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  Introduction


  As we walk through this life on earth, we are faced outwardly with many hardships, difficulties, sometimes poverty and even persecution. Yet there are other struggles and battles that are often much more intense, much more painful and much more severe than these.


  These are the battles we face on the inside, the ones that take place in our hearts. So often no one knows about them and no one cares. At times, we are not able to share them with anyone. We fight lonely, frightened and desperate. The Lord's answers and interventions seem so far away. We know that the outcome of some of these battles will determine if we make it or break under them.


  Yet when victory arrives and we have overcome, the effect on our own life and the lives of others is tremendous: We have been broken for a purpose!


  This book talks about some of these inward struggles. As you read it, may the Lord encourage you to trust Him as He leads you through your "valleys of the shadow of death" to victory.


  — Gisela Yohannan


  
    


  


  


  1. To Build a Live


  "Lord, why do You lead me through such painful experiences to learn a certain spiritual truth? Do You have to let me taste such difficulty and so much hurt just to understand You? Couldn't You have done it an easier way?"


  I was sitting on my bed, thinking about the months past, in one way grateful for the things I learned, in another wondering why God chose such a hard way. I was not complaining, just asking the One who I know loves me the most.


  Very lovingly, the Lord explained His reason to me that afternoon.


  When a teacher is standing in front of a classroom and lectures, the students will at best keep part of his lecture in their minds; the rest might be in their notebooks. For the exam, the students will learn their notes by heart, so they will be able to recite the correct answers. Yet if you ask them 5 or 10 years later about the same lesson, they probably will have forgotten 95 percent of it.


  The Holy Spirit is our Teacher. His job is not to give us some classroom lectures on holiness, worship and righteousness, but to build our lives. It takes more than a lecture to shape our whole being into the image of Christ! This is God's ultimate purpose for every believer.


  There are, of course, many different teaching methods. Yet the most lasting, but painful, way of learning is by experience. A child will remember for the rest of his life that fire is hot after he has touched a flame only once. The more difficult an experience, the greater the permanent impact it makes on our lives.


  God chose this practical but lasting way of teaching for His own Son: "He learned obedience from the things which He suffered" (Hebrews 5:8).


  Jesus selected this type of teaching for His disciples: They spent three years walking with Him, observing His life and learning from each daily situation. Jesus did not hand out preprinted lectures to them. Instead, He used normal events, circumstances and difficulties to teach them spiritual truth by experience, which resulted in completely changed hearts.


  The Holy Spirit chooses the same practical approach for us as well. He knows our human frame, our forgetfulness, our distant, insensitive heart toward the spiritual world, our darkened understanding and our inability to convert spiritual truth into practical, everyday life.


  When the Holy Spirit accepted His job as our Teacher, He looked very carefully at each of us, and then He designed an individual curriculum for every born-again, redeemed person.


  When He put my textbook together, He considered my ability to learn, my life span, my weaknesses, my fears, my background, my culture, my former lifestyle and the plan God has for me as a believer. In my textbook, He included all the aspects of the nature of Jesus.


  So when the Holy Spirit guides me through the many lessons and at the end of my life completes the last page of my textbook with me, I should have come to the fullness and maturity of Christ. I should now look like Him.


  When the Lord saved us, He gave us His joy, peace, assurance of salvation and eternal life. But somehow in our minds, we often expect God to remove all the difficulties and hardships of our life from now on, so as believers we can enjoy an easier, more comfortable life than the rest of mankind. But Jesus did not make such a promise. He only promised to be with us always. In fact, He told us in advance that we would suffer persecution and trials — as He did — if we are to become His disciples.


  This actually means that aside from the difficulties a "natural" (unsaved) person faces, we will be in a continuous spiritual battle, one that is not against flesh and blood. Yet in the midst of all of this, Jesus assures us of peace that is not of this world and power that enables us to be more than conquerors.


  So the Holy Spirit does not have to create extra-good or extra-terrible circumstances to teach me lessons. But in His wisdom He carefully uses everything that comes along the road of my life, as well as the spiritual battles in which I am involved, as lessons designed just for me, to conform me closer to the image of Christ.


  If I understand this truth and daily, consciously remember it, I will learn to view my trials, disappointments, persecutions and victories as opportunities for the Holy Spirit to build and mold my life.


  Then, even during the most difficult and painful times in my life that strip me of all that I thought I was, I will be able to say, "Yes, Lord," trusting Him, knowing He is bringing me at that moment one step closer to look like Him.


  But why should the Holy Spirit go through all this trouble to try to change me so entirely? Why can't He be satisfied with my salvation?


  The Bible declares that soon a day will be coming, after we have finished our life on earth, when Jesus wants to present us before His Father.


  On that day, He will take my hand in His and lead me before the throne of God. Jesus will then testify before the Father and all the angels of heaven that I am bought by His blood and that I am His workmanship, completed, lacking nothing, truly a part of Him—His body.


  It will be the most precious time ever when my Savior confesses me before His Father and all of heaven. How thankful I will be at that moment for my Teacher, the Holy Spirit, and for every lesson in my textbook.


  That day I will stand before the throne of God, not only washed by the blood of the Lamb but also clothed with Christ's righteousness and His very nature, which make me totally acceptable to the Father. I will look at my Lord and realize the greatness of His love for me, to allow me to go through painful teaching so I can share the glory of His nature for all eternity.


  
    


  


  


  2. Beyond Forgiveness


  Until a few days ago, I thought I didn't have a problem with forgiveness.


  In fact, I felt I had more willingness to forgive than most other Christians I knew. Since the time I was saved, there had been plenty of opportunities to forgive, and some of them were not at all easy!


  This week as I reviewed the most recent incident, which I felt was the hardest of them all, I discovered that my concept of forgiveness was lacking something.


  Yes, so far I had forgiven everyone who ever had done wrong to me, and I had even asked some people to forgive me if I failed them unknowingly, just to make sure my walk with the Lord was clear.


  This time, also, I had forgiven—without it being asked of me — and I had asked forgiveness for any hurt I might have caused, even though I did not feel I had done wrong. I had not received any response or apology, and the person did not seem to recognize any wrong in his own actions. In fact, I saw more pride afterward than before. Yet these results had no effect on me and did not bother me. Maybe it will take years, who knows, for that person to see or admit his wrong. I am not waiting or expecting, now or later, for any better results. All I want is to be able to serve the Lord with all my heart and a clear conscience.


  I felt the hurt in my heart longer than any other time, and the remembrance is still somewhat painful. Yet God has taken care of all that, and I am grateful to acknowledge His strength and thank Him for the lessons I learned.


  More Than Forgiving


  But two days ago, the Lord reminded me of a Bible verse I had known almost all my life. Because it would not leave my mind, I decided to take my Bible and read the whole passage so I wouldn't miss anything. Each of Jesus' statements in that chapter seemed so powerful, so impossible to live out or achieve with human strength. But none of them bothered me until I came to verse 44 in Matthew 5, the very verse I had thought about for the past two days: "Love your enemies."


  This bothered me, because I realized that I never had made much of a connection between forgiving someone and loving my enemy. As far as I could remember, I had never called anyone my "enemy." But this time I realized that the Lord wanted to tell me that my "enemy" whom I was supposed to love was actually the same person I had forgiven.


  For me, forgiveness ended when I no longer held something against that person. My highest form of forgiveness was to forgive without it being asked of me and to make the first step, even if the other person was at fault. Now I realized that there was more beyond that!


  I discovered that the completion of forgiveness was to "love your enemy." What was more, I was not living it, especially not in this last encounter.


  Whenever I forgave my husband, my children or a friend, it didn't seem difficult to love them. In fact, I had a desire to be close to them and show them extra love and compassion, hoping they wouldn't feel so low after they failed me. But this situation was different. I couldn't find any desire in me to ever want to get close to this person, let alone love him.


  Yet as I thought of this command to "love your enemy," I also had to admit that it sounded like it was meant to be very practical, not an abstract philosophical idea. Also, I saw clearly that there were no exceptions or distinctions between "easy-to-love" and "hard-to-love" enemies.


  What was I to do with what I discovered? First, I thought, I would see how Jesus dealt with it.


  How Much Does Jesus Love His Enemy?


  Jesus was always very practical with biblical truth. He lived it so literally that people could observe with their own eyes what He meant when He said something.


  Let us see how Jesus interpreted "love your enemy."


  Actually, Jesus had many enemies, but He allowed His most "deadly" one to live with Him. This was not because Jesus didn't recognize who he was. John 2:25 says, "He did not need anyone to bear witness concerning man for He Himself knew what was in man."


  For three years, Judas walked with Him on the road, ate with Him and slept on the same floor. Jesus taught him just the same as the other disciples, provided for his needs and allowed him to be part of every event, miracle, struggle, prayer meeting and teaching session. He even gave Judas power to heal the sick and to preach.


  Every day, Judas was able to talk with Jesus, to see Him and take up His time.


  When he finally came to betray Him, Jesus called him "My friend." Jesus meant "friend" with His whole heart, because He didn't use vain words. He actually loved Judas, knowing from the very beginning what Judas was going to do three years later.


  There is not one report in the Gospels that Jesus treated Judas differently, put him down or loved him less than the other disciples. All the time Jesus knew Judas' heart, yet He showed him love, expecting one day that he would pierce and crush His emotions—which were as human as mine.


  I believe that if Judas would not have killed himself, Jesus would have had enough love to offer forgiveness to him after His resurrection. After all, He forgave Peter, who denied Him three times in a row.


  From this relationship, I can see that Jesus' love was totally a supernatural one, impossible for me to produce in my heart. It's just not there. I had thought that my forgiveness was above average. But God did not ask me to evaluate something by what I had achieved, but by what Jesus said and portrayed in His life. Looking at this, I had to confess that my ability to forgive was far below His. In fact, I was almost afraid to honestly evaluate it to see how much lower it was.


  How Much Do I Love My Enemy?


  I forgave for Christ's sake.


  I didn't ask God — anymore — to pay him back with the same hurt or to punish him. I even asked God to bless his life.


  I didn't expect or ask for any apology, and I did not expect him to admit his wrong, then or in the future.


  I talked to him, even though I didn't really know what to say. I smiled — at least sometimes, offered food, gave him a place to sleep when he came to our home and occasionally visited his family.


  Yet I didn't want any closeness. I didn't want to receive anything from him—even though I accepted it because I didn't want to make him feel bad and as a believer I knew it would be wrong. In my heart, I wished to be left alone and not to see that person — at least not often. I tolerated his presence, even if it reminded me of my hurt.


  There was no bitterness in my heart, no hate, no anger . . . but also no love.


  Even if I wanted to love that person, it was totally above my strength, above my ability, above anything I could find in my heart. With all honesty I could say I didn't even want to love that person.


  I Stopped along the Way


  God always looks for completeness in anything He does. So one-half or two-thirds forgiveness will not be sufficient in His eyes. His goal is that, like Jesus, I should offer complete forgiveness: "Love your enemy!"


  It was as though I was on a journey in life, with a specific destination to reach: complete forgiveness. Looking at Jesus, my example, I realized that I never reached my goal—I had stopped along the way!


  When we are treated wrongly, or we think we are, as humans we will all go through a time of difficult emotional hurt. Yet as believers, we should be able to walk through all these stages with Christ's help and end up with complete forgiveness in our hearts, restored fellowship (if at all possible) and even love for our enemy.


  If the outcome is less than this, we have never reached our destination! That discovery convicted me, because I found I didn't even want to love my enemy!


  By now, the question became not what this person did or whether I had evaluated all his actions correctly. All of a sudden it became a matter of my heart's attitude toward God.


  Why Do I Have Trouble to Even Consider Loving My Enemy?


  If God shows me a truth and I am not able to accept it or to live it, then He expects me to check my heart. There must be something that sets me apart from His nature, something that needs to be identified and dealt with. For a child of God, there should be nothing that resists God's Spirit!


  I discovered that my problem was fear:


  • Fear of hurting again.


  • Fear of finding out more than I already knew. I forgave what I personally saw and heard. But suppose that there was more said or done than I knew of. If that person had the courage to treat me this way right to my face, what about behind my back?


  If I came to know all, would my hurt start over again? Would my forgiveness still stand, or would it crumble to nothing?


  • Fear of new hurt. What if that person didn't really change his heart, was only pretending and took advantage of the situation later?


  • Fear of sharing myself, letting someone come close who could once again crush me.


  I Am His Workmanship!


  After I understood that there was more beyond forgiveness than what I had practiced and after I had identified my problem, I found that I still wasn't able to love my enemy!


  I sincerely prayed, and I cried. I cried not because I wasn't able to love that person, but because I wasn't able to obey the Lord. My desire was to walk with Jesus and to do His will. But even after I spent time in prayer, I couldn't find or produce any love in my heart to give to my "enemy" — all I could find was tolerance.


  That afternoon, while reading a chapter in a Christian book, I came across some references that made me forget everything else I had just read. These verses were the answer to my "love your enemy" problem:


  "For we are His workmanship . . ." (Ephesians 2:10).


  "For it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure" (Philippians 2:13).


  "Greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world" (1 John 4:4).


  Because I am His, not my own, workmanship, it will be His goal to complete what is lacking in me. Therefore, it must also have been His desire to show me my inability to love my enemy.


  Furthermore, if He is the One who is producing the "willingness" and the "working," then I can stop trying to come up with a solution myself.


  The Bible tells me that He is able to create something out of nothing, just as He did the universe. So even if there is nothing in my heart, He can create what is missing!


  I realized that I needed to trust Him, knowing that He is able to complete the work He started in me! Because He is greater than my own heart, my enemy and even Satan, His work will always be an absolute success.


  Praise God, I didn't know how, but I could see that there was victory for me.


  I had found the answer to my incapability to obey the Lord. Once again that afternoon, I knelt down to pray, confessing my inability to love and giving myself into His loving hands to work on my heart.


  This is what I prayed:


  Lord, I want to obey You and love my enemy, but I can't even make my heart want to. Today I am not able to imagine how I could ever succeed. But You told me that I am Your workmanship. Today I submit to You to start working on me, and I trust You to create the willingness in my heart and the ability to love.


  Most of all, I need Your presence. From other difficult times in my life, I know that in Your presence all the things of this earth become small; and I know my fear of hurting, my wounded memories and my unwillingness will melt away and make room for Your love that is greater than I.


  Thank You for starting to work on me from this moment on.


  From the lines above, you can see that I have shared my heart with you. I have allowed you to see my hurt, my inability to love, my unwillingness, my fear and what God has taught me. At first I thought it would be too personal and too embarrassing to write all this for you to read. But I believe God wants me to allow you to see my own struggle.


  Maybe you also have an enemy you can't love! You might not call him an "enemy." It might be even your wife, your husband, your child, your father or mother, your best friend, your fellow Christian or your pastor who has hurt you in such a way that you can't find any desire or willingness in your heart to love him again. You have forgiven, but your forgiveness is incomplete. You have never quite reached that "destination" of loving your enemy.


  I want to invite you to pray with all your heart the kind of prayer I prayed, trusting the Lord to create in you the willingness and the ability to love that person as He would. By faith you can know today that there is victory for you, because "the things impossible with men are possible with God" (Luke 18:27).


  Epilogue


  When I first wrote this chapter, I was wondering what would happen if someone who read this book asked me directly if my prayer worked and my heart really changed. After all, I wrote this chapter in the middle of my struggle, and not enough time had passed yet to see if it were true — that the Lord could not only change a heart, but actually create something that was not there previously.


  Since I wrote these pages, more than a year has passed. The Lord was faithful; He has not only healed my hurt, but He has definitely created something in my heart that was not there before: a willingness to love my "enemy." I am still cautious in my approach. But I feel as though the Lord has literally taken my hand and is walking with me step-by-step to reach the goal He has set before me. My fear, too, has grown smaller and smaller; at the same time, my trust in the Lord has increased.


  A few weeks ago, I talked to the Lord about the change He brought into my heart. I felt He was telling me that through this trial, He has given me an opportunity in my life to deliberately choose to be like Him. I could hate or be indifferent to that person for the rest of my life, or I could love the same as Jesus would love.


  Today there is much joy in my heart. Truly Jesus is able to give us the power to be His sons and daughters, not in words only but also in deeds.


  
    


  


  


  3. How Much Value Do I Have?


  It was past midnight, and I was lying on my bed, unable to sleep.


  I was thinking about the experience I had gone through today. The people whom I had been so sure would give value for my life had reacted totally opposite of my expectations.


