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A WORD FROM
RICK RENNER
I've known Jeremy Pearsons for many years, and I love the man of God he has become. That's one reason I loved reading this book—it so clearly reflects Jeremy's passion and hunger to know God better! Jeremy has a fresh and authentic way of sharing his thought-provoking insights about who God is and what His voice sounds like—and why gaining this knowledge should matter so much to us. Jeremy says it this way: "God wants us to know Him. He is a mystery hidden for us. Not from us." I like that. It answers a yearning deep in my own heart to know the Lord more and more. This book helps us take a giant step forward in our journey toward a deeper understanding of Jesus and our true identity in Him. There is nothing more important than that.
—Rick Renner
Pastor, Teacher, Author
DEDICATION
This book is dedicated to my wife, Sarah.
God has been so kind and merciful to me –
and you, my love, are the proof, I love you.
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FOREWORD
One of the greatest invitations and promises of all time is found in James 4:8: "Draw near to God and He will draw near to you." Many people in this current generation have grown up with a mindset of a God who is there, but who isn't really concerned or is too busy to have a day-to-day, vibrant relationship with them. I believe this is why so many Christians are struggling with sin issues and living defeated, "just gotta get into heaven" lives. If we would only realize the great power contained within that simple invitation, we would see a generation rise up in victory.
Notice in James it doesn't say that if we draw near to God, He might draw near to us. I find many people approach God in their prayer times with a mentality of tossing prayers up to God for a constant thirty minutes, saying "Amen" and going on with their day. Sometimes we say so much while God is waiting to get a word in, but before He can speak we shut off our ears when we say "Amen." I remember one time when I was driving down the road, the Holy Spirit spoke to me to pull over. I pulled off the road and immediately heard the Spirit of God whisper to my heart, Did I not say to you, "pray without ceasing"?
I responded, "Yes, Lord, You did."
He probed further, Is prayer a monologue or dialogue?
I responded, "It's a dialogue, Lord, a two-way conversation."
His words came quickly: Well, if I said to pray without ceasing, and prayer is a dialogue, then that means I am willing to communicate with you without ceasing!
This absolutely changed the way I approached a relationship with God. Imagine that you have a friend who invites you to come over to his house for dinner. You arrive and your friend proceeds to talk to you constantly for thirty minutes. Then he takes a breath and says, "Well, it's been great spending time with you! See you next week!" Would you continue to go over to his house every week? No way! The relationship wouldn't work because it is only one-way.
God has a great desire to reveal Himself to us and build an authentic relationship with us, but the responsibility rests upon us to interact and allow Him to reveal His heart, desires, plans, and thoughts to us. I believe that my friend Jeremy Pearsons has laid out a strategic way that you can truly know God. Not a way to engage in routine memorization of the details of God, but a way to enjoy a vibrant, living relationship with the One who put the stars in the sky and called every one of them by name, and who also knows the number of hairs on your head. Prepare yourself as you journey into this book to move from knowing who God is to truly knowing God.
— John Bevere
Author/Speaker Messenger International Colorado Springs/Australia/United Kingdom
SECTION I
God Is __________ .
CHAPTER ONE
GOD IS ________.
What's in a name?
Launching into a study of all the names of God is utterly fascinating. One right after the other, each Hebrew name reveals God in new and exciting ways.
This book is not about that.
Sorry.
Instead, let me tell you about something that started with an experiment I conducted on a group of teenagers once. I told them I was going to say a name. A first name only. And they had to tell me what they thought when I said that name. Feel free to play along.
"Ready?" I said. "Tiger."
All at once, as though it had been rehearsed and there was a conductor standing before them ready to strike the downbeat, they replied in choir-like unison, "Woods!"
"OK," I said. "What else comes to mind?"
"Golfer!" some shouted.
"Just a golfer?" I asked.
"The best!" they said. "The best ever!"
This went on for just a minute or so. In that very short amount of time, we had come up with a pretty comprehensive description of Tiger Woods based solely on what comes to mind when you hear his first name.
There are some people walking around out there with some interesting first names. They mostly belong to the children of our modern celebrities. (Frank Zappa's child Moon Unit still has to be one of my favorites.)
And while it seems as though some people are willing to call their children just about anything, you will notice that there are a few names that most will stay away from. For example, you really don't hear of many kids named "Adolph" these days. Why is that? It's just like any other name in that it is a collection of vowels and consonants that get put together in a row, and voila....a name.
So why no "Adolphs"? Because of the evil reputation of hatred, bigotry, murder, and destruction behind that name. I'm also guessing there has been a sharp decline over the last several years in children named "Osama."
In the same way, many parents will name their children after a beloved grandparent, aunt, or uncle. Perhaps it's because of fond memories they had with that loved one, or because of the way they impacted them positively.
My sister's name is Aubrey. Aubrey Wayne Copeland was our great-grandfather, who was loved immensely not only by us, but also by practically everyone who ever knew him. He was a giant of a man who loved God and family and wouldn't tell a lie to save his own life. A man worth naming someone after. This book is about the reputation behind the name.
I asked that same group of teenagers what they thought when I said the name "Jesus." Some began to list the many miracles; others talked about the cross, the grave, resurrection, and so forth.
This response makes sense coming from a group of kids in church. That's all the stuff you're supposed to say. But what about His reputation outside the church?
Jesus once asked His disciples, "Who do men say that I am?" Their list was different than the one the teenagers gave me. They said, "Some say you are John the Baptist, some say Elijah, others Jeremiah, or one of the prophets." Then Jesus looked at them and asked, "Who do you say that I am?" (Matthew 16:13-15). Their answer was astounding, and we will get into that in later chapters.
But the truth is, that is still His question to us today—who do you say that I am?
There is one major flaw in my Tiger Woods experiment. Our list of characteristics was comprised solely of things we have heard about Tiger. We were just yelling out things we had seen on TV, read about online, or what we had heard others say he was. I didn't know him personally, and neither did anyone else in that room.
Sure, he is a great golfer, but what goes through his head when he is not on the course? What makes him happy? What makes him worry? Where does his deepest motivation and drive come from? No one would say, "I know Tiger Woods" just because he saw him on TV or read about him somewhere. And do you think that he would ever allow me or one of those teenagers to stand and speak for him at a press conference or in a lawyer's office? No! Why? Because he doesn't know me, and I don't know him.
I wonder how God feels when people claim to know Him based on things they have seen on TV, read about online, or—worse yet—heard someone else say about Him.
Fill in this blank: God is__________.
This book is about that blank. It's about how you fill it in.
It's not about how other people have filled it in. It's not about how traditional thinking has filled it in.
It's about filling it in with what we know to be true because it's what God has said about Himself. He put everything we can understand in the pages of an autobiography, a book full of stories that give us finite human beings a taste of His character and nature.
Throughout this book, we are going to fill that blank with what God has said He is in the pages of the Bible. At the end of this book, you will still be the one responsible for filling in that blank for yourself. I can't fill it in for you.
Who do you say that He is?
This book is also about answering a deceptively simple question: Would you know Him if you saw Him?
Those of us who have been involved with the Church for a long time perhaps think we know the answer beyond doubt, but I don't think the answer to that question is as straightforward as we'd like to think.
Put bluntly, like the Pharisees of Jesus' day, many people think they know what God looks like, think they know what to expect. But all too often, they're missing God's work in their lives because they have not learned to recognize His voice, don't know His purposes, and are unfamiliar with His will and His ways.
They're looking for the obvious, the scintillating, and the sensational from God—they're looking for a sign, like Him showing up in their lives blatantly as though wearing a name tag. They're unprepared for how He speaks all too often in our lives: with a still, small voice.
HELLO. MY NAME IS GOD.
DO YOU WANT TO GET TO KNOW ME?
What if God isn't wearing a name tag? Will you know Him?
How you fill in that blank pertains directly to how you see Him and whether or not you see His movement in your life. He's provided an introduction to Himself in the form of the Bible, and He has left a Helper with us so that we're not just left reading about Him.
He introduces Himself to us with an open hand of love and mercy and an offer of relationship:
"Hello. My name is God. Do you want to get to know Me?"
If so, keep reading...
CHAPTER TWO
THE WOMAN AT THE WELL, THE COWBOY AT THE AIRPORT
Every once in a while, with little or no warning, life hands us some pretty awkward moments. One of my least favorite of them all is when I meet someone who seems to know me really well, but I can't for the life of me think of this person's name.
You know what I'm talking about and how those conversations go: "Hey, you. Good to see you, man." And a two-minute conversation ensues that can feel like an eternity.
I haven't yet decided which is worse, though: running into someone I am supposed to know in person, or answering the phone only to hear from the other end, "Hey. It's me."
Silence, followed by my uncertain reply, "Hey, you. Good to hear from you."
Why don't I just say, "I'm sorry, who is this?" I don't know. I don't want to hurt anyone's feelings, and because of that, I make a split-second decision to let this conversation continue for as long as is necessary for me to figure out who in the world is calling me.
My brother-in-law once received a Happy Thanksgiving text message from a number he didn't recognize. Instead of just replying, "Hey, I got a new phone, and I don't have your number saved. Who is this?" he decided to reply with leading questions that he hoped would reveal who sent the text. He finally figured it out, but not without some awkward back-and-forth with the sender.
Then there are those people in our lives who need no introduction. When my wife, Sarah, calls and says, "Hey, it's me," I don't break into cold sweats or strain and struggle to try to place this familiar voice. I know her. I know her voice. We have spent quality time together, and because of that I can know with certainty who is on the other end of the phone.
