









[image: Image]

Fear not Tomorrow, God is Already There

TRUSTING HIM IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

[image: Image]

RUTH GRAHAM

[image: Image]




Foreword

[image: Image]

WHAT DO YOU do when you are afraid to face the realities of tomorrow? How do you hold things together when everything looks so uncertain? Where do you go when doubts assail you? Sooner or later all of us face uncertainty, fear, and doubt. It is important for us to have a place where uncertainities are faced, fears are conquered, and doubts expressed. But where is that place?

In today’s uncertain times many people are hampered by fear—not only fear of circumstances and the future, but even fear of God. And not in the reverential sense. People are uncomfortable with God, thinking He is out to get them if they mess up. They think that He is looking for ways to exclude rather than include them. Ruth Graham takes us to God’s unchanging character and examines its relevancy to the fears and anxieties we face every day.

The Bible tells us that Jesus is the exact representation of God. So in Fear Not Tomorrow, God Is Already There, Ruth Graham examines the encounters Jesus had with people in the Gospels. Walk with Ruth as she writes about the everyday fears and struggles we all face, and look over Jesus’ shoulder as He met people where they were. A fallen woman met by forgiveness . . . frightened disciples met with power . . . grieving sisters met with comfort . . . two disillusioned men met with peace. As Ruth Graham demonstrates, this is the same Jesus whose presence we can know in our own uncertain times.

Since our ability to maintain hope in uncertain times depends upon the One in whom we put our trust, this book is primarily about drilling down to the bedrock of God’s character as revealed in Jesus and placing our focus there rather than on uncertainty or short-term remedies the world has to offer.

If you are weary of the packaged, trite answers that are carelessly handed off to those who face life’s questions and uncertainties, you owe it to yourself to read these pages. I encourage you to carefully and prayerfully read every word so that you, too, will encounter the living God as He reveals His character to you. We need not fear tomorrow, for God indeed is already there.

David Jeremiah
Senior Pastor, Shadow Mountain Community Church
Founder & CEO, Turning Point Ministries
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chapter one
Trust at My Doorstep
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IT HAD BEEN a difficult few months. One of my children was struggling, and I didn’t know how things would play out. I was anxious, frightened, and continually preoccupied. I could imagine what might be ahead. The questions were relentless: What could I have done differently? Was it my fault? What could I do to change it? How could I protect my child? Was there another step I could take? I felt as if I were being sucked under by a whirlpool of scenes, conversations, and hypothetical outcomes. I lost weight. I battled headaches. I felt like I was constantly vibrating. The fear was overwhelming.

This particular day, the postman arrived at my door with a padded envelope. It was addressed to me in familiar back-slanted handwriting—something from Mother. Feeling the envelope, I knew it was too light to contain a book. What could it be? My birthday was still a long way off. As I tore at the flap and reached inside, I took hold of what felt like a long, narrow picture frame. Pulling it out, I stopped for a moment and stared. It was the framed print from the wall in front of Mother’s desk. In black calligraphy bordered by a flowering vine I read the familiar words: “Fear not tomorrow, God is already there.”

Instantly, I was transported back to the mountain home of my childhood in Montreat, North Carolina. My mother’s plain wooden desk flanked by a tall chest of drawers and a bookcase took up much of one wall in her room. Always lying open on the desk, surrounded by various reference materials, was her well-marked, dog-eared Bible. On the wall above the desk hung a collection of precious photographs and artifacts: a crown of thorns woven for Mother by the head of the Jerusalem police, a slave collar given to her by Johnny Cash, a rude wooden cross fashioned by my brother Franklin, photographs of loved ones and of those for whom she was praying. Centered above these mementoes was the print I now held. I’m not sure where Mother got it or who gave it to her, only that I cannot remember a time when it wasn’t hanging there like a banner.

I imagined my mother standing on a chair in front of the desk, reaching to take the print off the wall. Sending me such a gift was just like Mother. All my life, since I left home for boarding school in the ninth grade, she had been sending me letters filled with encouragement from the Scriptures—bits of what she was learning in her own study time or wisdom for some situation I might be facing. Now here she was identifying with my mother’s heart, sending me a poignant reassurance. We had not talked much about the circumstances of my struggle. Mother just intuitively knew I might need something like this—a reminder that God was working in our lives and that He cared about our future. I appreciated her sensitivity. She didn’t blame or condemn me; she didn’t unload a lot of advice. She just sent me something that had been of value to her, something that had reassured her, no doubt, as she had mothered us. Standing on my doorstep, holding that print, I felt the words penetrate my heart and mind, almost as if I had never seen them before, as if they were a message written directly to me. I read them again slowly: “Fear not tomorrow, God is already there.”

