other words, I always look
for how God is revealing himself to me through other believers,
but I don’t trick myself into thinking it has to come from a spe-
cific person I want him to use.

Disappointed expectations destroy relationships because we
look to others in ways God wants us to look to him. Such expec-
tations set us up for enduring frustration. However, when we
give up our expectations of people, we’ll find God using some
of the most unlikely people to lend us a hand. Our frustration
will yield to gratefulness at however, whenever and through
whomever God uses others to touch us or us to touch others.

A SAFE HARBOR

Instead of trying to fix people in crisis, love will call us to gra-
ciously lend them our support. We will be able to offer insights
as fellow-strugglers in the process, not experts with pat answers.
When you live like that you will be a safe place for people to
be encouraged in their trials and for them to discover what it
means to rely on God in the midst of it.

People who serve the illusion of a demanding God will be
unwittingly destructive to people in pain instead of helpful.
When I thought I had to work so hard to earn God’s accep-
tance, | thought loving people meant I had to push them to do
so as well. When someone came to me in crisis, I would tell
them what they were doing wrong and encourage them to try
harder. No wonder people in pain shied away from me.

I discovered that a few years ago as I was sitting in a roomful
of people going through some very painful life experiences: lost
jobs; family crisis, desperately ill relatives; chronic diseases, and
drug dependencies. Thinking out loud I observed that it seemed
to be a tough time for God’s people. A few years ago, I noted,
that most believers I knew were living the bliss of the American
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dream—stable families, healthy children, rising incomes.

Knowing glances shot around the room. “Should we tell
him?” someone finally asked.

“Tell me what?”

“Back then you were not a safe person for people who were
hurting. You had an answer for everything and it usually added
to people’s feelings of condemnation and inadequacy. But the
difficulties you experienced in the last few years have changed
you. People sense your compassion and your trust that the
Father will sort it out with them in his time.”

If all the pain I've gone through opens that door for others, I
can truly say it has been worth it. But again, this is nothing I set
out to change. Somehow some of the patience God had poured
into me had splashed out on to others without my notice.

[ am amazed at what love will call people to do, and they
won’t even think it a sacrifice. Recently I met a woman from the
Midwest who had been divorced when her husband told her he
was gay, that he had AIDS and that he wanted to live with his
lover. A few years later as the disease progressed, she felt com-
passion for her former husband and felt God wanted her to
help care for him as the disease worsened.

She did just that. With her husband’s permission she moved
back in, not as wife but as nurse, and cared for him as the dis-
ease progressed. I can’t imagine what it took for her to give
of herself in this way, and don’t think her obedience should
become a standard for others, but she talked about it as one of
the greatest experiences of her life. What’s more, after his death
she took in other AIDS patients for the next few years to share
God’s love with them as well.

THE EXCELLENT WAY

Without God’s love filling our hearts, we’ll end up hurting
people despite our best intentions. For years I've heard of
congregations doing “Jericho marches” around property they
needed to expand their facility to reach their neighborhood
more effectively for the kingdom. I heard one pastor telling how
one of their next-door neighbors sold them the property they
needed after they went out on a Sunday evening and marched
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around it singing and praying that the owners would sell.

A few years later I got a look from the other side of those
curtains. Our new neighbors were not Christians and let us
know in no uncertain terms that they didn’t want that “Jesus
stuff crammed down their throats.” We assured them we would
not. As we got to know them better we found out why. Their
previous home had been located next to a church facility and
according to them the people there had been obnoxious in their
attempts to make them move. They parked in their driveway,
trampled their flowers, and even one night marched around the
house chanting. As an elderly couple it had scared them half to
death.

They had held their ground for many years thereafter
unwilling to give in. When they finally did move they were
embittered at how they had been treated and had rejected any
sense of God’s reality.

Over the course of the next thirteen years, however, we got
to know them, mostly by taking them their mail when it had
mistakenly ended up in our box. They mentioned one day how
much they appreciated some article I'd written for the local
paper and our conversations more frequently turned to spiri-
tual things. They were interested but still cautious.