She doesn't need to reintroduce herself each time she calls. "Hello, Jeremy? This is Sarah, your wife, calling. Perhaps you remember me? We were married September 1, 2007, and we have been sharing every moment of life together since then. Ringing any bells?"
That would be ridiculous. We are past introductions and are well into the deep end of our relationship.
I want this book to help bring us to that place with God, our Father. I want us to know His voice with certainty and confidence each time He speaks. I want God to be able to call you and say, "Hey. It's Me." No introduction necessary.
DO WE RECOGNIZE HIM?
Is it possible that you or I could be in the presence of God Himself—Jesus, the Son of the living God—and not know it was Him? Could He walk in the back door of our church, or come into our office, or jog next to us one morning without us knowing who it was?
Most of us would answer there's no way we wouldn't know—no way. If it were Him, we're just sure we'd know. We'd instantly recognize Him, right? After all, we've seen all His pictures on church walls and bulletins; we've read what He said. We're just sure we'd know it was Him.
Yet I'm not so sure we should be this confident. I'm not convinced we wouldn't just say, "Hey, who's the new guy?" Or just admire His beard.
Something in many of us thinks that a tangible presence of God would impact our lives more than the Holy Spirit's unseen presence. We pray things like, "Jesus, just come into my room tonight and make me know that You are God. Make me know that You are real." Or, "I'm so sick, Jesus. If You would just come into my hospital room and touch me, I know everything would be OK."
We pray and ask Him for His presence, but I think all too often we fail to recognize it when we receive it.
You may be thinking that if you were to see God in person or hear His voice audibly that you would surely know instantly to whom you were talking.
But would you?
What if He weren't wearing His name tag or accompanied by a blinding light or host of angels? What if you didn't get goose bumps? Would you still know beyond any doubt that you were in His presence? Maybe. But maybe not.
We claim to know that Jesus is the Son of God, and we say we believe in Him. But I'm asking you, is it possible that you and I could sit in His presence and not know who it is? Why is it that all too often well-meaning Christians make Him show up in our lives blatantly—with a name tag on that says "Hello. My name is God."—before we ever begin to recognize that it has been Him at work in our lives all along?
This book is dedicated to beginning a study on the character of God Himself because I know there are people asking, "God, where are You? God, why can't I see You in my life?" I don't want Him to have to overwhelm me and leave no doubt He's supernaturally intervening in my life—I want to take the hints before He shows up wearing a name tag I can't possibly miss.
And I want you to join me in this journey of getting to know Him.
We're going to study the character of God so that when we see Him moving in our lives and when nobody else on earth recognizes it's Him, we are going to be quick to say, "This is God. This is the goodness of God. This is the glory of God. This is the love of God. I know it because I know Him."
THE WOMAN AT THE WELL
I want to show you exactly what I am talking about by looking at a passage of Scripture. Let's look at John 4, which contains the story of the woman at the well.
Jesus, tired from a walk to Galilee through Samaria, stops by a well, where He meets a woman who is there to draw water.
John 4:7-10 says,
A woman of Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, "Give Me a drink." For His disciples had gone away into the city to buy food. Then the woman of Samaria said to Him, "How is it that You, being a Jew, ask a drink from me, a Samaritan woman?" For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans. Jesus answered and said to her, "If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who says to you, 'Give Me a drink,' you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water."
Three words jump out of the text here—"if you knew." In other words, "You don't know."
You don't know who is sitting in front of you. You don't know who you are talking to.
But the living water hint isn't enough, and the conversation goes on. She asks Him how He'll draw water with no bucket, and whether He is greater than their father Jacob, who dug this well. She is turning out to be a little feisty.
Jesus comes back with another clue:
Whoever drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst. But the water that I shall give him will become in him a fountain of water springing up into everlasting life (John 4:13-14).
That's clue No. 2. He's saying, "Listen, we're not talking about water, water. OK? This is different. The water I'm talking about is everlasting life." He is trying to show Himself to her, to reveal Himself to her through the examples around her.
But she doesn't understand what Jesus is talking about—that He isn't talking about literal water you can draw from a well. Jesus, in fact, isn't really talking about the water she understood at all. He is trying to draw something else out of her entirely.
Why doesn't He just come out and say it? "I'm the Son of God. Ta-da!" Why is He talking to her about living-water fountains and everlasting life? Because He is looking for something specific from her. And it's the same thing He is looking for from you and me.
Jesus is endeavoring to solicit from this woman one simple thing—not water, not something to drink, not His own need being met. He is after one thing from her: belief. He wants her to believe in who He is. In a word, what Jesus is after is faith. And that hasn't changed—Jesus is still looking for faith and for those who will simply believe He is who He said He is.
Evidently what Jesus tries first to engage her belief does not quite take hold. In the next verse, she asks Him for some of that water so she won't have to go to the well anymore.
She's talking to the Son of God—and she doesn't get it. And I wonder to myself if there are times in our lives when we sit there in the presence of the living God, listening to the subtlety of His voice, and fail to realize to whom we're speaking. However, this is a great example because it shows us Jesus' heart, which of course is a reflection of His Father's. Instead of getting exasperated and moving on to a different well, Jesus keeps after her.
In fact, He tries a different tactic. The whole water analogy didn't seem to quite sink in, so He's going to try a different angle now.
He says, "I'll tell you what, I'll read your mail. We'll get personal. Maybe then you'll understand." Jesus proceeds to tell her all about her life—things He'd have no way of knowing—but again, like many of us, she's completely distracted and misses the point. She does, however, pick up on the outside possibility that this guy who somehow knows the intimate details of her past, having only just met her, might be a prophet of some kind. But simply recognizing Jesus as a prophet isn't enough for us, because it isn't enough for Him. He is so much more, and here He's revealing a little more of who He is and where He's coming from, but she misses this, too.
Clearly, Jesus desires to make Himself known to this woman. He wants to introduce her to a life that's new and wonderful, but if she is going to receive anything at all, she is going to have to, at some point, recognize Him for herself.
And that is where faith begins.
But she isn't catching on. In fact, she does something very human—she changes the tone of her conversation. She tries to get "spiritual" with the very Son of God.
"Sir," she says, "I perceive that You are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, and you Jews say that in Jerusalem is the place where one ought to worship" (verse 19). Jesus has just operated in what the Bible calls a word of knowledge (one of the nine gifts of the Spirit found in 1 Corinthians 12), and through Him the Spirit of God revealed insight into this woman's personal life. And how does she respond?
"Sir, I perceive that You are a prophet."
Really? You picked up on that, huh? Then she launches into her beliefs about where people are supposed to worship.
Worship—she starts talking to Him about worship! "Let's not talk about my scandalous, adulterous past. Let's talk about worship!" You can see what is happening. When the light shines in the darkest corners of her past, her own feelings of guilt and shame take over as she tries to prove something to this apparently religious man before her. You can't really blame her though. She is only being human.
THE COWBOY AT THE AIRPORT
She discovers He's a prophet, so she changes the way she talks. We've all been around people who do this.
When Sarah and I first started dating, we lived in separate states. I went early one morning in March to pick her up at the Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport. She was flying in on a tiny airline, which meant the baggage claim waiting area for this particular flight was completely empty except for me and one other man.
This was Sarah's first trip to see me, so I was very excited. And very early. As I waited there with flowers in my hand, this man walking around the terminal engaged me in conversation.
Well, it wasn't really a conversation. He talked. I listened. He sat there in his straw cowboy hat, blue T-shirt, jeans, and boots and went on and on about, well, him.
"I'm a trucker," he said. "How much money you think I make?" I started to answer with, "I'm really not sure," when he interrupted me with, "A hundred grand a year. That's pretty good, huh?"
This conversation went on for a while, but it wasn't what he said; it was the way he said it. I had never heard that many cuss words all at once. Then he told me all about how he was late getting into Dallas because he had been kicked off the plane in Las Vegas for having had too much to drink and had, evidently, tried to "fire" one of the flight attendants. He apparently didn't realize you actually had to be employed by the airline in a management position. His very colorful story went on for a little while until he said to me, "So, what do you do?"
And I just told him, "I'm a pastor."
"I knew you was a good man," he replied. And I'm thinking, Wow, thank you. That means so much coming from you.
"I could tell you was a good man just by talking to ya. You know, I grew up in church, but I hadn't been in a while. I think God wants us to be nice to people, ya know? He doesn't want us looking down on 'em and trying to tell people how to live their lives. Know what I mean?"
"Yeah," 1 said. "I know what you mean."
It was amazing to me how quickly this man's tone changed when he discovered I was a pastor. A moment before, he was cussing every other word; and now, we are talking about the will of God Almighty for all mankind. No more cussing—suddenly he's this spiritually sensitive individual. The conversation was over in just a few more minutes, but I marveled at how dramatically it had changed when he learned who I was.
GOD TALK
So Jesus is having a conversation with this Samaritan woman, and she isn't talking to a minister in an airport; she's talking to the Lord of lords and King of kings! She's trying to talk spiritually to the very Son of God. She perceives that He's a spiritual man, so the whole tone of her conversation changes.
The woman at the well and the cowboy/trucker at the airport have something in common. Regardless of their past or present situations, they both have the ability to talk about God. Somewhere along the way, they picked up some information about God or religion and began to form opinions. Those opinions became their handy talking points if ever their backs were against the wall in a religious conversation or debate.