Little Foxes

Since that day on my doorstep, I have faced quite a few threatening tomorrows, and I have battled fear and anxiety as resilient foes. Perhaps you have fought this same battle. We may experience moments of clarity, as I did reading my mother’s framed print, but then we return to daily life and to the struggle. We wonder how we’re supposed to “fear not tomorrow” in the worst-case scenarios of our lives: a frightening diagnosis, betrayal, separation from a child who has gone off to war, the loss of a job, the evaporation of our retirement fund, the drug addiction of a loved one, abandonment by a spouse, failure at our workplace, the loss of a home, a legal verdict that changes our lives, the death of a loved one, the exposure of a secret, the loss of our possessions to flood, earthquake, tornado, or financial disaster.

Fear not tomorrow? It is easy to say it but another thing to live it out. We drown in our questions: But what about . . . ? How will I . . . ? What if . . . ? But if I can’t even . . . ? Who will . . . ? And what does it mean that God is already there? Where? In our crises, God can seem silent, remote, or, worse, even imaginary. You may feel as I have at times. I have real problems, and they are too big, too hard, too painful for me to solve. I don’t have time for theology. I’m in trouble here! I’m inadequate, and I need something real. Something practical. Something secure. Give me some solutions, some guarantees. Can’t you see that I’m terrified of tomorrow?

Fear and anxiety can exhaust us. King Solomon writes about the “little foxes that spoil the vines” (Song of Solomon 2:15 NKJV). Fear and anxiety are like that. Fear can wipe us out, burn up whatever energy we have, and hinder us from entering into the full experience of life that God desires for us. Certainly, fear and anxiety can become so severe they incapacitate us. But the majority of us live with fear and still function. I have heard fear compared to a jackhammer buzzing just outside the window. The noise is constantly there. When you sleep, the jackhammer quits, but when you wake up, it starts again, sapping your strength and attention until you’re no longer really living—just enduring.

Fear takes the air out of life. When we live with fear, we lose our capacity for fun and spontaneity. We struggle to love others wholeheartedly. During the difficult period with my child that I described above, I experienced fear in different ways. At times, I would have trouble functioning; at other times, I would be able to get up in the morning and do what was necessary. Up and down. Fear was that steady buzz or hum. I wasn’t able to hear the music of life clearly. Everything was filtered through that fear.

My mother was a master at finding ways to enjoy life despite the intense pressures she faced. She knew how to move fear out of the way and keep joy alive. Stories of her antics and pranks have become the stuff of legend in our family. As a young parent, for instance, I would tell my children, “Now don’t draw on yourselves.” Then I would leave the kids with Mother, only to find them covered in inky smiley faces that Mother herself had drawn! Once Mother made a mudslide for the grandchildren on the side of a steep embankment near our Montreat house. She turned on the hose and then promptly took her turn as the first one down. When much older, she accidently drove her car down that same steep embankment. Thinking she was stepping on the brake, she had stepped on the accelerator instead. She and her friend escaped unscathed, but afterward Mother arranged for a stop sign to be staked at the bottom of the incline, lest other wayward drivers be tempted to take the same route!

Life is a gift from God to be enjoyed. Fear suffocates our spirits and robs us of that gift. It is human to experience the emotion of fear. Fear entered the human experience in the garden of Eden when Adam and Eve rebelled against God and hid themselves from Him. But Peter describes Satan as a “roaring lion, seeking someone to devour,” and I believe fear is also Satan’s paw print (1 Peter 5:8). It is true that some kinds of fear can help us—the kind that keeps us from stepping into oncoming traffic, for instance, or putting our hand on a hot stove. At times, God may use fear to keep us from making wrong choices or wrong decisions in life. But these moments of fear are different from what the Bible calls the “spirit of fear,” which I might describe as the condition or attitude that takes hold when our emotion of fear consumes us, cripples us (2 Timothy 1:7 NKJV). As Paul writes, the spirit of fear does not come from God.

Shifting Our Focus

God is concerned about the way fear affects our lives. The Bible says, “There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment” (1 John 4:18 NKJV). Sometimes we experience fear as torment. Torment is not God’s will for us. God is committed to our peace. Jesus said, “Peace I leave with you” (John 14:27 NKJV). We read of Jesus, “He Himself is our peace” (Ephesians 2:14 NKJV). God has ordained peace for us (Isaiah 26:12). He did not design us to live in fear and anxiety but in peace. In Scripture, we find God repeatedly urging, commanding, people not to be afraid. God is not condemning us for feeling the emotion of fear, but He doesn’t want us to get stuck there or to set up camp in torment. The question is when we are at our wit’s end, how do we “fear not”? At such moments, peace can seem nothing more than an abstraction. We struggle even to imagine the experience.