  They were the ones who should know my heart and be able to see what was motivating me to give up my own way of life to serve the Lord and those to whom He had sent me.


  Today there had been a meeting, and there was also a "talk" about me. But to my surprise, the things I thought I had done well were not even mentioned, and all my efforts were overlooked.


  When all was concluded, they only listed the things I had not been able to achieve — at least not yet. In fact, all during the meeting, the only thing I heard about myself was criticism. Before the meeting ended, I was told that however I might try, I would never meet their standard of performance.


  I knew I had done my best, not perfect but better than I had hoped for. It would have encouraged me greatly to try even harder if someone would have acknowledged just one thing I had done well. It surely would have put a smile on my face and joy in my heart. What was most difficult to accept was that I had acted out of love toward the Lord and toward them with my efforts, and they had not seen this at all.


  Now I was presented with the cold fact that all my hard work to prove my willingness and my love obviously meant nothing!


  A storm was raging outside. I could hear the thunder and see the lightning flashing over the dark sky. The rain was pouring down, and the trees were shaking in the wind.


  I felt so low. Tears ran down my face. The people who I thought knew me, whom I had loved, had not understood my heart. It seemed as if none of them valued my life very much.


  Was all I had done for nothing—the price I had paid and the love I had shown?


  I had not waited for any recognition or reward, just an acknowledgment of my attempts and perhaps of my love.


  Slowly the hours of the night were passing by, and I turned from one side of the bed to the other without finding any sleep.


  Would I have enough courage tomorrow morning to get up and again serve others with all my heart, again try to love and give up my life? I didn't think it was hurt pride that I felt, but rather deep discouragement. My self-worth had sunk to zero.


  If those who knew me didn't value my life, who else would, I wondered? As soon as I had asked this question, I heard the voice of the Lord answering me in my heart:


  "I value your life. Look at the cross; you mean that much to Me!"


  All of a sudden my heart became very quiet, and for a long time I lay on my bed thinking about the cross:


  • How much it cost Jesus to go there!


  • How much hardship He faced to live and walk as a man on this earth!


  • How shameful it was to carry that cross on His back through Jerusalem, up to the hill of Golgotha!


  • How extremely difficult it must have been for Him, who knew no sin, to bear mine!


  • How painful it was to willingly allow the soldiers to drive those nails through His hands and feet!


  • How hard it must have been for Him to listen to the mocking of the crowd!


  • How lonely and rejected He felt when God His Father turned His face away from Him!


  • How much He suffered hanging on this cross, waiting hour after hour for death to come!


  All that . . . because He valued my life that much!


  Looking at the cross, I felt the deep love of Jesus that He has for me. Suddenly it didn't matter anymore that the people I knew and loved had not valued me or the things I did.


  It was early in the morning when I fell asleep. The storm was still raging outside, but my heart had found comfort in the knowledge of the cross and the value the Son of God had given to my life.


  
    


  


  


  4. Who Am I?


  A few years ago we traveled by train to Tamil Nadu. The children and I were especially excited to see so much of the countryside and to learn about the people and the Gospel work in this state.


  Of course, we had fun eating the wodas, bananas and oranges the local people were selling at every train stop, and I believe Daniel and Sarah took advantage of drinking more chaia than they were allowed at home!


  Because our train ride was overnight, I had time to read my Bible and to think about the Lord's work.


  The Lord had been very gracious to me and had given me many opportunities to give my testimony, to share in meetings, to attend some pastors' conferences and to travel together with my husband to different parts of India. Also, my first book had just come out in the Malayalam language. At that moment I was on the way to visit a mission field, and the next day I was supposed to lay the foundation stone for the first church in that place.


  The more I thought of what the Lord allowed me to do and what He was expecting of my life, the more unworthy I felt.


  His work was so great and the brothers and sisters I met showed such a dedication and commitment—who was I to encourage them or teach them something?


  I started to think of my weaknesses and my failures, about the times I misunderstood others, the times I criticized and judged wrongly (at least in my heart). I remembered well when I was not careful enough to discern and evaluate some people, and they took advantage of my trust and tried to hurt the ministry. Then there were occasions when I was teaching others, and when the test came, I forgot to practice my teaching. How many times had I let the Lord down when He had counted on my boldness, faithfulness and steadfastness?


  The more time I spent thinking, the longer the list of my shortcomings seemed to become. Sure, all of it was forgiven and covered by grace, yet the remembrance made me feel so unworthy to serve the Lord.


  It started to get late in the evening, and we lay down to sleep on the benches in the train. For a long time I prayed, telling the Lord how much I wanted to please Him yet how condemned I felt coming to Him with this background of forgiven failures. That night I asked Him many times, "Lord, who am I that I should do the things You asked me to do?"


  By the time I went to sleep, I still didn't feel any better about myself. The question "Who am I?" remained on my heart. It seemed to echo through my mind every time I woke up, when the train stopped and the cries of the peddlers selling chaia and capi interrupted my sleep. I had told no one about the thoughts I was struggling with, and I only hoped I would somehow feel better the next day.


  The next morning I got up quite early. The train was still moving along. Daniel and Sarah were still wrapped in their sheets, trying to open their eyes.


  The brother who was traveling with us had been reading his Bible. Afterward, he folded his bedsheet and put it back in his small suitcase. While he was arranging his sheet, he pulled out a small booklet and handed it to me, saying, "I want you to read this. You can keep it."


  I took it and looked at the cover page to read the title. There, written in big, bold, red letters, was: "Who Are You?"


  I was totally surprised, to say the least. It was almost hard to believe what I was holding in my hand. Only last night I had asked the Lord a hundred times, "Who am I?" and here, as with return mail, I got His answer: "Who Are You?" He surely must love me a great deal to do such a thing!


  Quietly I sat on my bench and started reading, curious to see what the Lord had to say to me.


  Every page in this booklet exactly described my heart's condition and the thoughts I had struggled with the previous night. The entire message of this booklet was that we live in defeat and self-condemnation as a result of not knowing who we are in Christ Jesus. Then it explained that our rightful position as a believer is the one position in which God Himself sees us: in Jesus!


  This means that right now, "by the grace of God I am what I am" (1 Corinthians 15:10):


  • I am a son of God (1 John 3:2).


  • I am born of God (John 1:13).


  • I am an heir of God (Galatians 4:7).


  • I am a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17).


  • I am accepted in the Beloved (Ephesians 1:6).


  • I am blessed with all spiritual blessings (Ephesians 1:3).


  • I am the righteousness of God in Christ Jesus (2 Corinthians 5:21).


  • I am free from condemnation (Romans 8:1).


  • I am complete in Him (Colossians 2:10).


  • I am an overcomer (1 John 4:4).


  • I am more than a conqueror (Romans 8:37).


  • I am seated with Christ in heavenly places (Ephesians 2:6).


  All these declarations sound wonderful, but one look at our Christian lives will tell us that we fall way short in our attempts to live up to them.


  How then can God talk about us as if we were already perfect? Because He is all-knowing, He surely must be aware that we fail many times.


  You see, God the Father doesn't look at us directly. When He looks at us, He sees us through Jesus. It is just like when I look through my kitchen window at the tree in the front yard of our house. I see the tree, but not directly. I see it through the glass of my window. The glass is between me and the tree.


  Jesus is just like the glass of my window. He stands between me and God. When God the Father looks at me, He first sees Jesus who is totally holy, righteous and complete. With Him in front of me, my insufficiency is totally covered by the completeness of Jesus.


  We must understand that when God calls us a new creation, accepted, the righteousness of God, free from condemnation, a conqueror, complete and so on, He always talks about our position as a child of God, not about possible perfect deeds.


  We received this position when we accepted Jesus as our Savior and Lord. The Bible says that at that moment we were born again and were legally adopted into the family of God. With our position as a true son or daughter of God, we also became heirs together with Jesus.


  This means that everything that belongs to Jesus is our inheritance also! All of heaven, eternal life, victory over sin and the devil, righteousness, peace, joy and all the promises in the Bible are ours!


  But when will this inheritance go into effect? Five years from now, or when we achieve higher levels of holiness and spirituality, or when we die?


  No. Look carefully in your Bible to see how God Himself addresses us and how He talks about our position. Notice that He always uses either past or present tense, never future.


  Consider these examples:


  • Now we are children of God (1 John 3:2).


  • You have been made complete (Colossians 2:10).


  • There is therefore now no condemnation (Romans 8:1).


  Practically, what does this mean?


  Right now -I am a new creation. It doesn't matter if I feel like one or not. If I am truly born again, that is what I am. God says so. Maybe it will take a while before others notice it as well, but nevertheless this is what God says I am, and I will declare it thus.


  Right now-I am accepted in the Beloved. When I come to the Lord in prayer, I don't have to beg to be accepted. I don't have to work for acceptance, establish my worthiness or present perfect deeds to Him. Before I even knock at His door, God has already declared that I am totally accepted — as I am. I can come joyfully, with confidence, knowing that my Father is already waiting for me and is more than willing to hear my prayer and answer me.


  Right now-I am blessed with every spiritual blessing. This means that whatever spiritual blessings God has promised in His Word are mine. He will not withhold them from me. They are not saved up for later. They are mine for today. However, I must remember that He is talking about spiritual blessings, not about my selfish, earthly desires and wishes.


  Right now -I am the righteousness of God in Christ Jesus. Regardless of my past and my failures, God has forgiven me. Because of Jesus, I am the righteousness of God. It doesn't matter how qualified or unqualified I feel.


  Right now-I am free from condemnation. God totally forgave me when I came to Him and asked Him to do so. Others may still condemn me. The devil might remind me of my past, and I myself may feel unworthy. But I believe God, and He has declared that at this moment I am free from condemnation.


  Right now -I am complete in Him, not because I am perfect in all my deeds but because the completeness of Jesus covers me. He stands between me and God. Only in Him I am complete. Apart from Him I am not.


  Right now -I am an overcomer and more than a conqueror. The devil tells me that I am a failure, that God cannot use me, that I am weak and that I will never be able to conquer the fear, anger or bad habits I have. The devil is a liar. God has proclaimed that I am an overcomer and am more than a conqueror in all things—no exceptions. Because God said it, I will believe Him and take my place as a child of God. I will walk in His power and in His authority. I know that victory is mine — today.


  Right now-I am seated with Christ in heavenly places. When I look at who I am, I see myself quite differently: I am in my kitchen cooking food, cleaning floors or washing clothes. It doesn't look heavenly at all, at least not to me. But amazingly, God doesn't see me there in the kitchen. He sees me, at this moment, already sitting with Jesus in heavenly places.


  This truth is totally exciting: He has already watched me run the race and complete it, and I have won! What an encouragement for my struggles. The end result of my battle on earth is already established and declared in heaven: victory—seated with Christ. Praise God.


  I am who God says I am, not who the devil or I myself think I am. I must claim, live and confess boldly who I am in Christ; and I will not only defeat the devil, but I will exercise the authority and power that is mine together with the position of being a child of God. Doing so will take all the fear of unworthiness away, and I will experience the freedom to come into God's presence knowing I am totally accepted.


  Jesus said, "You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free" (John 8:32). This means that in my situation, if I know the truth of how God sees me, it will make me free from condemnation.


  How thankful and glad I felt to receive God's answer for my troubled thoughts. During the remainder of our train ride I read this booklet twice, and I underlined many paragraphs in it. I put a date on the cover to remember God's faithfulness in answering me.


  Since then I have read it a number of times. The message has made such a difference in my life!


  Strangely, I had read the same Bible verses quoted in that booklet before, but they only had helped me on an "on-and-off" basis. The reason was that I had never knowingly and consciously made them part of my life. This time, God's Word had reached and touched my heart to change it.


  I believe the Lord deliberately made such a special event out of this lesson because He saw that I was forgetting it all the time. In His love He planned to teach me in such a practical way to help me remember it forever.


  To know who we are in Jesus is not a cheap excuse for our failures, but it is the freedom to serve Him boldly with confidence and with all our hearts.


  Epilogue


  More than a year later, I met this brother again and I told him the story about his booklet. He remembered giving it to me, and he said, "I never gave this booklet to anyone else, before or after. It is good the Lord allows us to serve one another."


  
    


  


  


  5. Sober-Minded Christianity


  "What sari shall I wear to church today? I want to wear one you like," I said to my husband, expecting him to pick one. Instead, he said, "Any one, just wear whatever you want."


  I insisted, "Tell me the one you like; you know, I want to please you."


  He looked at me and said jokingly, "This is Western thinking! I settled that 13 years ago when we got married. Why would you want to prove something that doesn't need proving anymore?"


  I replied, "I still want to please you as I did 13 years ago." Probably to settle it once and for all, he said, "Wear the one with the orange stripe."


  I hurried to get the iron to press out the wrinkles in my sari before I got dressed for church. While I was ironing, I thought about our conversation. I know very well that my husband and most men I can think of don't really like to pick out clothes. Yet I believe that they, as well as everyone else, appreciate when something is done to please them.


  But why do people generally think that once a relationship is established, we can forget about doing special things just to please the other person? After a short time, all things that were once special seem to turn into his or her responsibility and duty. Some of the actions remain, but the motivation has totally changed.


  Have We Lost Our Sensitive Heart?


  When a couple first gets married, the boy and girl are conscious of how they look, how they dress and what they say to one another. They are conscious of how they treat each other's relatives. They try to learn what the other one likes or dislikes. In other words, they are very sensitive to please one another.


  But if you look at them a few years later, in most cases that sensitivity is gone. They now take each other for granted. They do well as a family, and they fulfill their responsibilities, but they have lost the desire to please each other.


  How about when we get a new job in a company? The first day we make sure we are on time, we work as hard as we can, we pay attention to the supervisor and we are polite to our employer. We bring him his tea at break time, and we try to find out as fast as possible what he doesn't like and what pleases him.


  What about 2 or 5 or 10 years later? Do we have the same concern to please our employer? Or do we take our job and our boss for granted? We excuse ourselves: "Why should I make extra efforts, why be so punctual, why work so hard, why should I try to please him? My job situation got settled five years ago. No need to take such care to please anymore."


  What about our relationship with God? Are we treating God the same way as our marriage partner or our employer?


  Think back to when you first got saved! Do you remember how, more than anything else, you wanted to please the Lord? You asked Him about even the smallest details of your life. You only wanted to say what He wanted you to say, to go where it would please Him to have you go and to spend your money in a way that would honor Him. You cried every time you realized you disappointed the Lord with your words or actions. You shared your innermost heart, your most private thoughts with Him. You wanted to include Him in every area of your life, family, home and work.


  You searched your Bible for what would please Him and right away started doing the things you found, even at the risk of persecution from your family or community. You wanted to learn more about Him, not to present a speech somewhere but simply to be able to please Him.


  How is your relationship to Jesus today, after 5 years of salvation — or 25 years? Are you still the same? Or have you "graduated" to a more "mature" and "sober-minded" Christianity?


  Is Our Position Not Enough?


  Because our salvation was settled 2, 5, 10 or 22 years ago at our conversion, why should we still do "deeds" to prove we are saved?


  The Bible says, "Faith, if it hath not works, is dead" (James 2:17, kjv). The "works" we do make the faith we have in our heart visible. Our "actions" prove that our faith is as real as we claim it is.


  Abraham had to leave his country before his faith became visible. He could have stayed at home and told everyone how much he believed God. No one would have seen the reality of his faith. But his leaving was the proof of the kind of faith that existed in his heart.


  In the same way, our love without works is dead. The works we do make the love in our heart visible.


  If God would have just told us that He loves us, we would have had a difficult time believing it (because we are "hard-to-love" creatures). But God's love became visible for everyone when He sent His only Son to die for us.


  God doesn't want us to have theory-faith and theory-love. He wants the evidence of what we proclaim we have to be visible and tangible.


  We don't do the works to produce salvation, faith or love in our hearts. We can't produce this anyway. We do the works because salvation, faith and love are already reality in our hearts, and they just become visible by our actions.


  It is much like a mango tree. The tree is not growing mangoes to become a mango tree. It produces mangoes because it already is a mango tree. But the mango fruit makes visible the kind of tree it is to everyone who looks at it.


  For Which Deeds Is the Lord Looking?


  "Do the deeds you did at first." This is the advice Jesus gave to the church in Ephesus. He told them in Revelation 2:1-5 that they had left their first love, and He asked them once again to do the deeds they did at first.


