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To Andrew Croft
Thank you for all you have taught me about
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Praise for Live the Life


Live the Life is pure Pilavachi. You can hear Mike teaching as you read his words. The jokes have not improved, but his book will do far more than make you laugh – it will help you to follow Jesus.


Rev. Graham Cray
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Working on our relationship with God is the most valuable thing we can do. Live the Life is going to be a great help to anyone wanting to go deeper.


Delirious?


What is so great about Soul Survivor and Mike Pilavachi is that they don’t just believe in once-a-year knee-ups but are committed to a holistic gospel. This really is crucial teaching. Read it and be well blessed!


Andy Hawthorne


Formerly of the World Wide Message Tribe


A lightning-fast read with spiritual insights for all sorts of spiritual seekers. Live the Life readers have a deep, human understanding of what it means to live a more holistic Christian life. Rare is the book that makes me laugh and ponder a new illumination of God’s face in the same space. Mike’s latest offering is a gem.
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INTRODUCTION


Something is happening in the Church. It used to be that people, especially young people, were fighting to get out, but today they’re coming back. Everywhere we go we see a generation with a new passion for Jesus. We see generations rising up with a radical commitment to living the life. This book is written to encourage all those who want to go deeper with God and even further out into the world.


Because preparation is everything, Live the Life tries to help with the business of getting to grips with the hows and the whys of Christian living. Taking it in three practical chunks, we first of all sink our premolars into getting ready: looking at the roots of our relationship with God. Then we move on to examine how we make sure we’re steady: both in ourselves and in our relationships with others. Finally, we rinse out with a look at the ways we can respond to a simple instruction: Go.


This book is best read with a Bible nearby. As you find Scriptures weaving in and out, you will want to check them for yourself. It is important to integrate God’s teaching into every aspect of our lives.


God is calling His people to go beyond the caramel coating of life. There is a need today for people who will meet with Him and who will want Him to reach every aspect of their lives. Worship and obedience are good words and fine qualities for us to take on. If our worship really takes us deeper with God, it will also take us further out into the world. In obedience we will deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Him, obeying Him with all our lives.


Mike Pilavachi


Craig Borlase




PART 1


GETTING READY
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MAKING FRIENDS WITH GOD


(It all begins with friendship)


I got out my ruler and drew a thick red line underneath the title ‘Why I Am Not a Christian’. I had just spent 600 words annihilating one of the five major world religions, and I felt good. The way I saw it, Christianity was for the old, the weak and the stupid. My essay explained it all perfectly, and anyone who read it would be forced to:




1. agree,


2. say that I was a 14-year-old genius, and


3. give me an A+ and let me off cross-country for the rest of the term.





Things didn’t go quite as I planned, and I later found out that forty years before me someone else had also written an essay with the same title, but his was much better as he had a beard and was a philosopher called Bert. The other bizarre thing is that exactly one year after I had put pen to paper, I decided to spend the rest of my life doing whatever Jesus wanted me to do. Being a Christian – I had discovered – was not about following a set of rules, but about something far more powerful and exciting: friendship.


Life begins with friendship. God decided that it would be good to share things, so He spent a busy six days in the workshop. Later, once we had managed to completely miss the point about God, Jesus came down to reunite us to Him. Finally, the Holy Spirit was promised so that we might continue to be close to God, even after Jesus was crucified, rose again and went to heaven. God wants us to be His friends. In John 15:12–15, Jesus says something amazing after He told the disciples that the Holy Spirit was on His way:


My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.


The disciples were Jesus’ friends. They weren’t servants, slaves or paid companions there to make Him feel popular; they were all mates. Friendship is nothing if we don’t let people see what we’re really like, and Jesus made sure that they knew everything that He had learned from His Father. He wept in front of them and told them about the things that made Him happy and the things that made Him sad.


The history of friendship


Friendship is a relationship. Way back when He was surrounded by lots of nothing, God decided to create the human race – people who would be like Him – so that He could have relationship. He said ‘Let us make man in our own image, in our likeness’ (Gen. 1:26) and got on with the business of making people He could love. Throughout the Old Testament we follow a story that has one main theme: God, the maker of heaven and Earth, yearning for a relationship with Israel, the people with whom He had made a special pact.