Often, when we experience fear, we have allowed our circumstances to overwhelm or alter our perspective. Our perspective has become skewed. I have discovered that defeating fear in my life begins with shifting my focus. I take my eyes off the circumstances, off the source of my fear, and put my focus on God. Instead of mulling over the “what ifs” in my future—instead of looking ahead with anxiety, trepidation, dread, or even horror—I make the choice to look at God, to consider His character, and to trust that the One who loves me is “already there.” The message on Mother’s framed print helped me to make that kind of shift as I faced uncertainty with my child. I had been focusing on tomorrow; the words on the print brought my focus back to God.

Shifting our focus is first a decision, then a process. When we turn to God, our decision opens a door for peace and reassurance to enter our hearts. The Bible says of God, “You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on You” (Isaiah 26:3 NKJV, emphasis added). When we focus on God, peace follows. I find that as I concentrate on God, as I examine facets of His character, as I spend time with Him in prayer, sharing my heart and quieting myself to listen, as I meditate on what the Bible says about Him, as I read about Jesus and observe the way He handled life—as I “stay” my mind on God— my problems begin to lose their power over me. Instead, I recognize the power, the beauty, and the love of God. He is my focus now. I am learning about Him and getting to know Him. And the more I learn, the more I discover I can trust Him.

In the coming chapters, we will be doing just what the verse above from Isaiah says—staying, or fixing, our minds on God. We will examine some of God’s attributes and consider His ways. We will study the character of Jesus, for in learning about Jesus, we learn about God. Scripture calls Jesus the “express image” of God (Hebrews 1:3 NKJV). Jesus Himself told His disciples, “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:9 NKJV). If we want to know what God is like, we can look at Jesus. We can ask: How did Jesus deal with people? What were His relationships like? How did He respond to people’s distress? As we focus on God this way, we can expect God’s peace to crowd out the fear in our hearts.

For some of us, focusing on God, or considering that He is “already there” in our tomorrow, is not exactly a comfort. We may be afraid of God. What little we know of Him, or what we don’t know of Him, frightens us. We fear He is out to lower the boom on us, that He is looking for our faults and eager to point out our failings. We are afraid of His power. Afraid of His judgment. Afraid of being overwhelmed by Him. It is our human nature to fear what we don’t understand, and we don’t understand God. He is unfathomable. He is so much more than we can imagine—far more. He is not accountable to us. He is mysterious, and mystery can be frightening. On seeing the Lord on the throne, Isaiah said, “Woe is me, for I am undone!” (Isaiah 6:5 NKJV). Isaiah saw his frailty in light of God’s almightiness; he was awed by God’s holiness and glory.

But Scripture also calls God “Abba,” an intimate word for Father that we would translate “Daddy” (Romans 8:15). While God is overwhelming, He is also tender with us. In the New Testament, we see Jesus touching, healing, and relating intimately with people. Bette Midler recorded a song about God watching us from a distance. That line is only half-true. God is watching us. But not from a distance. Jesus said, “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him” (John 14:23 NKJV). God comes close. He makes His home with us. He longs for us as a lover for his bride. We take God for granted, we don’t develop the relationship, we ignore Him, we don’t spend time with Him; and yet He stays with us, longing for that intimacy. God makes a covenant with us, and He keeps it. To me, that is one of the most reassuring truths about God. He will never give me up. Never desert me. Never leave me alone. Never (Hebrews 13:5).

As we learn more about God in these pages and spend time focusing our attention on Him, our relationship with Him will deepen. The Bible promises that when we draw near to God, he will draw near to us (James 4:8). As our relationship with God grows, so will our trust in Him. We will discover His constancy. When everything around us is unstable, God is stable. His character is consistent, unchanging. His love is secure. My prayer is that the more you learn of God and the closer you get to Him, the more you will be able not only to trust Him with your tomorrow but also to take comfort in the fact that He is the One who is already there.



Overcoming Our Misperceptions

Part of our challenge in learning to trust God involves overcoming misperceptions we may have of Him. If my view of God is not accurate, then my trust in Him will be more hesitant than hopeful. Often our picture of God is colored by our experiences with our own fathers or with other figures of authority in our lives. If your father was cold and demanding, then you may see God that way. If your father was gone, as mine often was, then you may see God as far away or busy with other things. If an authority figure was angry or abusive, then you may see God the same way and want nothing to do with Him. We are relational beings, and as such, we are hardwired to measure God by our relationships with significant people.