Do you know what finally opened the door? One day I found
out they were too ill to get their paper any more and had to wait
until the evening when their son would come over and get it for
them. I told them I’d be happy to get theirs every morning when
I got mine. For the next four years, until we moved, it was our
family project. It wasn’t any big deal to us and yet it touched
them deeply.

I did get to share the life of Jesus with them and was even
asked to preside at the husband’s funeral when he passed away
a couple of years ago. They were not “missionary projects” to
us, they were friends and neighbors whom we cared about.

God’s kind of love is really the most powerful force in the
universe. No wonder Paul said that to really love like God loves
will fulfill every bit of the law without even trying. Jesus said
the same thing. “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching”
(John 14:23).

I know that can be taken two ways and for most of my life I've
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This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us.
s & &

For your personal journey

Realize that loving others is the overflow of being loved.
Wherever you see your life being given away to help others,
rejoice at what God has worked in you. Wherever you see your
love lacking toward others, ask God to take you to deeper levels
of his love. Let him show you where you have expectations of
others that prevent you from loving them freely and let him set
you free.
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The Prayer God
Always Answers

“Since God offers to manage our affairs for us,
let us once and for all hand them over to His
infinite wisdom, in order to occupy ourselves
only with Himself and what belongs to Him.”
J. P. DE CAUSSADE (c. 1700s)

His time of teaching about his Father’s kingdom had drawn
to an end. There would be no more opportunity to hold a leper
in his hands or sit in Mary’s home in Bethany and talk of his
Father’s wonders, at least not in this body, not in the way he
had grown accustomed.

He had returned to Jerusalem for his final visit. Days away
from yielding himself to those who sought to kill him, his heart
was deeply troubled. He stood on the threshold of the greatest
act of love and trust our world would ever behold, but he knew
in doing so he would be consumed.
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What should he do? Would he trust his Father’s love and
continue the journey, or would he cut it short in a moment of
weakness and beckon angels to set him free?

WHATEVER YOU ASK?

Jesus teaching about prayer seemed to be incredibly simple:
Ask for whatever they wish and be assured that the Father will
give it to you.

It only gets complicated when our experience with prayer
falls short of this ideal. Why would he tantalize us with such out-
landish promises only to leave us disappointed in so many of
the things we ask?

It’s not so difficult to understand why he would ignore our
more selfish requests. Even his disciples had to learn that the
power of prayer was not for their selfish agendas. Instead of
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calling down fire from heaven as James and John had asked for;
Jesus taught them that such ideas came from the wrong place.
And when they asked him to grant them seats on his right and
left in heaven; he told them they weren’t his to give and that in
his Father’s house there is no place for anyone to set themselves
over anyone else.

Jesus never intended prayer to be the way we manipulate
God to do what we think is best. If you look carefully at Jesus’
simple statements about prayer you will see that they are set in
the midst of us participating in what God is doing. While we
are invited to make any request of God we like, the prayers that
move God’s hand are those that grow out of our trust in who he
is and what he is doing,.

[ wonder what my life would be like now if God had given
me half the things for which I've asked him. I know I would
have been giddy with delight in the short-term, but I would have
had no idea of the hurt my selfish requests would have caused.
And how would I have come to know him as my loving Father if
I treated him like my genie in a bottle?

It’s far more difficult to understand why our prayers for
other people in pain and misery go unanswered. Was Peter
responding in any way less than love when he forbid Jesus to
go to Jerusalem to face his executioners? I think not. Yet his
entreaty was met with the harshest rebuke, as Satan’s words to
keep Jesus from his mission.

Peter didn’t understand God’s higher purpose in the cross
Jesus would suffer. For God to have answered his prayer he
would have aborted the very act that would save Peter from him-
self. “You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things
of men” (Matt. 16:23) Because Peter didn’t understand that
his concern simply gave voice to Satan’s attempt to discourage
Jesus in his obedience to his Father.