I have been on a ministry staff for well over a decade and have been around ministers and ministries my entire life. I have come to realize that most people attending our Christian gatherings get lumped into one of two categories: "Churched" or "Unchurched." They are adjectives that are used, rightly or wrongly, to say how much we think someone does or does not know about God or the Bible, how to act in church, or what they're supposed to wear Sunday morning.
According to these definitions, the woman at the well was not "unchurched." Just listen to what she knows. She knows that Jews and Samaritans are not supposed to talk to each other. That's a denominational line you just don't cross. She also knows enough to give an opinion on where and how someone is supposed to worship God.
Here's another clue: “Woman,
believe Me,” He Says – Exactly what
He's been after this whole time.
And Jesus gives a masterful answer to her question by shifting the focus to the spirit and truth of worship, not the mechanics or significance of location. Needless to say, that was the right answer. But does she acknowledge that? No.
Jesus comes right back to her:
Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when you will neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we know what we worship, for salvation is of the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth (John 4:21-24).
Here's another clue: "Woman, believe Me," He says-exactly what He's been after this whole time. And then look at the language He uses with her. Repeatedly, He talks about Father— Father, Father, Father. If she had been capable of taking the hint, putting the fact that He was a prophet together with His references to the Father could have tipped her off.
But He drives it home even further, saying that the hour is near and is in fact here when these things will happen.
These words are difficult to translate. So let me instead paint a picture of what He's saying to her.
Imagine a beautiful young couple who marries right before he is deployed on a tour of duty in the military. It's an emotional time, and they're deeply in love. They are together as husband and wife for such a short time, and then amid tears and farewells, he's off to the other side of the world.
While he's on station, his young wife notices she's not feeling too well, notices something is different. And when she finally checks, finds out she's pregnant! Meanwhile, thousands of miles away, her husband faces danger—even death—for his country daily.
But then a new order comes through, and in the middle of the night for some reason, he's woken by his superior officer and told to pack his bags. He's going home—he's on furlough or being sent home early for some reason.
But there's such a rush to get to the plane, he doesn't have time to call. He's bundled aboard this military Spartan transport and flies for hours and hours. When he lands, it's the middle of the night, and instead of calling, he gets a cab. He doesn't want to wake her up, and his cell phone is at home anyway, but here he is, drawing closer and closer. First he was in Iraq, then he was in this plane, and now he's in their very city.
But she doesn't know. She doesn't know he's drawing closer and closer, that the time of their reunification is so close.
“I am the Messiah!”
(John 4:26, NLT)
She doesn't know his car is pulling onto their street as the sun begins to touch the top of the trees, turning them golden. Maybe she's making an early morning phone call, even talking about her husband, all without knowing that the cab is getting closer.
He pulls up in front of the house, pays the fare, and is striding up the driveway. He reaches the porch, and she still doesn't know. She knows someone is walking up, maybe she's even concerned, but she has no clue it's her husband. He's raising his hand to the doorknob...
He's there—but not quite there yet. He's present, in the now, but they have yet to lay eyes on each other, and she doesn't have a clue.
That is what Jesus is trying to convey to this woman. "The hour is coming, and now is."
But pseudo-religious people are the same now as they were then: They like to argue. Listen to the boldness of her argument in verse 25: "The woman said to Him, 'I know the Messiah is coming' (who is called Christ). 'When He comes, He will tell us all things.'"
She even had enough God-knowledge to talk about the coming Messiah! She knew enough to talk about Him.. .but not enough to recognize Him as He sat right in front of her.
Maybe it was dawning on her. Maybe here, right at the cusp, she gets it. Because He throws away all pretense, all hints, and says, "I who speak to you am He" (verse 26).
Here's what alarms me—remember where she says she knows the Messiah is coming? She was so close, she even appears to think she'd know Him and was looking for the Messiah. And here He was right in front of her the whole time, unknown. Incognito. At that point in the conversation, she could have been saying, "Well, you have your opinion, Jew, and I have mine."
There she was, talking to the One whom she claims to know about. Uh-oh. The One she claims to know about.
I claim to know Him, do you? She is looking for the One, and she didn't even know He was right in front of her.
So she was being cagey right up until the time He plays His trump card, pulling the mask off and revealing Himself.
"Hello," He told her. "My name is God."
If you've wished He would show up in your life, I hope you'll read on to see why I believe there are many Christians like this Samaritan woman, not picking up on Jesus' attempts to solicit belief. I'd like to show you how we can get to know Him so He can get through to us the first time.
Read on and I'll tell you what I mean.
CHAPTER THREE
HEY, IT'S ME!
How can this be? How can someone know so much and yet be so completely clueless? Before we judge this woman too harshly, let's stop and consider ourselves for a moment (a good general practice before judging others).
I know that I, along with many of you reading this, would fall into the same "churched" category as this woman. In fact, in my humble opinion, I think that I am just about as "churched" as someone can get.
I was born into a ministry family; I have grandparents who have been preaching and teaching for over forty years, parents for more than thirty, and I have been at it myself full time since the day I graduated high school. Some of my first complete sentences as a little kid were scriptures. I am very, very churched.
And even though you and I may not share the exact same childhood stories, you may consider yourself churched, too. And if you are at all like me, then you too would like to think that surely you would recognize Jesus Christ, the Son of God, if you ever saw Him. We would like to think that we would know Him in an instant. After all the services we've sat in, the scriptures we've memorized, and the songs we've sung, surely we should know Him.
We, as a Body, are confused.
But if those things alone were enough to take the blinders off our eyes, we would be living in the most spiritually advanced generation in all of human history. And while in some ways I am sure that we are further along than those that have gone before us, there are other areas in which we seem far behind.
Why do so many struggle to know the plan of God for their lives? Why is there such confusion in His Body over what is of God and what is not? If depth of understanding could be attained by the number of "services sat in," then why do some blame God for something that others say is the devil?
We, as a Body, are confused.
My question is this: Why do we make God show up in our lives with a name tag on before we recognize it's Him? Why does He have to show up and say, "The one you're talking to and the one you're talking about—it's Me"? Maybe if we find out what was blinding the woman at the well, we will discover what has kept so many in confusion and hindered our ability to recognize Him, His voice, His purpose, and His will for our lives.
Is it possible to have a conversation with Jesus the Christ, the Son of the living God, and have no idea who you're talking to— even when you're looking for Him? Yes.
And all along the way, Jesus is trying to solicit belief from this woman. Do you think He's doing anything different with you and me today? He's still looking for one thing from you and me. Belief—the recognition of who He is, where He comes from, whom He belongs to, and what He's done for you and me.
And I'm not just talking about the belief one can have when you're right there in the middle of God's obvious presence.
I'm looking for that, “Hey! It's Me!”
relationship with God.
Yet how often does God not show up in power and majesty, obviously putting Himself on display? And of those times, how often do we fail to recognize Him when He has indeed shown up?
How often must He say, "Hello. My name is God," before we bother to notice Him?
You see, I'm looking for that, "Hey! It's Me!" relationship with God. I want the kind of relationship with Him where if He were to call on the phone and just say, "Hey! It's Me!" I'd instantly know who it was.
The all-too-common alternative is that when He calls, we don't know who is on the other end of the line.
But we also all have people with whom we are on that level— that without preamble or introduction we can call, caller ID or not, who will recognize our voices instantly. Parents, siblings, friends—they know you.
With these people, you don't reintroduce yourself so they know who is calling. You don't call your mother and say, "Hello, Mother. This is your daughter, Sally—the one born to you thirty-seven years ago. Perhaps you remember me from that incident in the first grade?"
We all have people in our lives whom we can call and say, "Hey! It's me!" and without a word more, they know who we are by the sounds of our voices, and if we were to call them, they could do the same. Not only do we know them, but they know us. We have a relationship together with shared history. We've been through common experiences.
I want to be there with God. I want Him to be able to show up in my life in the most subtle of ways—the tone of His voice, the way He speaks, whatever—and tip me off it's Him, without introduction and without Him wearing a bright orange name tag that says, "Hello. My name is God."
So why is it that so often God calls on our lives, but we fail to recognize His voice? Why don't we get His hints?
Point-blank, I think we don't get them because we're just not that familiar with Him.
Ouch.
By exploring His character
together, we will begin to
recognize Him better.
WHY?
I asked the Lord about this. I said, "What is it that we're missing? Why don't we know it's You when You call?" Of course, that's what this whole book is about, but let's look at the results— why we are failing to see and recognize Him when He calls on us.
In a nutshell, it's all about His character. The very traits each section of this book deals with were a revelation about His goodness and character that came from asking the question, "Why?" of Him over and over.
He began to share with me about character qualities we're not quick to recognize in Him, about ways of revealing Himself that we are often slow to see because we don't really know Him as well as we think we do. I want to know when God shows up subtly in my life, calling without introducing Himself, and I believe that by exploring His character together, we will begin to recognize Him better.
Wouldn't you like to be able to see God move in your life and know it's Him? To know His voice, recognize the way He moves? Wouldn't you like to understand His goodness, His love, and His character more? Wouldn't you like His voice to stand out above all the others of this world, clearer than any other, so you can obey, agree, and be a good and faithful servant?
I know I would.
Let's do it together.
SECTION II
Goodness
&
Mercy
CHAPTER FOUR
A CONVERSATION WITH
LOVE HIMSELF
So you're still reading — that's good.
