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Introduction



The wise man said, “There is nothing new under the sun” (Eccles. 1:9).


I once heard a pastor who related how excited he had been on having received what he thought was a new revelation on the subject he was preparing to preach about. But as he was reading a book in his own library, he discovered his “revelation” right there in chapter 1. Not only that, he had underlined it!


This book contains nothing new. It is the overflow of what so many have poured into me over the years through books I have read and God’s wonderful people whom I have met.


This book began as a personal project as I journaled what I felt God was saying to me along my own journey of faith. But as a result of encouragement from friends, I began to put some of these thoughts into book form. It was my desire to have something I could give to younger Christians to encourage them to press on to know God more intimately and to find that Jesus is truly there between Sundays.


The reader may notice that the pronouns for God are not capitalized. This is not meant to show any disrespect to our mighty God but was a mutual decision between the editor and myself regarding a particular style of writing. It may be well noted that most editions of the King James Version as well as the New International Version do not capitalize divine pronouns.






WEEK 1

MONDAY

A Moment of Reckoning

But you, lazybones, how long will you sleep? When will you wake up?

—Proverbs 6:9 NLT

I am convinced that we all receive a wake-up call at least once in our lifetimes. We don’t always recognize it when it happens, but later we realize that’s what it was. We are blessed if we can hear and know when God is trying to shake us loose from the shackles of slumber and delirium.

The Father of our souls is looking for long-term results, not shortterm gains. We may look at our lives and say, “I’m doing fine…money in the bank, healthy family, faithful to attend church, etc.” But God looks at us and is not satisfied until Christ is formed in us. God’s eyes are on the inner self, not the outward man (see 1 Sam. 16:7). He knows when we’re due for a wake-up call.

Peter the apostle had a wake-up call in the days following the Last Supper. In the warmth of fellowship among his ministry peers, he was quick to say, “Lord, I am ready to go with thee, both into prison, and to death” (Luke 22:33 KJV). But later, in the warmth of the fire of scrutiny, he hastily denied any knowledge of Christ. Then, when he realized what he’d done and admitted how weak he truly was, his heart was broken, and a conversion took place.

God cannot fully use those who are totally self-reliant. It is from the broken places of our lives that we minister most effectively. It is from a state of utter hopelessness that we realize how much we desperately need God. Only when we reach this point are we emboldened to do what is beyond ourselves, because only then do we realize our strength is from God and not something we can conjure up ourselves.

So when your faith is shaken, when your world is suddenly turned upside down, stop and listen. Consider what’s happening. It might be God’s alarm clock going off in your life. Your wake-up call. Arise and shine; resist the lure of the snooze button.

Lord Jesus, let me recognize the crucial moments of my existence. I don’t want to be spiritually asleep. I want to be attentive to your workings, to your voice and your purpose.

TUESDAY

Stand by Me

He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.

—Psalm 40:2

Moses. Mighty man. Leader. Chosen by God. Now in the presence of God…there on the mountaintop, Moses watched as God’s finger chiseled out the holy commandments for Israel. God was so close that Moses could feel the holy light permeating his very being.

“God, show me your glory,” he said bravely.

God looked at his faithful servant and smiled. Surely there was so much he would have liked to reveal, but he knew his servant only too well. God spoke. “There is a place near me where you may stand on a rock” (Exod. 33:21). “I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you” (Exod. 33:19).

As God’s glory passed by, God covered Moses with his hand so that Moses got only a glimpse. Still, Moses’ face shone for many days to come.

Later, in the last few days of his life, Moses was once again on the mountain. This time he had not come to view God’s glory but to behold from afar the land of promise. Moses must have felt great anguish in seeing what he could never obtain because of his disobedience. But once again…he was not alone. He was with his friend, his God.

Do you remember your first special encounter with God? I remember mine well. The distance from my seat to the altar seemed to be at least a mile or more. I was privileged, however, to have my dad sitting beside me. I asked him to take that walk with me. Facing God with my sin did not seem as overwhelming to me as long as Dad was with me.

Whether we are basking in God’s glory, facing disappointment, or confronting the truth of our transgressions, God has provided a place where we can stand beside him. He will be with us and help us not to be afraid. He will cover with his hand what he knows we cannot bear. And he will give us the courage we need to encounter what we must.

Father, how I love to stand beside you, to feel the strength that you alone possess, and to know you hold my hand and give me courage enough to face your holiness. I will not be afraid, for you will hide me in your pavilion, in the secret of your tabernacle. You will set me on a rock, that special place beside you.

WEDNESDAY

An Encounter with God

When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooledy ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.

—Acts 4:13 (emphasis added)

Recently I was asked which three people have had the greatest impact on my life. At first I thought it wouldn’t be difficult to answer the question. But upon further consideration, I realized it wasn’t easy to come up with an answer. I’ve encountered many, many helpful people along the way, most of them for just a short while, and there have been several who have impacted my life in varying ways, large and small. I couldn’t name just three.

