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PREFACE


When I wrote my previous book Abiding in the Father’s Love, I realized that needed to cut out a lot of teaching on our life as sons and daughters, abiding in the love of the Father. Because of this, I already had in mind to write this second book, but didn´t really know where to start. Around that time, I recorded an episode on my podcast on the topic of investing in our relationship with the Father.


The point I made in that episode was that if we want an intimate relationship with God, we need to invest in it. In that episode, I shared some simple thoughts and some practical advice on this topic. I received a huge amount of positive feedback from that episode. I felt how the Holy Spirit spoke to me about writing a book on this topic, which resulted in me writing this book. In my previous book, Abiding in the Father’s Love, I laid the foundation upon which this book is built. Although not necessary, I highly recommend that you read that book first to understand more deeply the truths that this book is built upon.


Even though my focus has been - and continues to be - to preach on the love of the Father and the finished work of Christ, I love spiritual disciplines and I’m committed to build good habits to invest in my relationship with my heavenly Father. I have also seen an increasing need to address this issue, since some people who receive a revelation on the grace and love of God end up in passivity. This happens when they confuse partnering with Jesus through good habits and spiritual disciplines with legalism. This is unfortunate, because there is a big difference between being driven by guilt and a search for identity, compared to building a deeper intimacy with God by investing time and attention into our relationship with Him. The former will lead to despair and exhaustion, while the latter leads to true freedom and intimacy with Jesus Christ.


I made a commitment early in my ministry to never write or preach on topics that I do not live myself. I want to share life, not just information. Therefore, whatever topic I write on needs to be something that the Holy Spirit first has revealed to me and that has become so one with me that I live it to some degree. This is the reason why I have chosen the specific spiritual disciplines I’m writing about within the pages of this book. They have all been hugely beneficial to me and they have been a part of my journey with Jesus that I would never want to be without. My hope and prayers are that this book will be an encouragement for you as well. The Father is calling you to go deeper into His loving heart. By responding to His love, you will grow in your relationship with Christ. You’ll find the true contentment and peace that only the Father can give and furthermore, a lot of people will have life transforming encounters with the love of God through you!


Your brother in Christ,


Martin Reén









INTRODUCTION


Encountering the love of God is a life changing experience and as we learn to abide in it, living loved by Him will become our life. This was the point I wanted to make in my previous book in this series, the one called Abiding in the Father’s Love. The Father’s plan for us has always been for us to learn to be good receivers of His goodness, but that does not mean that we should remain passive, however. God has placed within our hearts both a desire and an ability to respond to His love. This is because our Father desires a dynamic relationship with His children. He wants us to be both receivers and responders to the unforced rhythms of His grace. In this way, we partner with Jesus Christ, so that His life and character can be formed within us. There is such a joy and satisfaction in being able to partner with His love, which is why the title of this book is Partnering with the Love of Christ — Spiritual Disciplines & The New Covenant.


How Can I Build a Deep Relationship with the Father?


One common question among believers concerns how to build a deep and more intimate relationship with God. This has been my desire since the day I met Jesus, and I realize that I am not alone. I meet believers everywhere who long for a deeper relationship with the Father and I am writing this book to inspire you to grow in intimacy with Him. When writing on responding to His love, I am not, by any means, considering myself an expert on these matters. I am very much a little boy in the things of God, and I have much to learn as I continue grow in intimacy with Him. But throughout these pages, I want to share some glimpses of what I have seen so far on my journey into the depths of the Father’s heart. There is no set manual on how to know God because He is a person and so are we. A rich relationship with Jesus will look very different for different people, but the Bible still has a lot to say on how we can draw near to Him. We find the true meaning of life as we make knowing Him our main purpose. This is only possible because He loved us first, and encountering His love causes us to want to respond with our whole heart (1 John. 4:19).


A Heart at Rest


“Such hope [in God’s promises] never disappoints us, because God’s love has been abundantly poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Rom. 5:5 AMP). As that love fills our hearts, we will be drawn into a deeper intimacy with Him. Jesus Christ is the deepest desire of the human heart and because we were created to love Him, our hearts will find true rest only in His presence. The heart is the core of who we are and therefore when our heart is at rest, we are at rest as well. There is no greater place to be than to live in fellowship with Jesus Christ. That is and always will be the main calling of every believer (1 Cor. 1:9).