Want to recognize God more quickly? I know you want to know our God of love, and somewhat amazingly, He wants you to know Him, as well, just as Jesus wanted the woman at the well to know Him as Messiah.
We don't know a lot about the Samaritan woman Jesus met at the well other than what the Spirit of God revealed to Jesus regarding her past and present circumstances. He showed Jesus that she had been married five times and was now with a man who was not her husband. It is clear to me that her inability to recognize Jesus was directly related to her love life.
I want to explain this by bringing her situation into our modern world. I realize that can't always be done with Scripture and that we can often find deeper truths by endeavoring to understand the environment in which the words were originally spoken. However, it seems to me that no one—no matter the day and age she lives in—can endure five marriages and five divorces without coming out on the other end with, at least, a slightly skewed concept of love.
No one can endure five marriage
without coming out with a
slightly skewed concept of love.
Imagine this were a woman living today. What if she, like so many others, had begun dreaming as a young girl about the perfect man who would one day come and sweep her away to be husband and wife forever and ever? And then she meets him. He swears his love to her and says all the right things. He makes promises of a life together, and she says to herself, "This must be it. This must be love." Then comes the wedding day, and it's everything she dreamed it would be.
But like so many love stories today, somewhere along the line this one takes a wrong turn. He is not the man she thought he was—and much less the man he promised to be. What was supposed to be love is revealed to be lies or abuse or cheating or strife. And because the marriage covenant seems to be worth so little, she is tossed aside and is now dealing with the heartache and pain of a bitter divorce.
Sometime later, she finds herself telling her sad story to another man because he seems like someone she could trust. He looks deep into her eyes and says, "He was a fool to treat you that way, and I will never do those things to you. I love you."
Despite her apprehension, she decides to try loving again and finds herself once more at the altar of marriage. But what began as hope for restoration soon turns into an all-too-familiar battle for her soul. Again, she is being lied to and lied about and cheated on.
"Is this possible?" she asks herself. "Can this be happening to me again?"
But it is happening to her again, and it happens to her again, and again, and again. Each time around, another man promises to love and then bitterly disappoints her. Until finally, when the man she is with now begins making some of those same promises to love her forever, she stops him and says, "Save it. Let's not make this more than what it is. There is no such thing as love. At least not for me."
So what does this have to do with her inability to recognize Jesus as the Messiah? First John 4:8 says, "But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love" (NLT).
Do you remember the three key words Jesus said to this woman at the onset of their conversation? He said, "If you knew..." In other words, "You don't know."
Her concept of love had been so violently distorted that there she sat having a conversation with Love Himself, yet had no idea to whom she was talking.
I know I have taken liberty by looking into this woman's story in a way that is not printed in Scripture. Though this account occurred thousands of years ago, I just can't help but recognize there are people living the same story today. There are those who have hurt or been hurt in unimaginable ways, and they feel that their experience excludes them from the opportunity to love or be loved ever again.
While her story may not be your story, the truth remains the same. If you don't know how to recognize and receive the unconditional, undying, unwavering love of God, then you will never be able to know with certainty when He is speaking to you or leading you by His Holy Spirit.
We are at the beginning of our study of the character of God and the reputation behind His Name, and there is a reason we have to talk about love first. It is because this is who He is. At the beginning of this book, I told you we would be filling in the blank: God is________. We must begin by filling the blank with Love. We are loved. You are loved.
"Yeah, yeah," I can hear you saying.
Don't say that. Don't act like this is all something you have heard before. Even if you have heard it before, you need to hear it again. You need to hear that you are precious and priceless in the eyes of our Father. You also need to know that there is a difference between having heard you are loved and believing you are loved. That same chapter of 1 John says that we have known and believed the love that God has for us.
Yeah, I know you have heard all this; but do you believe all this? Do you believe that He is a God of love, who is only capable of— and solely motivated by—His great love for you? It's true.
Let me ask you a question. Are you one of those people who often tells God, yourself, and others how "unworthy" you are? If you are, stop it! You are not the one who gets to determine what you are worth. Can you see the connection in those two words? When you say, "God, I'm so unworthy," you are saying, "God, I'm so not worth it."
HIDDEN TREASURE
Jesus used a parable in the book of Matthew to give us an understanding of what the kingdom of heaven is all about. He said there was a man who found a great treasure hidden in the ground. When he found it, he was so excited that he reburied it in the field and went to sell everything he had so he could buy that field.
Can you imagine selling everything you have to buy a field? You could if you knew there was treasure buried there!
Imagine that guy coming home from work and running into his house to tell his wife that she needs to gather up everything they own because they are selling all of it.
"We are getting rid of everything!" he exclaims. "Furniture, dishes, clothes, cars, your mother. It all has to go!"
"Wait just a minute here!" she says. "What has gotten into you? Why are you selling all of our stuff?"
The price paid determines the value.
"Sweetheart," he replies, bursting with excitement, "I'm buying... a field!"
Now if she doesn't know about the treasure, then she is probably wondering what has gotten into her husband and thinking that her family was right all along. He is crazy!
If you or anyone else were walking past that field, you may look at it and see only a patch of grass, dirt, and rocks. But because this man sees the treasure hidden beneath the surface, he is willing to pay everything he owns. Once the man owns the field, that worthless patch of grass now becomes worth everything to him. Why? Because that is what he paid for it. The price paid determines the value.
YOU'RE WORTH THE PRICE
First Corinthians 6:20 says that you were bought with a price. Someone gave all He had so that He could have you. You may look at yourself and see worthlessness, but the truth is you are worth the price that was paid for you.
So who would do that? Who is crazy enough to give all they have just to have you? God is. He is so crazy in love with you that He said you were worth the price He paid.
And what was that price? It was the life, death, and resurrection of His Son, Jesus. You were worth every stripe on His back. You were worth the agonizing pain of the crucifixion.
Every drop of His spilled blood cried out, "I love you! I have loved you from before the foundations of the earth!"
Maybe you have been looking in the mirror every day at what you think is worthless, but you need to fix your eyes on the treasure hidden beneath the surface. That is the real you. And the real you is loved with a love this world doesn't know. The love most are familiar with is a love that says, "If you do for me, I'll do for you. If you don't for me, I won't for you." But the God kind of love says, "What I did for you, I did before you ever knew Me."
Again, 1 John 4:10 says, "This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins" (NLT).
I heard my mother say once, "Never let what anyone else has done to you be bigger than what Jesus has done for you." Maybe you are more like this woman at the well than you first realized. Perhaps someone has said or done something to you that has severely damaged your ability to show or feel love. The best and most sure way out of that hurt is to begin to believe that God Himself loves you. Get past what you think you know and begin to believe in this love on a whole new level. Stop thinking about what you have or haven't done and think only about what He has done. Solely motivated by love, He paid the highest price for you—and you are worth it.
KNOW LOVE
If you want to know God, then this is where you must begin. Without an understanding of His great love, you will be limited to only knowing about God and never really knowing Him.
"Oh, Jeremy," you may be saying, "we could never understand God's love for us."
That's not what the Bible says. Paul prays for us in Ephesians 3:18-19 that we would be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and depth and height of God's love for us and to know the love of Christ, which passes all knowledge. These words talk about comprehending and knowing the love of Christ. If you comprehend the breadth, length, depth, and height of anything, then that means you have a working knowledge of what it is, where it came from, what it does, and how to use it.
Intimate knowledge of
God begins with intimate
knowledge of His Love.
Is it possible to have that kind of comprehension of something so vast and expansive as the love of God? Yes! But notice he said it is a love that passes knowledge. The Amplified Bible makes this clearer by stating it this way in verse 19:
[That you may really come] to know [practically, through experience for yourselves] the love of Christ, which far surpasses mere knowledge [without experience]; that you may be filled [through all your being] unto all the fullness of God [may have the richest measure of the divine Presence, and become a body wholly filled and flooded with God Himself]!
That's it! We come to know Him through the experiential knowledge of His love. Will we ever exhaust all there is to know about God and His great love? Probably not. But that doesn't mean we shouldn't know more today than we did yesterday; and tomorrow we should experience more than we ever have before. Your last day on planet earth should be the greatest experience in the presence of God you've ever had up until that moment when you see Him face to face.
Intimate knowledge of God begins with intimate knowledge of His love.
EVERYTHING SPRINGS FROM HIS LOVE
God's love for us will be the foundation for the rest of our study through this book. We will view everything through the filter of this amazing love. How are we going to recognize His voice if we don't first recognize that everything He will ever say to us comes from this place of love?
Right now He is calling you saying, "Hey. It's Me, and I want you to know how much I love you."
What is your response? Is it, "Who is this? Your voice is familiar... Do I know you?"
If you don't know love, then you don't know God. But if you have what the Bible calls experiential knowledge of His great love, then you will reply with confidence and no hesitation, "Thank You, Lord, for loving me. I believe Your love and I receive Your love."
This begins a beautiful conversation in which God can begin to reveal to you the greatness of the treasure hidden just below your surface. This concept may be easy to accept for some, but it may prove more difficult to others. Everyone has a different story and has lived through different experiences. The Scripture tells us that Jesus came to preach peace to them who were near and to them that were far off. It does not matter where you think you are (or are not) in your walk with God. His love has been extended to all and knows no boundaries.