If someone asked me to identify the single source of life-changing impact in my life, however, I wouldn’t even have to stop and think. The answer is God.

God’s impact on his children’s lives goes beyond the normal “bumping into” changes brought about by earthly helpers or motivators. When Moses met with God on Mount Sinai, the glory of God shone so radiantly on his face that when he left God’s presence he had to wear a veil to address the Israelites. When Saul, the terrible persecutor of Christians, encountered God on the road to Damascus, he became the mighty apostle Paul, who would write more of the New Testament than any other disciple. Consider the stories of Abraham, Peter, Mary Magdalene, and all the others whose lives were radically changed after their date with divinity.

When we encounter God—when we allow him to touch our lives and take up residence in our hearts—we are not just impacted; we are transformed, marked for life, changed and revolutionized. And people will notice. Just as Jacob’s mysterious limp was an outward reminder to others of his Peniel encounter with God, and just as Moses’ face glowed, when we encounter God and allow him to change us, the transformation will be noticeable. Others will look at us and say we’ve never been the same since that moment.

Lord, I pray that your transformation of my life is so evident that others will notice so that I may point the way for them to have their own encounter with you.

THURSDAY

The Moment of Revelation

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight.

—Luke 24:30-31

Revelation begins when you open the door. As long as Jesus stands outside the door beckoning with his voice, there is no revelation. Christ longs for us to open the doors of our hearts, to open our spiritual eyes, so that he can come in and reveal his heart, character, and love to us.

The disciples who met Jesus on their way to Emmaus but didn’t recognize him are an example to us of what it means to be spiritually blinded. These two disciples spilled out their grief over the loss of their Master and Friend, when at that very moment the risen Lord was right there with them. It was only after they had invited him into their abode that revelation took place as he blessed and broke the bread. Suddenly they recognized him, and then he was gone.

When Jesus comes into our lives and “breaks bread” by sharing his words of spirit and life, our eyes will be opened. We will get a glimpse of our Lord and of his love for us. The blinders will fall from our eyes as the Bread of Life is blessed, broken, and given. Maybe then he will vanish from our sight, not because he plays games, but because we can only receive revelation in small doses. In essence, we can only eat so much bread at one sitting!

There must be a time of assimilation of what we have received and then a giving to others. As Jesus instructed us, “Freely ye have received, freely give” (Matt. 10:8 KJV).

As we wait and listen, we will hear his voice calling. If we will open the door, he will come in. He has said, “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him” (John 14:21). If you love him, listen…

Dear Lord, I want to be able to hear your voice calling at the door of my heart. Let me seize the moment of the calling. I will open the door to your revelation. My knowledge of you will grow as I partake of the Bread of Life.

FRIDAY

A Humbling Experience

[Jesus] made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.

—Philippians 2:7

What a humbling experience it must have been for God to take the form of humanity and feel all the hunger, fatigue, and other discomforts that were so different from his glorious existence in the heavenly realm. But that was only the beginning. Those difficulties couldn’t compare with the humiliation he suffered on the cross, dying the most horrifying of deaths, experiencing complete and utter rejection by the very ones he had come to save.

And despite all he’s already done for us, still today he continues to humble himself for us. He comes down to our level of understanding to meet us at our point of need. He humbles himself to reach us at our measure of faith.

I love how Jack Deere, a former professor at Dallas Theological Seminary, tells how God met him at his level of faith. Deere was convinced that the miraculous was a thing of the past. But God slowly tore down Deere’s walls of resistance until he reversed his stance. In his book Surprised by the Power of the Spirit, Deere explains how God patiently revealed this on a level he could understand. Being a cerebral theologian, Jack found that God was merciful enough to meet him there.

There will always be diversity in the body of Christ. One church will respond one way while another will respond in a manner that’s radically different. God is big enough and yet humble enough to understand both.

Jesus, thank you for humbling yourself by taking the form of man, for experiencing the joy and the suffering of life so that you could be touched with the feeling of our weaknesses and could save us. I want to remember your humility, your willingness to be a servant, and make allowances for diversity in my spiritual family.

SATURDAY

Weekend Reflections

God surprises us. He rarely shows up where and how we expect him to. The two disciples on the road to Emmaus were walking with the Son of God and didn’t even know it! Maybe their eyes were blinded by God for a greater purpose. Or maybe their minds were so closed to the possibility of Jesus’ being alive that they just couldn’t recognize him when he walked right beside them. What a shock it must have been when they realized that the one they so loved had been so near to them!

Leading a Bible study recently, my friend Ken Schmitt encouraged us to spend a week looking for Jesus in those around us. I was amazed how we could see the evidence of Jesus in friends, family members, coworkers, and even strangers when our minds were tuned to the idea and we actively looked for him everywhere we went. Pay attention! Jesus may pay you a surprise visit today through someone who touches your life.