  Actually, they were doing a lot of deeds, and Jesus acknowledged them all:


  • Toil


  • Perseverance


  • Not enduring evil men


  • Testing leaders


  • Endurance


  • Not growing weary


  • Hating and not tolerating false doctrines


  The deeds they did were all good and necessary to run a church. They did very well in correctly performing their service and ministry. But obviously all this hard work did not count as much in Jesus' eyes as what they had lost.


  Please notice that Jesus didn't say, "On what date did you settle your position as a child of God?" He was asking for and expecting deeds.


  But what more can He expect from us than being faithful, acting responsibly, keeping all the rules and working hard? He expects "deeds of first love"!


  What Are These Deeds of First Love?


  We do all the important things: We pray, read the Bible, teach Sunday school, give our offering, have prayer meetings in our home and meet all our church responsibilities, thinking these are the deeds of first love. But we are mistaken.


  The real deeds of first love are the very things we did when we first got saved!


  These are the things we do for someone just to please that person. They are not the necessary things to maintain a church or a Christian life. They are the "unnecessary" deeds, the unexpected ones, the ones that are not on our timetable. They are the things that we say and do just for Him and just because of Him. There is no other reason! They are not things that make us famous or bring us profit. They are the deeds we do only for one reason alone, and that is genuine love. We don't expect anything to be paid back—we only want to give of ourselves.


  These "first love deeds" are the ones that Jesus says are missing from our lives.


  What Is the True Way of Pleasing?


  When we lose the sensitivity of our walk with the Lord, we lose the desire to please the Lord just for the sake of pleasing Him, out of pure love for Him.


  There are three different types of pleasing. In our society there is a false type of pleasing. We do something for a person out of a selfish desire to gain a profit or to manipulate that person to feel obligated to us.


  Then there is a pleasing out of tradition or culture; this looks like the real thing, but it is not from the heart. We find this a lot in our churches and homes. We smile and do things because it fits the image of our denomination or culture to act that way. This type of pleasing is worse than not pleasing at all. It is a living lie.


  Finally, there is the true pleasing, the kind Jesus asks from us, the kind that comes from the depths of our heart. This pleasing is the visible evidence of our first love to the Lord.


  Did Jesus Do Any Deeds of First Love?


  Jesus is our example, not only for obedience and holiness, but also for what it means to do the deeds of first love. He never asks us to live anything He Himself didn't live first.


  Jesus maintained His first love to His Father throughout His life on earth. This becomes very clear in His testimony: "And He who sent Me is with Me; He has not left Me alone, for I always do the things that are pleasing to Him" (John 8:29).


  He could have said, like us, "My relationship with My Father was settled from eternity past, or on earth at My birth, or baptism; it doesn't need any further proof!" He could have been satisfied in just doing His responsibility. But no, He was doing more — far more! He was always doing the extra things that are pleasing to His Father.


  What were some of these extra things?


  His longing to be with His Father. We see this longing in Luke 2:49, when He told His earthly parents: "Why is it that you were looking for Me? Did you not know that I had to be in My Father's house?" Also, Luke 5:16 tells us, "But He Himself would often slip away to the wilderness and pray."


  His trust in His Father. When Jesus was about to raise Lazarus from the dead, He prayed, "And I knew that Thou hearest Me always" (John 11:42). His prayer displays His total assurance that His Father hears Him and will answer. In Luke 23:46 we read, "Father, into Thy hands I commit My spirit." He prayed this while He was totally separated from God because of our sin.


  His total surrender and obedience. These qualities are evident in passages like "My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to accomplish His work" (John 4:34) and "Abba! Father! All things are possible for Thee; remove this cup from Me; yet not what I will, but what Thou wilt" (Mark 14:36).


  His compassion, gentleness and love. "And seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed and downcast like sheep without a shepherd" (Matthew 9:36). How many times did He touch those who were sick or spend time talking to someone in need?


  As the Son of God, He could have just commanded things to happen, without getting too personally close to the situation and to those sinners, lepers and crippled, sick and demon-possessed people.


  But He did the extra things that pleased His Father: He asked them to come to Him, He touched them and showed them extra love. When He was so tired and needed rest, He allowed the women with their children to disturb Him. Instead of getting upset, He blessed them. When a widow was about to bury her only son, we read, "And when the Lord saw her, He felt compassion for her, and said to her, 'Do not weep' "(Luke 7:13).


  His forgiveness. For those who crucified Him, He prayed: "Father forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing" (Luke 23:34). Was it not enough that He was willing to die? No, He was doing the extra things that pleased His Father.


  These are just a few examples to help us see that Jesus always did more than His responsibility. He could have healed, performed His acts of duty and then died, without all the "trouble" of these small extra details. But He deliberately chose to be different and continuously find ways to please His Father, whom He loved more than food, comfort and His own life.


  The Direct Result of Christ's First Love


  In John 8:29, Jesus reveals to us the "secret" of His authority to preach and His power to perform miracles, heal the sick, raise the dead and cast out demons: "And He who sent Me is with Me; He has not left Me alone."


  His secret was God's presence with Him every moment of His life. God's presence set Him apart from everyone else, and it made all the difference in His life and ministry.


  We know very well that if God's presence is totally with us, we too will be a powerful witness. Many believers can remember times in their lives when it was that way, and God used them mightily. But that was only occasionally, for a few hours, days or weeks.


  But how did Jesus have God's presence abiding with Him always? Was it easy and automatic for Him because He was God's Son? I don't believe so, because the Bible tells us that He was also just as human as we are. If that is so, did He then do something additional that we have failed to recognize?


  Jesus tells us very clearly in this verse that there was a definite condition in His personal life that enabled God's presence to be with Him always. Let us read the second part of John 8:29: ". . . for I always do the things that are pleasing to Him."


  Jesus' first love relationship to His Father was the condition for God's presence to be with Him. This relationship was evident in deeds, not just in words, traditions, responsibilities or positions. These deeds were purely a continuous, spontaneous expression of His love with the only goal to please His Father.


  First Love Can't Be Produced by Calculation


  What about us? We now see the direct connection between first love and God's presence and power. Could we "use" our discovery by making the right combination every time we want to achieve great things (for God, of course!)?


  Hardly! First love is not something you learn and apply like a formula in mathematics. It is a heart expression! If this love is in our hearts, it will come out in deeds — automatically, without us making it happen.


  In the same way, the presence and power of God can't be produced by calculation. If we try to do it in this manner, we may fool many people, perhaps even believers. But it will then be the product of the flesh, not of the Spirit. Any result we may achieve with such a "calculated production" will be totally rejected by God.


  Just as the gifts of the Spirit follow those who believe, in the same way, the presence of God follows those whose hearts are completely His. No artificial production is necessary or even possible for either, because they are a direct result of our heart's condition.


  God Is Not Satisfied with Substitutes


  Some time ago, I wanted to buy a "Gold Spot" soft drink at a local store. They had run out of it, and they told me they had another product that tasted "just the same." I didn't believe them, but because I was so thirsty I bought it anyway. I was right — this substitute tasted absolutely different. The only similarity with the real thing was the color.


  If first love is not in our hearts, the only things that will come out are look-alike substitutes: traditions, good works and fulfilled responsibilities. All these things in themselves might be commendable, but in God's eyes, they are not able to take the place of first love deeds.


  Can Our Lost Relationship Be Restored?


  But what can we do now if we have lost our sensitive heart toward God, recently or as many as 20, 30 years ago? Is there a way back?


  Jesus tells the church of Ephesus how to get back. In Revelation 2:5, He says, "Remember . . . and repent.” This sounds almost harsh for just a "little" offense committed by such a hard-working church. For us it may look like a small thing, yet God takes it so seriously. You know, His heart is deeply wounded when we try to fool Him and substitute our love for Him with great works instead.


  To remember means to look back at how it was at first, to compare it with now and to recognize the difference. Remembering makes us homesick.


  To repent means not only admitting we did wrong, but being deeply sorry with all our hearts for our condition. It includes asking for forgiveness and, by God's grace, starting out in the right direction.


  How is it possible for our first love to grow again? By spending time in His presence, looking at Him, sharing with Him, remembering what He suffered for us. It is impossible not to learn to love Him again when we truly look into His face.


  If you come to Him, not with the hope of becoming powerful but just to please Him once again, He Himself will help you love Him as you did before. Jesus would not call us to come back to do the deeds of our first love if He did not know a way to completely restore our relationship with Him. We must not be satisfied with a lesser result than "as it was at first."


  
    


  


  


  6. Qualified for Testing


  A young Bible school student was talking with me about his plans for his future ministry.


  He said, "I am willing to suffer for the Lord." My answer to him was, "Watch out—God is going to test you on this." And the Lord did when He called him to work in Nepal.


  Everything Will Be Tested


  You may have never said, "I am willing to suffer." But did you say "Amen" at church when your pastor was teaching and explaining some truth from the Bible?


  In your prayers, did you ever tell the Lord, "Jesus, I love You more than anyone else. I am willing to forsake all for You. My life is all Yours. I want to obey You always"?


  In your conversations with other believers, have you ever made claims like these? "I would never set my affection on the things of this world, even if I got a good-paying job"; "I would love my enemy if I had one"; "I would allow my husband or wife or children to go do Gospel work if God called them"; or "I would be faithful to Christ, even if my family disagrees with me and turns against me."


  Did you know that every time you say "Amen" to a truth, everything you ever accepted by faith, anything you confessed, claimed or promised and all the teaching you agreed to in your heart—all this will be tested?


  How do I know it will be tested? Throughout the Bible, God lets us know unmistakably that He is testing us, searching, trying, judging and examining our hearts and lives:


  "I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind"


  (Jeremiah 17:10).


  "But, O Lord of hosts, who judges righteously, who tries the feelings and the heart . . ." (Jeremiah 11:20).


  "For Thou hast tried us, O God; Thou hast refined us as silver is refined" (Psalm 66:10).


  "I am He who searches the minds and hearts"


  (Revelation 2:23).


  In the parable of the seeds in Matthew 13, Jesus explains very clearly that every plant was tested by heat, birds and thorns after it had come up. When the sower sowed the seed, each ground received it; and each ground also was tested, along with the plants that grew out of it.


  I am very much aware that the things I am writing to you in this book will not be forgotten by God. Everything I proclaim to you that has not yet been tested in my life, will be. I can wait for it.


  But why would God want to test anyone if He is all-knowing, as the Bible says in these and many other Scriptures:


  "For the Lord searches all hearts, and understands every intent of the thoughts" (1 Chronicles 28:9).


  "For He knows the secrets of the heart" (Psalm 44:21).


  ". . . and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. . . . All things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him" (Hebrews 4:12-13).


  "He did not need any one to bear witness concerning man for He Himself knew what was in man" (John 2:25).


  According to these verses, God doesn't need to see the results from my testing. He knows me perfectly without it.


  So why then would He want to test me? Because He wants me to see the truth about my life as well! The test is not at all for Him. The test is for me, because I don't know my own heart!


  How many times do I look at myself and, even if I don't necessarily say it, think, "I am spiritual . . . I learned this . . . I am able to face that . . . I can bear that burden . . . I can withstand this temptation . . . I can teach others . . ."


  But only God's test, not my thoughts or words, are "written" proof that I am who I claim to be.


  Peter said in John 13:37, "I will lay down my life for You." I believe he was absolutely serious. He was convinced that his commitment and strength were sufficient to back up such a statement. Jesus knew better. When the test came, Peter probably was shocked and surprised at how little he actually knew himself.


  Do you remember when you received the results of your school exams? The results proved three things: what you really knew, what you knew only a little, and what you did not know at all.


  Every time God sows the seed of His Word into my life, He expects the seed to become plants with roots. Any such plants whose roots are not deep enough will not stand the test, whether it is a storm or intense heat.


  Whatever is just "spiritual theory" and not practical in my life does not have deep enough roots, and it is not part of me. After the storm, the test results show me three things: what is real in my Christian life, what are areas I need to work on, and where God has to sow all over again.


  Everyone Will Be Tested


  Not only will everything be tested, but everyone who ever wanted to live and follow the Lord will be tested as well.


  How do we know God doesn't make exceptions? We know because every person in the Bible, beginning with Adam and Eve and including even Jesus, was tested in some area of their lives.


  Because human nature is a fallen nature, we are continually tempted and vulnerable to Satan's attacks. An unsaved person will continually fall prey to these attacks.


  As believers, we have the Spirit of God living in us. He is able to give us victory over every attack. However, the presence of the Spirit of God does not eliminate attacks from the devil. Neither does it exempt us from being tested.


  In fact, being a child of God qualifies us for testing. This may sound very negative and discouraging. But as we will discuss later, it is actually very positive and loving. Once we have become a child of God, God's interest in our development is undivided. In addition to disciplining us, caring for us and loving us, He also tests us. This is part of His plan to bring us to maturity.


  In James 1:13, we read, "He Himself does not tempt any one." He only tests us. What is the difference?


  Temptations are traps and attacks made with a single goal: to cause us to fall and to make a dead or badly wounded soldier out of us. The devil is the originator of temptations. He has no plans to let us get up again after we fall. His plan is to keep us flat on our face forever, unable to be used for God.


  Tests are opportunities to evaluate our faith, our commitment and our obedience. They are checkpoints to make sure there is not a standstill in our growth or an abnormal development. Tests are given to help us determine where we are — never to make us fall. God is the One who tests us. He often uses circumstances, and He can even turn Satan's evil attacks or temptations into helpful tests. In these cases He gives us strength, clear guidance and His presence to overcome.


  God watches carefully that the test is not above our spiritual ability to pass it. He doesn't give us a 10th-grade test when we are only studying 3rd-grade lessons. But He also expects us not to ask for an easy 4th-grade test when we are way above that level.


  The goal of testing is this: to become stronger with every test passed.


  Let us look at the lives of some Bible characters to see the tests they were asked to pass. Your circumstances may be different, but these will give you an idea of what kinds of tests might come your way also. I suggest you take your Bible and read these Scriptures.


  Adam and Eve-Test of obedience to trust God's love and wisdom for their lives and souls (Genesis 2:17). Adam and Eve had never seen or experienced a world that was ruled by sin, death and destruction. Their lives were fulfilled and complete in every way. Therefore, they had nothing to compare with in order to understand the implications of Satan's offer. Yet they were called upon to trust God to know what was good for them.


  Noah - Test of obedience to God's spoken word (Genesis 6:9, 14). Noah was the only one in his generation who was righteous and who walked with God. He was asked to do something that looked terribly foolish: to build an ark and to prepare for a flood, when it had never rained even once before on earth. Noah had many chances to change his mind during the next 120 years.


  Abraham-Test of his love for the Lord (Genesis 22:2). Abraham had already passed the test of obedience when he left his country. Now he was tested on the highest level: to see if he loved God more than anything else, including his only son.


  Job - Test of losing all yet not losing his faith (the book of Job). Job had lost everything, even his health. It looked as though God had forgotten him, had treated him unjustly or worse, was out to destroy him for no obvious reason. He had no knowledge about the conversation between God and Satan. Even though he could not understand why all these tragedies happened, he refused to give up his faith in his God. He declared: "Though He slay me, I will hope in Him" (Job 13:15) and "as for me, I know that my Redeemer lives" (Job 19:25).


  Joseph-Test of purity (Genesis 39:6-20). Joseph was young when he was sold into Egypt. No one there cared if he kept the laws of Jehovah God or not. Yet Joseph had made up his mind not to sin against His God. Therefore, when he had opportunity to sin with Potiphar's wife, he ran from it, even though it cost him years of his life in prison.


  Joseph-Test of his forgiveness (Genesis 45:1-11). When Joseph became the ruler of Egypt, he now had power, position and a chance to get even with his brothers. But he chose instead to forgive them, because he deliberately looked at the purpose of God in his life and not at the hurt his brothers had inflicted upon him.


  Moses-Test of believing God to change the laws of nature (Exodus 14:16). Moses had to stretch out his rod to part the Red Sea. He had to try something that was new. No one had ever before believed God for such a thing.


  Israel-Test of not one individual, but of the whole congregation together (Exodus 15:25, 16:4; Deuteronomy 8:2). As a people, the nation of Israel had seen God's mighty power, deliverance, miracles and provision. Now, based on all they knew about their God, He tested them to see if they would trust Him and follow His instructions as a whole body.


  Joshua-Test of not trusting in his own strength or in strategic and military expertise (Joshua 6:3). By marching around Jericho, Joshua believed that God's plan would work better than his, even though God's plan looked more impossible and foolish than anything Joshua and his army would ever do on their own.