I did not always view God as someone with whom I could be comfortable. As I shared, my father was gone much of the time, fulfilling his calling to preach the gospel. I knew my father loved me; I knew I was important to him. But I also knew the world needed him, and for many years, I saw God as being similarly occupied with others and unreachable. I have since learned that God is not like that.

In my book In Every Pew Sits a Broken Heart, I share in detail about my life, my failures, and some of the ways God met me in my brokenness and redeemed it. I tell the story of what it was like to go home to Montreat after a major personal failure. Driving up the mountain to my parents’ home was one of the most difficult things I have ever done. I had no idea what they would say to me or how they would respond. I had gone against everyone’s advice. As I saw it, I had failed myself, my family, my children, and God. I felt deserving of condemnation and rejection. What would my parents do? Would they say they had told me so? That I had made my bed and now would have to lie in it?

As I approached the house, I saw my father standing there in the driveway. I parked the car and opened the door to get out, but before I could as much as set my feet on the asphalt, my father was at my side. He wrapped his arms around me, and I heard him say, “Welcome home.” His acceptance instantly silenced my shame. I was broken, but I no longer feared. My father had embraced me at my worst and loved me anyway. I experienced grace. I would not compare my father with God, but that day my father showed me in a very practical, gracious way what God is like.

Through that experience, I was able to get a glimpse of the unconditional love God has for me. It has taken me awhile to get to a point where I finally see God as “Abba,” as Daddy. Learning to know God intimately has been a process. But through the fog of doubt, anxiety, and fear, I do see Him now as warm and embracing. He loves me, enjoys me, and wishes I would laugh more. He will do anything to draw me in. He wants my heart. He wants my trust.

Many years ago I taught a Bible study titled “Enjoying God” for the women at my home church. I was convinced most of us did not enjoy God. Even the title of the study made us a bit uncomfortable. Was it sacrilegious to “enjoy” God? Wasn’t He austere and stern? Holy and un-approachable? I wanted to explore the possibilities.

The first week’s homework was to imagine crawling into God’s lap and calling him Daddy. I think many were slightly put off by the assignment. Some had to deal with the damaged image of an earthly father. Some had difficulty seeing God in such an intimate way. Each week the assignment was the same. Gradually, I began to hear reports of breakthroughs. Some people took longer than others to connect with God, but we sensed God doing something profound in the group. My own life changed over the course of that study as I too began to see God intimately—as a secure place of comfort and peace. As I focused on Him, God was chipping away at my misperceptions, helping me to open my heart to His love. And He can do the same for you.



Why, God?

Our misperceptions of God can also be formed in the trials and heartaches of life. You may have a long scar of pain running through your life—a spouse leaving, the loss of a child, bankruptcy, illness, addiction, things that take the breath out of you. Perhaps you feel that God abandoned you in those experiences. That He must not care about you. That if He loved you, He wouldn’t have let you go through all that hurt. You wonder, “Why should I trust Him now?”

Why, God? This is a real question we ask when life happens and things seem to go badly. Why are You letting my life unravel? Don’t You love me? Didn’t You promise to protect me? How could You let this happen? In the valleys of life, we can feel as if God has betrayed us. That He isn’t trustworthy, as we once thought. That we’ll never again have a stable or secure place to stand. When devastation occurs and we can’t see God anywhere, our trust in Him can crumble to dust. We may even reject Him for a time.

I’ve lived through personal events that have left me reeling. I have written about suffering in a broken marriage. As the marriage began to come apart, I couldn’t “feel” God. I couldn’t hold myself together. I described the way I felt back then: “Raw. Lonely. Exposed. Like an egg without a shell.”1 I wanted to know why those circumstances were happening to me. Perhaps you have felt this way too.

I’ve seen loved ones suffer through crushing experiences, and I’ve asked God why. Why did my friend’s first grandchild die just hours after birth? Why did a young missionary couple’s two-year-old child drown in the backyard? Why was my friend diagnosed with lung cancer though she never smoked a day in her life? We witness or live through destruction caused by tornadoes, hurricanes, tsunamis, and earthquakes. We call them “acts of God,” and we wonder why God would allow them. Fear not tomorrow? How can we do anything but fear after all the devastation we’ve already seen?

God is not threatened by our why. People say we can’t ask why, but we can—we should. We’re in good company when we ask why. Jesus, Job, David, Jeremiah, and many others we would call “heroes of the faith” have asked why. Asking why is part of the human experience. When we ask God why, we are expressing our innermost emotions, our hurt and disappointment, and God wants us to do that. He works with honesty. He is not threatened by our questions and doubts. He invites us to express our feelings. We’re in a relationship with Him—He doesn’t want us to shut our emotions down. While God already knows how we feel, we need to know; and often we discover what is in our hearts as we express ourselves freely to Him.

