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Praise for True Spirituality

Previously titled Living on the Edge

“A clarifying breakthrough from God’s Word, which provides a spiritual compass for anyone hungry for purpose and direction. Living on the Edge clearly identifies God’s timeless path for spiritual growth. It’s amazingly relevant and applicable across the full spectrum of one’s spiritual pilgrimage.”

—RICK WARREN, pastor of Saddleback Church, author of the international bestseller The Purpose Driven Life

“Do you have faith to believe that your very best spiritual days are in front of you? Don’t read this sitting down—get on your face, then on your feet.”

—JAMES MACDONALD, senior pastor of Harvest Bible Chapel, Bible teacher at Walk in the Word

“I have seen up close Chip Ingram’s passion for making authentic disciples. His gift of teaching the truths of God’s Word helps believers grow to maturity. Whether you’re stuck, struggling, or longing for a deeper walk with Christ, let me encourage you to consider Chip a trusted guide.”

—STEVE DOUGLASS, president of Campus Crusade for Christ

“Chip has gifted the church with a biblical and motivational pathway for pursuing God’s dream for your life. The encouraging tools in these pages will help you grasp what you have been reaching for. If you are searching for more in your walk with Jesus, I recommend you begin here.”

—DR. JACK GRAHAM, pastor of Prestonwood Baptist Church

“Amen! This book ignites my passion! Jesus said go make disciples, not decisions. My good friend Chip Ingram has given us a biblical, practical, and relevant pathway to achieving spiritual maturity.”

—DR. TONY EVANS, senior pastor of Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship, president of the Urban Alternative

“I found this book to be compelling, profound, and yet extremely practical. I wish I had it earlier in my walk.”

—GREGG DEDRICK, former president of Kentucky Fried Chicken

“Seventeen years ago, I accepted a calling for the second half of my life to work on transforming the latent energy in American Christianity into Active Energy. Chip Ingram’s splendid new book, Living on the Edge, is focused directly on that mission. All the research indicates that the task of our time is helping Christians live more like Christians. It is the ‘next steps’ for believers in Halftime—the key to Finishing Well.”

—BOB BUFORD, author of Halftime and Finishing Well, founder and chairman of Leadership Network

“This book is a fun, stimulating, easy read. It is like having a conversation with a good friend who wants you to step up and receive everything God has in store for you.”

—GARY J. DAICHENDT, former executive vice president of worldwide operations, Cisco Systems

“Chip has managed to cut through all the Christian clutter and get straight to the meat of the matter. When all is said and done, all the fillers are just that—fillers. Read this book: it will meet you where the rubber meets the road.”

—MICHAEL YOUSSEF, PHD; author of You Want Me to Do What?

“Living on the Edge is a pertinent book for the contemporary church. Chip writes with the deep conviction that spiritual maturity is the greatest need in the world today. And he faithfully offers us a biblical compass toward it. I particularly love his insight on full surrender.”

—REVEREND EDMUND CHAN, senior pastor of Covenant Evangelical Free Church, Singapore

“I’ve always said life is all about relationships. My friend Chip Ingram agrees, and in Living on the Edge, he describes how Romans chapter 12 addresses the five critical relationships everyone must master. Chip’s practical, personal, and memorable lessons will help lead you to renewing your mind and cause you to live the authentic Christian life God has always intended for us.”

—LES STECKEL, veteran NFL coach and president/CEO of Fellowship of Christian Athletes

“I praise God for using Chip to write this book, which is biblically centered in content and application. The result—power in transformation.”

—PETER TAN’CHI, senior pastor of Christ’s Commission Fellowship, Philippines
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PREFACE

•

Before We Begin

Welcome to True Spirituality.

You are joining millions of fellow travelers all over the world who have read, listened to, or studied my teachings on “Becoming a Romans 12 Christian.” Their testimonies of God’s power and presence in their lives fuel my passion to invite you to come join us and go deeper with Jesus in this book—True Spirituality.

If you’re looking for secret formulas, gimmicks, quick fixes, or easy steps, this book is not for you. This book and this journey are for those who long for genuine, intimate, True Spirituality.

1. Is This Book for You?

The answer is YES if . . .

• You are spiritually hungry.

• You long for more God.

• You are tired of status quo Christianity.

• You are spiritually stuck.

• You long to break free from some habitual sin.