  David-Test of believing in victory even if all the odds were against him, knowing by faith that God would deliver him (1 Samuel 17:32-52). With the decision, David put his life on the line, believing the battle was the Lord's and that He would give him the victory against Goliath, no matter how young, inexperienced and unqualified he was.


  Prophets - Test of obedience to deliver God's message. Every time a prophet got a message, it was truly a test of his obedience to proclaim it. Most of the time, they had to bring messages that the people didn't like. Some of the prophets put their lives on the line to speak out against sin and proclaim destruction.


  Daniel-Test of keeping God's commandment in a situation where everyone else had enough reason to compromise (Daniel 1:8, 6:10). As a young man, Daniel decided to keep the dietary laws God had commanded for Israel. He chose to go directly against the king's order and risk his own life rather than to compromise his faith like everyone else did. Later in his life, holding a high government office, he still put God's command above the king's. As a result, he ended up in the lion's den, but Daniel was willing to die there rather than join the others in disobeying God in order to save his life.


  Jesus - Test of doing the will of the Father rather than His own (Luke 4:1-12, 22:42). During His temptation as well as in Gethsemane, Jesus had the chance to back out of going to the cross and make His mission on earth easier and more acceptable, with less suffering for Himself. But both times He rejected His own will and chose to do His Father's instead. If He would have chosen His own, we still would be lost without a Savior.


  How Is the Testing Done?


  In the parable of the seed (Matthew 13:3-9, 18-23), Jesus not only spoke of the different types of testing each plant faced, but He also gave an explanation of what it would mean in our lives.


  When we read about the birds, thorns, heat, rocky ground and good ground, we realize that the test here is a combination of external enemies and circumstances, and internal heart problems.


  The outside enemies and circumstances are represented by the birds that snatch the seed, the thorns that choke the plants and the intense heat that dries them up. These are the fear of persecution, cares of this world and the deceitfulness of riches. External attacks are designed to sidetrack our attention from the Word of God that has been sown in our hearts and to eventually remove it altogether.


  The inside problems are represented by the lack of prepared ground, both the wayside and the rocky ground. These are hard and unprepared hearts that give the enemy the opportunity to win the battle.


  Jesus also told the parable of the house built on the sand and the house built on the rock (Matthew 7:24-27). When we examine the test that came upon both houses, we again find a mixture of outside enemies and inside problems.


  The outside enemies are the rain, flood and storm, which can be seen as persecution, tragedies and severe circumstances that are not caused by us.


  The inside problem is again the ground: sand. The heart makes a foolish choice to build on religion, church membership or any other foundation than Jesus alone.


  This is not just a parable to show who is a true believer and who is not. This parable is very, very relevant in the lives of believers. We chose the right foundation—Jesus — when we got saved. But since then, we may have poured a lot of sand on our good foundation, trying to build our Christian life on a special revelation, important denominational traditions, respect we demand from others, a position we hold in the church or a spiritual gift we received from the Lord. All this and more will turn out to be only treacherous sand when the storm comes.


  Peter tells us in 1 Peter 1:7 and 4:12 that we are "tested by fire," just as gold is. He even calls it a "fiery ordeal." To refine gold is truly a long ordeal and a hot one!


  The Old Testament tells us about a test in King Hezeki-ah's life that was different than usual.


  According to 2 Kings 18:5-6, there was no one who trusted the Lord so completely as Hezekiah. Yet 2 Chronicles 32:31 tells us that "God left him alone only to test him," meaning that God didn't tell him what to do in that particular situation.


  According to Hezekiah's spiritual understanding, his previous experience and his knowledge about God and His Word, he should have made the right decision—but he failed. This shows that even the greatest men and women of God couldn't pass a single test if God were to take away His guidance even for a moment. This should keep us humble!


  Reasons for Failing a Test


  There are times when we fail a test and we just can't understand why. Let us look at five common reasons for failing a test:


  One, we fail because we never did a self-evaluation.


  Second Corinthians 13:5 says, "Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! . . . Unless indeed you fail the test?"


  Our children attend a school where they have workbooks in each subject. After completing each book, they take a 3- to 4-page self-test. These pages are a summary of all the main things they studied in the workbook. This selftest shows them exactly whether or not they understand the subject and if they have learned enough to be able to pass the real test that will be given the following day! If they make too many mistakes on the self-test, they still have a whole day to go back and study the right answers. The self-test shows them what they really know, before it gets serious. Once they are able to pass their self-test with good results, they have the best chance to pass well in the real test also.


  This is exactly what Paul tried to teach the Corinthians and us. We must stop and evaluate our walk. Practically, this means we must ask ourselves questions like these:


  "The gift I gave to my brother—was it really out of concern for him, or did I want to impress him and the church with my generosity?"


  "The way I talked to my husband this morning— was it really loving and truthful, or did I try to hide my bitter attitude behind a smile?"


  "The prayer or testimony I said at church—was it my desire to lift up Jesus, or was it my secret wish that everyone would know how well I did this week?"


  Two, we fail because when the pressure comes, we act like Peter on the water instead of Jesus (Matthew 14:30).


  Like Peter, we start out well. We trust the Lord to see us through the problem we face. But all of a sudden, we look at the problem and realize that our strength is not enough and that all of the solutions we can come up with are not sufficient to conquer this mountain.


  We start to try whatever we can think of, and we fail. We sink!


  What we forgot when we took our eyes off Jesus was that God has solutions in store that we can't even imagine! We stopped trusting the Lord because in our heart we put


  Him down on our level. We didn't voice it out, but our actions really said, "God, I wanted to trust You, but in the middle of the storm I realized the size of the problem. You will surely not be able to find any better solution than the three I already thought of. So, I will try mine and see if they work."


  The trouble with this "logical" approach is that God has the power to do something "illogical," something impossible. He has the power to create and to call something into being from nothing.


  Therefore, it always pays off to trust Him until the end and not lose our trust in the middle of the event.


  Three, we fail because we rely on our own wisdom.


  In 1 Samuel 13:8, we read how Saul waited and waited for Samuel the prophet to come and offer the sacrifice. Finally, he decided that he was running out of time, and he had to take things into his own hands. He justified his action by the pressure of time and circumstances. God was just too slow; therefore, he had to use his common sense to get things going. He thought God would understand the compromise, because this was a genuine emergency!


  Yet God didn't accept his reasoning. He had tested Saul to see if he would go ahead without God's way of guidance — and Saul failed the test.


  How about in our lives? We pray for an answer, we pray for guidance, we wait; but no answer seems to come our way. We pray some more and we wait for a few days longer. Then all of a sudden, we decide:


  "This is it! If God doesn't give us the answer by Saturday, we will go ahead and start on the project! There is no point in waiting around any longer. We are not only losing precious time, but we are missing out on the best opportunities. If we don't act now, our competition will get all the profit. God surely doesn't want us to be foolish and miss out on a good thing like this. Maybe His answer is for us to get going and He will confirm it later."


  We are right! God doesn't want us to miss out on a good thing, but we always will if we go ahead without His guidance. After all, only He knows if the "good thing" we are going after is a loser in the end or not!


  What we actually have done is given God an ultimatum: "Lord, You have until Saturday to answer us. If You don't, You will just have to accept our plans and bless them. Amen!"


  You know, this is the surest way to fail in your own life, your family life, your business and especially in your ministry!


  As in Saul's case, God may have already planned long ago to tell us His answer not on Saturday, but on Sunday. In 1 Samuel 13:10, Samuel came as soon as Saul finished the burnt offering.


  The end of Saul's story was that his kingdom was taken from him.


  Relying on our own wisdom reveals the pride of our heart. We actually make ourselves equal with God, thinking we are qualified to alter His plans and tell Him what needs to be done and when.


  The worst place to rely on our own wisdom is in God's work itself. We can't build or lead God's kingdom with human reason and wisdom. It just doesn't work. Just like in Saul's case, everything will eventually crumble.


  Four, we fail because during the test we do not seek the Lord's counsel.


  A classic example is the story in Joshua 9:3-15. Joshua wanted to serve the Lord with all his heart. He was diligent to keep His commandments, and he had no intentions of acting apart from God's revealed laws.


  But he overlooked one thing: The enemies he was dealing with were not playing fair. They didn't abide by the rules; they lied and played tricks. Joshua was such a righteous man that his words meant exactly what he had in his heart. He assumed that the men who talked with him were as honest as he was.


  Joshua didn't want to rebel against the Lord or ignore the Lord's guidance. The facts just looked so clear and unmistakably obvious that he thought he knew the right answer and didn't need to bother God unnecessarily. Together with the elders, he thought that they could make a decision simply on the basis of the facts and find the right answer from the laws God had already laid down for them.


  That would have worked out all right if the enemies hadn't hidden a trap in their contract. Even with Joshua being such an outstanding man of God and surely an experienced leader, he was not able to detect the lie. Only God, who is all-knowing, would have revealed the lie simply by asking for His counsel!


  In our lives, we come across situations that look so clear and so obvious that we make decisions on the basis of the matching answer from the Bible. This is right and we must do so! But we also must remember: Our enemy does not always give us all the facts! Whenever he can, he makes a trap or slips a lie into something that looks so clear and innocent. We may have the right answer from God's Word for the obvious facts, but we can't take into consideration the hidden facts. So our answer is incomplete, maybe even wrong.


  God wants us to learn to rely on His counsel, even if we think we know the right answer. We are only safe in our decisions if we include God's counsel in all of them, even the easy ones!


  Five, we fail because we have never settled the question of whom we will serve.


  There was a time when I thought it was normal for someone who gave his life to Christ to follow Jesus alone and serve Him only.


  But over the years, I have learned that many of my brothers and sisters have a difficult time making decisions, even in their everyday lives.


  One day a girl came to visit me. She told me about the difficult time she had going with her parents to a church that clearly didn't preach the Gospel. She had given her life to Christ two years before while she worked in another town. Now she had moved back home, and she didn't want to disappoint her parents who weren't saved. She said she was unhappy and didn't know what she should do.


  Another girl wrote me a letter, asking me to please pray for the man she wanted to marry, that he would be saved. She didn't want to marry an unbeliever, but at the same time she was not willing to give up this man.


  Others I have met were struggling with whether or not they as a Christian could go to certain places or if it was all right to say a half truth, to take just a little bribe, to cheat a little bit on a test or to go to a church that didn't preach salvation by faith.


  I admit not all decisions are easy to make, and many times I, too, have a hard time.


  But there is one thing that will eliminate most of these struggles and will simplify the rest! I call it the most important decision next to salvation — it is the decision of whom I will serve! Once I have made up my mind and have clarified my position, every other decision will fall into place.


  Then when my parents ask me to compromise my faith, when my friends at school want me to join them in violating the school rules, when I have the opportunity to make a profit just by telling a lie — then there is no longer any debate in my mind. I have decided to follow Jesus and serve Him alone. My decision is settled for good. I will not compromise, even if I have to stand alone! There is no turning back.


  We fail so much because with every new situation, we try to figure out afresh what standpoint we should take this time. By then, we are in the middle of a test and are so emotionally involved that we often lack the clarity and sober ability to choose what is right.


  The strength of Joshua's life and leadership is expressed in Joshua 24:15: "But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord."


  When we look at Joshua's success as a leader, we can easily recognize that he made this decision not at the end of his life, but as a young man. When he was sent to spy out the land of Canaan, he and Caleb were the only ones who determined to trust and obey the Lord in spite of the impossible task ahead and in spite of their whole nation's rebellion and disobedience.


  God expects us to become immovable in our faith. Yet this is impossible unless we make up our minds once and for all eternity whom we will serve and, from then on, follow through with it.


  What Happens after We Have Failed a Test?


  Looking at the Bible, we are in some ways surprised to see how many of the heroes of faith recorded in Hebrews 11 failed tests during their lifetimes. We discover the same fact in the lives of the Old Testament prophets, the New Testament apostles and the early Christians.


  Yet God talks about them as examples for our lives, as men and women of God of whom the world is not worthy. Let us look at just a few incidents when these examples didn't pass the test:


  • Abraham failed - When he lied and said his wife was his sister. He also failed when he had his son Ishmael, trying to assist God in providing the promised son.


  • Moses failed - When he hit the rock instead of speaking to it.


  • David failed - When he took a census of Israel instead of trusting God. He also failed when he committed adultery and murder and then tried to hide it.


  • Elijah failed - When he was afraid of Jezebel and ran away, wanting to die instead of trusting God to protect him.


  • Jonah failed - When he ran away and didn't want to go to Nineveh.


  • Peter failed - When he denied the Lord and also later when he tried to compromise his conviction about the equality of believers from different backgrounds.


  • The disciples failed - When they deserted Jesus.


  • Paul failed - When he quarreled with Barnabas.


  God could have easily prevented these failures from being recorded in the Bible. That way we could have had real heroes who were perfect. But God deliberately wanted these examples to be remembered along with their failures.


  Why? For our sakes. This way, we can identify with them, realizing that they were no different than we are. At the same time, they are a model for us, showing God's forgiveness, God's grace and God's ability to pick up those who have fallen and failed and restore them completely. Not only does God restore them, but He also makes their lives examples and blessings for generations to come.


  Looking at these examples and at the Word of God, we know without a doubt that God will not throw us away after we have failed. He still loves us, and He still wants to use us! He expects us to repent and to walk with Him again.


  His compassion for us after we fail is so much greater than we can ever imagine.


  But like a good teacher, God doesn't just skip the test we failed. He will explain our failure to us, and He has a way to make us study the same lesson over again. He prepares us for another test on the same subject! He will not go on with our education until we pass this test. The reason for this is that these tests are foundation stones, which will carry the weight of the rest of the building to come. If one of these foundation stones crumbles later, the whole building might fall.


  Let us therefore not be stubborn, but rather be willing to repeat a lesson so that our usefulness for the Lord will not be hindered.


  God's Ultimate Goals for Testing


  As I mentioned previously, the goal of testing is to make us stronger with every test passed. This is very true, but God has far higher plans than that:


  • James 1:4 reveals God's purpose fully: "that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing."


  • First Peter 1:7 shows the quality of Christian we ought to become through testing: "more precious than gold." This phrase leaves no doubt that we are to become absolutely real, genuine, and pure having no less than permanent value!


  • Matthew 13:8 tells us that our roots will become deep, we will be immovable and we will produce multiplied abundant fruit for the kingdom of God.


  • Ephesians 4:13 expresses God's desire for us to grow up "to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fulness of Christ." This passage by itself doesn't talk about testing, but that our maturity depends on teaching and learning. From studying all our other Scriptures, however, we have seen that there is no deep learning unless it is continually accompanied by testing.


  Results after We Have Passed the Test


  The truth we once only accepted and knew in theory has become part of our very lives!


  We have become more mature, more useful and better equipped to serve our Lord.


  Not only have we come a step closer to God's goals for our lives, but passing the test has brought "praise and glory and honor" to Jesus (1 Peter 1:7).


  If God Would Never Test Us on Earth


  Have you ever imagined what would happen if God listened to our complaints and groanings and granted us our wish to always live happily after our salvation and never to face one test? This is what would happen:


  We would, of course, do a lot of good works for Him and add much spiritual knowledge to our lives. We would look forward to seeing Him face-to-face.


  Then, finally, one day we would die; with great excitement and joy we would walk through the pearly gate to meet our Savior, whom we have longed to see for so many years.


  Along with us, we have brought a "truckload" of prizes and trophies we intend to present to Jesus our Lord and to lay at His feet. What a day, what a thrill!


  Then Jesus will look at all the great trophies we brought with us, and lovingly He will say, "I am so glad you worked so hard for me, but before you can lay the prizes at my feet, they need to be approved . . . by fire."


  Before we can ask any further questions, the attending angel takes all our prizes and puts them, one after another, in a fire that burns nearby.


  Because we are sure that all our trophies are made out of pure gold and silver and some even out of precious stones, we have no objections, because we know heat will not damage them.


  But as we watch the trophies being placed in the fire, to our horror, we see them go up in smoke, one after another. All that is left behind is a small pile of ashes. Our first thought is that something is wrong with our eyesight, or perhaps there is a mix-up of trophies or something wrong with the fire. But after checking and ruling out all these possibilities, for the first time in our Christian life we go and pick up one of the remaining trophies to check it out. We scratch the gold a little with our fingernail, and to our surprise, it peels off easily and uncovers the wood underneath.


  We are speechless, terrified and despairing as the test of fire continues until the last of our trophies is consumed; with it, our last hope to lay something at the feet of Jesus — the One who had died for us — is destroyed.