But we can also get stuck at why. While asking why can be a stimulus for further exploration, understanding, and honest grappling, sometimes it can become a defense—a way to keep God out and to keep intimacy with Him at bay. We can go round and round in circles with why, never really intending to get anywhere. We can get comfortable with why. We would rather stay where we are than do the hard work of learning how to trust God again. And if we’re not careful, some people will keep us there. They will feed our why as long as we let them. At a certain point, what we actually may need is someone to pull us forward and say, “Hey, let’s explore why you feel this way. Let’s not give up on God.”

God invites us to wrestle with our why, our questions. He wrestles with us, as He wrestled with Jacob (Genesis 32:24–32). But finally the angel of God touched Jacob’s thigh and put it out of socket. I can hear the angel saying, “It’s enough now. Let’s go forward.” My uncle Clayton Bell, my mother’s brother, died suddenly of a heart attack at age sixty-eight. He loved God passionately and was a respected leader in his denomination. Those who loved him asked God why. Why take this dynamic man at his prime? Why not leave him here to serve You? Aunt Peggy, my uncle’s wife, suffered greatly, but there came a time when I remember her saying, “I’m going to lean into the pain.” Whatever her questions, she was going to “lean,” trusting God and expecting Him to be there.

At some point, trusting God becomes a step of faith. No one can prove God. You will have to make the choice to trust Him for yourself. Making that choice doesn’t mean you have settled your questions; you may not see those questions resolved in this life. But you can make the decision to try trusting God again. You can take a step forward with all your unresolved questions and invite God to reveal Himself. It’s okay to live with what I call “unfinishedness.” I think about my mother and how “finished” she looked in her relationship with God—as if everything were settled, everything clear. But when you read Mother’s poetry, you discover she was anything but finished. She simply learned to live with her questions and to trust God anyway.

Walking Forward

Why not bring your questions along as you walk forward to discover more about God in this book? You can invite God to work with you as you read. Ask Him to help you in your battle with fear. Ask Him to help you overcome your misperceptions of Him so you can trust Him for tomorrow. God longs to reveal Himself to you. Jesus said about those who love God, “I too will love them and show myself to them” (John 14:21 TNIV). God wants us to see Him for who He really is.

We don’t have to get it all at once. Trusting God is a process. Just as there are stages of life, there are stages of faith. Trust comes bit by bit. Our part is to be willing—willing to move, willing to try. God wants our willingness. Someone once said you can’t steer a car that isn’t moving. If we can just make the choice to move, God will meet us. I want to challenge you. Open yourself up to the possibility of what God can do in your life. Let Him show Himself worthy of your trust. Walk forward into these pages and decide for yourself about God. See if His intimate love is real. See for yourself. Don’t let your questions or misperceptions be hindrances. They don’t have to stop you from moving. Let’s get to know God better. Let’s discover Him. We can bring our baggage, our questions, our “why” right along with us.

POINT OF FOCUS

You will keep him in perfect peace,
Whose mind is stayed on You,
Because he trusts in You.

Isaiah 26:3 NKJV
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chapter two
Discover His Trustworthiness
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FOR TWO YEARS I attended college north of Boston. Behind the campus was a large pond surrounded by trees. Once winter set in and temperatures became bitterly cold, my friends and I would bundle up and go out to the pond to skate. Those of us who didn’t have skates would slide around the pond on the soles of our shoes. We would step out on the ice tentatively, staying close to the shore. You could gauge the strength of the ice first by looking at the color. If the ice was filled with air bubbles, then the water was close to the surface. If the ice was clear and bluish, then you knew it was frozen solid.

We would take a step or two, then another. All of our senses would be awake. We were listening, looking, feeling for the slightest hint of a break in that ice. And thick ice does groan and creak, although those sounds don’t necessarily mean it will break. We would take those first steps, wondering if the ice would hold. After a few more steps, we would become more confident and take several more, maybe in quick succession this time. The more the ice proved solid, the wider our steps would fan out and the bigger our skating area would become.

I have discovered that walking with God works this way. Each time you venture a step with God and find Him to be trustworthy, you become more willing to take another step. Then another. As He secures your steps, it becomes easier to commit. Pretty soon you realize you’re on the journey. You’re discovering God’s trustworthiness. You’re living with Him in relationship.



Joseph’s Walk

Joseph, the husband of Mary, the mother of Jesus, took some big steps out on the ice of his life. Joseph was a man who trusted God. Those days of planning and preparing for the marriage to Mary must have been a thrilling time in his life. He had taken the first step, betrothal, and now he had bright hopes as he and Mary planned their future. I can imagine theirs was a young, budding love and that they sensed God had brought them together. Though a man of royal blood through the line of King David, Joseph was a poor carpenter in love with a devout young woman. As far as we know, he intended to wed Mary when the year of betrothal was complete and to live quietly with his new bride, working his modest carpenter’s trade. God, however, had something else in mind.