• You are ready for a challenge.

• You are discipling others.

2. What Is This Book About?

First of all, this book is not about being religious, keeping rules, developing programs, church growth, self-actualization, or spiritual formulas for success. Rather, it’s about helping you answer five of the most important questions in your life.

• How do you give God what He wants the most?

• How do you get God’s best for your life?

• How do you come to grips with the real you?

• How can you experience authentic community?

• How do you overcome the evil aimed at you?

In other words, this book is about living on the edge; it’s about stepping out with courage as you dare to experience true spirituality.

3. Why This Book NOW?

Recent research has shown that church programs are not producing mature Christians. Sincere Christians have tried lots of dead-end, theologically flawed, and quick-fix spiritual approaches that have left them . . .

• Performing and exhausted

• Feeling guilty and ashamed

• A prisoner of false expectations

• Disappointed and disillusioned

• Angry and bitter

• Leaving the church

• Quietly going through religious motions with little sense of God’s power or presence.

4. How Is This Book Different?

This book provides an actual profile for becoming more like Jesus every day. The profile is . . .

• Biblical: an exposition of Romans 12; God’s executive summary of the profile of an authentic Christ-follower.

• Relational: spiritual maturity is achieved by growing in five key relationships, not by keeping rules.

• Grace-based: a Romans 12 disciple grows out of an understanding of Romans 1–11; it’s not performance-oriented.

• Faith-focused: spiritual maturity is achieved by learning to trust God, not “try harder.”

• Practical: discipleship provides the “how-to” of spiritual growth, not simply the ideal.

• Measurable: Romans 12 provides specific metrics to help you determine if you are making spiritual progress.

You also need to know that this book is a “doorway,” not a final destination. As you read, you will be launched on a journey toward becoming a Christian who is living on the edge. At the end of each chapter you’ll find resources and questions to help you personally process and apply what God is doing in your life.

At the end of each section of the book you will find a page called B.I.O. While Romans 12 is the profile of a disciple, B.I.O. is the pathway. BIO is a term synonymous with life and represents three regular practices that help you live out Romans 12 in your everyday life.

• B=Come Before God daily: Meeting with Him personally through His word and prayer to enjoy His presence, receive His direction, and follow His will.

• I=Do Life In Community weekly: Structuring your week to connect personally in safe relationships that provide love, support, transparency, challenge, and accountability.

• O=Be On Mission 24/7: Cultivating a mindset to “live out” Jesus’ love for others through acts of sacrifice and service at home, work, play, and church.

    On our interactive Web site (LivingontheEdge.org), you will discover clear spiritual pathways to help you grow. Here, you will be able to share your journey with others, receive personal coaching to make it over barriers, and be given practical tools to help you help others.

Romans 12 is the START HERE for the Christian life. It’s not everything, but if you’re stuck—START HERE; if you are a new believer and unsure how to grow—START HERE; if you are a mature believer and are looking for a pathway to disciple others—START HERE.

Are you ready for the journey of your lifetime?



    * NOTE TO PASTORS: There is a special message for you at the end of the book on this page. Jump to that now; then come back and join the rest of us.


INTRODUCTION

•

My r12 Journey

My simple question was met with blank stares and silence.

I was speaking to a large gathering of pastors in Nigeria about the purpose of the church as defined in Matthew 28:19: “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit . . .”

So, I had asked them, What is a disciple? I didn’t want a definition, but I wanted them to tell me what an authentic follower of Christ looks like. Just like their cobelievers I had spoken to around the world, they struggled to give a clear, measurable, biblical profile of a disciple of Jesus Christ.

It was then I had one of those amazing experiences where God puts things in your mouth that aren’t in your notes. I said, “If there was a giant server up in heaven and you logged on to www.heaven.com/disciple, do you know what would come up on your laptop?” They all leaned forward in anticipation and I was praying silently that the answer would be as profound as the question I had not planned on asking. Then out of my mouth I heard, “Becoming a Romans 12 Christian.”

At the Spirit’s prompting I asked them to close their workbooks and open their Bibles to Romans 12. It was the first chapter I had ever memorized, more than thirty years earlier, the first Christian commentary I had ever studied, and I had taught this passage many times before, but never in the way I shared it with them.

