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Foreword



I remember the first time I sat down and talked with Courtney McBath. I had just arrived in Norfolk, Virginia, where I was scheduled to speak at his conference. More than once I had heard others extol him as a “new voice”—a leader I needed to meet—and when I did meet with Courtney, I found a man who surpassed the praise.

Courtney McBath is a sleeping giant, a leader whose voice, I believe, could be of international consequence. His love for God, his family, and his church has inspired many in the faith; and he has built an organization that is impacting his generation. What particularly struck me on first meeting Courtney is that while he leads a growing church, provides leadership to pastors and ministry leaders around the world, and delivers the Word of God with brilliant oratorical skill, the first thing he wanted to discuss with me was the book he longed to write. I found his passion to communicate through the written word remarkable, and the fruit of that passion you now hold in your hand.

If you have ever been frustrated or dissatisfied in life, then Living @ the Next Level is for you. In frustration, we often pray big prayers like, “Lord, take me to the ‘next level’!” And, “God, I’m ready for my breakthrough!” When nothing extravagant seems to happen in response, our frustration increases, and we become vulnerable to hopelessness—as if God had dropped us and moved on. This book gives us clarity about where we are in the mess of life. God hasn’t dropped us. Right in our mess, Courtney explains, when we’re living in a relationship with God, we are living at the Next Level.

Maybe, like me, you need a book that both reenergizes you in your love for God and provides balanced, practical instruction on how to live in a fulfilling relationship with him. Maybe you need help seeing your way through the frustration and pain of difficult life circumstances. Maybe you are looking for a better understanding of godly principles and truths so that you can apply them. Living @ the Next Level, based on sound teaching from God’s Word, answers all of these longings.

Don’t you think it’s time to stop waiting to get to the Next Level—to stop asking yourself if God will ever take you there and wondering if you’re one of the “lucky” Next Level people? Take the advice of my friend, Courtney McBath, and make this powerful request: “Father, teach me how to live at the Next Level and fully experience my friendship journey with you!”

The carefully crafted text of this book surely lays the ladder against the wall and enables even those who have been challenged by the vicissitudes of life to muster the strength to move from rung to rung. As you scale life’s often daunting challenges, know that God is enabling you with the raw courage and naked fortitude you need to escalate your life beyond limitations and reach pinnacles previously unrivaled. This is a good read for a serious soul who, in refusing to come down, often finds him-or herself stranded on the rung of life that leads us beyond our wildest dreams. If you ever need a shove forward, this is a printed push into a powerful tomorrow. Go ahead—engage and enjoy the journey at the Next Level!

Bishop T.D. Jakes, Sr.

The Potter’s House

Dallas, Texas









PART 1

The Next Level Journey











CHAPTER ONE

What Is Living @ the Next Level?




My mother looked like a child when she told us. Five feet tall and only thirty, she already had youngish looks, but when she made the announcement, something altogether different passed across her face—pure, childlike joy. My little sister and I immediately caught it. None of our friends had done this. We guessed no one in our extended family had even thought to do it. Our parents were always a little ahead of their time—taking us to experience Asian food in our small Tennessee town, inviting a white college student to live with our family for a semester, enrolling us in geeky academic competitions. But this latest plan was in a different league. Disney World had come to the East Coast, and our parents had saved up enough money to take us there during the first summer it was open. We were going to the “Magic Kingdom,” the “Wonderful World of Disney”—just like on television!

It was 1972. I was twelve and my sister seven. The Disney budget wasn’t expansive enough for flying, so we piled into the camper and drove to Orlando, Florida, from our small town south of Knoxville. The trip would take somewhere around nine hours, enough time for us to ask at least nine hundred times, “Are we there yet?” We counted Volkswagen Beetles, and my parents listened to Al Green and James Brown. Rest stops, palm trees, gas stations, restaurants, a state that was home to ferocious alligators—if I hadn’t known better, I might’ve begun to believe the road trip was even better than Disney itself.

But, of course, I knew better. Disney was a magical place. A place where dreams came true and everyone became a child again. We had visited amusement parks, but Disney was billed as the ultimate; and it fast became the focal point of all our dreams. Weeks before the trip, my sister and I started planning what we would do once we got there. She imagined being greeted at the gate by Mickey and Donald and having them all to ourselves. I tried to convince her that it wouldn’t be just like the television show, but we still stayed up the whole night before we left with visions of what it would be like. The road trip to Orlando might be exciting, but our dream of Disney was sublime—all wonder and amazement.