A great barrier suddenly came between Joseph and Mary. It was discovered that Mary was pregnant (Matthew 1:18). How must Joseph have felt? Betrayed? Shamed? Did he look with suspicion at every man in the village? He loved Mary. He had trusted her. Now he saw their hopes and dreams slipping away. Joseph had been given an explanation for all this, but he couldn’t completely believe the audacious story. This was unbelievable, wasn’t it? Not only was Mary expecting a baby, but the baby, she said, was God’s child! Mary wasn’t one to lie or make up stories, so Joseph couldn’t totally discount the claim. And yet, what was he to think?

It is important to recognize that in a hard situation God does not expect us to quit thinking. Can you imagine the emotions Joseph must have experienced? Talk about feeling totally overwhelmed, out of his comfort zone, inadequate, and fearful! I imagine him wracked with fear and anxiety. This was a situation in which Joseph had to think seriously and prayerfully.

The solution Joseph came up with wasn’t harsh. We are told he was a righteous man and didn’t want to cause Mary harm. Rather than go by the letter of the law, Joseph was tempered by mercy and compassion. He couldn’t go through with the marriage, but he would not expose Mary to further shame or even to the technical possibility of death by stoning. Instead, the Bible tells us, Joseph “planned to send her away secretly” (Matthew 1:19).

And yet Joseph’s plan was not God’s plan. Joseph’s desire to protect Mary was right, but God was going to ask him to go further in that desire. One night an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for the Child who has been conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. She will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins” (Matthew 1:20–21). The angel gave Joseph detailed instructions—what to name the baby—and told him specifically what the baby’s purpose would be. Those words must have helped to calm Joseph’s fears, ease his anxieties, and enable him to resume the joy of his love for Mary.

But what a set of directions from God! God was saying, “Joseph, I’m asking you to do something that will require a lot of you. You don’t know what the future will hold, but fear not. Do not be afraid. Just take the step.” Joseph didn’t seem to hesitate. His response was prompt. When he awoke from sleep, we are told, he “did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took Mary as his wife” (Matthew 1:24). He could’ve backed off, shaken the dust off his feet, and walked away, saying, “I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t ask for this.” But Joseph trusted God and took the risk. Satan failed that day because Joseph trusted. Joseph did the right thing in the right way. He chose to offer love and grace even when he thought he had been wronged. He shielded Mary from what must have been years of gossip and slander. He shared in the unjust shame. As I have heard my pastor say, Joseph identified with Mary’s shame. He stepped into the gap and became a part of her story—part of God’s story.



Trust and Obedience

Trusting God requires obedience. Joseph’s decision to follow God and take on a marriage to a woman with child went against everything he knew—all the social mores of the day, his family values, the values of the culture in which he had been brought up. What’s more, Joseph had no guarantees about the future or how he would do what God was asking. He could not provide his pregnant wife with a horse—only a donkey. When it came time for the baby’s delivery, he could only offer a stable bed of hay and a crude manager. God does not necessarily meet our needs on our terms or as we might expect. Still, he calls us to trust Him and to obey.

When God gives us direction, stepping out on that ice becomes a matter of more than just our willingness. The angel “commanded” Joseph. God asks us to be willing to walk with him, but following Him out on the ice is also a matter of obedience. The Bible says, “If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land” (Isaiah 1:19 NKJV, emphasis added). It takes willingness to walk forward and discover God, but to grow in relationship with God will require something more—that we trust His direction and step out. Taking the first baby steps out on the ice is one thing. But we want to get across the pond. We do that step by step. As we understand God’s direction, we act on what we’ve discovered. We engage what we’ve learned.

But it was easy for Joseph—he had an angel! What if I don’t understand what God is asking me to do? How can I confidently take a step? How can I obey? It is true we don’t always understand God’s direction. Things are not always clear. It can be difficult to see ahead in the darkness of our circumstances. In my area of Virginia there are large caverns. One summer I took my grandson to tour one of them. The guide walked us underground into the cave, which was illuminated by electric lights. At a certain point, she stopped the tour and turned the lights off. It was absolutely dark. You couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. Do you ever feel that way about your life? That you can’t even see an inch in front of you, let alone understand the next step you’re supposed to take?