That was the beginning of God’s orchestration of my life to take all I have done in the last twenty-five years of ministry and ignite it around my deepest passion—spiritual maturity. Below you’ll see an overview of what I shared with these dear pastors and where we will be going together in the days ahead as you begin to experience living on the edge.

The Profile of an r12 Disciple Is . . .

SURRENDERED TO GOD (V. 1)

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.

SEPARATE FROM THE WORLD (V. 2)

Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

SOBER IN SELF-ASSESSMENT (VV. 3–8)

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

SERVING IN LOVE (VV. 9–13)

Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality.

SUPERNATURALLY RESPONDING TO EVIL WITH GOOD (VV. 14–21)

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

The Big Picture

Romans 12 is an executive summary (the Cliffs Notes) of what a fully mature follower of Jesus looks like. It’s the Apostle Paul’s synthesis of Jesus’ teaching on discipleship.

Note carefully:

1. Its focus is on your relationships:

• Your relationship with God (v. 1)

• Your relationship to this world’s values (v. 2)

• Your relationship with yourself (vv. 3–8)

• Your relationship with believers (vv. 9–13)

• Your relationship with unbelievers (vv. 14–21)

2. It’s about grace. Romans 12 follows eleven chapters that give us the clearest and most detailed account of Christ’s work on our behalf.

3. It’s practical and measurable. Romans 12 is filled with specific commands (to be fulfilled through the Spirit’s power) that set the bar for maturity in each of those five relationships.

In the days ahead we will walk through this passage together. You will gain a very clear picture of who God is creating you to be and how to cooperate with His supernatural work of transformation.

How It All Started for Me

It’s always good to see that you’re not alone in your struggles, doubts, fears, and occasional failures. So let me start our journey with my story. Throughout the book I’ll come back to my story, if for no other reason than to show how God works in varying stages of all our journeys.

I didn’t grow up as a Christian. I thought I was; I went to church, believed in God intellectually, had a good, moral family, but absolutely no concept of a personal relationship with the living God. It wasn’t that I was closed to the idea of God, in fact I can remember as a small boy having what I would call a “God experience” that strangely but briefly impacted my life.

I was an altar boy at the age of eight or nine years old. I would carry the cross down the aisle with the minister behind me as the service started. I remember the huge A-frame building with a cross that went from floor to ceiling surrounded by stained glass. It was the eight o’clock service and the sun came through the glass in such a way that light reflected off the altar, pointing back to the base of the cross. I was a very young kid with no theological understanding, but as I sat through that service and stared at that cross, thoughts I had never considered cascaded through my mind.

I wonder what God is like? What would the God who created everything want with my one little life? These thoughts gently pressed upon my consciousness as my eyes were fixated on the light at the base of the cross. It was the first time I had a sense of God’s presence with a budding awareness that He was personal and real. It’s hard to explain, but I remember telling my mother and father after the service that I wanted to be the altar boy at the eight o’clock service every week from then on. Looking back, it was clearly the Holy Spirit beginning to woo my heart and manifest His presence at a level I could understand. The inner confirmation of being wanted and loved was overwhelming—I intuitively knew it was related somehow to what occurred on the cross. That’s all I could get my mind around as an eight-year-old; but it was powerful, it was real, and I was drawn to know and serve this God who made me.

Unfortunately, my newfound spiritual passion was short-lived. I grew up in a church that did not believe in the Bible or in having a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. The church was beautiful, the pageantry was majestic, and the form was highly structured. We read our prayers, we said the right things, we fulfilled our religious duty, and then we went home. To say that my church experience was a compartmentalized segment of my life would be an understatement. It’s all I knew and it was what I observed in my home and with other significant adults. In fact, by the time I was a preteen I was able to go through the entire service by rote memory and simultaneously relive mental video clips of classic NBA matchups from the day before.

It was not that this church was purposely irreverent or irrelevant. We were simply a religious group of people in complete denial of the God of the Bible, even though we used biblical passages and historic forms of worship to address our spiritual need. What was most disturbing to a young and naive person like myself was that there was absolutely no expectation that what we did on Sunday would have any impact on how we lived the rest of the week.

By the time I was a teenager the hypocrisy and irrelevancy of my church experience began to make me cast severe doubts on the reality of God. I wanted to believe, but the older I got, the less interested I became in going through the religious motions and pretending and saying things that no one lived or believed. When I was sixteen, I vividly remember thinking to myself, All this religious stuff is just whitewash that these adults have told us kids to keep us “in line” morally until we get old enough to discover there is no Easter Bunny, Santa Claus, or God. It was all a carefully crafted spiritual camouflage. I had the distinct feeling that I was being conned and I didn’t like it. As a result, I disengaged from church and God and did not believe either offered me any real help to find purpose and happiness in life.