Our Desire to Respond to His Love


The Father is always with us and His love towards us remains the same. He delights in us. He will never change, but to have an intimate relationship with God, we need quality time where we give Him our focused attention. This is the purpose of spiritual disciplines. They are pathways through which we can focus our attention on God and set our heart on Him. Spiritual disciplines have helped me to build my relationship with the Father, Jesus and the Holy Spirit in a way that helps me stay connected to the heart of God all the time. I have discovered that even though He always loves me and His presence always goes with me, I need daily reminders to be present with Him as well.


Sometimes people who have received a revelation of God’s grace and the love of the Father have confused spiritual disciplines and good habits with legalistic rituals, based on doing things to earn our Father’s favor. But these are totally different things. Spiritual disciplines are all about partnering with Jesus Christ, so that we can be conformed into His image. We cannot accomplish that by ourselves, but we can choose to partner with Him who can.


My Joy & Hesitation in Writing this Book


It has been such a joy for me to write this book. I can honestly say that finding ways to respond to the Father is one of the greatest pleasures of my life. This is the reason I love spiritual disciplines so much. But still, I had some hesitation when it became clear to me that this would be my next book to write. I realized that some people will almost certainly misunderstand what I am trying to communicate, thinking that building a relationship with God is about how well they perform certain disciplines. But I knew that this hesitation was based on fear, so I decided to write anyway. Abiding in the Father’s love and resting in the finished work of Christ always need to be our goal as His sons and daughters.


Spiritual disciplines are biblical ways of responding to Him who loved us first, but they are never the main thing. If they become the main thing in your life, you need to lay it down and turn your focus back to living loved by the Father (1 John 4:16-19). On the other hand, we need good habits in our relationship with God to stay focused on Jesus, so that we can build a life that lasts and grows stronger together with Him.


Being Healed from the Wound of a Religious Devotional Life


A lot of people have been badly wounded in the area of spiritual disciplines because of religious teaching and legalistic advice in this area. This type of teaching and advice have been given with good intentions, but the people who were sharing them lacked revelation of the love of God. Consequently, they have done far more damage than good. Sometimes, unhealed wounds cause us to react by going to an extreme, which in this case would be to throw out spiritual disciplines altogether. Since teaching built on hurts and wounds always open the door for the root of bitterness and deception, that would be a mistake.


A far better response to being wounded is to come to the Father and get healed. If reading about spiritual disciplines causes pain to resurface in your heart, I recommend you speak to Jesus about your wounds. Jesus is our Healer and He wants to bring healing and restoration to your heart (1 Pet. 2:24-25). I know this since I needed to be healed in this area myself.


Rediscovering the Joy of Responding to His Love


Many years ago, I suffered what I would like to call a spiritual burnout. I was not burnt out in the medical sense of the word, and I still functioned well in my daily life, but I got tired in my spirit. I had been striving and struggling for so long to make my spiritual life work without success that I almost gave up. I didn’t have the strength to continue anymore, but after I had hit a low point in my relationship with God, I had a deep encounter with His grace that changed my life and healed my heart. Many of the revelations I received through that encounter can be found in my book Transformed by the Grace of God.


For some time after going through this spiritual burnout, it was very hard for me to even pray or read the Bible, but as time went by and I was renewed in my spirit, I got a new desire to respond to His love and to invest in my relationship with the Father. I rediscovered the joy of spiritual disciplines once again. My hope is that this book could be an encouragement for you on this journey as well.


The Structure of this Book


When it comes to developing a lifestyle of partnering with His love, there are several areas that need to be addressed. Therefore, I have chosen to divide this book into two parts to make it easier for you to get an overview of how we can respond to the love of God:


a. Part One: Developing Life in the Secret Place


Here we will start by looking at how the Father shapes our lives according to His purposes and we will look at the proper way for us to respond. It is obvious that many believers don’t live in the will of God. We will study why some believers are able to cooperate with the will of the Father and why some are not. In this section we will also look at our motivation, the power of good habits, and the reward of the secret place.


b. Part Two: Spiritual Disciplines: Partnering with the Love of Christ


In this part of the book, we are going to look at how we can build a deeper relationship with the Father through spiritual disciplines. The chapters within this part of the book are devoted to providing insight on some spiritual disciplines through a new covenant lens. We will study how to partner with Jesus Christ in releasing the love of God into this world as well. As His life is being released through us, the world around us will be transformed. At the end of almost all the chapters in this part of the book, I share some advice that have helped me to practice the spiritual discipline that the chapter is addressing.