  We have reached heaven; we are saved. We have seen our Savior face-to-face, and we will live with Him for all eternity. But when He calls out our name at the Judgment Seat, we have to stand before Him empty-handed, with nothing to lay at His feet. He wanted to give us a reward, maybe even a crown, but we have brought nothing for which He can give it. Forever we have missed the joy of this moment—because we never tested ourselves and didn't allow God to test us and our fruits while living on earth.


  Dear believer, once we are in the presence of God, all is over. It is too late to correct anything.


  Jesus loves us more than we can ever imagine. His desire for us is that the day when our works pass through the test of fire will be a day full of excitement and great joy. He wants so much to be able to give us a reward. He longs to tell us that we did well, that we were faithful and that our fruit remained. He doesn't want to see us disappointed.


  Because He knows how happy it will make us to bring something to Him, He tests us and our works here on earth. In this way He gives us the opportunity to correct, to change and to rebuild — until our work and life are truly gold, silver and precious stones that will pass the test of fire.


  Do you understand and see that His testing is born out of love for you? The more you recognize the depth of His love, the more you will also yield to His testing.


  
    


  


  


  7. The Cost Is Too High


  There I was, on my way to the repair store to pick up my sewing machine. Only five minutes before, I had talked to the owner of the shop on the phone. As soon as I hung up the receiver, I knew exactly what was going to happen: The Lord would not let me have any peace unless I went and asked this man to forgive me for becoming angry with him on the phone.


  I Know He Will Not Let Me Get Away with It


  A small part on my sewing machine had broken two weeks before, and I took it to be fixed. At the shop I was told that it would be checked and repaired right away, but two weeks had gone by, and the job wasn't done. Several times I had called, and every time I was promised that it would be ready soon.


  Now I was running out of time. In two days my husband had to leave for the mission field, and I desperately needed the machine to repair his clothes.


  I had definitely been treated wrong, and there, in the middle of my phone call, I ran out of patience! With an angry voice I told the owner what I thought of his kind of business dealings. The shop owner reacted to my words by getting even angrier than I was. He said all kinds of things back to me. In the end I told him that I was going to pick up my machine right then and take it somewhere else.


  Looking back at this conversation, I almost couldn't believe that I had done this. I was a Christian, and I felt ashamed before the Lord at how I had completely failed to be any kind of testimony. I asked the Lord to forgive me, and I told Him that I would go and make it right, because I knew He wouldn't leave me alone about this until I did it.


  Because my children were with me, I explained to them what I had done and that I needed to go and ask this man for forgiveness. When we arrived at the shop, I told Daniel and Sarah to wait outside. The man had already sounded so angry on the phone that I was afraid he would "blow up" altogether when he saw me. Therefore, I decided that it was better if the children were at a safe distance.


  With a prayer, I entered the store. Before the man could say anything, I told him that I was wrong to get angry with him on the phone and that I was sorry for doing it.


  Remembering the phone call, I expected "thunder and lightning." But to my surprise, he told me that he too was sorry about his words and reactions and the neglect of his shop. He offered to repair my machine within one day — and he did!


  When I left the store, I felt so glad about how the Lord had straightened out what I had messed up. The children, of course, wanted to know every detail, and I had the opportunity to teach them about confessing and asking forgiveness when we do wrong.


  Motives for Obedience


  Believers have different motives for their obedience to the Lord.


  Some are afraid of possible punishment, such as sickness, accidents or even death. Others are very concerned about the crowns, rewards and mansions they would miss out on when they go to heaven.


  I hardly ever think about possible rewards or punishments. Looking at my life, I see just two basic motives for my obedience to Jesus:


  • I obey out of love.


  • I obey because the cost of repentance is too high!


  God uses both of these motives to keep me on track. Yet the first one, obedience out of love, is definitely the better one and surely His first choice for my walk with Him.


  Obedience Out of Love


  This should be our normal response to anything the Lord asks us to do or not to do. He has given us a new heart and a new Spirit, and we are new creatures. Our new heart is created in such a way that we are sensitive and responsive to His love rather than to the threat of the law. Our new desire is to respond back to the Lord with obedience out of love rather than by force.


  But I have noticed that I am not always at the same spiritual level every hour or every day of my life. There are times when I am more tired, weaker because I am facing trials and difficulties; maybe I am overworked, or my heart has a touch of rebellion. Some of these things have occasionally affected my obedience out of love. It shouldn't have happened, but it did.


  Obedience Out of Fear of the Cost of Repentance


  There are a lot of Scriptures in the Bible that talk about the fear of the Lord and that we must have it. One even says, "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom" (Proverbs 9:10).


  Some of the Scriptures talk about the reverence we should show to God. Others talk about the punishment that will follow if we do not respect His commandments and do not fear Him enough to do His will.


  I have learned that if I can't find enough love in my heart to obey Him, then I at least must find enough fear to do His will—otherwise I will get in trouble.


  In order to help me obey, Jesus has often had to resort to serious measures. He reminds me how bitter and hard it has been to go back and confess, repent and make things right later. When He talks to me in that way, He never forgets to remind me that He has never let me get away with anything so far, and He is not going to do it this time either!


  Many times this "threat" of the cost of repentance does work "miracles" of obedience. I doubt that this kind of motive will bring any great rewards in heaven, but I am thankful that at least it keeps me from wrong. Sometimes I am amazed at the kind of avenues the Lord, in His love, chooses to use to help us obey Him anyway, even if our love for Him fails!


  The Cost of Repentance Is Very High


  In the beginning of this chapter, I told you the story of my sewing machine. It was hard to go back and straighten things out, but the visible consequences were not much more than being humbled, embarrassed and ashamed. However, I remember several occasions in my life when I compromised my obedience, and my subsequent confession could have brought very difficult consequences. I will share one of them with you.


  I was 16 and I had been a Christian for about two years when the time came to take my final school exam. It was hard, but I had predetermined to be absolutely honest in all the tests. Just before we had to write our English, spelling and dictation test, however, someone came to tell our class the answers. Through some kind of mix-up, he had obtained 8 or 10 of these difficult spelling words. Everyone tried to hear and memorize this important information, including me.


  During the exam, all of us used this knowledge to make good marks. In fact, it turned out that our class was the only one out of four classes to get these answers right. Our test results were so obviously good and "exclusive" that the teachers became suspicious. Our teacher came and asked us where we got the information. He called out many of the students by name to give him a personal explanation. Each of them told a different lie. I was glad he didn't call on me. The truth never came out.


  After graduation, everyone went for further studies. I went to a boarding school to learn home economics, which was a prerequisite to enter nursing school. I was too young to go to nursing school yet, but I applied anyway and was told that I would be accepted after I completed my home economic studies. My primary goal was not to lose any time in preparing myself for the mission field.


  In the meantime, the Lord had not forgotten my compromise. He began talking to my heart, showing me that I had joined my classmates in doing wrong by choosing to listen to the answers and by keeping quiet when the teacher asked for the truth. I had cheated by not walking away, and I had lied by keeping quiet!


  Furthermore, the Lord told me that I needed to confess. Two years before this, He had called me to serve Him, and now He made it clear to me that I couldn't, unless my walk with Him was totally clear. He gave me a very hard requirement, and I knew exactly what it might cost me if I obeyed:


  • I could lose my diploma.


  • Without this diploma, I couldn't be accepted in nursing school or in the Bible school I wanted to attend.


  • No mission board would take me without my diploma either.


  • The school might ask me to come back and repeat a whole year and write all the exams again. I would lose a whole year of my life.


  • In addition to all this, what embarrassment I would cause for my family and myself. I was sure that everybody would think I was absolutely foolish and that it was totally unnecessary to tell anyone about such a small thing. After all, it was only a matter of maybe 8 or 10 words!


  • How angry my fellow students would be if I revealed their secrets also.


  During the following days, the Lord taught me that nothing else in this world was as important as following Him and obeying Him. I must deny myself and love Him more than my diploma, my future plans and my parents, even if I were to lose them all.


  I remember so well the day when I made the decision that I would love the Lord first and do what He had asked me to do. I wrote a letter to my teacher, explaining to him that I had not been honest in my English exam. The letter was only about myself—I didn't accuse or reveal anything about my classmates.


  My heart was trembling when I mailed this letter — I knew that with it, I was laying down even the very call that God had put on my life. As I obeyed the Lord, my heart was filled with such joy and peace, knowing that it was better to please Him than to compromise my walk with Him.


  It had been a very hard test of my love for the Lord. At the same time it was my first unforgettable lesson about the cost of repentance. I had found out that it was definitely very high, and it is better to obey in the first place than have to repent later on.


  The Lord was so good to me, and the school didn't do anything to my diploma.


  Knowing the cost of repentance is an extra protection for our walk. Once you have tasted the cost of repentance, you really don't want to pay it a second time. Occasionally when my friends try to point out how "spiritually" I behaved in certain situations, I tell them, "I did this, not because I am so spiritual, but because the cost of repentance is too high!"


  The Cost of Not Repenting


  In your own life, you may have already decided that the cost of repentance is too high or the matter you need to confess too difficult or insignificant. I would like for you to now look for a moment at the cost of not repenting:


  • You must realize that when God convicts your heart and you don't obey, you are actively resisting the Holy Spirit.


  • If you don't give in soon, you will automatically try to shut this voice out of your heart, because it is impossible to bear such a constant reminder for such a long time.


  • This will result in a loss of sensitivity to God's voice.


  • A crack will begin to show in your love relationship with the Lord, because obedience is the proof of your love for Him.


  • Your joy and peace will suffer.


  • Your longing to spend time in prayer and fellowship with the Lord will vanish, because you know that each time you come into His presence, He will remind you of this deficit in your obedience.


  • The end result is that your effectiveness, your strength, your spiritual power and your whole Christian life are greatly weakened.


  By looking at these results, we can easily conclude that yes, the cost of repentance is very high, but the cost of not repenting is even higher!


  A Half-Repentance Is Not Enough


  Once you have failed in your obedience to the Lord, there is nothing else you can do to restore your pure walk with the Lord other than to repent. Most of us do ask the Lord for His forgiveness. This is right if we have sinned only against Him.


  But if it involves others, it is not enough just to ask pardon from the Lord!


  Many Christians are totally unwilling to go all the way, to confess and ask forgiveness from others. Why? It could be that it's too embarrassing, they fear they will lose their respect, or they may get in trouble because of the consequences that such a confession might bring about.


  All this is not their deepest problem. The root problem for not being willing to confess is pride and rebellion.


  Was It All for Nothing?


  There were a few occasions in my life when I too struggled with how I could avoid the cost of repentance after I had failed. The only answer I could come up with was that I would have to compromise my commitment to the Lord.


  I remember well how the Lord seemed to be right there in my room, and He asked me these questions:


  "I have walked with you for so many years — do you want to turn back now?"


  "Remember the price you paid to follow Me. Will you make it all void?"


  "You have come through so many battles and difficulties —^ere they all for nothing?"


  These questions from Him would bring tears to my eyes, and they helped me choose to follow Him those times as well.


  
    


  


  


  8. Reality


  When Jesus walked on this earth, people soon began to realize clearly that there was something about Him that set Him apart from everyone else. It was not His looks, His clothes or His speech—it was His life of reality.


  You see, He had come into a world where it is normal to cover up facts, hide failures and pretend success, a world where people go to great lengths to make it to the top and where money, connections and advertising buy a lot of fame and glory.


  When people met Jesus, they had to admit: He was real through and through! There was nothing false in anything He did, taught or proclaimed about Himself. His personal life was without reproach and corresponded completely with His convictions and His teaching. The miracles were genuine; there were no tricks involved and no staged healings. His prayers were incredible, and everybody could see that His Father answered all of them, in detail! His love was so overwhelming, lasting and so different from anything people had ever encountered before. He even managed to forgive and love those who betrayed Him and nailed Him to the cross. Truly His ability to love was out of this world! Like other preachers, Jesus made a number of prophecies; but to the people's amazement, His were accurate and came to pass exactly as He had said.


  All in all, there was absolutely nothing in His life that contradicted God's Word or anything He Himself claimed. He literally lived what He preached. He had many enemies who wished Him dead a thousand times. They tried to trap Him, stone Him and have Him killed in any way possible. They accused Him of a lot of things, but none of them could stand up and accuse Him of hypocrisy.


  Jesus Revealed the Father


  Jesus lived an absolutely transparent life, with no fenced yard, walls or locked doors. He wanted people to watch Him and observe Him! Why? Because He had come to show them, by His life and nature, what God the Father was like and how the Father would feel, talk, act, teach and love them. In other words, with His very life, He painted a picture before their eyes, including in it every detail of His and their heavenly Father.


  So far, no one had seen the Father. All that they had heard and read about Him was wrapped into a cloud of mystery, terror, judgment, thunder and lightning. True, there was more revelation than that in the Old Testament, but for His people, there was always quite a distant, fearful approach to meet their God.


  With Jesus walking among them, for the first time God could be touched, observed, loved and asked personal questions. They could receive individual counsel and be healed, comforted and encouraged. For the first time, they could come very close to Him.


  When people looked at Him, they saw exactly what Hebrews 1:3 describes: "He is the radiance of His [the Father's] glory and the exact representation of His nature." Jesus simply told them, "He who has seen Me has seen the Father" (John 14:9).


  His whole life was wrapped up and consumed with this one goal: to be such a true and clear representation of God the Father that even the most sinful man on earth could recognize God's love for him and desire to be born again.


  We Are to Reveal Christ


  Jesus didn't stop His mission here. He told His disciples: "As the Father has sent Me, I also send you" (John 20:21). This call was not just to work for Him, but that they too should portray the Father to the world, exactly as He was doing it.


  After almost 2,000 years, this call still stands. He expects me to be the exact representation of Him in the same measure that He is the exact representation of the Father.


  Paul expresses the same thought when he writes to the Corinthian church: ". . . in everything commending ourselves as servants of God" (2 Corinthians 6:4). They saw themselves as servants, just as Jesus had been their example of a servant. Now in all areas of their life and ministry, they were portraying Jesus' way and life of servanthood to the people around them.


  Paul gave such an accurate picture of Jesus with his own life that he could tell the believers and their leaders: "Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ" (1 Corinthians 11:1).


  Portraying Jesus with my life is not a joke or just a part-time job! It is a lifetime calling and an awesome responsibility. The people who hear me, see me and live around me must be able to see the reality of the nature of the living God! They must see the exact picture, not a distortion!


  How Real Are We?


  As we realize the seriousness of this call, we must look at ourselves and find out how real we are. We need to discover if our representation of God accurately represents the Lord or not.


  As Christians, most of the time we evaluate things we do by their success or if others do them also. Instead, let us evaluate our Christian lives according to reality and with total honesty. We can't afford to do the wrong things if we represent Christ Himself.


  In order to evaluate ourselves, we need to ask these six questions regarding every area of our life and walk:


  1. Is it real or do I make it up with my emotions or knowledge?


  2. Is it real or do I imitate others?


  3. Does it represent God Himself—or me or my denomination?


  4. Did God ask me to do it?


  5. Do I have God's approval and witness?


  6. Do my words and actions correspond, or is my life lying?


  Let us look now at some areas of our Christian life:


  • Your salvation. Is it holding you up or do you try to hold it up? In other words, do you have His witness in your heart that you are born again? Is there evidence — true spiritual fruit?


  • Your walk with Jesus. Is it the same walk at home in your family and with your neighbors that you proclaim at church?


  • Your giving. Is it unto the Lord, or is it to be seen?


  • Your smile and your kindness. Is it just culture, or is it from the heart?


  • Your clapping, your raising hands in prayer, your “Hallelujah, Amen, Praise the Lord.” Is the reason for these based on tradition or true praise and worship?


  • Your close relationship with the Lord and your love for Him. Are these real or only a facade before others?


  • Your prayers and singing. Are they from your heart?


  • Your testimony. Are you backing up your witnessing with your life?


  • Your humility. Is it just a front or truly of your heart, resulting from knowing Jesus? Do you use it to impress others?


  • Your love for others. Does it limited to only the people you enjoy being around? Does it cross over poverty and caste systems? Do you use so-called "love" for gain of money, position and so on?


  • The Holy Spirit in you. Are you truly filled with God's Spirit, or do you imitate others? The evidence is a Spirit-controlled life!