If you're still skeptical, that's OK. We've got the rest of the book and beyond to get it figured out. I am, however, going to offer one final proof for the love of God before we go on to the next chapter. What I am about to tell you is the result of intense research and will require your complete attention. Open now your heart, your mind, and your eyes in an effort to fully understand the depths of what I am about to say. This is going to be deep. Ready? Here goes.
How do I know God loves me? Because the Bible tells me so.
Call me crazy, but I am one of those people who reads and believes the Bible. I believe it is God's Word and thus a revelation of who He is. And who is that?
God is LOVE.
Let's take a look together at exactly how good God is.....
CHAPTER FIVE
GOOD GOD
There is a God.
Although that statement may seem harmless, it is under greater attack than ever before. People who believe in the existence of God as the Creator and the Source of life are being persecuted and mocked in the classroom, in the boardroom, and in the newsroom.
In spite of the mockery, I believe that statement. I am so convinced there is a God that no one could talk me out of it. And try as they may, they can't shame me out of that belief, either. I believe with all my heart and from the depths of me that He is real. I sincerely hope that you and I are agreed on this point.
We will be discussing a more comprehensive insight into the character of God, and acknowledging the existence of God could seem somewhat "beginner." But in order to understand Him on a deeper level, we're going to start by going back to what we already know to be true about Him.
I believe you will find that simply acknowledging His existence and His presence is more powerful and profound than you might at first think. Proverbs 3 tells us that if we will acknowledge Him in all our ways, He will direct our paths. We can and should be living lives that God directs, and that begins by simply acknowledging Him in everything.
Most people associate faith
with the unknown, but it really
only pertains to the unseen.
It is as simple as saying, "Good morning, Lord. This is the day that You have made. I will live it knowing that You are God who loves me." You have just acknowledged God. Now do that several more times today, tomorrow, and the next day.
If you're looking for life direction, then I would begin right here—at the beginning. There is more power in simply acknowledging the reality of God than you might think. If it were any less important, I guarantee we wouldn't be witnessing the all-out war against our conviction that there really is a God.
We are beginning with acknowledging that God exists, because that's where He begins. The Bible actually tells us that if you are going to come to God, you must first believe that He exists (Hebrews 11:6). That is faith in its most basic form—believe He exists.
It will help you to stop thinking of faith simply as a set of religious ideals. Faith is substance and evidence. In Hebrews 11, the writer defines faith for us in verse 1: "Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen."
Most people associate faith with the unknown, but it really only pertains to the unseen. So instead of thinking of God as "unknown," just think of Him as "unseen." According to Hebrews 11:1, there is evidence for things we can't see naturally.
You may have heard this before, but I like the story of the kindergarten teacher and her student. A kindergarten teacher was observing her classroom of children while they were drawing. She occasionally walked around to see each child's work. As she got to one little girl who was working diligently, she asked what the drawing was.
The girl replied, "I'm drawing God."
The teacher paused and said, "But no one knows what God looks like."
Without missing a beat, or looking up from her drawing, the girl replied, "They will in a minute."
We can't see God, but there is plenty of evidence for His existence. In fact, Romans tells us,
They know the truth about God because he has made it obvious to them. For ever since the world was created, people have seen the earth and sky. Through everything God made, they can clearly see his invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature. So they have no excuse for not knowing God (Romans 1:19-20, NLT).
Go look out the nearest window. You probably won't see God Himself standing there waving, but if you look, you will find evidence that He is real. This scripture says that creation is revealing God to us. He spoke our world into existence, and whether or not you believe that fact, it's a big deal.
The rest of Romans 1 goes on to tell us what kind of life stems from choosing to believe that God doesn't exist or is not the Creator. It tells us that they knew God but would not worship Him or give Him thanks, and then they began to make up stupid and foolish ideas (the Bible's words, not mine) of what God was like. The end result was that their minds became dark and confused.
I believe that one of Satan's highest priorities is keeping
Christians confused. And as I mentioned earlier, I believe that we as a Body have been confused far too long. One part of the Body says that the hurricane was God judging people, and another part says that God is not the destroyer but that Satan is the one killing people. If we can't tell the difference between God and the devil, then we are confused.
I am on a campaign to get rid of confusion. Won't you join me? How do we do it? We become so familiar with the true nature of God through the study of His Word and time in His presence that we can never again be talked into something that is not the truth.
Second Corinthians 10:3 says that even though we walk after the flesh, we don't war after the flesh—we are in the world, but we don't make war with the world's weapons. That means that even though we as Christians are not in a fight with other people, we are indeed in a fight.
Paul then goes on to tell us that God has given us weapons to fight with. And what do those weapons do? They pull down strongholds, and cast down arguments of human reasoning and false arguments and every high and proud thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God and keeps people from knowing God.
Did you catch that? The fight is against our knowledge of God. Evidently, God is not surprised by Satan's attack against His existence disguised as human reasoning. He knew it was coming. That's why He gave us the weapons to fight it.
So now you see why I say there is an all-out war against our conviction that God is real. And you also see why I boldly and passionately proclaim my deep-seated belief that there is a God. Knowing Him intimately begins there.
GOD IS AND GOD GIVES
But where do we go from here? Polls tell us most Americans at least still believe there is a God, but we have trouble agreeing beyond that. Millions and millions believe in the existence of God, so why is there still so much confusion?
While believing God is real is vitally important, it is not the end of the journey.
One of my all-time favorite scriptures is found in Hebrews 11:6. Listen to what it says: "And it is impossible to please God without faith. Anyone who wants to come to him must..." (NLT). Now pay careful attention here. The writer is about to tell us what it takes to come to God. He says anyone who wants to come to God must. Must what? "Anyone who wants to come to him must believe...."
You don't have to get
yourself all cleaned and
fixed up before you go to Him.
You must believe. I love it! This is what God is looking for. This is faith, and faith is what pleases Him. It's not a long list of good works that He demands before you are worthy to come to Him. You don't have to get yourself all cleaned and fixed up before you go to Him.
He is looking for those who will believe. Believe what? According to Hebrews 11:6 (NLT), faith is believing and believing two things: "Anyone who wants to come to him must believe that God exists...." There it is again.
So you must believe that He is—that He exists. In other words, you believe that there is a God. You believe that He is real. You believe that when you fall to your knees and pray, that you are not just talking to the air. You believe you're talking to a God who loves you, who gave Himself for you. You're talking to the Creator of heaven and earth. You're talking to the One who, through His own words, released creative power and made everything. You're talking to the One who put life and breath in your lungs today.
Think about it as you take your next breath—inhale, then let it out. He is the One who gave you that breath and every one that came before it and after it. The One who gave you that, that's the One you're talking to. You must believe that He is.
So first of all, faith is believing. It's saying, "I believe there is a God. I believe there was a God and there always will be a God. I believe that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever." This is all believing that He is.
Believing in the existence of God is fundamental to a deeper revelation of His character and true nature.
So we have established our belief that there is a God—that's one. What is next? "Anyone who wants to come to him must believe that God exists and that he rewards those who sincerely seek him" (NLT). The second thing we read in Hebrews is that when you come to God, you must believe that He is a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him. This is not optional.
We must believe He is, and we must believe He is a rewarder. I like to say it like this: "God is. And God gives."
Faith accepts His goodness towards
us in the form of His Son, Jesus.
Maybe you are one of the millions who believe there is a God. That is a great start. But are you one of the few who will take your relationship with Him to deeper levels by believing He is a good and giving God?
Hebrews 11:6 could have said anything. It could have said that if we want to come to God, we must believe that He is, and that He'll strike us down when we mess up. Or, it could have said that we must believe that He is, and we'd better get our act together and do some major cleanup if we expect Him to have anything to do with us.
But it didn't say that. He said that we must believe that He is, and that He is good. So many people have put themselves under the undue burden of trying to please God through works and deeds when all along He was simply looking for faith.
"But I thought faith without works was dead," you may be saying. It is. But I also believe that works, without faith, is death. You will kill yourself trying to be "good enough" for God.
Faith accepts His goodness toward us in the form of His Son, Jesus.
Now live life based on what you believe. If you believe God is good, then why would you be fearful when it comes to being obedient to Him? If He is good, then His plan for you is good. If He is good, then His will for you is good.
God spoke through the prophet Jeremiah and said, "I know the plans I have for you. They are good and not evil. They are plans for a bright and brilliant future."
The goodness of God is not something we can debate. It is a truth that is to be accepted no matter what argument or high thing would exalt itself against it. God is good. He is a good God. And as convinced as you and I are that He exists, we should be that convinced that He is a rewarder of them who seek Him.
He is looking for belief in His existence and goodness from those who would come to Him. Why? Because this insight into His character is a key to understanding Him.
THE "GOOD" GUY
An illustration from Jesus' life perfectly communicates what I am endeavoring to show you:
Now as He was going out on the road, one came running, knelt before Him, and asked Him, "Good Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?" So Jesus said to him, "Why do you call me good? No one is good but One, that is God" (Mark 10:17-18).
For a long time I was puzzled by Jesus' response to this man. It was strange to me that Jesus would ask why he called Him good. Of course Jesus never took glory to Himself for anything but always drew men's attention back to His Father, so that part made sense. But isn't Jesus "good" too? As I studied this I found this whole account centers around that word good. Jesus went on to say to him,
"You know the commandments: 'Do not commit adultery,' 'Do not murder,' 'Do not steal,' 'Do not bear false witness,' 'Do not defraud,' 'Honor your father and your mother.'" And he answered and said to Him, "Teacher, all these things I have kept from my youth." Then Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, "One thing you lack: Go your way, sell whatever you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross, and follow Me" (verses 19-21).