Once we began seeing signs for Orlando and Kissimmee, we knew we were getting close. Finally, we pulled into the park. I remember a huge sign with Mickey’s picture welcoming us to “Walt Disney World, Home of the Magic Kingdom.” Quite simply, we were overwhelmed. This was it! My sister and I raced from the camper to the shuttle to the gate. Then I realized none of what we were about to do was free. Dad had to buy tickets, and at that time, the tickets alone cost him about half his paycheck. But he didn’t balk. He paid the price of admission, and they let us in. We had now officially “arrived.”

Disney World was magnificent but not exactly what we had imagined. Mickey and Minnie were not standing at the gate to greet us. They didn’t go on any rides with us. And, as I recall, it cost money to have lunch with them. You could see them, but you had to go look for them. The rides were a thrill, just as the commercials on television had advertised, but the lines were long and the sun withering. From the winding river on the Jungle Cruise to the cool shadows of the Swiss Family Treehouse, we thoroughly enjoyed the adventure; but, bottom line, while Disney was exhilarating, it took some work to get out of it what we had expected.

FRUSTRATION IN THE PLACE OF OUR DREAMS

Looking back on my experience in the “Magic Kingdom,” I can’t help but draw some parallels with the kingdom of God. Like my dad did for us at Disney, Jesus paid the price for us to get in the gate. Once we accept what Jesus did and choose to enter a relationship, or friendship, with God, we “arrive,” having access to experiences of fulfillment we only dreamed were possible. The catch is that what we yearn for in life usually doesn’t come as quickly, as easily, or packaged as the “commercials” at church might cause us to believe; and that is where frustration, disappointment, and disillusionment can set in. We become confused about how to live and what to expect from life. Constantly striving to get to the place of our dreams, we fail to recognize the truth: We are already there.

Are you seeing long lines at some of the rides you want to take in life? Is the heat of some of your circumstances draining your joy? Do you feel as if you’re still waiting for the life you desire to begin? A few years ago around New Year’s, I was wrestling with these issues, when I finally hit a wall. I had been asking God to take me to the “next level” in certain areas of my life, but my expectations always seemed to go unmet. Why hadn’t I experienced the changes I desired? Why did I feel so stuck? Why wasn’t I living the life I really wanted? I had waited. And waited. And I was tired of waiting.

Being a “church boy,” I knew all the churchy New Year’s Eve clichés: The Battle is WON in 2001. The Lord’s gonna bless YOU in 2002. Here comes your VICTOR–Y in 2003. The Lord’s gonna give you MORE in 2004. We’re coming ALIVE in 2005. Well, almost all of those years had come and gone, and I was still waiting to get to that “next level” where my dreams would finally come true, so I came up with my own slogan: “This is about to make me SICK in 2006!”

I didn’t want to hear anything else about it being “Time for your breakthrough,” or “Your blessing’s on the way,” or “This is the year of favor,” or “This is your miracle year,” or “Hold on—you’re going to the next level!” I was tired of hearing, and saying, things like, “It’s getting ready to happen! Get ready, get ready, get ready!” It seemed I was always getting ready—getting ready to arrive, to go to the new level, to walk into my miracle. “Lord,” I said finally, “I want to live at the ‘next level,’ not spend the rest of my life waiting to reach it. Please, just get me there. I want to SEE something!”

You may be feeling that way right now—as if you’ve been waiting so long for fulfillment in certain areas of life you can actually feel your hair turning gray. Maybe you’re exhausted from propping up your hope only to see it remain just that—a hope. Maybe you’ve been so hurt or disappointed you no longer know what or how to pray. If that’s you, then hold on. You may be exactly where God wants you. God works with our frustration. Often he allows our frustration to build and come to a head just so we’ll be open to seeing things differently. That’s what happened to me.

I wish I’d thought about Disney, about how the long lines and challenges didn’t change the fact that I was in the place of my dreams; but as I prayed and studied God’s Word, I caught the same point. Once we choose friendship with God, our fulfillment isn’t a matter of getting to some new level in life. When we enter that friendship, we arrive. Friendship with God is the Next Level. Once we “get there,” then the journey of life in God with all of its ups and downs begins. The ups and downs don’t make us any less “there.” Consider the Israelites and their arrival in the Promised Land. Once they crossed the Jordan River, they were in the land. They still had to explore and take the land—they had some serious battles, issues, and limitations in front of them. But once they crossed the Jordan, they were living in the land God had promised them, the place of their dreams, fulfilling their destiny.