There are times in life when God keeps us in the dark, when he keeps us from moving forward, because he wants us to wait. But in many situations we actually have more light than we realize. As my grandson and I were standing in the pitch blackness of that cave, the guide suddenly lit a match. The light given off by that tiny match took on the total darkness and lit up the cavern. In life, we may have just a little bit of light, just a slight sense of direction, but we can walk in the light that we have. If you believe God is leading you in a particular direction but you are unsure, try walking through the open doors until one closes, making it clear you are to stop, or until you sense God calling you to halt. Otherwise, continue on, trusting God is showing you His way for you. Like Joseph, we can step out in obedience and do what we believe God is asking and then trust Him with the rest.

Joseph did have to trust God with the rest. After Mary gave birth, things became dangerous for the family. Herod was about to order the murder of all infant boys in the region in an effort to kill Jesus. Again God spoke to Joseph: Another dream. Another angel. Another step out on the ice required. “Take the Child and His mother and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you” (Matthew 2:13).

Do you see how God was being faithful to protect the family while requiring them to step out and trust him? The challenge to obey was also the way to safety. It couldn’t have been an easy move. The young family may have been getting settled into their rhythm of life. They were living in a house and had been paid a remarkable visit by magi from the East. Herod had not yet acted, so there was no apparent threat. Joseph had only recently brought his family to Bethlehem to register for the census. Now they were going to have to move again—to Egypt. A foreign country. The place where Israel had been enslaved for four hundred years. A symbol of bondage. It was true there was a large Jewish community there, but Joseph could have said, “Wait a minute, this doesn’t make sense, God. We’re settling in, and we like it here. We’ve made friends with other young families. I don’t want to uproot Mary and Jesus now.”

By this time, however, Joseph already knew what it was like to hear from God, to trust him, and to obey. God had secured Joseph’s steps to this point—the ice had not broken. Perhaps Joseph found it a little easier to obey now. He had seen God at work in his life. He had a track record with God. Committing to another step might not have seemed as daunting. In fact, as we read, Joseph didn’t just wake up the next morning and obey the angel’s direction. The Bible tells us Joseph got up and left with his family for Egypt “while it was still night” (Matthew 2:14).

Building a Track Record

One of the gifts of walking with God is the opportunity to build a track record with Him. This is how we discover His trustworthiness. The more we walk with Him, the more we step out and see Him secure our steps, the more touchstone experiences with God we accumulate. When fear starts to hinder us, we can look to these touchstones and find courage to take the next step.

Joseph must have spent his lifetime building a track record with God. Surely he had questions along the way, but those questions did not keep him from acting. I can imagine Joseph making this decision: “I’m going to take a chance on God, obey him, engage in this process of trust, and go as far as it takes me.” Joseph went to Egypt, then back to Israel, and finally to Nazareth, all along having to trust God daily for the wisdom to parent, train, and equip Jesus for His life and purpose. Joseph must have modeled fatherhood, integrity, and righteousness for Jesus. He trained Jesus in an honorable trade. He raised Jesus in the Jewish faith and traditions. God had entrusted His only Son to Joseph’s fatherly care. No doubt Joseph’s track record with God was rife with instances of God proving Himself trustworthy, and that must have built Joseph’s confidence.

God hasn’t asked me to go to Egypt—not yet anyway—but He has asked me to do things I have found challenging to obey. In trying to locate the strength to step out, I have been able to draw on my track record with God. When I was a young mother living in Texas, for example, I heard my father preach a sermon that described what it would be like when we passed on from this life into eternity. We would see the world receding and with it all the people whom we had known but had missed telling about Jesus. I remember being disturbed as I reflected on this image. In particular, I was thinking about a lovely family who had lived near us for years but with whom I had never shared the gospel. Did they know the Lord? I decided to sit down and write them a letter. In it I explained the gospel message, telling them that I loved them and that I wanted to see them in heaven one day.

Looking at the letter, I hesitated. Should I mail it? These were wonderful people, and I feared I would offend them. But I went ahead. I wanted to be sure they had heard about Jesus, so I dropped the letter in the mail. Some time later I received the nicest letter from these neighbors in reply, assuring me they knew and loved the Lord. I was relieved and delighted by both their kindness and their response. God had gone ahead of me and prepared the way for the exchange. First, He had put it on my heart to write the letter; then He had prepared this family to receive it graciously. The experience became one of my touchstones with God.

Years later, I needed that touchstone. My memory of it gave me the courage to do what I believed God was asking at that time—to write another letter, this one to my mother-in-law. My marriage to her son had failed many years before, and she and I had become estranged through the divorce and subsequent events. One afternoon I was driving back to Virginia from Mother and Daddy’s house in Montreat, listening to a sermon by my uncle Clayton. He was talking about Naomi and Ruth and mother-in-law–daughter-in-law relationships. After a while, I dismissed the message as not being pertinent to me. “I don’t have a mother-in-law,” I thought.