Spend the next few days looking for Jesus to surprise you. Write down how he reveals himself to you in the people around you.

[image: Image]

Why do you think the two men on the road to Emmaus didn’t recognize Jesus? How does this apply to your situation?

[image: Image]

When do you find that you are most aware of Jesus? On Sundays? On a quiet night gazing at the stars? Why?
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WEEK 2

MONDAY

The Call to Remember

Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.

—1 Corinthians 1:26 NRSV

I love the word remember. It literally means to bring the picture back to your mind. To relive it, to see it, to do it again. When a man sets a photograph of his wife on his desk, he wants to call her image to mind. As he looks at her photograph, he remembers her.

The apostle Paul wanted the Corinthians to remember something as a way of attaining the proper attitude of mind and spirit. In essence he was saying, “When you are tempted to boast and become prideful, recall your humble beginnings. Bring back to your mind the picture of who you were before Christ found you.”

In the same way, Moses reminded the children of Israel, “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the Lord your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” (Deut. 5:15).

Why does a superstar athlete go to the ghetto and reach out to the poor and destitute? He wants to remember his humble beginnings. He looks at a young boy and sees himself a few years earlier when someone reached out to him with compassion and caused him to believe that he could escape the tyranny of poverty.

Remembering empowers us to move forward. Woodrow Wilson said, “A nation which does not remember what it was yesterday does not know what it is today, nor what it is trying to do. We are trying to do a futile thing if we do not know where we came from or what we have been about.” Remembering our calling and who we were before Christ found us does two things: It causes us to boast in the Lord instead of in ourselves, and it gives us faith in the mighty power of God. Remembering, we can boldly stand and say, “Christ saves! Christ delivers!” because we are living witnesses of his grace. We remember what he has done for us.

Lord, I choose to remember. I know what I was before I found you, and I give you thanks for what I have become. I know it is only by grace that I have been saved and have become a son of God, a joint heir with Jesus Christ. I was bound, but now I am free! I was lost, and now I am found. I remember.

TUESDAY

Clouded Vision

Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eyes are good, your whole body also is full of light. But when they are bad, your body also is full of darkness.

—Luke 11:34

Psychiatrists often use certain pictures and diagrams when diagnosing a patient. By the patients reaction to the images, the doctors are able to gain insight into his or her perspective. The same pictures are used time and again, yet different images will be seen at different times or by different clients.

Like those pictures used repeatedly, the situations in our lives do not really change all that much. We all experience similar happenings and circumstances: celebrations, accidents, illnesses, milestones, accomplishments, and trials. The events, themselves, may be similar. It’s our perspectives that are always changing.

When Moses sent twelve men to spy out the Promised Land for Israel, ten came back with a bad report. When they saw the giants who occupied that land, they saw themselves as grasshoppers in comparison!

But two of the men, Joshua and Caleb, brought back a good report. They said, “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it…. The land…is exceedingly good” (Num. 13:30; 14:7).

What gave the two groups of men such different perspectives? The ten terrified scouts had bad eyes—clouded vision. But Joshua and Caleb had eyes that were good—eyes of faith. They knew the Lord had led them to that land, had promised it to them. They said, “If the Lord is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and will give it to us” (Num. 14:8).

What’s your perspective on your circumstances? Are things really as bad as you see them, or is your vision a little cloudy? Are your eyes flawed by the elements of unforgiveness, self-pity, fear, or pride? May God help us to clear our vision that we may truly number our blessings and claim his promises!

Lord, I sometimes have been blinded to your faithfulness and supernatural work in my life. Give me clear spiritual vision. May I view my difficulties with the eyes of faith and others’ faults with the eyes of grace.

WEDNESDAY

No Shadows There

These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.

—Colossians 2:17

In the light of eternity, our present circumstances take on new emphasis—or dissolve into nothingness. When we look at things from an eternal perspective, some issues that seem trivial take on new weight, while other things that seem vitally important fade in the glow of heavens brilliance. So many things look different in God’s light.

The shadows cast by the sun as it rises on a cloudless morning are many times the length of the actual objects that stand before the sun’s rays. Those shadows, stretching out from various objects, are but images of the originals. And in those early morning hours, they are distorted images—much larger than the objects they represent.

The Mosaic law with its sacrifices, feasts, and celebrations cast a long, early shadow of good things that were coming for God’s children. The old law could never make us truly righteous in God’s sight. It wasn’t real; it was just an image, a symbol, of what was real. All the lambs offered on the altar were only symbols of the real Lamb who would die on a cross. As the apostle Paul said, such rituals of Mosaic law were “only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves” (Heb. 10:1). The good thing that is coming—the reality himself—is Christ.