It was a “save me” prayer, rising more out of fear than God’s
love and like most “save me” prayers, they usually resist God’s
purpose rather than serve it.

“FATHER, GLORIFY YOUR NAME”
We were made for this!
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When God fashioned the first humans he designed them
body, mind and soul so they could participate in his glory and
share in his pleasure.

If you’ve ever known that glory, either just sitting in his pres-
ence communing with him or having just seen him use you to
reveal himself to someone else, you know what I'm talking
about. At such moments it seems time itself stands still. Waves
of joy sweep across us and it is so incredible, that you feel if you
were made just for that one moment your life would have had a
wealth of meaning. “I was made for this.”

And you were.
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A DAILY CHOICE

It’s not the words we use that matter here, but the cry of
our heart. Choose to save yourself and you will find yourself
resisting God when you don’t even mean to. You'll end up
praying against the very things God is using to transform you.
You’ll miss his attempts to help because they won’t look like the
thing you want.

FINAL WORDS

I could go on with other implications of what it means to live
in God’s love, but I think the picture is clear enough now and
you’ll be able to recognize the pathway and follow it wherever
your Father wants to take you. This is a life far better lived than
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Besides, this life is far more fun to discover than it is to let
someone tell you about it. As you find yourself falling into
the security of the Father’s love you will find that your own
thoughts, ideas and actions will surprise you.

You'll catch yourself thinking, “I'm not like this.” And yet
you are. You always have been, it’s just that it was distorted and
twisted by a broken relationship with the Father loved you so
much. Find some others who are sharing the same journey and
you’ll have the joy of discovering what they are learning as well.

The journey cannot be found in the pages of this book or any
other. It lies in the Father’s heart and your own.

I can’t make this happen for you, so I won’t even try.

You can’t make it happen for you, so please don’t you try
either.
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of his glory.
—EPHESIANS 1:11-12

s & &

For your personal journey

Review the things you are currently praying about these days.
Which prayers are “save me” prayers and which are “glorify your
name” prayers? Which serve your desires and which result from
your understanding of God’s purpose in the situations you’re
in? Ask him to reveal to you every day what his purpose is in the
circumstances you face and pray for its continued unfolding as
he draws you closer to himself.
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Discussion Questions

Chapter 1 & Daisy Petal Christianity

Share an experience you went through in which you really doubted if
God cared about you.

How do you feel about it now? If you're still unsure, what might you
ask God to do to change your perception of that event.

If you look back now and know that God loved you even if you didn’t
recognize it at the time, what did you learn in the process?

How can we encourage one another to be certain of God’s love instead

of doubtful?

Chapter 2 & What the Disciples Didn’t Know

Share your favorite Bible story of God revealing himself to someone.
What do you see in the relationship Jesus had with his disciples that
you want to see in your own relationship with him?

Share an experience from your own life when you knew God’s pres-
ence was with you in some tangible way.

Spend a few moments talking about what we can do to grow to know
God better.
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Chapter 3 & Threatened With Hell

. Why do religious people use the threat of hell to get people to come to

God?

. When you think of God appearing in your life, what do you see? How

would he act, and what does he feel about you? Would you see Jesus
treating you the same way if he showed up? How do we reconcile the
two?

. Think about the relationship that Jesus has offered us with his Father.

What might we say about that to communicate to people who don’t
know him just what kind of God he is?

. Ask God to free you from fearing his judgment and teach you instead

how to trust his love.

Chapter 4 & A Father Like No Other

. Take a moment to share whether or not you identify more with the

older son or the younger son and why.

. What did you learn about God’s love in this parable?
. What kinds of things have you done when you've felt “less-loved” by

God?

. Think of some ways that God has demonstrated his love for you, even

when you did nothing to earn it.

Chapter 5 & Welcome Home

Have you ever felt like that stray puppy, afraid to trust because of past
disappointments.

Recall some of the events from Abraham’s story (Genesis 12-23) that
God used to teach him trust.