  • Your spiritual gifts. Do you seek to build up the Body of Christ? Do you use your gifts with great care and under the authority of those who are placed by God to lead the church? Do you have a life that backs up your gift? Are they all given by the Lord Himself? Do you want to impress others? Are you using these gifts with discipline according to the rules Paul wrote down in 1 Corinthians 14?


  In exercising your gifts, is your every word truly worthy of proclaiming, "Thus says the Lord . . ."? Do you know without any shadow of a doubt that your message is absolutely the Lord's and not just some thoughts of your own heart? It is a fearful thing to say, "Thus says the Lord" when in reality He never said anything! Do you use these gifts for your own gain, honor or fame?


  There is so much more that we need to check out to discover if what we do is real! God hates lies. We might not say lies, but we might live them if we portray a spirituality that is not real.


  Our life has to be approved by God Himself. Because we represent not ourselves but Him, He must be able to put His signature under each one of our actions and words. With this signature, He can testify to this world and to the Spirit world, "Yes, this is exactly like I am, the words I say, the places I go," and so on.


  As we bear His name, let us live a life worthy of our calling!


  
    


  


  


  9. Re-created Revival


  I had the opportunity to visit a wax museum with hundreds of re-created, life-size historical figures.


  There were famous presidents, world leaders, generals, pioneers, criminals, artists, singers, scientists, astronauts and sports champions. All of them were created out of wax and were perfected to the exact detail of color, hair and clothing. Many even had mechanical movements, allowing them to turn their head and look at you or perform a task with their hand. They were so real that you unconsciously took a step back when you first "met" them. Whole scenes out of history were re-created, such as a battle, a debate, an assassination, the signing of a treaty and so on. At a number of these scenes you could press a button and add the movements. The voices and sound effects made everything seem even more "real" and "alive."


  I stayed longer at a few scenes to study every detail and to read the historical account. While I was there, a number of other visitors passed by, and all of them pressed the same buttons to create the movements and voices. After watching the general raise his arm and utter the same command 20 times, the scene lost a little of its reality.


  Even though every detail was perfectly re-created, one thing was missing: the actual life. You see, true life is fresh, spontaneous, new, changing and creative.


  Almost Alive


  In many churches, fellowships and groups I have visited, I have felt as I did in that wax museum. But not always at the first visit, of course.


  Often the first impression of the singing, the clapping, the testimonies, the worship, the altar call, the exercising of gifts and so on looked so real—like true revival or a true moving of the Holy Spirit. But slowly, after a few visits, I realized that much of it was created and re-created as with the pressing of a button. Shall I call it a "holy tradition" or "sight-and-sound effects" that must be there at any cost?


  As in the museum, every detail of revival is perfectly re-created. The only thing missing is the real life!


  Why Do We Re-create Our Spiritual History?


  As in the museum, we want to preserve an important moment, relive an experience, or bring back a lost glory! Let us look at some possible examples:


  Two years ago, there were several genuine prophecies from the Lord in a church, which came to pass.


  Now the believers want to preserve the reputation of their church as a prophesying church.


  A brother had a special encounter with the Lord at a prayer meeting. God's presence and power were so real, and this event changed his entire life. Whenever this believer comes to church now, his greatest wish is to relive this experience again.


  There was much persecution followed by a genuine revival in a village 20 years ago. Many Hindus were saved, and miracles happened. There was much rejoicing, excitement and fear of God among the believers. Those in the church who tasted it at that time want to bring it back.


  How Do We Re-create?


  One, we look at the past events and we notice the “symptoms" that accompanied those events. Consider these examples:


  • Loud weeping - because of genuine repentance.


  • Shouting -for joy, realizing God's forgiveness.


  • Embracing each other - as God's love flooded our whole being, and we truly loved our fellow believers.


  • Raising our hands - in true surrender and worship.


  • Kneeling or prostrating - realizing the majesty of the King of kings.


  • Dancing and jumping - at the sight of a miracle.


  • Singing, clapping and beating the drum for hours - we couldn't contain the praise that filled our hearts.


  • Spontaneous prayer meetings at 5 a.m. at church - we longed to be in His presence so much. It was the greatest joy to be there.


  Two, the events are past, but we continue to display the symptoms as if the events are happening right now. The remembrance is still fresh, and people are happy to praise God in very expressive terms.


  Three, years have gone by. New converts have joined the church. They never saw the revival we had years ago. Neither did they go through any suffering, as the old believers once faced. Yet we teach them the symptoms of a revival they never experienced. We teach them to shout, dance, beat the drums for hours and so on. We teach them not only to act out these things every time they come, but also that without these symptoms, their Christian and church lives are missing the key elements.


  We Are Asked to Remember, Not to Re-create


  Many Bible verses tell us over and over to remember past experiences with God, words said by Jesus, examples given by the Old Testament saints and so on. Yet nowhere in the whole Bible do we read that we should re-create an event.


  Remembrance of God's power, faithfulness, protection and love always strengthens our faith. As we reflect back, it prepares us to trust the Lord for the battles ahead of us.


  Re-creation always weakens our faith, because it is not backed up by reality. We can only pretend so long until our spiritual sensitivity becomes dull. In addition, re-creation actually makes us hypocrites. We pretend to have a spiritual experience this very moment that is in reality not there.


  Discernment


  God wants us to be able to discern real from false in every area of our Christian lives.


  In a revival atmosphere, worship expressions or the exercising of spiritual gifts, it is often difficult to make a distinction between spiritual and fleshly motivation. Much of it is mixed: Remembrance, reality and re-creation are often cooked together in one stew.


  How can we know the difference?


  The Holy Spirit comes or falls upon people. Every biblical account of believers being filled or empowered, both the first time and subsequent times, is described by words like:


  "The Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were listening" (Acts 10:44).


  "The gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out"


  (Acts 10:45).


  "The Holy Spirit fell upon them" (Acts 11:15).


  "They were all filled with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:4).


  "And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit" (Acts 4:31).


  Nowhere in the Bible do we read that the believers were shaking the place or producing a noise like a rushing wind in order to bring about the filling of the Holy Spirit.


  Neither is there any account that they were filled with power by forcing it to happen through repetitions of jumping, dancing, screaming, beating instruments and so on.


  But we always read statements such as came from heaven, was shaken and I will pour out. These words show so clearly that all that took place was not an act of man, but of God. It originated from above and was totally a gift.


  The only thing these disciples did was to believe that God would give what He had promised. They simply prayed, leaving it up to the Lord how He would do it and when. They were simply ready in their hearts to receive.


  Today, we must not try to depart from the way of the Bible. We can't make something fall upon us that comes from heaven. We can only ask for it and receive it when it comes.


  Don't ever desire to have a cheap, man-made Holy Spirit substitute, because God has already promised that He would give us the real thing. It is better to have nothing than to have an imitation that will not do anything for our own walk on earth or for the kingdom of God we are supposed to build.


  Signs follow. As with being empowered by the Holy Spirit, so it is with the signs. They are not produced by forcing it through means of excitement or "anointed voices." Jesus said, "And these signs shall follow them that believe" (Mark 16:17, kjv). We are not commanded to run after them. They will follow us as we walk in faith.


  “You will know them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16). Actually, this is the greatest proof of truly having been in God's presence. If our encounter with the living God is genuine, it will change our lives entirely. When we are truly touched by the hand of the Lord and experience the depth of His presence, we will not remain the same. It is impossible to meet the Son of God face-to-face and not show any evidence of it in your life later on.


  According to the Bible, as in the case of the disciples, the greatest change will be in these areas: love, holiness, boldness and power in witnessing, faithfulness until death and a burden for the lost.


  A Pagan Practice


  Take a look at the heathen religions around you! How do they worship their gods? Is it not through an endless reciting of prayers, pilgrimages and emotions stirred up by drums, dancing and mantras, until some of them fall into a trance?


  Don't you hear repetitious prayers and chanting from the temples, day and night, accompanied by monotonous drums? All of it is designed to somehow bring a desired result.


  Is it really necessary to adopt such practices to serve our God?


  God is not our puppet who will perform to the strings we pull! We can't force Him to meet us in a certain prescribed way by performing worship acts. Remember, as the Creator, He is the One who is entitled to make the rules and set the terms, not us. It is utterly selfish and immature to try to bring the old times back by force.


  He Is Lord


  God's arm is not too short, He has not grown too old, and He is not too weak to do something new and powerful. Remember, He is life itself, the Creator of all. He is able to call new life into being, touch our lives afresh, send a brand-new revival and change us. It is up to Him to choose a quiet or loud, a joyful or tearful way. There is no need for us to help Him out by re-creating artificial spirituality. It will only hinder His work and produce a harvest of flesh.


  Give God a chance. Many times we are so busy working up our old, re-created events that we prevent the Lord from giving us something new or touching us in a fresh way.


  Should We Then "Play Dead"?


  Should we just sit at church and do nothing at all? No, our Savior and Lord is truly worthy of our praise. With all our heart, we must praise Him and lift up His name. We must never think that joyful singing, clapping, raising hands or using instruments is wrong in worshiping the Lord.


  But there is a vast difference between that and creating a "Holy Spirit atmosphere" by working up the people. Stirred-up emotions are not the same as Holy Spirit-touched hearts. Let us not betray and fool ourselves and the people who have been entrusted to us.


  The singing and worship should truly glorify the Lord and at the same time prepare us to meet Him in a new and fresh way.


  How to Receive


  But how can we receive anything without "working" it up and forcing it to happen?


  Jesus clearly gives us the answer in Matthew 7:7-11 and Luke 11:9-13 — ask, seek and knock. Jesus gives us His best just for the asking!


  When we ask, we need to ask in faith, and God expects us to be serious enough about our request that we are willing to wait in His presence until we receive His answer. There is nothing wrong in praying for one another or in waiting upon Him with fasting and prayer.


  To prepare our hearts to receive what He already has promised to give, we must be washed by the blood of the Lamb. Our relationship to Him must be unbroken by sin. Our desire must be to belong to Him alone and to serve Him with all our hearts. We must have laid down our lives completely on His altar, holding nothing back from Him. It is a time of total surrender and total submission of everything we have and everything we are. Our whole beings are laid into His hands, to fill with Himself.


  When we have given ourselves to Him in this way, we will experience that His grace and His love come and cover us and give us the faith and assurance that He will keep His promises.


  Only total surrender creates the kind of faith that will receive.


  Maybe you wonder how you can come to such a place of total surrender and faith. That's why the Lord tells us to ask, to seek and to knock. As we do, the Lord reveals the hindrances that are there and helps us remove all of them. He is the One who leads us step-by-step until our hearts are ready and prepared. The day we receive His promise will be a day of great joy and a day of knowing His presence.


  Evaluate Your Life and Ministry


  Once we have understood a truth, then comes the most painful part of obedience to God: honest evaluation of our life in the light we have received from His Word.


  If you are a pastor, Sunday school teacher, elder or Bible woman — may I humbly request you to please think for a moment about your normal worship service, class or group. When you are the leader, teacher or visiting evangelist, what do you usually do?


  • Do you encourage your people to re-create past events?


  • Do you "work your people up" to a certain level of excitement?


  • Do you allow the drums to get louder and louder, the beat faster and faster, until it influences people's heartbeat, breathing and movements?


  If you do all these, then the kind of "Holy Spirit" you created is nothing else than man-and-drum-powered. This "spirit" then moves according to the volume of your voice and drum. This is opposite to the Bible, which declares: "The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is every one who is born of the Spirit" (John 3:8).


  This verse alone shows us that the Holy Spirit is not controlled by us or our attempts to make Him operate according to the "instruction manual" of our group or denomination.


  Please understand me correctly. I don't want to put down you or your church. But my heart aches and is burdened when I see God's people suffering because of the lack of reality in their lives. The Lord wants His people to have the best: true power, true worship and a true experience of His presence. Should traditions, lack of understanding and lack of teaching hinder them the rest of their lives from becoming all God wants them to be?


  As I write to you, I, too, have the responsibility to evaluate my life, walk, worship and experience. Some of the things I have shared with you are the result of having walked through a "jungle" of teachings, practices, opinions, persuasions, observations and my own hopes and wishes for re-creation.


  As a young Christian, I can remember how torn apart I felt by so many conflicting teachings and practices from various groups. At that time, I found there were two things that helped me the most:


  One, studying the Word of God, discovering exactly what it teaches about the subject, and never departing from or compromising its teaching. Then, judging my desires and experiences by the Word.


  Two, comparing my experience with the real thing. Once you have truly met the Lord, you can't forget it. His presence leaves such an imprint in your heart that nothing else compares. You know what is self-made by comparing everything with this imprint. It is neither the outward "form" of how you met the Lord nor your response. It is the depth of the Lord's reality.


  Have the Courage to Change


  Maybe you never realized how you led God's people in this area. Maybe you just adopted traditions without asking questions. What are you going to do now, after you have looked at it more closely?


  This is the hard part. If you are in any kind of leadership position, even if you are just the head of your family, God will hold you responsible for the sheep in your care! You have to answer Him for each of their lives.


  If you realize your church or group has a lack of reality and you plan to do nothing about it, then may I ask you this question: "Do you love the Lord so little that you allow such an imitation in His body?"


  Have the courage to change. It will not be easy at first.


  You must have much patience, clear teaching, wisdom, prayer and loving correction. The most important thing is your own example. Look at your life and become a "living instruction." Then you need to teach your wife, family and coworkers. If they don't follow you, your efforts will be greatly weakened and will probably fail.


  Also, remember each person is so different in their expressions of joy, sadness, worship and love. God has created all of us unique. He does not expect or command us to express our love to Him in all the same ways and with the same level of intensity. I believe that He enjoys the great variety of children He has. He has given us freedom to celebrate, to praise, to worship and to love Him. But He wants us to do it with all our heart and absolutely based on the reality of His presence.


  Once your people taste the difference, they will love you and will be thankful to you for leading them from re-creation and imitation to truly knowing Him.


  
    


  


  


  10. Called to Overcome


  What is God's plan and realistic expectation for our Christian life here on earth? There are a lot of things we could do for Him and many church activities we could get involved in. There are positions we could fill, strategies we could plan and social work we could carry out.


  Yet there is one thing God expects from all of us regardless of our different callings: He expects us to overcome!


  Overcome what? The world! We read this in 1 John 5:4: "For whatever is born of God overcomes the world."


  The "world" sounds so all-inclusive. I believe that is why the Lord chose this word. He literally expects us to overcome everything that approaches us on this earth, for example, the enemy (the devil), opposition, attitudes, anger, persecution, poverty, people — simply everything there is!


  Because overcoming the whole "world" sounds too troublesome and too difficult for us, we Christians have cut 95 percent of God's expectations out of our lives. In fact, most of us have narrowed down our goals for overcoming to three or four things — maybe ten—but not more than this.


  Let us read 1 John 5:4 again: "For whatever is born of God overcomes the world."


  This verse tells us clearly that there is not one born-again believer who is exempt—due to circumstances, abilities or lack of education — from overcoming the world! We might as well admit that God never changes His mind on anything. Mark 13:31 says, "Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away." Once He makes a requirement for us, it will stand always—whether we live it or not.


  Suppression instead of Overcoming


  We all have memories of times when we overcame and of other times when we didn't.


  Some time ago, I talked with a Christian girl who had problems with someone at her workplace. She was trying so hard to have a good attitude, to respond in a Christian way—but she felt quite frustrated. She would do all right for a few days, and then she ended up as discouraged as before. After I talked with her awhile, it dawned on me that this sister was not overcoming the problem but was suppressing it instead.


  Suppression might well be the greatest enemy of overcoming, because at a glance, it seems the same or very similar. When we suppress a problem, we "swallow" the symptoms and resolve the situation intelligently. We logically deal with it or explain it away. But deep down it is still there — growing—and some day it will reappear because the final victory has never been won! The battle has been arrested, but only for a while. The problem has been dealt with through retreat, not through victory.


  True Overcoming


  Jesus expects us to overcome. Overcoming is always preceded by a battle, a fight—in which we have prevailed and the end result is victory.


  Victory doesn't mean that the situation or the person we had difficulty with has changed in our favor. It may have, but I am not talking about this as victory. The real victory is in our heart, not in the circumstance at all. Then we will see results like these:


  • The personality of that coworker doesn't bother me anymore


  • The constant correction and criticism of my teacher don't create opposition and bitterness in my heart


  • The negative attitude of my relatives or neighbors doesn't produce resentment and retaliation


  I am now able to respond to these situations with love. I don't feel the pressure and the downward pull as I did before. It is as if I am detached and my heart doesn't receive or store the negative input anymore. When I search my heart, I can't find conflict. I feel at peace, my joy is undisturbed, my response is love; I am even able to bless the one who gives me such a hard time. In other words, I have overcome!