How amazing it is to realize that, since we are spirit beings confined to earthly bodies, we cannot yet contain the full measure of God’s glorious presence. The blessings we have now from knowing we are his beloved children are only shadows of the unimaginable joy we will feel when we join him in paradise. “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12).

Lord, keep the light of eternity shining on my life so that I may see things in the right perspective. Thank you for the glimpses of your glory and your presence. I long to know you fully, and I look forward to that day when I will see you face to face.

THURSDAY

There’s a Chink in Every Hero’s Armor

How can you say to your brother, “Let me take the speck out of your eye,” when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.

—Matthew 7:4-5

New believers often get a rude awakening when they encounter Christians who fall short of their expectations. To see the failure of someone we have held up as perfect is disheartening, to be sure.

Heroes are important and good, but when we see them as infallible, we are headed for trouble. As one after another falls off the pedestal we’ve put them on, we may even begin to believe we are the only ones staying true to God. That is the situation the prophet Elijah found himself in as he prayed for God to take his life. He saw the wickedness of his people, Israel, and believed he was the only servant of God left. (In reality, there were seven thousand others who had not bowed to Baal!)

What should we do when the weaknesses of a dear brother or sister are exposed? First of all, we must recognize our own weaknesses and ask God to remind us of our own imperfections. Then, as we ask for grace to cover ourselves, we will be more capable of showing patience and understanding to others. Next, as Richard Foster suggests in his book Celebration of Discipline, we must ask God to allow us to “see them with the light of God permeating every fiber of their being.” What are God’s hopes and aspirations for this child of his? Lift up the person into the Father’s presence, and with eyes of faith, see him or her in the light of God’s love. Finally, praise God for what you see.

Not only will these steps activate God’s power in your fellow Christian, but best of all, they will trigger a change in you and how you view others. You will find yourself reacting differently to those who have fallen, as you see their weaknesses—and yours—from God’s perspective.

Lord, I free myself from the responsibility of trying to change others. I recognize that we are all fallen in our carnal nature and it is only by your grace that we stand. Let me begin to see others the way you see them through your eyes of mercy.

FRIDAY

The Illuminated Word

None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.

—1 Corinthians 2:8

It is often difficult to understand how those religious leaders in Jesus’ time, who had devoted their lives to studying the Scriptures, could not recognize Jesus for who he was. If anyone should have known the Messiah when they encountered him, it was those men.

Their inability to accept Jesus as the Messiah is solid proof that knowledge alone is not enough. When it comes to spiritual things, there must be an enlightenment of the heart before the Spirit of God’s revelation begins to flow into it. This order of doing things is something God takes pleasure in. He loves to confound the wise and reveal the hidden mysteries to the simple (see Matt. 11:25-26).

The sinful mind cannot accept God’s leading. Paul said, “It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so”(Rom. 8:7). But oh, what a transformation takes place when the mind is renewed by the Holy Spirit and the Word of God! In contrast to the sinful mind, which rejects the laws of the Spirit, the renewed and enlightened mind embraces the thoughts and purposes of God. Then, as if a big light bulb has been switched on in the heart, the mind says, “Now I see. Now I understand.”

Lord, I’ve missed out on so many things because of my spiritual blindness. May my heart and mind be illuminated to see your truth for what it really is.

SATURDAY

Weekend Reflections

In his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey tells about a new perspective he received on a subway one morning. His hopes for a quiet ride home were dashed when a man and a couple of energetic, noisy children boarded the subway car. The children were loud, disturbing other passengers, yet the man to whom the kids belonged did nothing. Finally at the point of exasperation, Stephen tells how he, with restraint, said to the man, “Sir, your children are disturbing a lot of people. I wonder if you couldn’t control them a little more.”

The man, lifting his eyes from a near daze, said, “Oh, you’re right. I guess I should do something about it. We just came from the hospital where their mother died about an hour ago. I don’t know what to think, and I guess they don’t know how to handle it either.”

Stephen immediately got a whole new perspective.

Part of the evidence that we are walking in the Spirit comes when we see things from God’s perspective. Describe a situation that is troubling you and ask God to help you see it from his perspective.
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Write down three things that God sees differently than you do. For example, he sees a person differently because we look on the outside while he sees the heart.

[image: Image]

How would your perspective change if you looked at everything you do as though you were measuring the results one hundred years from now?
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WEEK 3

MONDAY

When the Earth Trembled

The earth shook; the heavens also dropped rain at the presence of God; Sinai itself was moved at the presence of God, the God of Israel.

—Psalm 68:8 NKJV

I have only experienced two earthquakes that I can recall, but that was two too many! The first one occurred while I was eating in a restaurant in California. I suddenly felt my chair move, and I looked up to see the beams of the ceiling shifting back and forth as if I were inside a toy house.