As God’s friends, we, too, are living in the place of promise. Rather than continuing to exhaust ourselves waiting or striving to get to some new level—staying discouraged and interpreting struggle as a sign that we haven’t yet arrived—we can embrace a different perspective. It’s time for a paradigm shift! If we’re already at the Next Level, then let’s quit striving in frustration to get there. Let’s give ourselves to learning how to live there—how to explore, grow, and journey in friendship with God.

FULFILLMENT ON THE PATH OF LIFE

Frustration over unmet expectations can produce at least a couple of responses. One is to give up on your dreams. Maybe in your frustration you start to feel as if God doesn’t see you, doesn’t really love you, doesn’t have plans or a purpose for you. You wonder if God even wants to move things ahead in your life—if he even cares. What’s more, maybe he can’t move things ahead for you. You begin to doubt not just his love, but also the supernatural power of God. Finally, you say in your heart, “Well, I guess it’s never going to happen. I might as well back off and let my dream die.”

Another response to frustration is to grit your teeth, swallow your pain, and go back to that “waiting to arrive” posture. “Maybe next year it will happen,” you tell yourself. “Maybe the year after that. Maybe after I get married.” You continue to bear up under disappointment when things don’t work out as you hoped, dreamed, or planned. You put your faith back in the language of those clichéd New Year’s promises and cover your doubts, fears, and hurts with misplaced hope. Waiting on life to happen, you go on missing out on life; fixated on the destination, you miss the journey.

This book presents a third response to the frustrations of life—to learn to fully experience your journey with God right now. Journeying in friendship with God is what living at the Next Level is all about. By taking your mind off of getting to some new level out in the future and learning to live at the real Next Level now, you will discover, first, that you don’t have to give up on your dreams. Delay doesn’t mean denial. God does have plans for you to “see something.” He wants you to experience dreams and desires that he has placed in your heart. As you keep walking in friendship with him, embracing the journey as it unfolds, you will come into his plans for you in the right way and time.

Secondly, you will find that you don’t have to burn up your energy anticipating some mysterious future moment when your breakthrough will come and all your dreams will be realized. You can experience your breakthrough right now as you learn to walk with God—everything you need and long for can be found in him. This is how we transform our life’s frustrations into fulfillment: as we enjoy God, explore the Next Level, and discover the life that God has planned for us, we learn there is something even better than what we are trying to achieve, and that is simply living in love with God.

In the Psalms, David wrote, “You will make known to me the path of life; In Your presence is fullness of joy; In Your right hand there are pleasures forever” (Psalm 16:11). In the Bible, the “right hand” is a symbol of friendship. Experiencing the unpredictable, sometimes arduous, sometimes exhilarating path of life in our Friend’s presence—not at some future time, but right now—is what brings ultimate fulfillment.

UNDERSTANDING THE JOURNEY

Throughout this book, we will be tracking with a man named Peter over a stretch of his life’s journey. The apostle Peter was Jesus’ right-hand man, appointed as a key leader of the early church, which exploded on the scene in Jerusalem at Pentecost nearly two months after Jesus’ ascension into heaven. A dozen or so years later, Herod cracked down on the church, killed the apostle James, and threw Peter in prison, slapping him with a trial date, which was basically as good as a death sentence. While Peter sat chained between two guards in a prison awaiting his fate, the believers whom he led prayed night and day.

As we will see, God’s plans for Peter differed from Herod’s. In a dramatic prison break, Peter was escorted out of his cell by an angel of the Lord, led back into the city of Jerusalem, and set free. But even while he was sitting chained in prison, uncertain whether he would live or die, Peter was living at the Next Level. He was still God’s friend, God’s chosen leader. Someone might have looked at Peter and said, “Man, that guy must’ve really messed up. He can’t be a friend of God.” But Peter was an intimate friend of God. Right there in the most constraining place he could’ve landed, a prison, Peter was on the path of life, journeying in friendship with God.

Following Peter on this stretch of his journey, we will grow in our understanding of God’s ways, our friendship with God, and the phases, twists, and turns of our own path. We will see that even while our journey may include times of limitation or immobility, we are still very much in motion. Even in “prison,” we are growing, making progress, walking with God on the path of life, and just as capable of experiencing joy, peace, and fulfillment as at any other point. Prison was merely a phase of Peter’s journey, and our limitations represent only one aspect of the whole of ours. Our journey with God includes a wide variety of terrains and experiences: highs and lows; mountains and valleys; struggles, rest periods, and times of exhilaration; all of which God uses to draw us to himself and to fulfill the purpose and plans for which he made us.