  How to Overcome


  We know now that God expects us to overcome, but how is it done? We read in 1 John 5:4, "This is the victory that has overcome the world — our faith."


  So the first step to overcoming the world is through our faith.


  Now I know a number of believers who try to move mountains by their faith. They claim things, command things, speak things into existence and wait for spectacular results. But when we read the next verse carefully, it puts our "faith" in the right perspective: "And who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?" (1 John 5:5).


  According to this verse, it is not blindly having faith in my faith. It is having my faith fully concentrated and centered on Jesus — the Son of God — for whom nothing is impossible.


  The book of Revelation gives us a clear illustration about those who overcome: "And they overcame him [the devil, the world — everything] because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the word of their testimony, and they did not love their life even to death” (Revelation 12:11).


  Let us find out what each of these three statements means in regard to overcoming:


  “. . . because of the blood of the Lamb”: Only through the death of Jesus on the cross and His shed blood can we be redeemed from the kingdom of darkness to become children of God. With this blood, sin was washed away and can no longer rule over us. Death and the devil were defeated for all eternity. The blood of Jesus not only broke every chain that the devil used to hold us captive, but it is also powerful enough to give us victory in all the battles ahead of us.


  ". . . because of the word of their testimony”: This means their public proclamation of putting their faith completely in Jesus and His shed blood, accepting His victory as theirs.


  Our testimony of salvation, too, is our story of throwing ourselves completely on Jesus by faith. This results in experiencing the power of His blood washing us totally clean.


  Our faith will not do anything for us and will not at all enable us to overcome anything if we don't trust Jesus with the same totality as we did at our salvation, believing in Him to bring about the overcoming. Our faith standing alone will only amount to suppressing the problem but not overcoming it. It has to be our faith in Jesus, with the total emphasis on Jesus as the Son of God, who is able to do all things.


  “. . . they did not love their life even to death”: This is the most important part of overcoming.


  This statement doesn't just mean that these believers happened to be Christians with a martyr mind-set. It simply means that their death was the price of overcoming. They had no reservations about the method God would use to help them overcome, and they had no hidden agenda to tell Him how to work. They did not necessarily expect an easy solution. They were totally willing and content with His way of dealing, as well as with the end result—death!


  The Secret of Overcoming


  "They did not love their life" tells us about these martyrs' humility of heart to accept overcoming God's way. It illustrates so beautifully the principle of overcoming and victory.


  Jesus overcame the devil by dying on the cross. He continually taught that "unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit" (John 12:24). We find this same principle in these martyrs of Revelation 12:11.


  The secret of overcoming is through dying-to die to the right of recognition, honor, position, respect and so on. If I have died to these things, they can't bother me any longer; they can't put pressure on me or make me react resentfully. It won't work anymore, because I am already dead.


  The reason it is so hard for us to overcome is because we fight death. Somehow, we want to be loved, respected, recognized, understood and treated right. What really hinders us from being willing to not love our life "even to death" is our hidden pride. Maybe we are quite humble, but even a flicker of "life" (pride) is enough to keep us from "dying" and thus from overcoming the world.


  
    


  


  


  11. Preparation for Battle


  Have you ever wondered why just before a major spiritual event or battle, you are all of a sudden confronted with struggles in your own heart?


  You discover bad attitudes, resentment, bitterness, pride, unholiness, lack of patience, lack of love, neglected duties — things you didn't know were there or you thought were mastered long ago.


  It seems very disturbing to you to have to deal with these conflicts just before such an important upcoming event.


  You did your best to try to shut out all outside disturbance so you could prepare yourself with prayer, fasting, studying, reading books, making plans and raising funds. Now this! Is it the devil disturbing you? Maybe. He is trying to look for ways to hinder God's work every time there is a chance.


  But if what comes your way just before a battle has to do with your holiness, your attitudes, your recognition of failures or sins of your own heart and your willingness to repent . . . then it is not the devil, but the Lord!


  Call to Consecration


  Do you know what God's first step is to prepare us for battle?


  It is not the revelation of great strategies and special anointing. They come later. It is a call to consecrate or cleanse our hearts!


  The Lord knows well that we can't win against the powers of darkness unless our hearts are consecrated and totally His. In order to give us such an opportunity, He has to shine His light very deep into the innermost parts of our hearts. The result: All of a sudden we see ourselves as He sees us, and we feel terrible. In fact, it totally crushes us.


  He doesn't do this to make us feel bad or to put us down. No, it is His call to consecration.


  Look at the children of Israel when they left Egypt and traveled to their promised land. They faced many battles as well as important encounters with the Holy God Himself. Before some of these major events, the Lord instructed Moses and later Joshua to consecrate the people.


  Actually, throughout the Bible God called His people, their kings and their leaders to cleanse, purify, consecrate, separate and sanctify themselves before He could meet them face-to-face, give them victory in battle, provide for their needs, heal their sick, restore their land and accept their offerings.


  Victory Follows Consecration


  When you read your Bible, watch for these special calls of God. Whenever God laid out this condition and His people responded with cleansing and repentance, God's presence and victory always followed as a result.


  Let us look at some examples when God's call for consecration of His people preceded a battle, a spiritual encounter or a revival:


  Before Jacob made an altar at Bethel


  Call: "So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, 'Put away the foreign gods which are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your garments' "(Genesis 35:2).


  Results: "As they journeyed, there was a great terror upon the cities which were around them, and they did not pursue the sons of Jacob" (Genesis 35:5).


  Before Israel was to meet God at Mount Horeb


  Call: "The Lord also said to Moses, 'Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow, and let them wash their garments; and let them be ready for the third day, for on the third day the Lord will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people' "(Exodus 19:10-11).


  Results: The Lord spoke to them face-to-face (Deuteronomy 5:4).


  God gave them the law (Exodus 20:1-17).


  God made a covenant with Israel (Exodus 24:8; Deuteronomy 5:2).


  Before Israel crossed the Jordan River


  Call: "Then Joshua said to the people, 'Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will do wonders among you' "(Joshua 3:5).


  Results: "All Israel crossed on dry ground" (Joshua 3:17).


  "Their [enemies'] hearts melted, and there was no spirit in them any longer, because of the sons of Israel" (Joshua 5:1).


  Before marching against Jericho


  Call: "At that time the Lord said to Joshua, '. . . circumcise again the sons of Israel . . .' "(Joshua 5:2). Circumcision was an outward sign of separation from all other heathen nations, a sign of belonging to God's own possession — the people of Israel.


  Results: The captain of the Lord's host met Joshua (Joshua 5:13-15).


  Joshua received instructions about how to conquer Jericho (Joshua 6:2-5).


  Jericho was taken (Joshua 6:20).


  Before sin could be identified and removed from the camp (after losing the battle at Ai)


  Call: "Rise up! Consecrate the people . . . O Israel. You cannot stand before your enemies until you have removed the things under the ban from your midst" (Joshua 7:13).


  Results: Achan was identified as having sinned and was punished (Joshua 7:18-26).


  Ai was taken and victory was restored (Joshua 8:1-29).


  Before a priest or a Levite could serve the Lord


  Call: "And also let the priests who come near to the Lord consecrate themselves, lest the Lord break out against them" (Exodus 19:22). It was life-threatening to try to minister before the Lord without total consecration!


  Result: The priests and Levites were able to stand before the Lord — accepted and able to serve Him and God's people without fear (Hebrews 9:6).


  Before God revealed who would be king in place of Saul


  Call: "'Consecrate yourselves and come with me to the sacrifice.' He also consecrated Jesse and his sons, and invited them to the sacrifice"


  (1 Samuel 16:5).


  Result: God revealed the one He chose as king over His people (1 Samuel 16:12).


  Before carrying the ark of the covenant


  Call: "Consecrate yourselves both you and your relatives, that you may bring up the ark of the Lord God of Israel, to the place that I have prepared for it" (1 Chronicles 15:12).


  Result: With great joy they brought the ark, which was the symbol of God's presence, from an isolated place to Jerusalem, the center of Israel (1 Chronicles 15:25-29).


  Before they could cleanse the house of the Lord from idolatry


  Call: "Listen to me, O Levites. Consecrate yourselves now, and consecrate the house of the Lord, the God of your fathers, and carry the uncleanness out from the holy place" (2 Chronicles 29:5).


  Results: After their own consecration, they were able to clean out every part of the temple (2 Chronicles 29:15-18).


  Sacrifice, praise and worship were restored (2 Chronicles 29:21-29).


  The people rejoiced, returned to God (revival) and removed idolatry from their land (2 Chronicles 29:36; 30:11-13, 21, 25, 26; 31:1).


  New Testament Consecration


  There is a continuous call for consecration of God's people throughout the New Testament.


  Every time we read words like this in the New Testament—repent, turn from, cleanse, separate, purify, be holy, sanctify, humble yourself, submit—we must recognize that this is a definite call to consecration for the believer. Each of these words describes one of the aspects of consecration.


  All these words indicate very definitely and clearly that God's presence, power, deliverance, miracles and answers do not come cheaply or accidentally. They are absolutely conditional. In fact, they are as conditional as in the Old Testament. We talk so much about God's love that we often forget that we serve a holy God. He does not compromise and lower His standards and conditions.


  Yet He Himself has provided for us a great advantage over the Old Testament times: He gave us His Spirit to indwell us. His Spirit reveals our need for consecration through the Word of God. Then, along with the Word, He carries out the work of consecration and thus enables us to meet God's conditions. All it takes on our part is obedience.


  Please do not misunderstand this to mean that once we meet God's conditions He owes us something. It is not something we work for, and then He is forced to pay us because we earned it. Rather, it is total grace. We will never reach a level of spirituality where we are above grace. It is His grace that saves us and calls us to serve Him . . . His grace that stops us before a battle . . . His grace that shows us our heart . . . His grace that calls us to consecration . . . His grace that makes us willing to submit . . . His grace that accomplishes the work of consecration. It is His grace that enables us to meet His conditions, and it is by His grace that He goes before us in battle.


  How Does This New Testament Consecration Happen?


  Consider these words: ". . . having cleansed her [the Church] by the washing of the water with the word” (Ephesians 5:26). This means that in order to be clean we must allow God to "wash us out" with His water: God's Word. This is where our obedience is required:


  • Accept the Word as truth.


  • Allow it to reveal what is defiled and what needs cleaning.


  • Submit to the washing, scrubbing and brushing until every corner is cleansed.


  • Dedicate that cleaned area to the Lord and keep it separated, consecrated and holy for His use only.


  Results of New Testament Consecration and Cleansing


  ". . . that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she should be holy and blameless” (Ephesians 5:27).


  "Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Thessalonians 5:23).


  "Therefore, if a man cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the Master, prepared for every good work"


  (2 Timothy 2:21).


  After studying these passages, the message to us is very clear: God can only meet us face-to-face or go before us in battle if our hearts are totally clean.


  If He sees us approaching a battle or a spiritual encounter and He finds our heart anything less than perfect toward Him, He has to stop us in the midst of our preparations and first call us to consecration.


  Once our hearts are cleansed, we are in a position where God can work on our behalf. We now will become more than conquerors — through Him.


  
    


  


  


  12. From Strength to Strength


  Listening to the testimonies and conversations of my Christian brothers and sisters, I have had the feeling more than once that believers go from problem to problem, from discouragement to discouragement and from failure to failure. This is strangely in contrast to the Bible, which says that God's people go from strength to strength (Psalm 84:7).


  Is It Normal to Run Out of Strength?


  Should believers then have no problems, trials or discouragements? No, the Bible says we will have them as long as we live on this earth. Should these Christians put on a smile then and pretend everything is just wonderful? No, that would be living a lie and surely be wrong in the sight of God.


  God's Word shows us in many examples that as a Christian encounters problems and trials and lives through them, he is expected not only to be an overcomer, but to end up with more courage, with a stronger commitment and with more strength than he had before. After all, we have received the Spirit of power (2 Timothy 1:7) and the weapons of warfare (2 Corinthians 10:4)!


  If we have received all it takes to win the battles, we should now grow stronger with each trial, becoming steadfast in our walk, solid, immovable, an encouragement and example to others and a pillar in the church, able to face any storm.


  Instead, it seems for many believers as though each new trial drains more and more strength until they are completely exhausted, unable to stand for themselves and surely not useful for God at all.


  You Forgot to Learn Something


  If what I am speaking of is your testimony and frequent experience — and you are born again, filled with God's Spirit and not living in any sin — then you have left out something important from the basic foundation of your Christian life.


  There are at least three basic things that are absolutely necessary for a newborn baby to survive: to breathe, to eat (drink) and to cry.


  Crying makes the baby exercise his lungs. He also kicks his arms and legs while he cries. All this exercise has the purpose of building up enough muscles and strength to one day be able to crawl, sit, stand and walk on his own.


  Likewise, the newborn Christian needs the same three basic things for survival: to pray (breathe), to read God's


  Word (food to eat) and to learn how to find and develop strength (crying and exercise)! This learning to find strength enables him to live, to face trials and difficulties and to walk with the Lord.


  Of course, there are hundreds of other important things a baby, as well as a new Christian, should learn in order to function properly. But some of those who have not learned how to find strength always seem on the verge of dying, and a "church rescue team" has to rush out on emergency calls to try to revive them as they barely hang on to a thread of life. This kind of life-threatening existence is not a healthy one, and it will not encourage unbelievers to trust our Lord.


  When we became Christians, our church taught us how to read the Bible, to share our testimony, to sing hymns, to say a public prayer, to attend the services faithfully and to bring an offering. But often no one has ever taught us how to strengthen ourselves in the Lord, especially when we have to go all alone through battles.


  That would be the same as sending a driver out on a journey with a new car but never telling him how to refuel. After some driving, the engine starts to cough, and then cough some more, and finally it will die for good, leaving the new car and his driver stranded on the roadside. His only hope is now for someone to come along and put some gas in his tank, which will keep him going for a few more miles until the process starts all over again.


  Unless and until the driver learns for himself where the gas station is and how to refuel his car, this story will become his daily experience.


  What Does It Mean to Strengthen Ourselves?


  To strengthen ourselves as believers means not just to find encouragement. It also means having the ability to continually draw new strength while going through the difficulties of life and ending up with enough strength left to face more. Thus, living from strength to strength will become a reality!


  Could you do it? What would you do if your whole church faced a serious problem and all the believers, including the pastor, looked to you for direction, encouragement and strength? Could you give these things to them?


  Maybe you would say, "I am not a pastor or elder — I am not qualified for this."


  But you are a believer! You have received the same Bible with the same promises and the same Holy Spirit as they did. The problem is not whether you are qualified but if you know how!


  David was faced with exactly such a problem. From his experience we can learn three things: what not to do, what to do, and how to do it.


  The Problem


  Please read with me one story from David's life, found in 1 Samuel 30:1-19.


  Long before this incident, David had been anointed by Samuel to be the next king of Israel. But at this time in his life, this had not yet come to pass. Even though he had proven himself faithful, Saul was after him to kill him. David and his 600 men were fugitives, hiding everywhere, until they and their families were allowed to live in Ziklag, a city in the country of the Philistines, the enemies of Israel.


  One day David and his men returned home only to find their city destroyed—burned up by fire, their possessions carried away and their families taken captive. When they least expected any troubles, their enemies had come and won the victory.


  David's story could be your story: All your accomplishments have been wiped out. Sickness has devoured all your savings, you have family problems and everything seems to be falling apart. Maybe you are a Gospel worker and a day came when your church was destroyed by opposition, your coworkers left you and the believers you counted on went back in fear. You are all alone. The work you built up during the past 10 years lays in ruins. Do you know how to find strength to start all over again?


  What Not to Do


  When David and his men saw the destruction, they were deeply hurt and discouraged. The next thing they did was to come together, not to encourage each other but to weep and to pull each other further down! David, their leader, who usually had such a great trust in the Lord, joined his people in weeping and discouragement.


  The Bible says, "The people . . . wept until there was no strength in them to weep" (1 Samuel 30:4). The result was total desperation and complete hopelessness. From this verse we can conclude that before they joined each other in mourning, there was at least a little strength left, but even this was completely drained by the time they got through weeping.


  This is exactly what we often do in our homes and churches. Instead of finding ways to strengthen ourselves and others, we get together to "mourn." We tell each other how terrible the situation is, and we agree together that it is going to get worse. In this way, we pull each other further down.