Like many in my generation in the late sixties and early seventies, I was taught that happiness and fulfillment are the product of being successful. My father instilled in me at an early age the importance of setting clear goals, developing a strategy to achieve them, and then working harder than anyone else if I wanted to experience success and happiness. It’s hard to become a workaholic by the seventh grade, but looking back, somehow I managed. I set goals with regard to sports, school, girls, and then worked like crazy to fulfill them.

I was that crazy kid shoveling snow off the driveway to shoot baskets in the middle of the winter. My dream was to get a college basketball scholarship and someday be famous, rich, and happy. I knew I was pretty small and so I figured college would be as far as I could go athletically, so I worked hard to get the good grades that would set me up for future success. Money also seemed to be something that was pretty important if you were serious about being successful. So by the time I was twelve, I had two paper routes, my own lawn business, and figured out how to lend my parents three thousand dollars at about 6 percent interest when they wanted to buy a piece of land behind our house.

Life was about me. Life was about my goals, my dreams, and my success that someday would make me fulfilled and happy. That was the mantra I believed and pursued. And then something strange happened the night I graduated from high school.

I graduated near the top of my class, earned a basketball scholarship to a small liberal arts school, had earned a few awards along the way, and had a pretty girl on my arm. Although I certainly didn’t achieve all my goals, I had achieved the majority of them and was ready to launch into the next season of my life “to achieve the next set of goals.”

I will never forget what happened the night I graduated from high school. It was a spiritually defining moment in my life that I never expected. About twenty of us were sitting in an empty apartment in a circle passing a joint around and sharing stories from high school. When it came my turn, I chose to pass it on, not out of any religious conviction, but for fear that putting anything in my body might limit my chances for future athletic success. Sitting next to me was a girl named Jackie who had befriended me in high school. She was one of the first girls whom I had experienced a real friendship with and had no romantic inclination toward her (in view of the size and the strength of her boyfriend). Because of our friendship, we often talked very deeply and I remember her being very insightful. She probably never knew it, but she said something to me that night that changed the course of my life.

“Well, Chip, you must be really happy tonight. You’ve got it made. You have a scholarship to college, a pretty girl, you won lots of awards, and have a really great future ahead of you. How does it feel to be so successful?” Although she meant it as a compliment, I realized I had rarely taken any time to examine how I felt. And in that moment I felt anything but fulfilled and happy. Rather, I felt empty, alone, and this foreboding sense of futility. I’ve always been a pretty logical person and so I immediately began to play out the scenario that I had just experienced. I had set clear goals, I worked like crazy, learned how to charm people to fulfill my own selfish needs, and I had finally arrived . . . I was successful!

But what I didn’t expect was how empty success would be. In my mind that night driving home, I began to extrapolate the future goals I had mentally set for my future. Okay, I said to myself, you go to college, become a lawyer, make lots of money, marry a beautiful girl, have three beautiful kids, live in the suburbs, drive an expensive car, wear two-hundred-dollar suits, and become a leader in the community—that’s what success will look like in the next ten to fifteen years. And then I thought, I will work like crazy to accomplish those things and I will . . . feel as empty then as I do now. There must be more to life than this.

Before I went to bed that night, I sat on my bed and looked out my bedroom window. It was a night filled with stars and I began asking questions that I had never seriously considered.

I wonder . . . why am I here? I wonder, what I’m supposed to do with my life? I wonder if there really is a God who exists; and if so, what does He want from me?

I vividly remember staring out that window and praying the first honest adult prayer of my life:

“God, if You exist, show Yourself to me. If You really are real, You must be powerful enough to reveal Yourself to me in a way that I can understand. And if You created all that there is and You are real, I will do whatever You want me to do. But if You’re not real, if there is no God, if this is all there is . . . I’m going to live like hell, die young, and have as much fun as I can squeeze in this futile thing called life.”

My success had only led me to a dead end. My paradigm was shattered. Being successful and achieving goals (though exhilarating in the process) did not have the power to bring peace or purpose to my life.