I remember the fear I felt that day whenever I read Psalm 68, where David recounts the scene of God’s meeting with Moses on Mount Sinai. When God’s presence came upon the place, David said, the force of him was so awesome that the mountain itself quaked.

Close your eyes and picture it. Imagine you are there, watching from a distance as, in one awe-filled moment, the Lord himself descends upon the mountain in fire. Smoke billows up into the heavens, and the mountain trembles at the force of his presence. There is a long heavenly trumpet blast, and then, if you’re still conscious, you hear the voice.

Thanks be to God, we no longer come to a quaking Mount Sinai but to Mount Zion, the church covered by the blood of Christ (see Heb. 12:18-22). Still, it is the knowledge of God’s power displayed on Mount Sinai that moves us to “serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear” (Heb. 12:28 NKJV).

God help us when we find ourselves serving him with blaséand superficial worship! May God have mercy on us when we pray to him as though we were beseeching Santa Claus or the tooth fairy! Instead, we must worship him with reverence and awe, “for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29 NKJV).

Perhaps it is time we took a lesson from nature. If the earth knows to tremble at the presence of God, how much more should our hearts tremble when we come before him?

Oh God, my God, how awesome and mighty you are! Forgive me for the times I have approached you with dulled senses and a listless heart. I love you, and yet I tremble at the thought of One so great knowing and loving me. I praise you for your grace and unfailing love.

TUESDAY

New Isn’t Necessarily Better

But we must be sure to obey the truth we have learned already.

—Philippians 3:16 NLT

The kingdom of God is like a building constructed by God stone upon stone, revelation by revelation. But with all the great teachers we have had through history down to the present day, it’s easy to get caught up in the excitement of discovery. Too many people run from one new revelation to another, thinking that each new one will be our miracle cure. While we should be thankful for revelations and grateful that God is Speaking a fresh word to his people, we must not come to believe that the new makes the old obsolete. If the new cannot be built upon the old, the new should be discarded—that is, if the old thing we have learned is really truth.

If you’ve ever had a yard sale, you’ve probably been surprised (as I have been) to see the stuff that people will buy. Things that you have found no use for are often treasures to other people. Here in prosperous America, we’re always buying the latest gadget or tool and discarding the old ones, only to wish later that we still had that good ol’ Shop Vac or camera or exercise bike. We discover too late that new isn’t necessarily better.

Even when new enlightenment and knowledge thrill and inspire us, the power is still where it has always been. As God reveals himself to us and we stand amazed, the new revelation should point us, in some way, to the bedrock of our faith. The blood of the Cross, the name of Jesus, the Resurrection, his grace to us and our faith in him—these are the things that must remain central. In embracing new methods of devotion, new ideas that inspire, we must not forget the tried-and-true power of prayer and study in the Word.

Go ahead and redecorate your spiritual house with new pictures on the walls. But if you’re adding a new room, be careful not to chip away at the foundation. “For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11).

Father, thanks for letting me share in what you are doing on the earth. I know that the power to accomplish the work you have set before me is in you. What I accomplish, I do by your strength. Jesus, you are the cornerstone and the foundation of all that lasts.

WEDNESDAY

Small Beginnings Plus God Equal Great Things

Who despises the day of small things? Men will rejoice when they see the plumb line in the hand of Zerubbabel.

—Zechariah 4:10

As soon as you decide you are going to obey God, don’t be surprised if your faith is immediately challenged. And don’t be upset if you find yourself looking foolish in the eyes of others at some point. Even some of your so-called friends may say, “Why are you doing that? Be reasonable! Don’t you have any common sense?”

Sometimes reason and common sense can be our worst enemies, because common sense always tells us to take the way of reason while God tells us to take the way of faith. If God calls us to obey, we must obey, looking to him to do the impossible.

When Zerubbabel set out to build the temple, there were some who actively tried to discourage him and the other builders. They even “hired counselors to work against them”! (Ezra 4:5). Apparently, they were mocking them during the construction, saying things like “What are you doing that for?” But God spoke through Zechariah and said, “Who [with reason] despises the day of small things?” (Zech. 4:10 AMPLIFIED).

Reason says, “That is such an insignificant thing to do.” God says, “Watch what I will do with your small things.”

Never underestimate what God will do when you obey. Yes, what you’re doing may look small, but God will take your five loaves of bread and feed five thousand! Lead one soul to Christ, and God may take that one and touch the world. Don’t look with disgust and shame on the day of small beginnings. If God is telling you to do it, rejoice, because God will complete it, and he will be glorified.

Lord, forgive me for the times when I have laughed at the small things, for the times when I have despised the small beginnings, for grumbling and complaining about the seemingly insignificant. I boldly confess today that it is in these small things that you are glorified when the great results finally come.

THURSDAY

Are You Sure You Want Jesus to Come?

And these are but the outer fringe of his works; how faint the whisper we hear of him! Who then can understand the thunder of his power?