It has been exciting and challenging for me to write this book and it has provoked me to find new creative ways to partner with His love. My hope and prayers are that by reading this book you will be challenged and encouraged in the same way. The Father loves you and He longs for you to be captivated by His heart that you respond by giving your whole heart to Him in worship and holy surrender.










Part One:


Developing Life in the Secret Place


In this part of the book, we will be looking at some of the general principles of responding to the Father’s love and how we can cooperate with His purpose for us. These chapters are important because they deal with God’s desire for a Christlike people, as well as our motivations for responding to His love. We will also be looking at how our Father loves to reward His children and how to build our life in the secret place with God.









CHAPTER 1: IN THE POTTER´S


HAND


I want to start this book by looking at a familiar episode from the book of Jeremiah, where the prophet Jeremiah is led by God to go to the potter’s house to receive a prophetic word:


So I went to the potter’s house, and sure enough, the potter was there, working away at his wheel. Whenever the pot the potter was working on turned out badly, as sometimes happens when you are working with clay, the potter would simply start over and use the same clay to make another pot. Then God’s Message came to me: “Can’t I do just as this potter does, people of Israel?” God’s Decree! “Watch this potter. In the same way that this potter works his clay, I work on you, people of Israel (Jer. 18:1-5 The Message)


I love the way in which this story reveals how our Father is working with us to transform us into the people He has called us to be. It reveals His patience and mercy with us. He refuses to give up even when our lives turn out badly. When things do not turn out well for us, it is not because God is making mistakes. The failures happening in our lives are always on our side of the equation. The good news is that when we mess up, God is not throwing us away in favor of another person. He will never give up on us. Our Father loves us too much to do that, and being a quitter is not who He is. He simply starts over, and He will keep on working with us until we are where He wants us to be. God has a very clear goal in mind and He will not stop up until He gets what He wants. This refers to the individual believer as well as with His people at large. The Father has always wanted image bearers, people who reveal Jesus Christ to the world.


We Will Look Like Jesus


Our Father knew exactly what He wanted us to look like, already before He created the world:


God knew what he was doing from the very beginning. He decided from the outset to shape the lives of those who love him along the same lines as the life of his Son. The Son stands first in the line of humanity he restored. We see the original and intended shape of our lives there in him (Rom 8:29 The Message).


The Father’s plan has always been to transform us into looking like Jesus. In the book, Abiding in the Father’s Love, I spent a lot of time writing on how Christlikeness has always been His desire.


I’m not going to repeat that teaching here, but for us to cooperate with the transforming work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, it is necessary to be reminded of what we are being transformed into. Jesus is the original picture and we are created in His image. We are predestined to be transformed by the power of God, in such a radical way that Christ shines forth through every area of our lives. This is impossible for us to accomplish on our own, so it must be a work of grace. The Father is the one working on us and we are to align ourselves with His dealings. As His work within us continues to transform our hearts, we will continually reveal more of Jesus Christ.


He Make our Failure Part of His Plan


Right before Paul revealed to us that we are predestined to be conformed into the image of Jesus, he made this statement: “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). All things include our failures and the brokenness of our past. God is so wise and so good at shaping us into the vessel that He want us to become, that even when our lives turn out badly, He can redeem our failures into being part of His plan for our lives.


The Father doesn’t cause all things that happen in our lives. There is a lot of things that can and will happen to us that are not according to His will, but He is so powerful and wise that He can make even the activities of the devil and the consequences of sin turn out for our good, if we allow Him to do so. This includes both the sins and trespasses we have committed, as well as those committed against us. Jesus is our redeemer and as He continues His work within our hearts, the end of our story will become a testimony of His goodness and grace. Through it all, Christ will be more revealed in our lives and as a result, other people’s lives will be transformed by the Father’s love through us. King David, despite all his flaws, or perhaps even more so, because of them, is a very good example of a life transformed by the goodness and patience of God.


King David - a Man after God’s Heart


David is probably the most famous king in the history of Israel. The Lord calls him “a man after his own heart”. Paul is referring to this while He is preaching in the synagogue at Antioch. As Paul is speaking, he makes the following statement about king David:


“After removing Saul, he made David their king. God testified concerning him: ‘I have found David son of Jesse, a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want him to do.’ “From this man’s descendants God has brought to Israel the Savior Jesus, as he promised (Acts 13:22-23 NIV).