A New Beginning

A few weeks after I prayed that prayer, I found myself at a summer camp with the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. A delay in a summer job and the offer by a coach at our school to pay my way landed me in a new and strange world. I was given a Bible and a T-shirt, and was dropped into an environment that I did not know existed. People talked about God and Jesus as though He was a real person. College and professional athletes talked about their relationship with Jesus in the same breath as their relationship with their wives or children. A man got up each morning and read a portion out of the Bible and explained it in a way that actually made sense.

We played sports most of the day and I had a blast. Fun, sports, authenticity, and the camaraderie with fellow athletes connected to having a personal relationship with Jesus was completely new to me. To be very honest, my past religious experience made me more than a little skeptical. I actually thought these people were going to try to indoctrinate me and make me a “Jesus freak.” We were supposed to read the Bible every morning, but I figured this was one of their ways to brainwash me, so I refused to open it the first three days.

But something happened on day number four. I decided to open the Bible and at least see what it said since I couldn’t deny the reality of these people’s sincerity or their love for one another. It was obvious they had something I didn’t, and I remember the prayer that I had prayed in my bedroom late that night after high school graduation: “God, if you exist show me in a way that I can understand.”

So partly out of peer pressure and partly out of genuine curiosity, I opened the easy-to-read New Testament that I was given and read what it said at the top of the page:

So then, my friends, because of God’s great mercy to us I appeal to you: Offer yourselves as a living sacrifice to God, dedicated to his service and pleasing to him. This is the true worship that you should offer.

Do not conform yourselves to the standards of this world, but let God transform you inwardly by a complete change of your mind. Then you will be able to know the will of God—what is good and is pleasing to him and is perfect.

—ROMANS 12:1–2 GNT

I had been asking the question: “If God exists, what does He really want from me?” I assumed from my childhood church experience that He wanted me to keep a bunch of rules (most of which I didn’t like!). I thought He wanted me to attend boring religious services where the people didn’t believe what they were saying and certainly didn’t live what they “believed.” I assumed it was a life that would be totally irrelevant to anything meaningful to me with regard to the goals and dreams that were on my heart. To top it off, I didn’t know what God really wanted, but after watching some Christian TV, I figured He was probably after my money.

Forgive my skepticism, and my irreverent view of God; but that is what I honestly thought up until the time that I went to this camp and opened the Bible for myself. Now, seated on the grassy lawn of a small college in Ohio with seven hundred other athletes, I read a passage that answered the very question I had asked God just a week earlier: “What do you really want from me?” And He answered, “All I want is you!”

I do understand that Romans 12:1 is not a salvation passage; by that, I mean this passage does not teach someone how to enter into a relationship with Jesus and receive forgiveness of their sins. But God used this passage to help me come to grips with what God indeed wanted from me . . . and wants from all of His children.

It’s not our religious activities, it’s not keeping rules, it’s not being a dutiful soldier fulfilling a cause. He wants our lives and our hearts in intimate, joyful, relationship with Him.

Later that week I would hear the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. I would come to understand that there was nothing I could do to earn God’s favor, but that Christ had died in my place to forgive my sin and this free gift could only be received by faith. I didn’t understand much, but I did understand my desperate need for a Savior and the clear teaching of Scripture that says Christ paid for my sin once and for all.

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.

—EPHESIANS 2:8–9

Unfortunately, in many books and in many church services, what I just shared (the Gospel) becomes not only the beginning but the end of the message. The great majority of Christians have been taught that life is about coming to know Christ personally, being saved, being good, and then helping other people “get saved.” Before long, they become a part of the religious machinery whose primary goal is to help more people enter the kingdom of God.

Please do not get me wrong: evangelism is very important and leading people to Christ is at the top of God’s priority list. But the second half of the message has been sorely neglected: the part about God’s dream that you become a precious and cherished son or daughter living in deep union with Him.

God’s dream and plan for each of His children is not about rules or religious activity but about relationship. God’s desire is not for our performance, but for us to learn to live out of the grace and favor we already possess. God’s primary agenda is to make us more and more like His Son so that we enjoy and love Him and others the way He loves them.

This life can be yours. I have tasted it and watched countless other ordinary people like you and me experience it. My passion is that you will dare to step out to the dramatic and exciting edges of life—the place in life where you are in sync with God and feel alive and vibrant and filled with purpose. And though the edge is a bit scary at times, this life is filled with passion, risk, and reward. So, fasten your spiritual seatbelt as we embark on a journey that will lead you to the edge.