Share your own stories of how God has taught you to trust him in the
past.

What are some of the ways we can grow to know God’s love better?

Chapter 6 & The Tyranny of the Favor Line

. Have you ever felt like the woman with the sick child? How did you

resolve those moments in your life?

Where do you feel like you walk the tightrope of the favor line in your
relationship with God? Where do you feel guilt for not doing enough?
Read Saul’s conversion from Acts 9:1-9. Why did Jesus do this for him?
What do you think Saul did to qualify for this moment?

Pray together that God will teach you how to know him as he really is.
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Chapter 7 & What Shall I Give to God?

. What kinds of gifts and offerings do people use today to try to earn
God’s affection?

. Have you ever gone through a season like Janice did, working harder,
but feeling emptier spiritually? What can you learn from that experi-
ence?

. Was there a time in your life when you sensed that Father was delighted
with you? Was that because you had done something big for him, or
you just knew that he loved you just the way you were?

. Pray together that God will teach you how to find your acceptance in
his love alone and not in anything you can do for him, or give to him.

Chapter 8 & The Businessman and the Beggar

. Are you more like the businessman or the beggar in this chapter?
Explain why.

. Describe the bars you've tried to jump over to merit God’s favor.

. Why do you think that we have been given so many bars to jump over
as proof that we are serious about God’s life?

. What would it be like if you could trust God’s mercy for you every
day?

. Pray for each other that you'll learn the difference between mercy and
performance.

Chapter 9 & The God We Love to Fear

. Of the list of fears presented in this chapter, which ones do we nor-
mally think are helpful to us? Which ones are harmful? Which ones do
you battle the most in your daily life?

. Has your fear of the Lord helped you avoid harmful actions in your
life?

. Has it been enough to make you stop sinning completely?

. Tell about a time when the fear of the Lord was very real to you. How
did that fear affect your relationship with him?

. Respond together to what you've shared in prayer, asking God to free
you from the slavery of fear.
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Chapter 10 & The Most Powerful Force in the Universe

. Today if Jesus asked you the same question he asked Peter, how would

you respond?

. What things do you do for God that seem motivated by your fear of

him or his judgments against you?

. What things do you do that seem to flow out of knowing that God

loves you?

. Compare those experiences motivated by fear and those by love. How

do you feel in each circumstance?

. Read I John 4:7-21 and identify the specific things John identifies

about God’s love.

. Pray together that God will increasingly reveal the depth of his love for

each of you.

Chapter 11 & He Loved You Enough to Let You Go

. Explain and discuss the following: One can obey without trusting; but

one cannot trust without obeying,.

. Think of some moments in your life when your efforts to do good only

backfired and made the situation worse.

. What kinds of things does the enemy whisper in your ear to drive a

wedge between you and God so that your trust in him is eroded?

. What do you think God can do to help you trust him more?

Chapter 12 & Who Needed the Sacrifice?

. Reflect together on the truth that the True God is the one who wants

to sacrifice for us instead of one demanding our sacrifices for him.

. Where do you still try to appease God in the sacrifices you make, or in

blaming others to alleviate your guilt?

. How does this change the way you view Christianity?
. Spend some moments thanking God together for providing all that we

need to come into a trusting relationship with him.

Chapter 13 & The Hen and Her Chicks

. What did you get out of the story of the hen and her chicks?
. Have you ever used religion as a covering for shame? How?
. What is easier for you to do, run under his wing or try to figure out a

way to fix things yourself? Why do you think that is?

. Give examples of God’s unlimited patience and celebrate together in

prayer his awesome faithfulness to the weakest of his people.
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Chapter 14 & What Really Happened on the Cross?

. Together share how the story of the cross has touched your life. What
events stick out in your mind?

. What do you see going on between the Father and the Son through
those moments?

. What does it mean to you that Jesus became sin itself? Share your ideas
together.

. Read one of the crucifixion accounts and give thanks together for the
indescribable lengths God would go to so that we might have life in his
name.