This is how David is remembered today, as a man after God’s own heart. David had a lot of personal challenges and there were a couple of times when David made choices that caused things to turn out bad for him. Just look at the list of some of his failures:


• David committed adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of his loyal friend Uriah and made her pregnant (2 Sam. 11:1-5).


• He lied to cover up his sin (2 Sam. 11:6-13).


• He had his friend and follower Uriah killed, just to make sure that he would not get exposed (2 Sam. 11:14-27).


These personal failures and sins of David were all connected to his adultery with Bathsheba and how he tried to cover up for his sins. This was a real low point in king David’s life, but because God is good and merciful, that was not the end of the story. God sent the prophet Nathan to confront him and when he did, king David repented and God forgave him.


King David later married Bathsheba. Even though the baby from their adulterous affair died, Bathsheba became pregnant again. Through their marriage the next king was born and his name was Solomon (see 2 Sam. 11-12). Solomon became the wisest king in the history of Israel and he wrote some of the books included in the Old Testament. This is a powerful example of how the Father works like a potter on our lives. He continues His dealings with us, until our lives have been redeemed in a way that testifies of His redeeming love. God continued to favor David, making Him an example of spiritual leadership and authority, so much that Jesus Himself is sitting upon the throne of David (Luke 1:32).


The Faithfulness & Patience of God with David


God never gave up on David. The favor and honor that the Lord bestowed upon his family line is astonishing, even to the point of Jesus Himself being made a descendant of David (Matt. 1:5-6). When David sinned, he had to live with the consequences of his poor choices, but God started over again. He kept working with David until he became the man God had always wanted Him to be. Today, we remember David as a man after God’s own heart. What a powerful testimony to the mercy and goodness of God!


When I have been struggling in my walk with God, the testimony of king David has been a huge comfort and encouragement. Even though things have turned out bad for me at times, I knew that the Father was not done with me yet. He is the best at restoring broken by giving second chances – even when that brokenness is the result of our own foolishness and mistakes. Our Father loves to take ordinary people like you and me and make our lives into a testimony of His redemptive power.


The Treasure within the Earthen Vessel


Failures and brokenness are part of our lives as human beings, but it reveals a lot of the humility of our Father that He is willing to work with ordinary people to accomplish His purposes. Paul addresses this when he writes: “We are like common clay jars that carry this glorious treasure within, so that this immeasurable power will be seen as God’s, not ours” (2 Cor. 4:7 TPT). This scripture has always been a source of hope for me. Even when God is working on us and we are walking in His will, life often appear normal and unspectacular. Sometimes it will even be a bit challenging, but that doesn’t mean that God is not working on us. The vessel Paul is describing here, as a picture of us, is an ordinary jar of clay, which we could compare to plastic box where we put our cookies or candy. God hides the treasure of the Kingdom within our hearts, and we live a supernatural life, because Jesus Christ now indwells us. The Father shapes our lives so that the treasure hidden within us can manifest, resulting in the Kingdom of God being revealed through our lives. This will happen in the midst of our everyday life, through our struggles and challenges.


“Though we experience every kind of pressure, we’re not crushed. At times we don’t know what to do, but quitting is not an option. We are persecuted by others, but God has not forsaken us. We may be knocked down, but not out” (2 Cor 4:7-9 TPT). During all of this we are more than conquerors by the power of His love (Rom. 8:37). Even so, we need be aware that yielding to His work within us, sometimes means that there is a personal sacrifice involved.


Death that Leads to Life


We have been made alive with Christ and we are a new creation. God does not want to kill the new creation, but sometimes we need to die to our personal ambitions and the fleshly patterns of our old life.


“We continually share in the death of Jesus in our own bodies so that the resurrection life of Jesus will be revealed through our humanity. We consider living to mean that we are constantly being handed over to death for Jesus’ sake so that the life of Jesus will be revealed through our humanity” (2 Cor. 4:7-11).


When we die to our own ambitions to respond to what the Father is doing, it always means life and breakthrough for other people. “So, then, death is at work in us but it releases life in you” (2 Cor. 4:12 TPT). We can find this principle all throughout the Bible. Jesus confirms this as well: “Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit” (John 12:24). When we share in the death of Jesus by giving up our self-interest to lay down our life for other people, we will see great fruit. This is how become vessels for honorable work that bears much fruit.