The Bible tells us this man was sad when he heard this and went away sad because he was very wealthy.
So what happened here? Clearly this man has a sincere desire for eternal life, and has come to the right place to get his question answered.
But notice how he addressed Jesus: "Good teacher." Is he coming to Jesus because he believes Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the living God? No. He is coming to Jesus because he believes Jesus is a "good teacher."
It's not enough to just believe that Jesus was simply a "good teacher." He wasn't just a wise man, a good guy, a prophet, or one of the best people to walk the planet.
He is THE Way, THE Truth, THE Life, and He's THE ONLY way to the Father. Put bluntly, believing anything less than that is not Christianity and will not result in eternal life.
We could also say from Matthew's account that this man further misunderstood the word "good" when he asks Jesus what "good" thing can he do to inherit eternal life.
The message of Jesus Christ is not salvation through doing good. It is salvation through believing the good thing that God has done for us through sending Jesus. That is the standard of "good," and everything else pales in comparison to that good gift.
You can see from this story that just keeping commandments is not enough for salvation—it's not enough to satisfy a sincere heart that is longing for truth and eternal life. This man told Jesus he had kept all the commandments from the time he was young.
He is saying, "There has to be more. I've done everything I can do, and still I know something is missing!" Jesus then told him he was still lacking one thing. He told him to sell what he had, give to the poor, then come follow Him.
But because this man had a misconception of what was truly "good," he went away sorrowful. To him, the goodness of Jesus' teaching wasn't as good as the goodness of having his money. He, like the woman at the well, was in search of love, yet he was unable to recognize Love Himself; he was in search of good but was unable to recognize the goodness of God extended to him in the invitation to follow Jesus.
As good as it can be to have some money, it doesn't begin to compare to the goodness of knowing and following God. Had this man simply placed his faith in the goodness of God, he would have soon found that God is a rewarder of those who follow Him.
Jesus went on to say to His disciples, after this rich man walked away, that no one has left anything for His sake and the gospel's who will not receive a hundredfold now in this lifetime. What a promise! This man could have received a hundredfold return had he been willing to give what Jesus asked.
If you fail to recognize that God gives and rewards because He is good—not because you worked for it—then you, like this rich man, will be reluctant to obey the leadership of the Holy Spirit when it comes time to give, or to speak, or to move out in His plan for you.
God's leadership shouldn't scare you; it should excite you. It should thrill you to hear from Him knowing that He always leads us forward and never backward. Never hold on to anything because you think that this is as good as it gets. In God, it only gets better.
Jesus didn't “Spell it out.”
He simply said, “Follow Me.”
GOD'S GOOD
You probably think it would be more convenient if God would just spell things out for you. "Tell me why, God, You are asking me to give this! When will I get a hundredfold return? Is it going to come quickly? Can You give me a date I can expect the check in the mail?"
But notice Jesus didn't "spell it out" to this man either. He simply said, "Follow Me." Why?
Because following Him based solely on His Word is called faith, and faith is what He is looking for. Again, faith doesn't deal with the unknown, only the unseen. Just because you can't see the hundredfold return yet doesn't mean there isn't evidence for it. You can know that it is true because He said it was true, and our good God doesn't lie.
As I was studying these things, I asked the Lord what this man lacked. I believe the Lord answered me that this man lacked the revelation of the goodness of God. He knew plenty about good works but nothing about the true nature of God.
What do you suppose would have happened had this man been obedient to the call of God? As he followed Jesus, he would have built the rest of his life upon firsthand experiential knowledge of the goodness of God. But he missed it because of an improper view of what is truly good.
I was speaking to a congregation once about some of these same things. I wanted them to begin to see how our concept of what is good needed to come to a higher level. I asked all the men in the crowd, who among them could raise their hand and say that they drove a "good truck"?
As this congregation was in Texas, there were a lot of hands that went up. I then asked how many of those same men that would say they have a "good truck" would also say that they have a "good wife."
"You do. realize there is a difference, don't you?" I asked.
Though we use the same word to describe both a truck and a wife, there is a vast difference in the meaning of the word. I happen to have both a "good truck" and a "good wife." But they are not in the same category of good.
I'm thankful to have a truck that runs well, but it does not begin to compare to how eternally thankful and grateful I am for my wonderful wife, Sarah. Other than Jesus, she is the greatest expression of the goodness of God toward me I've ever known, and I would be a fool to put a stupid truck, or car, or house, or anything else up next to her. They don't even compare.
And in the same way, nothing on this earth can compare to the overwhelming goodness of God. The good stuff you own doesn't compare to the good He wants to bless you with.
How do we receive the things He wants to bless us with? By faith. By believing that He has already blessed us and given us richly all things to enjoy.
The good works you've done don't compare to the good works God has accomplished through Jesus. That is why salvation is for us who believe by faith that everything Jesus did, He did for us. His works on the Cross and in death, hell, and the grave were all done so we wouldn't have to.
And now His resurrection life can live big in us when we simply receive by faith all that has been accomplished through Him. God is so good!
Hebrews 11:6 is so crystal clear about what it takes to come to God. Again, He does not require a laundry list of good works and self-sacrifice. He requires faith. That has been His requirement all along. He was, is, and always will be looking for people who will take Him at His Word—people who will believe it simply because He said it.
That is what it means to believe. Believe what? God is GOOD.
God wasn't in the wind,
earthquake, or fire. He
was in a still, small voice.
IN THE WHISPER
So can we be in the very presence of God and not know it's Him? I'd say we've established that yes, we can.
I'd like to suggest that one of the main reasons we sometimes fail to recognize Him until He pulls out all the stops is that we don't really know what He's like. We don't know what His voice sounds like.
I'd like to take a few scriptures and look at them. Let's start with 1 Kings 19:11-12:
Then He said, "Go out, and stand on the mountain before the Lord." And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice.
God wasn't in the wind, the earthquake, or the fire. He was in a still, small voice.
Do we know that voice? Can we get quiet enough? Can we become familiar enough with God to recognize Him when all He does is whisper?
Take a moment and read Psalm 46—the whole thing. It's bookended by verses we've heard many times before: "God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble" and "Be still, and know that I am God" (verses 1,10). But in between, the mountains are crumbling into the sea; the oceans are roaring and foaming; the nations are in chaos.
What we read in the middle isn't too different than what Isaiah saw—the earth moving, the mountains crashing and quaking.
And in it all, God tells us, "Be still, and know that I am God."
Sometimes it seems we are out there looking for anything and everything that might be God, and all the time He's telling us to simply be still and stop running around.
God isn't in the hurricanes, the earthquakes, the fires; He's not in the tsunamis, the wildfires, the mudslides. And yet what do we call these things? "Acts of God." It makes you wonder if we really know Him very well at all if our very term for these things reveals how little we know about Him.
I live in North Central Texas, and every spring—and sometimes, fall—we get tornadoes ripping through Texas, Oklahoma, and other states in the so-called "Tornado Alley." Inevitably, you see somebody from some little town in the middle of nowhere on national television talking about what the tornado sounded like.
God tells us, “Be still, and
know that I Am God.”
But the thing that really amazes me about all of that is they will stand there and say, "I don't know why God did this to us." And the newspeople will do the same thing—they'll call it an act of God and try to find some forlorn people standing in front of their demolished church. People who won't spend another hour endeavoring to know God's will and His plans will question His purpose for letting—or worse, causing—this tornado to destroy their town. Or someone will try to explain all of it away as though it was the will of God.
If I were God, I wouldn't appreciate that very much. I know I don't like it when someone who really doesn't know me, with whom I don't share a lot of common experience, tries to speak for me as though they knew me and understood my intentions. It bothers me.
We are missing something very basic about the character of God. Something has deluded our concept of what God is like, has infected it with an idea that God is flashy, and vengeful, and destructive when angry.
Yet Elijah discovered that God wasn't in the wind. He wasn't in the earthquake. He wasn't in the fire.
The Lord was in the still, small voice.
But the Lord knows that those of us who don't listen—who are so expecting the spectacle of wind and shaking and fire—won't recognize Him unless He eventually shows up with His name tag on. Instead of speaking quietly into our spirits, He finally has to show up and say, "I've been trying to get you to believe all along. I've been showing you this. I've been telling you that, and all along that was Me.. .and you weren't listening! You didn't know it was Me!"
DOES GOD SPEAK?
I firmly believe we have no idea how merciful God really is to us. We don't have any idea how many times He saved us and we didn't even know there was danger, or how many times He spared us from something eminent and destructive, and we never knew the peril we were in.
I started to pick up on this one day when Sarah and I were getting ready to head from our home to church. When she and I were youth pastors, we spent our Wednesdays at home preparing for that evening's service. Typically, she would leave for church a couple of hours before me because she was leading our worship team and needed to be there for pre-service rehearsal.
This particular day, I was beginning a series called "Hearing the Voice of God" and had been home all day trying to prepare. I say "trying" because it seemed like I was getting nowhere in my message preparation. I couldn't find a good place to start.
Though I believe with all my heart that God does indeed speak to me and anyone who will listen, I had never before taught others "how" to hear. It wasn't like I couldn't think of anything to say, I just couldn't think of the right thing to say.
“Does God speak?” The answer
is, undeniably, “Yes, He does.”