—Job 26:14

Often in church we find ourselves praying something like “Lord Jesus, come and dwell among us. Come in your power and grace and touch your people.” But sometimes I wonder…Do we understand what we are asking for? What if he really answers that prayer? Would we really be glad he came?

Wherever Jesus went, there was both celebration and upheaval. Those who were delivered and healed rejoiced while others were annoyed. Some listeners hung on his every word while others hoped he would entrap himself. Cheers mixed with murmuring, and shouts of joy were accompanied by whispers of doubt. He never pleased everyone in the crowd. Isaiah prophesied concerning this, saying he would be a sanctuary for some but for others he would be a rock that would cause men to fall (see Isa. 8:14).

I’m convinced that many of us really don’t want Jesus to show up in our churches. We want a god created in our image, a god like we want him to be. A safe god. Someone who will only do things when we want him to and who will stay in his place the rest of the time.

You see, when we invite the Almighty God among us, he brings his own agenda. Will he reveal himself to people with their own plans? It’s like inviting Billy Graham to speak at your conference but asking him not to make any reference to Jesus Christ. Good luck!

It could be dangerous to invite Jesus to your church. He may cause a disturbance. But one thing is for sure: If he comes, your church will never be the same again.

Lord, you are the Almighty God. Show me where I have forged a god in my own image. I resign myself to your agenda and your plan. Send your glory and power and give me the grace to receive.

FRIDAY

The Power of the Submitted Life

Submit yourselves therefore to God.

—James 4:7 KJV

What do you think of when you hear the word submit? Some would say it means giving up your rights to an authority figure. To others, it is moving to a lesser, perhaps degrading, role.

When I think of submitting, I think of a trip I took with my family as a teenager. I had just received my driver’s permit and insisted on driving every time an opportunity arose. We had rented a small motor home, and my parents had agreed to let me drive some of the time. When we were making our way through Utah, they permitted me not only to drive but to read the map and choose the best route. I selected what appeared to be a shortcut. What I did not perceive from the map was that the “shortcut” was through a mountain pass. Suddenly, I found myself driving the motor home over a small mountain road with dangerous turns. Eventually, I had to stop and turn around because the road ahead had been closed due to snow. By the time I reached the bottom of the mountain, my hands were shaking on the steering wheel, and I submitted to my parents’ expertise as drivers and navigators. What a relief it was to scoot out of the driver’s seat and let my dad be in charge again!

When we submit ourselves to God, we are saying, in effect, “Lord, you know the road ahead. You lead, and I’ll follow.” It is an act of trust, a relinquishing of control. I gladly turn the wheel of life over to his Lordship, because there are mysteries of life I will never comprehend.

What a relief it is to submit this way! What peace we have as we slide over and let God steer our lives! Our lives are not our own. They are his; he lives in us. He knows the dangerous turns that lie ahead, and we need his expertise and direction.

Herein lies the power of submission: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20 NKJV).

Father, I gladly turn the wheel of my life over to you. I submit to your Lordship, your wisdom, and your plan. What power I realize as I do this! You raise me up, and I glorify you.

SATURDAY

Weekend Rflections

In Teaching a Stone to Talk, Annie Dillard says, “Churches are children playing on the floor with their chemistry sets, mixing up a batch of TNT to kill a Sunday morning. It is madness to wear ladies’ straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping God may wake some day and take offense, or the waking God may draw us out to where we can never return.”

Faith is more than believing in God for answered prayers. It is knowing God and understanding how great and awesome his mighty power is. If we perceive God to be little more than our grandfather in heaven who fulfills our every desire, how can we trust him with our lives, much less the universe?

Why is an idol or graven image so detestable to God in relation to who he is?
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The Bible tells us that the earth trembles at the power of God (Ps. 68:8). How does this relate to our understanding that we are loved and accepted by God because of the blood of Christ?

[image: Image]

When is the last time you stood amazed at the power of God? What were the circumstances?
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How can we truly love God and yet fear him? (Acts 9:31; Prov. 9:10.)
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WEEK 4

MONDAY

Watch, Wait, and Listen!

In the morning You hear my voice, O Lord; in the morning I prepare [a prayer a sacrifice] for You and watch and wait [for You to speak to my heart].

—Psalm 5:3 AMPLIFIED

One of the most difficult things for us to do as Christians is to wait and listen quietly for God to speak to our hearts. So often it’s easier for us to do and talk.

I once heard someone describe a hard-working Christian woman who found it difficult to wait on the Lord until someone told her that “to wait” actually meant “to serve.” Now, she could do that.

Like that woman, many of us are looking for a different way of waiting than, well, just waiting. We are afflicted with the “Martha attitude” instead of choosing the “one thing [that] is needed,” the one thing Mary did as she sat at Jesus’ feet and intently listened (Luke 10:42).