A Vessel for Honorable Work


“Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from these things [which are dishonorable—disobedient, sinful], he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified [set apart for a special purpose and], useful to the Master, prepared for every good work” (2 Tim. 2:21 AMP). We have already seen that we cannot transform ourselves, but here we read that if we cleanse ourselves, we will become a vessel of honor. This may look like a contradiction to us. We often assume that either God is doing all the work, or that He has left it all up to us. Both of these assumptions are wrong. Our Father is the one who cleanses us, but we can either cooperate with Him, or say no to His work within us. Believers have often tried to explain the mystery of God’s sovereignty and our free will in two very opposite ways:


1. God is sovereign and does whatever He wants.


Within some parts of the body of Christ, there has been such a strong focus on the sovereignty of God that there is almost no place to respond at all. That creates passive believers who live limited lives. We are called to partner with Him to see his will released in this world.


2. Jesus has done His part, and the rest is up to us.


Others have focused so much on the believer’s response to God that it almost seems like everything has been left up to us. The room for God’s work becomes minimized, and Jesus becomes dependent upon our will and choice. That creates stressed out believers who don’t know how to rest in Christ.


Since our transformation involves God’s power and our free will, both assumptions are wrong. This is not an either–or situation. Our Father wants a dynamic relationship with His children. This means that at times, He initiates and we get to respond to Him. At other times, we take the initiative and He responds to us. We are called to partner with Jesus Christ so that His will can break through in this world.


We are Called to Partner with Jesus


This becomes clear once we understand that we have synergistic relationship with God, meaning that both His will and our will is important. God has not created the world in such a way that He is in control of everything that happens. Every created being has an amount of free will, especially human beings. This is the reason our choice is important. For His will to be accomplished in our lives, we need to cooperate with what He is doing. In this way, we are partnering with Jesus so that His will can be done in this world. As we continue to respond to His love, we become a vessel for His love and we will bear fruit in the Kingdom of God. There are several things that we can do to release the will of God on the earth, and I will expand on some of them throughout this book. Here I just want to list a few examples as an illustration of the dynamics of how we are to partner with God to release His will:


• Prayer and intercession


• Preaching the gospel


• Fasting


• Fulfilling our God given dreams and visions


• Worship


• Stewarding our gifts


This has nothing to do with walking in legalism or trying to make the Kingdom of God come in our own strength. It simply means abiding in the love of God and responding to His will. When we do that, His power and grace can operate through us. This is an amazing privilege!


God Initiates, We Respond


“Now you must continue to make this new life fully manifested as you live in the holy awe of God—which brings you trembling into his presence. God will continually revitalize you, implanting within you the passion to do what pleases him” (Phil. 2:12-13 TPT).


For two persons to build a meaningful relationship, it always requires that both parts invest time, attention and effort together. The same is true in our relationship with God. He is the one who has the initiative, but our response is important as well. Abiding in the love of the Father doesn’t mean that we are to stay passive, but to respond so that His will can be accomplished in us. We’re yielding to what He is doing by giving Him access to the areas of our lives that need transformation. Investing in our relationship with God by giving time, money and attention is how we build a dynamic life together with Him. Life with God becomes boring if we remain passive and just wait on Him all the time.


Waiting on God does not Equal Passivity


The Bible has a lot to say when it comes to waiting on God. Here is one example: “But those who wait on the Lord Shall renew their strength; They shall mount up with wings like eagles, They shall run and not be weary, They shall walk and not faint” (Isa. 40:31 NKJV).


This is a wonderful promise about the renewal and refreshing that we receive by waiting on the Lord. All of us should learn to wait on the Lord, but at the same time we need to understand that waiting on the Lord is not the same as being passive. To wait on God means to spend time in His presence, yielding to Him by abiding in His Words and walking in the Spirit. One of the ways to do that is by developing good habits. The habits in themselves will not transform us, but by developing such habits we give the Holy Spirit space to continue His transforming work in our lives.









CHAPTER 2: THE POWER OF


GOOD HABITS


On the other hand, discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness [keeping yourself spiritually fit]. For physical training is of some value, but godliness (spiritual training) is of value in everything and in every way, since it holds promise for the present life and for the life to come (1 Tim. 4:7-9 AMP).