"Where do I begin?" I asked myself. "I know God speaks through His Word, through the leadership of His Spirit, through His ministry gifts. But where do I start?" Nothing seemed right. Every time I would make a note, I sensed the Lord telling me to back up. He was instructing me to get as basic as I possibly could. But for some reason I was stuck.
Meanwhile, Sarah was getting in the car to leave, and I was standing in the garage saying goodbye when I heard this small voice inside say, "Don't let Sarah drive tonight." This was not a booming, amplified, surround-sound kind of voice. This was something very small and subtle.
Small enough that I could rationalize it away and say to myself, "I don't have time to take her. I have to stay here and try to figure out what I am going to say about hearing the voice of God." Brilliant, huh?
Sarah drove away and I retreated back to my study. Then, ten minutes later, my phone rang. It was Sarah. She had been in an accident. I jumped in my truck and drove lo meet her between our house and the church. Praise God, she was all right! It was truly remarkable.
As she was driving, a truck pulled out in front of her. This truck was towing another truck with an eight-fool yellow strap. For some reason, the driver thought that he could gel his truck—and the one behind him—in front of her before she passed. He was wrong.
But instead of hitting either of the trucks, Sarah drove straight between them, with that yellow strap causing minimal front-end damage to her car. God is merciful to Jeremy—and to Sarah, who was impacted by my unwillingness to hear God's voice!
I found my message for that evening. I began by asking our teenagers, "Does God speak?" And the answer is, undeniably, "Yes, He does."
It left me asking the Holy Ghost, "Open my eyes. Show me. Show me what You've done for me. Show me. I want to see it so I can praise You for it, and so I can become aware and get to know You."
I want you to be thinking about this story. I am going to bring it up again in the "Help Wanted" section.
HIS MERCY ENDURES FOREVER
I have often wondered why God's mercy is such a foreign concept to us—why even Christians should be so quick to ascribe God the personality of a vengeful, smiting deity.
So much evidence in the Bible points to the contrary; just take a look at Psalm 136:1-3:
Oh, give thanks to the Lord, for He is good!
For His mercy endures forever.
Oh, give thanks to the God of gods!
For His mercy endures forever.
Oh, give thanks to the Lord of lords!
For His mercy endures forever.
The whole psalm goes on like this! In fact, I think it's safe to say that we can identify the central theme to this psalm pretty easily. You don't need a theology degree or years of study to figure it out.
God's mercy endures forever.
I love the way the psalmist lays it out, how he begins: "Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good!" He goes through from the very moment of Creation, telling us that from the time God put the sun in the sky, His mercy was already enduring forever. Mercy was there on day one! The entire psalm is a thorough case study in God's mercy throughout the life of His people.
We have something to be thankful for every day, every moment—God is good, and His mercy endures forever!
Despite what we have thrown at it,
despite the wars that rage in our lives,
despite our failing, His mercy endures.
It is not about to run out.
I'm going to ask you to indulge me for a moment: Go get your Bible so you can read this psalm in its entirety. Seriously—grab it. But be careful—it's easy to begin to glaze over the refrain, that His mercy endures forever—so I challenge you to read it with intention and let it sink in. This is the way the psalmist is urging his people to remember the Lord—for His enduring mercy.
Before you begin, let me give you a trick I use whenever I find a phrase like this or a statement like this. I pick it apart one word at a time, putting emphasis on a different word each time I read it.
"His mercy endures forever." Whose? God's mercy endures forever. This isn't another human telling you that you are forgiven. This is God saying it! This is mercy that is coming from the highest authority. Is there anyone who can overturn His ruling? No! His Word is final authority, and He will not go back on it.
Now notice what is enduring. Is it His anger or wrath? No! His compassion and forgiveness endures forever! Psalm 103 says that God is merciful and gracious and slow to anger and abounding in mercy. The psalmist also tells us that His anger endures but for a moment.
Does that sound like the God of traditional religious thinking? Does that sound like God is watching you just waiting for you to mess it all up so He can "smite" you a good one? If that has been your concept of God, then I suggest you start thinking about what the Bible actually says instead. The Bible says it's His mercy that endures over you. Not His anger—mercy.
What does His mercy do? It endures—it goes on, it perseveres, it suffers through. We marvel at old buildings and line up to take tours of monuments that are hundreds or even thousands of years old, such as the ruins of ancient Greece or the Pyramids, because despite everything they have seen, they endure to the present age. And it truly is impressive when you think that some of these places have been through multiple wars, severe storms, and abuse at the hand of the human race, and yet, there they stand.
In the light of the significance of their endurance, think of the Word of God and His promise that His mercy endures forever. Despite what we have thrown at it, despite the wars that rage in our lives, despite our failings, His mercy endures.
It is not about to run out.
But even more impressive than an old building, the mercy of God has stood and will continue to stand. How long will His mercy endure? It endures forever, which is longer than we can really grasp. His mercy will stand the test of time.
What a glimpse into the character of God! He is not an angry God. He is a good God rich in mercy.
So go ahead and read Psalm 136, and as you read this psalm or any other scripture you have read many times before, turn it over and over in your mind like this. Pick it apart—I guarantee God will show you something new each time you read it.
Did you really read it? Did you turn it over and look at it from different angles? Do you see that His mercy really does endure forever?
In a world where we call freak, destructive accidents of nature "acts of God," we are ignoring that God is merciful. You had mercy going to work today, coming home, on the way to church, when you flew to that business meeting. Every day of our lives there is mercy, mercy, mercy, again and again and again, that has carried us through things that you and I don't even know about.
So if you're looking for something to say thank you for, and you look around in your life and you can't find anything, look no further than this right here. You've got something to be thankful for today—His mercy endures forever!
MERCY CHANGED THE RULES
I'd like to offer you a definition of mercy: Mercy is a whole new set of rules. The old rules said that if you mess up, you pay the price.
But then came mercy—a whole new set of rules. This is the heart of what I want to get across to you about mercy as a core component of God's character.
Often, I think, we say to ourselves, "I have sinned too big and I have sinned too loud this time."
But that's not what God's mercy says.
God's mercy endures. It has endured from the beginning, when, at the dawn of Creation, God looked into complete darkness and said, "Light be," and it was. It was a challenge—God was making a statement.
And in His mercy, light overcame darkness and total emptiness in a world that was nothing. That's where it started, and it set a precedent God has maintained since then.
So if mercy can overcome this, it can overcome sin in our lives. Mercy can overcome doubt, failure, and faithlessness. It endures.
Psalm 145 tells us, "The Lord is merciful and compassionate, slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love" (verse 8, NLT).
The next verse says, "The Lord is good to all, and His tender mercies are over all His works" (NKJV).
Similarly, the entire 103rd Psalm is another testimony to God, and again look at the comparison between God's goodness and His anger: "The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in mercy" (verse 8).
Does it say the Lord is vengeful and vindictive, quick to get angry and abounding in righteous wrath? No! It's not wrath and anger that endure; He's slow to anger but quick to mercy. Mercy defines God's character.
The psalm goes on to say, "He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities" (verses 9-10, NIV).
But what really strikes me about this verse comes earlier: David talks about God's benefits, saying He is the God who "forgives all your iniquities, who heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from destruction, who crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies" (verses 3-4).
God has crowned us, marked us. Is it His judgment that sits on our heads? Is it His righteous wrath? No! God crowned us with His lovingkindness and tender mercies.
A few verses later, the psalmist tells us that God made His ways known to Moses (verse 7). He called Moses and said, "Moses, I want you to speak for Me. I want you to stand and tell these people lam. I want you to stand and tell them who they're up against and reveal to them who I am and how I operate."
And in recounting God's faithfulness in this psalm throughout the life of Israel, this is what the psalmist focuses on—God's mercy.
MERCY OVER LAW
In Exodus 25, God is talking to Moses about building something—the "mercy seat." It sat on top of the Ark of the Covenant. The Ten Commandments were good, but they were within the Ark. But notice what was above the Law, covering everything.
Mercy.
Mercy changes the rules. We can try our best to keep every rule. We can try, in our flesh, to please God and do right. But we are not capable of it on our own.
And the rules say that when you break them, there is a price— death. "The wages of sin is death" (Romans 6:23).
Mercy didn't do away with the rules—God still gave them, and He still expected Moses to impart His commands to Israel and to us. He set high standards. But He put something higher than the rules—mercy.
We must run to the mercy of God.
It changes all the rules.
I like to relate it to people in terms of parents raising their children. Personally, I believe we have way too many hands-off parents. We've got way too many people observing and saying, "Well, they'll learn for themselves. You've got to let them try it." Proverbs tells us, "Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it" (Proverbs 22:6). Teach them the Word—teach them what the Word says about righteousness.
But most parents know that discipline without mercy is just asking for rebellion. Parents must set standards for their children, but then they also have an opportunity to illustrate the mercy of the heavenly Father. They can show them there is nothing their children must hide from them and that when they mess up they can run to their parents, rather than from them.
We can teach our children to run to mercy, but in doing so we are not doing anything more than God has illustrated for us. Hebrews tells us, "Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace." Why? "That we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need" (Hebrews 4:16).
We must run to the mercy of God. It changes all the rules. Let's obtain mercy and grace together as we explore God's desire for us to experience His mercy.
CHAPTER SIX
MERCY ME
Jesus believed in mercy; His ministry was steeped in it. And remember, Jesus said that He had not come to abolish the Law but to fulfill it (Matthew 5:17).