As we spend time learning more about the journey, we will need to maintain certain heart attitudes in order to keep from falling back into old patterns of thinking. These attitudes are:


	A heart for friendship with God

	A heart of gratitude to God

	A heart of expectancy toward God

	A heart to seek God



In different phases of our journey, some of these heart attitudes may stand out more prominently than others, but all of them operate together to keep us on the path God prepared for us before we were born. God told the prophet Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you” (Jeremiah 1:5). God knows us, and, as he later prophesied through Jeremiah, he knows the plans that he has for us—plans to give us “a future and a hope” (Jeremiah 29:11). Maintaining healthy heart attitudes based on God’s truth will help us walk in those plans, for as in any physical journey, the condition of our heart determines our level of endurance.




Next Level Heart Attitudes


	A Heart for Friendship with God

	A Heart of Gratitude to God

	A Heart of Expectancy Toward God

	A Heart to Seek God







PACKING UP OUR TENTS

A lot hangs on our choice to embrace our journey with God and learn to live at the Next Level. If we stick with our old “waiting to get there” mind-set, then not only will we stay exhausted with frustration, but we will also play right into our enemy’s hand. Satan’s goal is to keep us believing we haven’t arrived. He knows that if we see the truth about where we are in God, then our actions and life choices will change. We will begin taking the land and seizing the opportunities in front of us today.

If I had refused to believe I was at Disney World just because I hadn’t seen Mickey or Minnie, then I might’ve lingered just inside the gate, wondering when I was going to get to the real Disney and, meanwhile, missing the experience of the park. If the Israelites, once they crossed the Jordan, had refused to believe they were in the land just because they were still camping in tents, then they might’ve stayed in one spot and never gotten up to take the cities God had promised to give them (Deuteronomy 6:10–12).

The same scenario could happen to you. If you get stuck waiting on life at some new level to begin, then you might settle for tents and miss the experience of your cities. But once you realize that, as God’s friend, you’ve already reached the Next Level, you will move out into life and put your faith in the God of right now. You’ll say, “Lord, I may not be seeing all of my dreams come to pass yet, but I know where I am; and I refuse to let the enemy get me off the path of life. I won’t turn back. I won’t stop. I’m going to enjoy our friendship and keep on walking until I experience all that you have for me. Waiting to get there is over. I’m at the Next Level right now, and I’m ready to learn how to live here!”

The enemy hates that kind of faith and determination. He hates your decision to embrace your journey with God. But I thank God the enemy is already defeated, and we serve a God who had plans for us before we were conceived. God wants to reveal his plans and teach us how to journey with him, so let’s make a choice. Let’s entrust our issues and frustrations to him, pack up these tents, and move out into life. An incredible adventure awaits us if we’ll just get moving. Let’s discover what’s out there at the Next Level. Are you ready? Will you make the decision? We can start our search where it really begins—by learning what it means to be friends with God.

MAPPING YOUR NEXT LEVEL JOURNEY

At the close of each chapter, I want to give you some practical assistance in applying the truths you’ve received. Please take advantage of these helpful exercises. Write in the margins of your book, reflect on the questions, or even use a journal, but, by all means, make the most of these features. Remember, it’s your journey!


MILE MARKER: UNDERSTANDING WHERE YOU ARE ON THE JOURNEY

In what areas of life are you suffering the most frustration, disappointment, or dissatisfaction? How are you responding to your frustration in these areas? Are you struggling to believe that God loves you? Have you given up on your dreams? Are you so focused on waiting for the fulfillment of some desire that you’re having trouble experiencing life in God right now?




CHARTING YOUR COURSE: FOCUSING ON THE JOURNEY AHEAD

Now that you’ve identified areas of frustration in your life, make a decision to give those frustrations to God and embrace your journey with him. Ask him to help you learn to walk with him and enjoy him and to glean needed wisdom and insight for your journey as you continue reading this book.




TALKING WITH A FRIEND: SHARING YOUR HEART WITH GOD

Lord, I am beginning to understand that your friendship is the real Next Level—the place of my dreams—and that what my heart longs for can be found in you. I want to admit to you that, at times, I have allowed my frustration to get the best of me. I have felt unloved and forgotten by you. I have given up on my dreams. I have missed out on enjoying life because I was so focused on future hopes. Forgive me for doubting you, and help me to trust you. Today I make the choice to embrace my journey in friendship with you. I believe that as I learn to live in love with you, I will experience fulfillment and the life that you planned for me. Thank you for teaching me to live at the Next Level. In Jesus’ name, amen.