Learning to yield to the work of the Holy Spirit is connected to spiritual disciplines. To build spiritual disciplines as a training in godliness is always a long-term work, and we are empowered by the grace of God to take small steps in the right direction. My life is an example of this. I had to take a journey with Jesus that killed my spiritual ambitions. During this journey, I learned to value a much more measured approach to my life with God. When Jesus came into my life, prayer and mission became very important to me. I loved to read biographies of men and women of God from church history, who had devoted their life to God through prayer and missions.


This was a very formative time for me. It stirred a deep hunger and passion in me for the things of God, which is still burning in me to today. Some of these books are still among my favorites. I go back to read them every now and then to stir up the revelation and fire that these books bring. Since they tell the life stories of people who lived very radical lives and prayed for hours every day, I thought that I had to imitate them to live close to God.


My problem was that I was nowhere near their level of spiritual maturity, and neither did I have the insight into the heart of the Father and the New Covenant that I have now. Because of this, I ended up with a legalistic approach to my life with the Father. It was only after my spiritual burnout, the one which I wrote about in the introduction of this book, that I started to build healthier habits that I could keep practicing over time. One of the lessons that I learned through that season is that nothing can quench our longing for a more intimate life with the Father like legalism and religious pressure.


Small and Realistic Steps


Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him. And if someone likewise competes as an athlete, he is not crowned as victor unless he competes according to the rules. The hard-working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share of the crops (2 Tim. 2:3-6 NASB).


Paul is the apostle of grace. Yet, he has a lot to say about spiritual disciplines. He uses the pictures of a soldier, an athlete and a very hard-working farmer to describe the type of focus and discipline that we need as believers. No one will become a top-level athlete overnight, and neither is it possible to become a soldier without lots of preparation. The same applies to us as believers. Building good habits and spiritual disciplines by taking small steps in the right direction will cause us to grow strong in spirit. Good habits have a lot in common with eating. To prepare food and to eat a couple of meals every day is an ordinary part of life, and it does not feel like such a big deal to most of us. Still, these repeated meals will keep us healthy and well nurtured. The same is true when it comes to spiritual disciplines that build our life with God. They keep our inner man healthy and strong.


When you find a good way of reading the Bible and praying that works for you, and you stay consistent with it, your spiritual life will stay healthy. For example, being committed to reading the Bible and praying for twenty minutes a day might not sound like much. But by keeping on doing that, we continue to get a steady dose of the Word of God into our spirit every day, and the impact will be powerful. The length of our prayers or how much we read in the Bible is not the most important thing. Our focus should be to get nourished by the Word and the Spirit. It is all about staying connected to God and learning to abide in His love.


Being Satisfied & Fulfilled in the Spirit


So how much should we pray and read the Bible every day? The answer is simple: Eat the Word of God and spend time with Jesus until your spirit is satisfied. There are no set measures for how much we should read our Bible and pray. Neither has God given any specific instruction on when to do it. The important thing is that we find a flow in our relationship with the Father where our hearts are satisfied by His love. Again, this has a lot in common with eating. We eat until we are full and satisfied. In the same way, we keep eating the Word and drinking the presence of the Holy Spirit until we are fully satisfied.


Spiritual Disciplines Were Given for Our Sake


Jesus made a short statement that reveals an important principle concerning spiritual disciplines when He said: “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath: therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the Sabbath” (Mark. 2:27-28). God gave the Sabbath for our sake; He did not create us to keep the Sabbath. This is true about all spiritual disciplines. They are given to help us build the secret place with the Father. Our goal must always be to know Him more. If spiritual disciplines help us to reach that goal, they are a blessing. But if we lose sight of the real goal by making spiritual disciplines a goal within themselves, they have lost their purpose. When that happen, they will become a distraction and if they do, we need do find new and fresh ways of spending time with our heavenly Father. The point is finding nourishment and food for our spirit by fellowshipping with Him. That is the only way we can find true contentment and fulfilment with Jesus.


Seeing the Greatness of Small Beginnings


We should never underestimate the power of taking small steps in the right direction. The prophet Zechariah pointed to this truth through his prophetic preaching. One of the major points of the book of Zechariah is that we need to learn to see the greatness in small beginnings. Zechariah partnered with the prophet Haggai to strengthen the people of God in their work of restoring the city of Jerusalem and the temple. The work of restoration had been hindered because of pressure from the enemies of Israel, but the leaders and the people of Israel found new strength through the ministry of these young prophets (See Ezra 4:1-6:18).