Too often we spend our time with the Lord—our prayer time—thinking more about what we are praying for instead of thinking about who we are praying to. Like Mary, we must learn to focus instead on the “one thing [that] is needed,” meditating on God’s character, his grace, his beauty, seeking to know him as so much more than a source of blessing and provision.

Waiting means quietly listening. Learning to recognize his voice as it speaks to our hearts. Fixing our eyes on him. Turning our thoughts from the things that need to be done to the One who fills the true need of our hearts.

Oh God, quiet my heart so that I can wait in your presence, learning your voice until my heart leaps at the sound of it…until my greatest quest as a Christian is to sit at your feet.

TUESDAY

Speak, Lord!

One thing I ask of the Lord, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple.

—Psalm 27:4

We all communicate on different levels. Some of us tolerate silence only in very small closes; we feel uncomfortable unless we are swimming in a sea of verbiage. Still others of us are happy to sit, listening to the quiet. And God relates to us all.

I once asked a relative what true love meant to him. He said it’s when two people can’t stand being apart—not necessarily that they have to be always side by side but at least in the same room, he explained. I think he’s right. Since he shared that idea, I have often noticed how couples in love enjoy just being together, not always talking but just being near each other. Sometimes a husband and wife will settle into easy chairs and read separate books or magazines “together.” Some lovers take long walks and hardly talk at all. Other couples, especially the younger ones, stay on the phone for hours, not really saying anything, just knowing that a certain someone is on the other end of the line.

We feel the same need for nearness when we’re deeply in love with the Lord. We don’t always have to be praying to him to show our love for him. And he doesn’t have to always be speaking to our hearts to show us he’s there. Once, after lifting up quite a long list of needs to the Lord in prayer, I paused for a moment and said quietly, “Speak, Lord,” as I had so often done before. No sooner had I said this than I sensed the heart of my Father saying, without my actually hearing the words, Must I always speak when you ask?

That’s when it occurred to me that perhaps God sometimes wants us to simply be there with him with no grocery list of requests, no agenda, no secret intentions. It’s enough, I realized, just to be together with the Father and know that he and I are there in the same place. He wants not just our fellowship but a relationship…not just communication but communion.

Lord, teach me not to be impatient when I don’t hear your voice. Let me be happy just to sense your presence and know that we are together.

WEDNESDAY

What Are You Listening For?

Since ancient times no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God besides you, who acts on behalf of those who wait for him.

—Isaiah 64:4

Do you ever feel like saying, “Just do something, God! I know you’re up there. Say something!”? Surely that’s how Isaiah felt as he cried out, “Oh, that you would rend the heavens” (Isa. 64:1). In other words, “I know you’re up there, God! Just do something!”

I am convinced that God shows himself more than we realize. I believe he speaks to us, but our hearts are not always tuned to the necessary wavelength.

I am reminded of the story of the country dweller who went to visit his friend in New York City. As they walked down one of the busy streets, there, amid all the busyness, the visitor remarked that he heard a cricket chirping. His city friend looked at him in disbelief and said it would be impossible to hear a cricket above all the noise of the city. Walking over to a planter, the visitor reached down and pulled out the cricket. “Man hears what he listens for,” he said.

God does not scream to make himself heard above the noise in today’s busy lifestyles. Instead, he is there for those who turn off their natural ears and listen with their hearts for his still, small voice.

He spoke through Isaiah, saying, “When I called, no one answered, when I spoke, no one listened” (Isa. 66:4). God “shows Himself active on behalf of him who [earnestly] waits for Him” (64:4 AMPLIFIED). God is ready to reveal himself and to speak to those who will earnestly wait and listen.

Who are you waiting for? What are you listening for?

Lord, teach my heart to hear your voice, to recognize it among the many voices I hear each day. As I learn to earnestly wait, I will rejoice in your work on my behalf.

THURSDAY

He Who Hath Ears to Hear, Let Him Hear

The sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out…. His sheep follow him because they know his voice.

—John 10:3-4

I am frustrated from time to time when an old friend calls and puts me through the agony of guessing who he or she is. If the caller is someone I haven’t talked with in a long time, I may not be able to link the voice with a face. On the other hand, I quickly recognize the voices of those people I speak with regularly. Usually, all they have to say is hello, and in that instant I know who’s calling.

The same is true when God speaks to us. If we’re in touch with him frequently, if we often sense him speaking to our hearts, we know instantly that it is God’s voice we hear. But if we don’t listen for it, if it’s been a long time since we were quiet enough to hear him speaking to us, we may not recognize what’s happening.

The only way we can quickly recognize God’s voice is to hear it often. In frequent times of communion with him, we learn the sound of his voice, the warmth of his love, the encouragement of his grace.

Then we wait, as Mary waited at the tomb. And when, in that quietness, he calls our names, we will instantly respond, “Rabboni!” We recognize him as he calls to us because we have sat at his feet and heard his voice time and time again.