The arrangement we have that is most similar to the pact God made with Israel is marriage. Back then, Israel agreed to love and obey their maker, and in return God would love, protect and care for them. This covenant was a unique agreement, but it broke God’s heart as Israel constantly fell short, turning away from a friendship with Almighty God. You see something of God’s sorrow in the book of Hosea, where God told the prophet Hosea to marry a prostitute called Gomer. Hosea stuck by her and stayed faithful, but she carried on sleeping around (it says she lifted her skirt to every passing man). Thus, Hosea and God had something in common: The people they loved did not keep their promises. God told Hosea to say to the nation that they were little more than a whore, because they were unfaithful.


God’s pain at this broken relationship was real, but He didn’t leave it there. He sent Jesus to become like His creation so that His creation might once again become like Him. Jesus became a man to take away the disease called sin, which had separated us from friendship with God. By dying on the cross, Jesus told us that we can be forgiven, that we can be friends with God again. None of this would be possible if God didn’t first love us, and our relationship is based on our response to God’s love for us, as John was keen to point out:


Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.


(1 John 4:7–10)


Like the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, where Michelangelo painted God’s hand stretched out to touch the hand of man, it is God who sets the ball rolling. Our role is to respond to His love, to the mercy He showed us when He sacrificed His Son. Our worship, our prayer, our reading of the Bible, our caring for the poor and our telling others about Him all comes as a response to His call to us. Christianity is all about knowing Jesus and being children of the Father, knowing Him through the forgiveness of His Son.


We see pictures of this all the way through the Scriptures. In John 17:3, in His great high priestly prayer, Jesus says:


Now this is eternal life: that they might know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.


Eternal life is not going to Mars and turning left, passing through a hole in the space/time continuum. Eternal life is about a relationship with God, and this physical life is all about getting to know each other beforehand. Bearing in mind that this is why God made us, it is the most natural, normal thing that we as human beings can do. Because we were made by Him and for Him, our worship is vital and important because it is an expression of our love for Him.


A wonderful book in the Old Testament that works on the idea of this love relationship is Song of Songs. Christians have found it hard to know what to make of this book over the years, feeling that because it follows the progress of a love affair between two people, it might not be suitable for the Church. It has been a bit of a favourite of mine, although at first I liked it just because it used the word ‘breasts’ more than once. Thankfully there is a bit more to it than snigger material for young boys, and it comes out as a great picture of the love affair between God and His people.


It is important to note that this is not a love affair of equals, but it’s actually about a king and his maiden. In the same way, we are not the equals of God. When we’re called the friends of God, when the Bible calls the Church the Bride of Christ, we are most definitely not the leader. After all, ‘The Lord confides in those who fear him’ (Ps. 25:14). We have a friendship with Almighty God, not a pet poodle. In this way, knowing that God is the boss takes the pressure off. If the friendship depended on our being good enough, we’d all be very, very alone.


Yes, but God doesn’t love me


This may all sound fine in theory, but for many of us getting around to believing that God’s love is for us is about as easy as believing that God has a bus pass. Look around you and there are plenty of examples of how God loves, cares and yearns for His people. But look inside us and there’s little more than a bad smell and a load of broken promises. If you’ve been a Christian for a while, you might have just about convinced yourself that God loves you, but that He only loves you because He has to – and that really, whenever He thinks of you, He is totally unimpressed.


I love the passage where Jesus was baptised by John the Baptist and as He came out of the water a voice came from heaven saying, ‘This is my son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased’ (Matt 3:17). Can you imagine how great it must have been to have God publicly shouting from the skies, ‘This is my son – I love Him; I’m pleased with Him.’ Sometimes I go into a little fantasy and imagine myself with a group of people when all of a sudden God clears His throat and points His biggest and most God-like finger down at me.


‘That Mike Pilavachi is all right,’ He says, His booming voice shattering windows. ‘I quite like Him.’


Then I imagine how everyone’s attitude about me would change. People would drop their shopping bags and point at me. ‘Wow,’ they would say, ‘Mike Pilavachi; he’s God’s boy.’ If that happened, I’d have T-shirts printed up that recounted the whole heavenly message every time I entered a room. Of course, the truly amazing thing is that it has happened (not the part about the T-shirt); God has said that He loves me. Maybe it hasn’t been quite the publicity stunt I would have planned, but through Jesus He said it loud and clear. Jesus didn’t have to earn God’s love, and what God says about Jesus, His Son, He says about me and about you. God has said that He loves, likes and cares for each one of us.