  Because of the utter hopelessness his followers felt, David's life was threatened. His most faithful warriors, who at other times were willing to lay down their lives for David, now accused him because they were too desperate to even think and act reasonably. As their leader, he was blamed for everything that had happened. All of a sudden, David was under even greater pressure than the rest of his men. He was reaping the consequences of joining his men in their hopelessness, weeping and desperation.


  What to Do


  At this point David got ahold of himself, and he remembered what the only hope was for him and his men: to find new strength in the Lord. Yet looking at the story, we are almost shocked to find out that David was the only one who had this idea, who seemed to know how to do it and who actually attempted it—one man out of 600, including a priest!


  Do you realize how critical David's situation was? Because none of the others knew what to do, all 600 depended totally on David to pull them back out of this valley of despair! Their whole future, their unity, their hope, their victory — even the lives of their captured family members — depended on David's ability to be able to strengthen Himself in the Lord.


  When David went to the Lord to receive strength, tremendous pressure and responsibility were on his shoulders: If he failed — all would fail. There was no other man among them who would have attempted this.


  How to Do It


  “But David strengthened himself in the Lord his God” (1 Samuel 30:6). From this verse we can see that David went into God's presence knowing that he was approaching his God. It was not the priests' or the elders' or the prophet Samuel's God, but his own personal God. David knew God by personal experience and relationship. He had access to His presence, and he was not rejected.


  David remembered God's faithfulness, promises and the past victories: the lion, the bear and Goliath. In this particular passage, it doesn't say he remembered, but we know, simply by his coming, that he did. He would not have come to approach his God if he had not remembered all that God had done for him previously. This remembrance gave him hope.


  When we need strength, it is good to look back on our lives to see how far the Lord has brought us and through how many trials He has already led us.


  David waited in God's presence until strength came. We know he waited, because verse 6 says, "But David strengthened himself in the Lord his God." This action is recorded only one time. David didn't go back and forth to try. He went and stayed until he was strengthened before he faced his 600 men again.


  He did exactly what Isaiah 40:31 tells us to do: "Yet those who wait for the Lord will gain new strength." The entire emphasis of this promise is on the word "wait":


  • Wait in His presence


  • Wait until the answer comes


  • Wait until the victory is won


  • Wait for direction


  • Wait for comfort


  • Wait for the strength you need


  God didn't tell us to wait five minutes and then try something else, to ask your pastor to say a blessing on you, to talk about your problem to everyone at church, or to go from place to place to ask all the evangelists you can find to touch your head and hope for a miracle of strength to fall on you.


  The only direction we have received from the Lord to gain strength is to wait in His presence!


  If you didn't receive strength, then you didn't wait long enough! Prevailing prayer and waiting in His presence are the secret of gaining strength.


  If you want to go from strength to strength as the Bible expects you to do, then you have to go from waiting in His presence to waiting in His presence. There is no other way. It is that simple, and it works every time!


  The result of David's ability to strengthen himself in the Lord was incredible.


  First, he helped the priest do his job, then he asked and received counsel from God on what to do next. His new strength and courage enabled him to restore unity among his 600 people, to encourage them to trust God again, to pursue the enemy and to fight.


  They won the battle and recovered all—nothing was missing. It was a complete victory!


  David's ability to strengthen himself in the Lord and then to go out and strengthen others with the same strength he had received was the key to total victory.


  Truly knowing God's presence and learning to wait there are absolutely necessary to survive as a Christian!


  
    


  


  


  13. The Problem Is Too Hard


  Lord, You have allowed many problems in my life, and You have helped me come through them. But this time I think You made a mistake. The problem I am facing is more than I can bear. I wish I had another problem, not this one! Lord, I am breaking under it. My strength is gone. I want to stop hurting, but I can't. I am unable to help myself. With all the faith I have, I have thrown myself on You, but I don't see how I can live through this one.


  "Lord, I Think You Made a Mistake"


  I was sitting on the floor in my room, feeling like the prophet Elijah after he had run into the wilderness to save his life from Jezebel, who threatened to kill him. He seemed to be even worse off than I was though, because he had added one more sentence to my prayer: "It is enough; now, O Lord, take my life" (1 Kings 19:4).


  Reflecting back on my life, I could remember the difficult times when I lost my friend through a fatal accident, when I was falsely accused of lying, when my superior humiliated me in front of others for no reason, when people I trusted turned against me, when people perceived me as deceived and fanatic and when I had given up and walked away from things and people who would cause me to compromise my commitment to the Lord.


  All of these were past, and for each of them I had received enough faith and strength from the Lord.


  A Spiritual Battle


  This time, however, the depth of hurting was far deeper than I had ever experienced in my whole life. It took all my energy and strength just to bear up under it for one day. With all my heart I wanted to shake off the problem and overcome, but it seemed as if the problem was glued to me, immovable.


  All I was able to do was to desperately cling to the Lord with my whole being. Any solution or victory seemed so far away. For many, many nights I could only sleep a few hours, and for several weeks I could hardly eat anything. Sometimes I would find an excuse to leave the table so I could throw away the food on my plate without anyone seeing it. It just wouldn't go down my throat. I am very seldom sick, and the Lord has given me a strong body, for which I am thankful. But now I felt the battle affecting my body also. I never before had experienced such tiredness and weakness. When I lay down on my bed, I did not have enough strength even to move. For the first time in my entire life, I had to pray for physical strength to get up and make it through the day.


  Looking back, I know now that what I faced was surely more than a regular problem. It was an intense spiritual battle! I will not know the extent of it in this life, but I surely could feel the symptoms of it. At this point I knew that the only One who could help me now was the Lord Himself. But so far, I didn't know how He would do it.


  He Knows My Frame


  While I was telling the Lord that what I was going through was above my strength and that I was afraid He laid more on me than I could bear, He started to speak to my heart. He told me that He knew that I would come through, because He had prepared me for this battle all along. Also, He had evaluated my strength before He allowed the problem to come, and He had found it sufficient, because He was going to give me His.


  There in my room, the Lord reminded me of Psalm 139, which I had read many times before. At that moment, however, it became alive in the light of my problem and struggle:


  • Verse 16: He knew me and all about me before I was formed. He knew about this battle too.


  • Verse 2: He knows my thoughts, including my fears, from afar.


  • Verse 5: Long ago, when He called me and saved me, He laid His hand upon my life. He enclosed me behind and before, and He does so even now as I walk through this problem.


  • Verse 15: My frame, including the strength it has, is not hidden from Him. Therefore, He knows well how much this frame can bear.


  • Verses 9-10: Wherever I go, there His presence will be with me. He even chose to walk with me through this valley of the shadow of death (Psalm 23:4).


  • Verses 17-18: In the midst of my problems, He has not forgotten me! His thoughts are precious toward me, even right now. In fact, He thinks so much about me in my struggle that His thoughts outnumber the sand.


  I was weeping while the Lord spoke to my heart. Nothing miraculous happened. My problem, and all of the battle, was still there. I was hurting just the same, and I had not received any solutions or instructions.


  Yet there was a difference. I was comforted by His love and by the knowledge that the Lord knew my strength and that He was aware of how much I could bear.


  Strength to Travel


  In 1 Kings 19:5-8, we read how Elijah was there in the wilderness ready to die. But we also read that in the midst of his problem and despair, God sent an angel to wake him up, give him food to eat and tell him to go to meet the Lord. This happened twice. The food didn't solve Elijah's problem, but it gave him enough strength to travel for 40 days. He was on the way to his solution: Mt. Horeb. Yet before he could reach there, he still had to travel through 40 more days of problems! His strength returned in the presence of God, and there His battle was turned into victory.


  I didn't know when my battle would come to an end. But I found that while I was walking through my wilderness toward finding God's presence and victory, He sent me "food" to give me just enough strength to keep on walking.


  One such occasion was when He reminded me of Psalm 139. Another one was when some believers came to visit. They didn't know about my battle, but just their presence told me that the Lord had not forgotten me, and He had sent them to walk beside me a little way through my desert. The third time I can remember was when at church I heard a Sunday school girl sing the song, "In the Name of Jesus We Have the Victory." These three things became my "bread and water" to keep me going toward my victory.


  When and how would my victory come? Altogether, my struggle must have lasted about 45 days. I wanted so much just to stop hurting, but even though I tried, I couldn't stop it. Neither could I find a solution to my problem. It is hard for me to describe to you how intense this battle was. There was nothing I had faced before with which I could compare it.


  During some of those days, I even had a very difficult time praying. My mind would not concentrate on prayer but rather focused continually on my hurt and my problem. I really wanted to fight this battle with prayer, but my strength would crumble while I was on my knees. During these days, the Lord told me, "If you can't pray, read the Word." So I would read and read until my mind was strengthened enough by His Word that I could pray again.


  The Battle Is Over


  The day when the Lord gave me victory, I was visiting a home during a series of two Gospel meetings. A sister I love very much was also staying at the same house. I had not seen her for awhile. From the expression on her face, I knew that she had immediately recognized that I was not my "old self." Several times that afternoon she said to me, "Sister, you are hurting so much." I didn't reply. A few times I could see a sad expression on her face when she looked at me.


  Just before we had to go to the next meeting, I went to her and asked, "Please pray for me." She took me in her room and closed the door. Then she put her arm around me and prayed with all her heart for me. She didn't know a word of what was troubling me, but she loved me and she must have realized that I was at the end of my strength. When she was praying to the Lord for me, she wept. I can't remember anyone weeping for me before. It seemed that she felt the pain I felt, and she was taking it to the Lord on my behalf.


  Nothing spectacular happened while she prayed. But when she finished praying, I immediately realized that my hurt was gone. I can't explain how, but it was completely wiped away. For the first time in all these weeks, my heart felt light and free from struggle. I distinctly remember almost holding in my breath, as if the hurt would come back any second if I just moved. But it didn't.


  For many of the following days, I asked the Lord continually to specifically protect my mind and my heart against any attack. I literally asked Him, "Lord, please place one hand on my mind and the other one on my heart. Don't allow anything to enter my mind or heart that would bring that battle back."


  Whatever war had taken place in the unseen world, I don't know. But I knew the battle was over, and it was won after my sister had prayed for me. From that moment on, I could see the victory taking place before my eyes. Not only did the hurt never return, but all the symptoms of my struggle disappeared over a short period of time. In the following days, weeks and months, the Lord worked out every detail of the problem in such a way that I can only praise Him. He filled me with new strength and new courage that can only come from His presence!


  Maybe you wonder why I couldn't find the victory by myself, simply seeking and waiting in His presence, which is the normal way to receive new strength.


  I don't know. The only explanation I have is this: We can only see a very small part of the war that is taking place in the spiritual world. Sometimes the forces against us are too many, and we are pressed too hard. When that happens, we need reinforcement to outnumber the enemy.


  Sent Out Again


  God had picked up Elijah there in the desert for a purpose: first to meet and strengthen him at Mt. Horeb and then to send him out again to work for Him (1 Kings 19:15-18).


  The Lord is doing the same with us also. After we have come through our trials, fire, water or desert, He strengthens us for the purpose of sending us out again. We have learned new lessons, and He wants us to use what we have learned to build His kingdom.


  Looking back at this problem that was almost too hard for me, I am thankful for what it taught me. No, I would not choose to live through it again. But without it, I would not know:


  • How sufficient His grace is, and therefore His strength, in my weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9)


  • How He is able to reach deeper than the deepest hurt in my heart


  • How He remains faithful to bring me through, even if my faith and strength crumble (2 Timothy 2:13; Philippians 1:6)


  • How much power He has to carry me when I am too weak to walk


  There is much more the Lord has used from this experience to help me understand, pray for and strengthen others in their trials. In fact, half of this book would not have been written if I had not been allowed to go through this problem. May all our battles result in bringing glory to Jesus!


  
    


  


  


  14. Broken for a Purpose


  A doctor can treat an illness only as far as his knowledge of it goes.


  An athlete can perform only according to his previous training.


  A guide can only show a path or place where he has traveled before.


  A teacher can teach only what he himself has studied.


  In the same way, a spiritual leader can lead you only to the point he is at himself. Anything beyond this is knowledge borrowed from someone else, theory without practical application and words not yet proven by his own life.


  Because of this, Jesus has gone all the way ahead of us to taste every temptation and to experience every kind of suffering a believer could ever encounter. Even more than that, He had to bear all the judgment an unbeliever will face before the living God. "For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin" (Hebrews 4:15). Here are just some of the things He experienced:


  Physical: Hunger Tiredness Pain Poverty


  Sickness, as He bore ours Death


  Emotional: Sadness


  Accusations


  Loneliness


  Rejection


  Betrayal


  Fear (when He prayed in Gethsemane)


  Spiritual: Encountering sin wherever He went


  Total separation from God as our sin was laid on Him


  Experiencing God's wrath toward sinful mankind poured out on Him at the cross


  Because of all this, we can be sure that Jesus' understanding of our trials and suffering is complete. His compassion is real, and His ability to teach us what to do in every situation and to guide us through is perfect.


  Jesus had to taste it all, not for Himself but because of us. He was broken for a purpose: "For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted" (Hebrews 2:18).


  The same principle applies to us! When we face trials, we too are broken for a purpose. It is not only so that we can learn something new — that too—but so that others will benefit from our experience. How? We are now able to relate to their trials, to their tears, to their suffering and fear. Why? So we can comfort them and help them exactly the same way the Lord comforted and helped us.


  Paul writes about this truth in 2 Corinthians 1:3-6:


  Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort; who comforts us in all our affliction so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For just as the sufferings of Christ are ours in abundance, so also our comfort is abundant through Christ. But if we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; or if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which is effective in the patient enduring of the same sufferings which we also suffer.


  From his passage, however, we can clearly conclude one more thing: If we are Gospel workers, our trials will be harder, the tests more difficult and the suffering more intense.


  Why? Because we do not lead only one person, but many. We are not only a role model before their eyes, but we must have the ability to go before them, knowing where we lead them and where we ask them to follow. We must pass the test before they ever have to attempt it. We must have wept over their hurt before they hurt, so we can comfort them with compassion.


  I am reminded of some of our pioneer missionaries who went to places where they encountered tremendous hardship, opposition and suffering. They walked through these trials, and God gave them the grace to stand and to build a church.


  Biblical "heroes of faith" also had to experience these hardships, not just to build a church or learn new things about God. They also had to go through these trials because of us. So today I can look at their lives and find courage to obey my own calling. Through their living testimonies, I gain strength to prevail and faith to throw away my life for the Gospel, knowing it will not be in vain. Their faithfulness, their perseverance and their sacrifice have become the sources of my greater trust in the same God.


  When one of these brothers and sisters counsel me, their words will not be theory, the tears they weep with me in my trial will be real and their prayers on my behalf will be deep. Why? Because they walked the same road already, long before me.


  Over and over we read this phrase in the Bible: "I am the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." This quote has a purpose not only for God to identify Himself, but it is also a reference and a constant reminder for us of all the things these men experienced with Him in their lifetimes.


  They too had been broken for a purpose, along with many others who walked with God ahead of us. The stories of their lives were chosen to be put in print to become examples for us.


  In fact, the Bible tells us in 1 Corinthians 10:6 and 10:11 that all that has happened previously is for our example and instruction.


  Understanding this principle of being broken for the purpose of serving others helps us find another meaning in the Bible verse that says, "And from everyone who has been given much shall much be required; and to whom they entrusted much, of him they will ask all the more" (Luke 12:48).


  As we put this verse alongside 2 Corinthians 1:3-6, it is no longer only a verse indicating our greater accountability for the material or spiritual wealth we possess. Now it also helps us see that the more leadership or influence we have in the kingdom of God, the more suffering will be required on our part in order to be able to fulfill the task correctly.


  In our modern days, it has become a deception that a higher position in the Church of the Lord must bring more comfort, more benefits, more cash — and less suffering. Yet when we look closely at the Old and New Testament prophets and leaders, we discover an interesting "hierarchy"! The more God used someone and the higher his position, that much higher and more intense was the level of his suffering and brokenness.


  This puts Jesus on top of this hierarchy of suffering, followed by Moses, Paul, the apostles, martyrs and prophets of the Old and New Testaments.


  Remember, when you ask God for greater use in His kingdom, you are asking for a greater level of suffering to qualify for the job!


  As you go through the trials of your life and have a hard time understanding why, read 2 Corinthians 1:3-6 often, trusting the Lord to give you strength and knowing that this moment you are broken for a purpose.
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