Lord, teach me to recognize your voice quickly. Whether I am alone or in crowds of people, I want to hear and identify your voice. Be my shepherd, Lord, and I will be one of your sheep who knows and responds to what you say.

FRIDAY

A Sure Word

The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli. In those days the word of the Lord was rare; there were not many visions. Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord: The word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.

—1 Samuel 3:1, 7

Oh, to hear a sure word from the Lord! How often we find ourselves in situations where we so desire to know God’s word for that moment. We long to be like the prophet Samuel, a man who spoke the Word of the Lord with surety and boldness. The Bible says, “The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of his words fall to the ground”(1 Sam. 3:19). Everything Samuel declared came to pass. Now, that is quite a testament!

But Samuel’s gift of prophecy could not come until he learned to know God’s voice. Since his earliest years, Samuel had ministered before the Lord. When God first spoke to him, Samuel did not recognize the voice of God, but as he learned to listen and obey, he came to know and speak the sure word of the Lord.

Do you recognize God’s speaking in your heart? If not, keep studying his Word and praying for his presence in your life. There will come a time when you know the sound of his voice. Then, as you minister to others, you will be the voice of God in their lives. You will say something and find later that your words were exactly what God was saying.

Listen for God’s voice and be quick to obey in matters that at the time seem insignificant. Then God will entrust you with matters of greater importance. Over time, because of the character God has built in you, you will find joy in all of his words, and you will rejoice in the power of those words to bring life.

Lord, I desire to know your voice, to speak as an oracle of God, to bring a sure word at the right time so that others will be called to hear and obey your voice as well. I surrender my desire to speak great things before I learn to speak as a child. Thank you for being patient with me as I learn when to listen and when to speak.

SATURDAY

Weekend Reflections

“Then a voice came from heaven, ‘I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.’ The crowd that was there and heard it said it had thundered; others said an angel had spoken to him” (John 12:28-29).

What does God’s voice sound like? When the Father spoke from heaven when Jesus was baptized, apparently not everyone heard the same thing. Some said it thundered; some heard an angel. Jesus heard His Father.

The fact remains: Not everyone is listening when God speaks, and not everyone understands. Only those who know God will truly hear what God has to say. Seven times in Revelation, within the space of two chapters, the Scriptures declare, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

Have you ever heard God’s voice? What did it sound like?
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Examine several references in Scripture where God spoke. What description is used? (for example, 1 Kings 19:12—a whisper)
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3. In your time alone with God, set aside a larger portion of time to be still and listen. Write down what you believe God says to you.
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4. How can we judge whether or not we are hearing the voice of God?
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WEEK 5

MONDAY

Stumbling Over the Stumbling Stone

“—Romans 9:32-33 They stumbled over the “stumbling stone.” As it is written: “See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.

You probably have seen those pictures that seem like one thing to some people and something else to others. One person looks at such a picture and sees an old lady while another sees a beautiful young miss. What seems so obvious to one viewer is not so apparent to someone else. That’s the way it was for the religious people of Jesus’ day. They were anxiously awaiting the Messiahs appearing. But when he came, they didn’t know him. They looked right at God and saw something else. Jesus said distress would befall them “because [they] did not recognize the time of [their] visitation from God” (Luke 19:44 NRSV). They were looking for God…and stumbled right over him.

Today, we are capable of making the same mistake. In our quest for knowledge, discipline, and goodness, we can miss the whole point—fellowship with the One who makes us good. We search for him and think we have found him, only to later discover we have embraced counterfeit Christianity. The enemy of our souls wants us to believe that the form is real. He wants us to get so caught up in running the race that we fail to walk with Jesus.

Maybe you’re searching for Jesus and looking too hard. He’s a lot closer than you think. The apostle Paul said, “Men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27).

Oh God, don’t let me be one of those who misses the point. I want to see. I want to know the time of my visitation.

TUESDAY

Hide and Seek

You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.

—Jeremiah 29:13

We humans often enjoy seeking after something as much as we enjoy possessing it. Perhaps it’s because God knows us so well, knows our love of seeking after things, that he seems to delight in sometimes being elusive. As believers, we know he is there, but we don’t always sense his presence. When we seek him, he sometimes reveals himself to us one glory at a time. He lets us catch a glimpse of him here…then there. And slowly in our quest to know him, his character unfolds before us—and within us—like a stunning masterpiece that appears one brushstroke at a time.

Think of Elijah, who spent forty days and nights on Mount Horeb. Elijah probably looked for God in the wind that suddenly swirled around him and then in the earthquake that shook the mighty mountain and in the fire that blazed down upon him. But God, perhaps delighting in being elusive, was not in any of the obvious places. Instead, Elijah finally found the Almighty God of the universe where he might have least expected him: in a still, small voice.
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