Another reason many of us find it hard to believe in God’s love is that our own experience with our fathers has been rough. Lots of us find it hard to believe that God could be such a good friend because our friends have let us down. What’s the solution to all this? We need to get deeply into the Bible, because it’s there we find the truth about God. As we read the Bible, we hear God speaking to us through the stories of His relationship with others. What’s more, the Holy Spirit takes the words of the Bible and feeds them into our hearts, acting like a kind of high-grade spiritual fertiliser. That’s why it is good to meditate on God’s Word, taking time to think over the words.


Believing that he does love me


One of my favourite passages to meditate on comes from a little book at the end of the Old Testament. It’s one of the minor prophets, Zephaniah, but don’t let that put you off.


The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.


(Zeph. 3:17)


In the past, I’ve written this verse down and looked at it every day, feeding on the goodness it contains. I usually take it slowly, one line at a time:


The Lord your God is with you


If you are a Christian, have given your life to Jesus and have made a commitment to Him, then the Lord your God is with you. That means He isn’t just there for you on Sundays, but the rest of the time too. When it gets to Monday morning and it’s time to get back to school, college or work, it might be harder to feel, but it’s true – He’s with you. And not just tagging along, asking to be looked after either …


He is mighty to save


We need to remember that we have a powerful God with us, one who can make a difference to our lives. Imagine that you are walking with me down a dark alley late at night when a bunch of particularly violent-looking thugs appears from the other end of the alley. They stop us and begin to harass us. You’re frightened and weigh my chances: four violent men against me – the pastor who cries whenever one of his potted plants dies. You do the only sensible thing and run away.


Now imagine that you’re walking down that dark alley with Mike Tyson at your side (in the days when he could win fights). Instead of staring at the floor and crossing your legs, you may have a bit of a swagger as the gang of four approaches. If they ask if you want to make something of it, you might reply, ‘Yes, I would like to make something of it.’ Then you could turn to Mike and tell him to eat as many of their ears as he wanted. In that situation, God is more like Mike Tyson than Mike Pilavachi. God is mighty to save and big enough to make a difference in anybody’s life. Whether it’s saving us from our own sins or stepping in with miracles or guidance, God has the power.


He will take great delight in you


By the time my meditation gets around to this bit, I’m usually getting hungry. Strangely, this helps as I take great delight in food, so it gives me an idea of how God feels about me. Just like me when I’m served up a full Greek meal, God becomes ecstatic when He thinks about us. He loves it when we meet together to worship Him, and He loves it when we talk to Him on our own. To know that God loves to hear my prayers is a great inspiration for me to pray. It helps me to know that He reacts to my prayers and makes me think of it as being a conversation.


He will quiet you with his love


I finally understood some of the meaning of this promise when I was browsing my way through the cheese section of my local supermarket. Somewhere around the Garlic Roule I saw a five-year-old boy looking miserable. Knowing that I didn’t have much of a taste for garlic at that age either, I thought nothing of it and went back to my research. Soon he began to sniff and I realised what was going on. A lady came up to him and asked if he was lost. At that, he started to bawl his eyes out, accompanying it with the sort of piercing sound that only five-year-old boys can make. Eventually an announcement came over the loudspeaker system: ‘Would the mother of a little boy who answers to the name of “aaaaarh” please collect him from the Soft Cheese section?’


Soon, the boy’s mum was there, cuddling him and telling him that everything was all right. The boy kept on crying, but his mum kept holding him, telling him that she loved him and wasn’t going away. This carried on for some time until the boy stopped crying. His mum had made him still, peaceful and secure again with her love. She quieted him with her love. Most of us may not cry on the outside like that five-year-old boy, but we’ve been so hurt and broken by things that have happened to us that we’re crying on the inside. God says that He can be there for us. He will hold us close and quiet us with His love.


He will rejoice over you with singing


I always thought it was our job to rejoice over Him with singing, not His job to rejoice over us. Partly it is up to us to thank Him for who He is and what He has done, but while we do that, He goes wild over us. The Hebrew phrase that translates as ‘rejoice over you with singing’ can be translated to mean ‘to spin like a top and let out whoops of joy.’ It amazes me that God does that for each one of us.