SECTION ONE

•

How to Give God What He Wants the Most

SURRENDERED TO GOD

ROMANS 12:1

The whole outlook of mankind might be changed if we could all believe that we dwell under a friendly sky and that the God of heaven, though exalted in power and majesty, is eager to be friends with us.1

—A. W. Tozer


CHAPTER ONE

•

What does God really want from you?

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.2

—Jesus of Nazareth

Well, I’d like to say that my life was completely changed, my problems were put behind me, and my new relationship with Christ was one of countless victory after victory; but I can’t. My life did change. God did a radical work in my heart and planted a new set of desires within me. No one told me I had to read the Bible, but I couldn’t put it down. I read it at night and in the morning with a sense that the living God was speaking directly to me. No one told me I had to stop “doing this or that,” but somehow God changed my desires . . . and the sin that I once enjoyed became repulsive. I had peace in my heart and often a song on my lips. I was free. I was motivated and wanted to share the love that I now experienced with everyone.

New Life/New Struggles

But my new life also introduced new struggles. Although some sins quickly vanished, others seemed impossible to overcome. I was very fortunate to have some mature Christians enter my life shortly after my conversion and teach me how to live the Christian life. Little by little, I learned how to get to know God and understand His Word so He could talk back to me. The early days were filled with a joy that I’d never known and followed by tests that I had never imagined.

As I read through my New Testament in the mornings and talked with God about school, basketball, and girls, I soon learned that His opinion about how to “do” life was a little bit different from mine. Jesus was certainly my Savior, but He was far from the Lord of my life. I was growing and confused. I felt such joy in my new relationship with Christ, but I didn’t want anyone telling me what to do. Unconsciously I began to compartmentalize my faith (just like I observed in the church of my childhood) and took a salad-bar approach to God’s commands. The ones that I liked and seemed reasonable I obeyed; and the ones that I disliked and seemed unreasonable I chose to disregard.

As I look back, it was a crazy way to live. I read my Bible in the mornings and had a wonderful time with God, only to experience extreme remorse and guilt later in the day as I engaged in activities that violated the Holy Spirit living within me. I looked forward to Thursday-night Bible study, where our campus ministry would crowd into a small living room to sing songs, share our hearts, and experience God’s presence in a powerful way.

On Friday and Saturday nights I would load in the car with four or five players on the basketball team and hit every bar in Wheeling, West Virginia. I was the one with the social skills, so I was appointed the designated “introducer” to the good-looking girls. Often getting home in the wee hours of the morning, I would miss church, feel guilty, ask for forgiveness, receive it, and continue on with this schizophrenic Christian life.

Though I didn’t show it, I was miserable. Over time the joy of the Lord began to fade as I constantly violated my conscience, and even the sin I once enjoyed lost its ability to satisfy, as it was always accompanied with guilt and shame—now that I had the Holy Spirit living in me.

It was about two and a half years into my journey with Christ that God had me revisit those two very important questions: “What is it that God really wants from me the most? And how do I give it to Him?” It was these two questions that brought me to a point of seriously reexamining my relationship with the living God.

Giving God What He Really Wants

As I was reading through the Scripture one day with a group of guys my age, I realized that my double, compartmentalized life had never been God’s intent. He wanted me—all of me! The missing power and the absent joy could only come as I understood and applied the truth of Romans 12:1 . . . only when I learned about surrender.

God wanted me to surrender all that I am and all that I have in submission to Him. He wanted to have the same place in my heart that He possesses in the universe. He wanted me to believe that He was so good, kind, and loving that I would entrust all of me to Him, knowing He had my best in mind. He wanted me to bring my dreams, my future, my girlfriend, my basketball career, my academics to Him with open palms. He wanted me to bring my everything so that He might reign in my heart as He reigns in the universe.

I cannot begin to tell you the extent of the struggle and battle I experienced in coming to a place of surrender. My view of God was so warped that I assumed to surrender to Him would mean the end of the things that I held most dear.