Chapter 15 & The Antidote for Sin

. Can you think of a time when your love for someone caused you to act
on their behalf at great personal risk?

. How does seeing God’s wrath as the antidote for sin, rather than its
punishment affect your view of God and the cross?

. Talk about the difference between the cup he drank and the cup he
offers us to drink. How does that touch you?

. Ask God together to give each of you a personal revelation of the cross
and confidence in all God accomplished there for you.

Chapter 16 & In the Darkest Moment... Trust

. How would your life be different if you absolutely, completely trusted
God for every thing in your life?

. Where does the darkness seem to surround you and make it difficult
to understand what God is doing in you?

. How can Jesus’ actions on the cross provide the basis for you to learn
how to trust Jesus through anything life can hurl at you?

. Pray for each other that God would teach you in the every day realities
of your life what it is to trust that he is with you, working out his will in
you.
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Chapter 17 & Trying to Earn Points
With Someone Who Is No Longer Keeping Score

What kinds of things do we count to determine our status with God?
When you feel as if you're not doing enough for God, what do you usu-
ally focus on?

. Have you tried to do some great thing for God? How did it turn out?

Did he use it to touch some lives anyway? (Isn’t he amazing?)

What would you do tomorrow if you absolutely knew God loved you
and just wanted to share your life?

What barrier(s) do you see in your life that makes it difficult for you to
accept God’s love for you? Pray together that God will show you how
to get past them.

Chapter 18 & A Lifetime of Learning to Trust

. Talk about grace as you understood it in the past in contrast to what

you read in this chapter.

What add-ons to grace have you tried? Did they work?

How do you find yourself viewing sin, as a forbidden pleasure or a
destroying presence?

Share and incident where you experienced righteousness that grew
naturally out of simply learning to trust God instead of leaning on
yourself?

. Where do you see yourself putting the demands of righteousness

before the joys of relationship? Pray that God will help you reverse this
process and learn to delight in him.

Chapter 19 & So Sin Isn’t Important to God?

Share some experiences of how the Father has taught you to trust him
when you’ve been at the end of your rope.

Read Romans 8:31-32 and discuss how the cross guarantees that the
Father loves you today in the midst of whatever circumstances you are
facing.

Even though the advice, “You just need to trust God more,” is true,
why is it the worst possible advice to give someone in the midst of a
crisis?

Explore why we only seem to be able to support someone when we
understand what they are going through. How can we support people
on their journey even though God is doing things in their life that nei-
ther they nor we may understand?

. Ask God together to teach you how to walk out this trust in the

everyday circumstances of your life.
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Chapter 20 & Shamelessly Free

. Share some of the ways you see shame working in your life.
. How do you cover up for it?
. How would your life and fellowship together be different if you cared

what the Father thought of you more than anyone else?

. We have all heard the tapes of shame playing in our heads. Take a few

moments to identify some of the things God wants you to know about
the way he thinks of you.

Chapter 21 & In Exactly the Same Way

. Share together some of the best moments in your life when God

expressed his love to you through another believer. What made it spe-
cial to you?

. Talk about some of the things that make relationships helpful and

what makes them harmful.

. Where should our focus be if we don’t find ourselves compassionately

involved with people around us?

. If you’re a group that meets regularly together, ask God over the next

couple of weeks if there is a specific way your group might express
God’s love together to someone. Don’t think of a program to start
here, unless he tells you clearly to do that; but rather think in terms
of something practical you can do to bless someone without manipu-
lating them.

Chapter 22 & The Prayer God Always Answers

. Give examples from Scripture and from your own life of “save me”

prayers?

. Now give examples of “Father, glorify your name” prayers.
. Can you think of a time in your life when you prayed for the exact

opposite of what you wanted because you felt God’s purpose would
be fulfilled by it? Share about that.

. If some in your group are open to share some of the things they’re

praying about, ask God to show you together what his purpose is and
how it will best be served by your prayers.

. Pray for God to be glorified in each of your lives as the journey unfolds

in the days ahead.
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