This verse from Zephaniah perfectly contains the message of Christianity. God is alive, forgiving, interested, compassionate, loving and worthy of praise. This is the beginning of life. If we understand the truth of this, if we let it seep into our souls’ roots, we will find ourselves living the most outrageously full life imaginable. If not, it’s all just meaningless rules.


A few years ago I went on a trip to the Isle of Man to have a few meetings. Matt Redman and I stayed with a family who had three boys, the youngest of which was a six-month-old baby called Ben. As Matt, Ben and I sat at the dinner table waiting for the indigestion to fade, I was playing with Ben. Being a cuddly kind of guy, I know all the moves, and I showed him my full repertoire. I bounced a little, made noises, hung him upside down and balanced him on my chin, when suddenly I sensed something brewing in his nappy area. Immediately, I held him at arm’s length, twisting my head this way and that to avoid the smell. My arms soon started to hurt, so I passed him over to Matt. He soon worked out what was going on, and before long he too was holding him as far away from his body as possible. Ben started to cry, unhappy at the combination of soggy nappy and stretched out upper body. His mum came in and took hold of him, cuddling him as close to her as she could, unfazed by the smell or the mess he had created.


God, I realised, does exactly the same thing with us. When we’re tired and miserable, unable to look after ourselves, and having all sorts of problems, God pulls us in close. Ultimately, that’s where He wants us – next to His heart.


Live it!


It’s all very well nodding enthusiastically when we hear someone banging on about how important it is that we know how much God loves us, but just how deep does our knowledge of this go? What’s more, why should we be bothering to worry about this sort of thing anyway? After all, isn’t this just another case of Christians wanting to snuggle into Jesus and have him kiss it all better? The answer is ‘no’. Try thinking about someone you know who is secure; not arrogant or brash, but secure and safe in the knowledge that they are valued by the people around them. How can you tell that they’re secure? How do their lives tell the story? I’ve got a few people in mind, and in every case they’re different because of what they don’t do rather than what they do. They don’t need to boast, to put others down, to worry about things full time or to push themselves to the front of the queue. Of course, there are many other traits we could pick up on, but just this handful gives us a hint of what being secure can do for us. Given that God’s love and friendship is premium quality, doesn’t it make sense that if we grow in the knowledge of God’s love for us it will have some serious implications for the way we live our lives?


Task


What can you remember about the way Jesus behaved towards his disciples? Write down any examples you can think of that show how Jesus’ words or actions communicated how he felt towards his disciples.


When you have done that, pick one of the gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke or John – and work through it highlighting any example you can find where Jesus treats his disciples as friends. Look for what he says to them and what he does for them as well as how he helps them understand more of what the kingdom of God is about.


When you have finished take time to read through all the sections you have highlighted. Pause and meditate on these: let them build up a picture in your mind of how Jesus offered and delivered friendship. Turn back to Zephaniah 3:17, then read it, believe it and live it.
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THERE WAS A DONKEY, A NUN AND A GREEK BLOKE …


(A chapter about worship)


It’s strange the way things change with the seasons. The summer of 1997 saw 10,000 people jumping up and down to a country western inspired tune with lyrics that went ‘Na na na na na na, hey!’ It was the soundtrack to that year’s Soul Survivor festival, and as I watched the heaving hoards I asked myself a fundamental question: what on Earth does this have in common with that old classic ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’? Are they related? Can they really both be worship? What is worship anyway?


According to the Bible, to worship our Father is our highest calling; nothing that we can do pleases God more. The Old Testament is full of examples of how, for the Israelites, the biggest battle was always who or what were they going to worship. There was never a question of whether they were going to worship; it was part of their nature – and the choice was always between worshipping God and worshipping idols. The bottom line for us today is exactly the same; the basic nature of humanity is to worship, so what are we going to focus on? For those of us who have chosen to worship the likes of celebrities, Manchester United or ourselves, there is but one antidote – to worship God.


The book of Jeremiah contains a potent verse in which God proclaims, ‘My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water’ (2:13). This is the heart of the matter, the core of broken humanity: When we abandon God, turning away from relationship with Him, we choose second best.


What is worship?


Worship is the ultimate expression of relationship with God. Worship is coming home. As the saying goes, within each of us lies a God-shaped hole – one that cannot be filled by religious ritual, but only by a living relationship with Him.