Right then, it was as if the Holy Spirit were sitting in the passenger’s seat. In my heart I heard Him say, “Oh, but you do have a mother-in-law!” I knew whom He meant. I thought, “Oh, no. Let bygones be bygones. I can love her from a distance.” But it was very clear to me what God was telling me to do. I needed to write to my mother-in-law and ask her forgiveness for not being the kind of daughter-in-law I should’ve been. That’s when I remembered the correspondence with my neighbors in Texas. God had prepared the way for me then. I decided I would write this new letter to my mother-in-law, trusting God to go ahead of me and prepare her heart too.

Once I got home, I immediately sat down, wrote the letter, and sent it off before I could chicken out. My mother-in-law always used pink stationery. I feared I would get a big, thick pink envelope in return and find a letter telling me what a terrible daughter-in-law I had been and that it was about time I recognized it. In fact, a big pink envelope did arrive, but the letter was full of love and gratitude. I had written my mother-in-law at an opportune time, she explained. She forgave me and said she wanted to renew our relationship. To this day, I still get emotional remembering her gracious, loving words.

The experience with my mother-in-law reinforced what I had learned in Texas—if God tells us to do something, then He will take care of us in the endeavor. He doesn’t lead us out on a limb just to saw it out from under us. To use another metaphor, if God asks us to get out of the boat, then He isn’t going to let us drown. Don’t misunderstand me. I like it in the boat. I feel secure and safe in the boat. Just as with stepping out on the ice, I would rather not rush out. If God asks me to get out of the boat, then I would rather ease my way out. I may start by dangling my feet over the side. Then I might slip into the water, holding on to the boat with both hands. Maybe I’ll eventually venture holding on with just one hand. Then with one finger. Does God really want me to let go of all my security and trust Him?

After a while, God gently, patiently, begins to pry that last finger loose. “Okay,” I reason. “I can swim.” I look for a life vest or a rope—just in case. Soon, though, I find I’m growing tired. It’s getting dark. It’s getting cold. I can’t see the shore or touch the bottom. The wind begins to blow, and the waves get rough. I see lightning flash in the distance. I begin to question whether I heard God correctly. Maybe I misinterpreted Him. I don’t know where I am or where I’m going. I fear I’m about to sink. Then I remember the Lord’s promise to me: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths” (Proverbs 3:5–6 NKJV). God knows exactly where I am and where He wants to take me. My job is to let go.

But what if it does seem that God is going to let us drown, that He is letting the limb that holds us fall to the ground, that He has let the ice break under our feet? What if the response I got from my mother-in-law had been the one I feared? Would that have meant God had ruined His track record with me? That He had failed to direct my path? That I had trusted Him with all my heart only to have Him turn out to be untrustworthy? What happens when we step out and our step doesn’t appear to hold?

This is the dilemma we live with. Some things are not neat. Sometimes God does not confirm our steps of faith in the ways we expect. The principle I have learned is to act in obedience like Joseph and leave the rest to God. I wish it could be nailed down and tucked in, but we live with unanswered questions—with unfinishedness. There will be times when it will appear as if God has let us down, but God is bigger than what we see. As we shift our focus from the circumstances back to God, He will reveal Himself even in our disappointment and disillusionment.

When my first marriage began to fail, I expected God to make the marriage new and our home peaceful. I claimed the promise in Isaiah: “Behold, I will do something new” (Isaiah 43:19). And in Haggai: “The latter glory of this house will be greater than the former . . . and in this place I will give peace” (Haggai 2:9). I expected God to make things better, but they did not get better. They got worse, and my marriage ended. I got angry with God because I felt He had failed me, but in the end, I decided to let go of my expectations. I tried to see instead where God was at work. My life had not turned out as I had hoped, but I realized God was doing a new thing in me. God was making me better. In spite of the pain, I chose to live with my questions and believe what the Bible said: “Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the man who trusts in Him!” (Psalm 34:8 NKJV).

Remember to Remember

Do you believe God is asking you to step out on the ice in some area of your life? Are you struggling with whether to do it? I have certainly struggled. When we’re in the dark, afraid and uncertain of what might happen to us, it is difficult to lay everything down and say, “God, I trust you. I’ll do whatever You ask.” That is what Mary did when the angel Gabriel appeared to her and told her she would become pregnant by the Holy Spirit. She said, “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord; may it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). What a powerful response! She completely abandoned herself to God. She leapt out of the boat. She rushed out on the ice—just as Joseph, her husband, did later. You can see why God brought them together. Neither of them was afraid to trust. If only I could trust God with that kind of abandon!
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