Surrender and fear were synonymous in my mind and heart. I was single and certainly wanted to be married someday. But I thought if I surrendered to God, He might want me to be single and I would be miserable my whole life. Or worse, He would direct me to marry some ugly girl whom I never wanted to be with. If I surrendered, He might ask me to quit basketball and send me to some strange land to be a missionary. If I surrendered, He might want me to change what I was studying to something different that I would probably hate. Over and over in my mind the issue of surrender became paramount.

As I look back, I see that it was my misunderstanding of God and the concept of surrender that destined me to be a cultural, carnal, hypocritical follower of Jesus—the very thing I had hated growing up.

It was my misunderstanding of God and the concept of surrender that destined me to be a cultural, carnal, hypocritical follower of Jesus—the very thing I had hated growing up.

I wanted to begin our journey together by sharing my story of struggling with the Christian life, because according to the best research and my personal experience, the great majority of “Christians” in the United States and around the world live in this great twilight. Believers who know and love God and yet do not experience His joy, power, or presence anywhere near the way God longs for them to know Him.

If you’re tired of all the rules, all the formulas, all the religious activities, and even well-meaning church programs that promise transformation but don’t deliver, I invite you to join me on a journey of grace, faith, and relationship that leads to genuine transformation. Together we’ll learn what it really looks like to follow Christ and how in His power and grace, you can live a new, radical, abundant life.

In order for this to occur it will require your participation. Reading or even agreeing with what Scripture says about spiritual transformation does not make it happen. So at the end of each chapter I will provide you some key questions, assignments, and resources to help you process and apply what God is saying to you.

I use the acronym TRUST ME to remind you that what pleases God the most is our faith (Hebrews 11:6). You will be tempted to see r12 as the “bar of discipleship” that you need to achieve instead of the profile of what Christ wants to produce in your heart and relationship through His power and grace.

Don’t feel compelled to answer all the questions at the end of each chapter or do all the assignments. They are there to help you hear God’s voice, overcome common barriers, and cooperate with the Holy Spirit’s work in your heart—not to be another list of things you need to do. The most important question you can ask at the end of each chapter (and in all circumstances for that matter) is “What does it look like to trust God? What does it look like to trust God in view of what I just read? What does it look like to trust God in my job, my relationships, my future, etc.?”

TRUST ME will walk you through a grace-oriented process to help you hear what God is saying to you. Let’s get started in this first chapter on surrender:

IT’S YOUR MOVE—Become an [image: images] Christian

God longs to speak personally to you. Take two minutes and slowly read through the TRUST ME questions and suggestions for spiritual growth. Then sit quietly for three minutes and ask God which of those questions or actions might provide a pathway that will strengthen and encourage you. Don’t feel compelled to answer all the questions or do all that is suggested; listen to the Holy Spirit and follow His leading.

THINK—What part of my struggle with surrender spoke to you?

REFLECT—Why do you think that aspect of my story resonated in your heart?

UNDERSTAND—How might God be speaking to you? Are you afraid? Convicted? Relieved that others have the same struggles?

SURRENDER—Take a moment and simply tell God how you are feeling. Share your fears, relief, or honest struggles with Him. Tell Him you want to learn more and want His help to really understand what surrender is all about.

TAKE ACTION—Decide when you will read the next chapter to hear God’s heart concerning surrender.

    MOTIVATION—Go to the web (LivingontheEdge.org/r12) and watch the fourteen-minute video “How to Give God What He Wants the Most.”

ENCOURAGE SOMEONE—Take one minute and pray for someone who is going through a struggle in their journey of surrender.


CHAPTER TWO

•

Why is it so hard to surrender to God?

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.1

—Jesus of Nazareth

I recently came across a book written by a Yale law professor titled Risk, Reason and the Decision-Making Process.2 It’s a compilation of case studies that is used at Harvard Business School and MIT to help graduate students learn to make excellent decisions. Although a secular resource, this book provides unusual insight into the issue of “surrender” as it relates to making major decisions about life and relationships. Let me share a couple case studies that are important for our consideration as we think about making wise decisions in our relationship to God and others.

Case Study 1

John is a thirty-two-year-old engineer who loves to go to estate sales and look for antique furniture and other potentially valuable items. One particular weekend John found himself at an estate sale in the southern part of the United States. All the items in the house were going to be sold at a single-unit price. Visitors were walking from floor to floor, examining the various antiques and pondering what bid they would make to buy all the contents of the house. John, after doing some research on the Internet, determined that the winning bid would probably be somewhere around ninety-five thousand dollars.
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