The word most often used in the New Testament for worship (sixty-six times in all) is the Greek word proskuneo – which literally means ‘to come towards to kiss.’ It means to come to a place of tenderness, to touch the heart of God and to allow Him to touch our hearts. Worship is praise; worship is celebration; worship is intercession, but worship, ultimately, is adoration. As in the deepest of relationships, the most intimate place is the one where we can cherish and express our love for each other. The socialising and the chatting all lead to the place of adoration. To worship God is our duty, and it is the greatest commandment that Jesus gave: love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength (see Mark 12:30). That we love God with all that we have and all that we are is the ultimate act of humanity.


The centuries-old Westminster Shorter Catechism was written in a question and answer format to give expression to the major doctrines of the Christian faith. Question number one gets stuck right in with ‘What is the chief end of man?’ Instead of replying that it is the head or the feet, the people let it rip with ‘the chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.’ This is our main function in life and presents Jesus’ greatest commandment in another way: Our object in life is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. In other words, we are to worship Him!


How do we worship?


Thankfully (especially considering my innovative approach to vocal tuning), worship is more than just singing. Worship is about the whole of our life. If our songs and our instruments are doing one thing and our lives are doing another, it is a stench in God’s nostrils. ‘Away with the noise of your songs,’ He says in Amos 5:23, if we are not living lives that match up to the words. Matching up our words and our lives is one heck of a big job; for if we are planning on adoring God, we are going to end up with a pretty long list of things to adore. At the end of the day, worship cannot be separated from the marks of His character: justice, purity, mercy, compassion and truth. If we are going to have relationship with Him, we have to be prepared to explore the extreme breadth of His character, to find the ways of expressing His nature in every aspect of our lives.


One of the words used in the Old Testament for ‘worship’ was the Hebrew verb abad, which can be translated ‘to work.’ Even today, the Jews regard their work as part of worship – the whole of their lives are to be given over to God, not only what is done on the Sabbath or during prayer times, but also what is done in the classroom, office or on the factory floor. Jesus illustrated this at the end of Matthew’s gospel:


‘For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’


(Matt. 25:35-40)


If we can learn to see worship as the way we relate to one another and not just to God while at church, we stand the chance of making real differences to the lives with which we come into contact. When Mother Teresa was asked why she served the poor, she wrapped up the whole gospel by answering that it was because she loved God.


We will return to worship as a way of life later in the chapter, but for now we turn to worship in song. There seems to be a special place given in the Bible to God’s people meeting together and worshipping with music. The Psalms are the Christian’s handbook of this corporate worship. Many of the songs we sing today come straight from the Psalms.


David wrote many of these psalms as an act of worship that was to be set to music, expressing love, reverence, praise and thanksgiving to God, but without ignoring life’s pain, confusion and questions. Worship is not only an expression of our desire to follow God and imitate His character through our deeds, but it is also about bringing all of these other things to God. Often, music is the ideal medium through which to express these complex emotions, for there is something about music that touches the human heart. If bands like Coldplay can express the moods of our time through lyrics and attitude, then surely we also can use music to express a passionate love for God.


As an afro-sporting teenager in North London, my trips to the lower end of my mood swings were often accompanied by the music of Simon and Garfunkel. When they sang, ‘I am a rock, I am an island,’ I was there, belting it out with all the passion that my soul could muster. I had the words written out on a card and read them whenever I was feeling low. ‘Yes,’ I’d say, ‘that is how I feel. I touch no one and no one touches me.’ The words became my chant, and even though this particular island did cry and this rock did feel pain, I sang them with passion. Whenever I hear this song today, I immediately find myself back in my room, with its orange and brown wallpaper and me, ready to take on the world.


Another powerful aspect of music and worship is that it brings people together. Way back when Solomon was king, overseeing the building of the Temple, there were times when the musicians and the singers would get together and do their thing. The result was not some mildly relaxing mood-inducement – on the contrary, the glory of the Lord, His very essence, descended. The Bible notes that many people would take part in these times, which is important because it reinforces the point made in Hebrews that we should not neglect meeting together (see Heb. 10:25) as each of us has ‘psalms, hymns and spiritual songs’ (Eph. 5:19) that we can contribute to the overall adoration of our Maker. The glory of the Lord descends when we offer ourselves to Him in worship (see 2 Chron. 7).
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