REMEMBERING THE WORDS OF A FRIEND: MEMORIZING GOD’S WORD

You will make known to me the path of life;

In Your presence is fullness of joy;

In Your right hand there are pleasures forever.

—PSALM 16:11











CHAPTER TWO

A Friendship Journey: What We Were Made For




I only remember a few of the details. It was August 1968. A Sunday morning. I don’t recall whether the day was bright or over-cast, though it must not have been raining because, afterward, my mother sent me running the half mile to my grandmother’s house to tell her.

I was dressed in navy blue pants and a white shirt, and I stood in the choir stand, just to the side of the pastor’s pulpit, with the other members of the children’s choir. Ours was a small brick church situated on top of a hill near downtown Maryville, Tennessee, in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains.

Our little church of about a hundred people drew folk from as far away as Knoxville, about fifteen miles, and as close as walking distance. My parents, sister, and I drove in from another small town about twenty minutes away. I had been in church every week with my family since I could remember. Now I was eight years old.

As our pastor came to the close of his message, the congregation stood, swaying to the tune of a hymn floating up from the poorly tuned piano. Then, as he did every time he preached, our pastor gave an invitation to receive Christ. What I remember distinctly is the decision: I stood up, walked out of the choir stand to the front of the church, and told the pastor I wanted to give my heart to the Lord. Someone handed me a handkerchief because I was crying my eyes out. I was the only one who went forward.

Once we got home, my mother sent me right to my grandmother’s house next door. When you live in the country, next door can be a long way off—for us, a quarter mile up a hill and a quarter mile down—but I went running the whole way to tell my grandmother about my decision. And I’ve been running to tell people about that decision ever since.

When I think back and try to remember how I felt sitting there in the choir stand as the preacher talked, or what prompted me as an eight-year-old boy to stand up in front of the congregation and walk forward, crying, to tell the pastor I wanted to accept Jesus as my Savior, I can’t say I really know the answers. The only thing I can be sure of is that on that Sunday morning, I became keenly aware God wanted me to walk with him, and in my heart, I longed to do it. This was the beginning of my journey in friendship with God, my arrival at the Next Level.

NEXT LEVEL LIVING BEGINS AND ENDS WITH FRIENDSHIP

The moment you open your heart to receive Christ, you enter a friendship with God and begin your Next Level journey. Friendship with God is the door, the gate, the way in. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). Our friendship with God through Jesus is the way onto our path—the beginning of Next Level living. Choosing that friendship is the initiating moment.

Friendship with God is also what sustains us on the journey. It is what gives us the strength to keep going when circumstances change, people vacillate, or the path takes a difficult turn. Through the unpredictable conditions, relationships, and events of life, we find everything we need in God. Joy and pleasure are in his presence, in his right hand, in his friendship (Psalm 16:11). He is our sustaining power.

Finally, our friendship with God is our true destination. Friendship with God is the starting point of the journey, our gateway to the Next Level; but friendship also is the Next Level, the place of our dreams, our destiny, the land we’re setting out to explore. All of the longings of our heart can be discovered in our friendship with God. We start in him, we are sustained in him, and in him we are “made complete” (Colossians 2:10). He is “the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end” (Revelation 21:6).

If we are going to learn how to live at the Next Level, then we must cultivate a heart for friendship with God—a heart for God’s friendship is our first Next Level heart attitude. Jesus said that of all the commandments, the greatest is, “And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength” (Mark 12:30). Loving God and living in his presence must become our priority, our life’s goal, the “one thing” we desire, as David wrote in the Psalms (Psalm 27:4). We must give ourselves entirely to walking with God and staying in love with him.




Next Level Heart Attitudes


	A Heart for Friendship with God

	A Heart of Gratitude to God

	A Heart of Expectancy Toward God

	A Heart to Seek God







If you have not yet decided to enter a friendship with God, or, if you are uncertain about whether you made a clear decision in the past, and you would like to learn more about how to do that now, then you can turn to the Reader’s Note, “Choosing Friendship with God,” on chapter 10 at the back of this book. Once we choose God, then we begin the journey of learning to love him. Does loving God seem daunting or intimidating? It doesn’t have to be. David wrote that God would “show” us the path of life (Psalm 16:11 NKJV). Loving God is what we were created to do—God made us to live in friendship with him.
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