Zechariah made a prophetic declaration concerning the success of their work on the restoration of the temple when he said: “The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this temple; His hands shall also finish it. Then you will know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. For who has despised the day of small things” (Zech. 4:9-10 NKJV)? Just like the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem started in a small and unspectacular way, so it is in our lives when we are developing good habits. We might start by taking small steps, and it is easy to dismiss these as being insignificant. But we need to learn how to see the greatness in that which is small. This is how the Kingdom of God is extended.


Understanding How the Kingdom of God is Growing


Jesus said that the “… kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his field, which indeed is the least of all the seeds; but when it is grown it is greater than the herbs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches” (Matt. 13:31-32 NKJV). When the Kingdom of God is planted within us, it is usually planted as a small seed, but it grows until it becomes bigger than all the other trees. I believe that this is a good way of describing how the habits we develop can transform our lives.


Developing a daily habit of praying and reading the Bible is like a small seed of the Kingdom being planted within our hearts. But that seed will grow into a big tree, from which we will be able to eat the sweet fruit of intimacy with God.


Good habits become a highway, through which the Father’s love can permeate our whole being. Jesus described that the Kingdom of God “…is like unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was leavened” (Matt. 13:33). The Kingdom of God is planted as a tiny seed, but as we nurture the seed by staying connected to Jesus, it starts to grow and permeate us until every area of our inner life has been transformed by the love of God. Small priorities can bring about great results.


As I look back at my life, it has not been the powerful encounters that has impacted me the most. Rather it has been the daily habits of praying, reading the Bible and building a lifestyle of worship. As we have already seen, spiritual disciplines can’t transform us, but they give the Holy Spirit something to work with in our lives. We see this clearly illustrated by another example from the Old Testament.


The Example of Daniel


“But when Daniel learned that the law had been signed, he went home and knelt down as usual in his upstairs room, with its windows open toward Jerusalem. He prayed three times a day, just as he had always done, giving thanks to his God.” (Dan. 6:10 NLT). Daniel structured his life around the habit of praying three times a day, which he did in a room where he could pray toward Jerusalem. This shows us that he looked in the direction of God’s promises while he was praying. Jerusalem was the center of the promised land, where the temple was built, and where all the feasts were celebrated. Jerusalem represented the inheritance of the people of God. Even though they lived in exile at the time, Daniel centered his life in prayer around the promise of freedom and future return to their promised land. Daniel prayed three times a day, but because he was one of the most prominent men in Babylon, we can assume that he was a very busy man (Dan. 2:48-49). It is unlikely that he would have had the time to pray for hours at a time, but he was consistent in praying three times a day. Daniel also combined a life of prayer with periods of fasting (Dan. 1:8-16, 9:1-3). Because of this, Daniel had developed a deep relationship with God and his life was surrounded by the favor and protection of the Father.


Daniel and Prophetic Intercession


Daniel cultivated a prayer life that became so deep and rich that when it was time for the Jewish people to be delivered from exile, he partnered with God through intercessory prayer to help bring about their deliverance. Even though Daniel was a busy man holding a prominent position in the government, he kept his awareness of the prophetic timing of heaven. He says that “… I Daniel understood by books the number of the years, whereof the word of the LORD came to Jeremiah the prophet, that he would accomplish seventy years in the desolations of Jerusalem” (Dan. 9:2). It was not just Daniel’s awareness of God’s prophetic timing that reveals his character, but his response reveals his heart even more: “And I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, with fasting, and sackcloth, and ashes” (Dan. 9:3). Daniel did not just sit and wait for the prophetic promises to be fulfilled. His heart had been so merged with the heart of God, that the burden to see the will of God accomplished was so strong that he needed to respond. Therefore, Daniel gave himself to prayer and fasting for the prophetic words spoken by Jeremiah to come to pass.


Through intercession, Daniel co-labored with God to release his promises into the earth. Living in a lifestyle of prayer helped him to develop a deep connection to the heart of God, so that he could discern the times and seasons of heaven. Another result of his prayer life was that Daniel walked in high levels of revelation that gave him insight into the counsel of God. Numerous times he received angelic visitations that provided prophetic insight into God’s plan of salvation and the coming Messiah. All of this started with a small commitment to prayer. Daniel’s testimony is an inspiration for all of us to develop good habits that we practice faithfully. Powerful things happen when we take small steps to develop intimacy with God.
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