Jesus quoted this out of the book of Hosea twice in His ministry. Religious people were asking Him why He sat with sinners and tax collectors, and Jesus told them they needed to study the Bible better. "But go and learn what this means," He told them, "I desire mercy and not sacrifice" (Matthew 9:13). Later in His ministry, Jesus again told the hardhearted religious leaders how far they had missed God's character when they harassed Him for healing on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:7).
Jesus was trying to get a thought across to them: "I didn't come to save the righteous. I came to save the sinners. I'm changing all the rules. I'm changing what you thought was right."
Nowhere is Jesus' changing of the rules more evident than the sermon we call the Beatitudes. Particularly in Matthew 5 and Luke 6, Jesus' preaching is changing all the rules—in the same message He delivered where He tells them He hasn't come to abolish the Law.
Listen how He introduces a new way of thinking:
You have heard that it was said, "You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy." But I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust (Matthew 5:43-45).
Read that last part again, because it's important to realize that Jesus wasn't really saying anything new: He was revealing His Father's nature and character. Read how He sums it up in this line from Luke 6, which relates the same sermon: "Therefore be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful" (verse 36).
He was changing all their rules. He was teaching the mercy of God.
Like the hardhearted religious leaders, we have gotten it in our heads that God has to be appeased through sacrifice when we can't keep the Law—that He's just looking for a chance to smash us.
In Micah 6:7, we read, "Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?"
He thought he understood the rules—failure required sacrifice. Like Micah, we've got it in our thinking that if we just keep sacrificing we'll please God. If we just keep trying to do what's right, if we just keep trying and trying and trying...
But look what God shows him in the next verse: "He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?" (verse 8).
God was telling him then that He wanted to change the rules, that He desired mercy, not sacrifice. This is the revelation of a God who's not interested in appeasement and who isn't looking for sacrifice.
In fact, remember our definition of mercy—a whole new set of rules. The rules say that sin requires a payment: our lives. And Micah knew this; he was ready to do whatever God asked of him—he was ready to offer his firstborn!
God was telling him then that
He wanted to change the rules,
that He desired mercy, not sacrifice.
But God changed all the rules with Jesus. He gave His firstborn for our transgressions. The ultimate act of the ultimate Merciful One—Jesus, fulfilling the Law (the price) and revealing in flesh the mercy of God.
God is saying to us, "Here is the old rule: You mess up, you pay the price. But here is the new rule: You messed up, I paid the price." He is telling us, "Yeah, you messed up. Yeah, you blew it. But this is what we're going to do. We've got a new deal today. My firstborn for the transgression of your soul. I'll pay the price for what you did wrong, and if you're looking for a name for that, it's called mercy. And I want you to love it." He is more satisfied when we do justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God.
HUMILITY
You might think this last part of Micah 6:8—walk humbly—is odd. But I assure you it is not. Consider the nature of our rebellion as a race—we wanted to do it ourselves. We wanted what God had. We are children wanting our own way, and it can actually keep us from God's mercy.
So how do we walk humbly? We simply accept reality. The reality is that all God has given to us through Jesus was not based on what we deserved or what we did to earn it.
Despite what you might think, you don't have to try to be humble. Humility is you taking your part in the conversation between grace and faith. Grace is God handing you a gift and saying, "Hey, I got you something." Faith is you reaching out to receive it and saying, "Thank You. I love it. It's exactly what I needed!"
Humility is you taking your
part in the conversation
between grace and faith.
So grace is God saying, "I noticed your robe was like filthy rags so I got you this new white one. It even looks just like Mine!" Faith is you saying, "Thank You! It fits perfectly!" This is reality—there is nothing for you or me to boast about, there is nothing to be proud of other than God and His free gift. That is humility.
Take a look at Ephesians 2:1-5:
As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved (NIV).
There was nothing different about you or me. Before God came on the scene, we were just another nameless face in the crowd. We lived by what came naturally to us—we followed our flesh, just like everyone else. We were in darkness, dead in our trespasses.
But then came mercy.
Mercy found you in that crowd and called you by name. He changed the rules. Now there's something different about you. You called on mercy, and mercy came to you and separated you from the crowd. And now you stand not with just your name. You stand with His Name—Jesus.
RECOGNIZING MERCY
I want to be quick to realize God's mercy—I want to see Him moving in my life and the lives of others quickly, because I know Him and that His character is mercy.
Really, we need go no further than the life and ministry of Jesus for our example. What did the sick cry out to Him? "Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me." Some would try to keep these people quiet, but Jesus found the sick and healed them. And the healing power of God flowed straight out of that mercy, just as salvation flows from mercy.
A casual thought about this might say that without Jesus on planet Earth for us to emulate today, it may be hard to look to
His example for mercy. But actually it's because of mercy He isn't here on this planet anymore.
Jesus sent the Holy Spirit, the Comforter—He said it's actually better this way! With the Holy Spirit's witness within us, I believe that we can learn to see God's mercy operating in our lives and in the lives of others before He has to knock on our door with a name tag on.
Today, you and I, we are Mercy.
We'll get more into the Holy Spirit's role later in the book, but for now I'd like to give you two ways of recognizing God's mercy. These aren't complicated action steps, but I believe they will help you know and understand the character of God embodied by His mercy.
The first step you can take to recognizing God's mercy in your life is to simply show mercy yourself. Going back to Matthew 5, Jesus tells us, "Blessed are the merciful." Why? "For they shall obtain mercy" (verse 7). Simple, right? You've received mercy— now it's time to show it.
I challenge you to seek out people in your life to whom you can show mercy—a change of the rules. When I preach about this, I hand out name tags that say, "Hello. My name is_____" and I have the people fill it out: MERCY.
Jesus was mercy to a fallen earth that deserved death, and He showed us all that God was changing the rules. He is inside us.
Today, you and I, we are Mercy.
Jesus tells an amazing story about mercy that's as relevant today as it was two thousand years ago. It was a parable about a man who owed a king multiple lifetimes of money. And he went before the king and fell down and pleaded with him. "Be patient with me. I'll pay it all back." And the king had compassion on him. (Here's your foreign language lesson for the day: All throughout the Word of God you find that compassion and mercy are the same word. You can look them up. They're exactly the same.)
But then Jesus contrasted this act of mercy with what can happen among us so easily. That servant, so recently forgiven a massive debt, goes and demands payment of a trifling debt from a fellow servant. The guy maybe owed him for lunch one day or something, yet the forgiven servant didn't really understand his king's character of mercy.
He demands payment, and the guy responds in a familiar way, "Be patient with me. I'll pay it all back." These were the very same words this man now demanding payment had himself spoken earlier, pleading with the king. So the servant who was so recently forgiven has that servant thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.
The king hears about it and isn't too happy with this—in fact, it's not pretty. When he found this out, he summoned his servant to come before him and said, '"You evil servant! I forgave you that tremendous debt because you pleaded with me. Shouldn't you have mercy on your fellow servant, just as I had mercy on you?' Then the angry king sent the man to prison to be tortured until he had paid his entire debt" (Matthew 18:32-34, NLT).
That is pretty sobering. But not near as sobering as Jesus' statement following this parable.
"That's what my heavenly Father will do to you if you refuse to forgive your brothers and sisters from your heart" (verse 35, NLT).
Whoa! God is going to throw us in prison and have us tortured if we don't show mercy and forgive?! I believe the truth is deeper than just that. Jesus is communicating that His Father cannot forgive us if we don't forgive others. And when we are outside of the mercy and forgiveness of the Father, we are left with harboring that unforgiveness. This unforgiveness will quite literally keep our souls in a prison of bitterness, tortured by the memory of how someone has done us wrong.
But when we truly accept the mercy of God toward us for all the ways we've missed it, our "new" natural response is to forgive and extend that same mercy toward others. It may not feel like a natural response at first, but when we stop and realize the many times mercy has been extended to us, forgiving others becomes the only reasonable response. There is power in the act of forgiveness. In the same way, unforgiveness can have power over an individual who refuses to forgive others.
Simply put, unforgiveness is allowing the past to rule the present and ruin the future. Write that down.
GRUDGE HOLDER OR MERCY CARRIER?
I'll tell you what—you can hold on to that bitterness and resentment toward a parent, friend, boss, or whomever, on one condition: If you seek the Lord and find out the blood of Jesus doesn't cover that sin toward you, you're totally justified. You're totally off the hook to forgive if you go before God regarding the way you've been hurt and He says to you, "They did what?! Jesus, did You hear that? I've never seen someone so wrongly treated. You poor thing. You have every right to be mad. There is not enough power in the blood of My Son to cover that one."
If that is His response, then I say stay mad. But if you sincerely go to God with this hurt, I think you are going to find that the precious blood of Jesus covers a multitude of sins. You are going to see that His mercy has been extended to you time and time again, and if you truly want to be a carrier of His divine nature then mercy must be your response, too.
Big or little, find someone
somewhere to forgive.
God has shown His character by showing mercy to us. We, in turn, show mercy to those around us, giving Him an opportunity to show His character to them.
Find someone to forgive. Big or little, find someone somewhere to forgive. Find someone who deserves their just deserts, but instead show this person how Jesus changed the rules. Show this person mercy.
I guarantee it will rock your proverbial world, and God will show you marvelous things about Himself as you do this.
Here's a thought for you: Wouldn't it be amazing if you weren't just a person who showed mercy—wouldn't it be a miracle if you literally left an atmosphere of mercy in your wake?
Let me explain that. I was on the way home one night and meditating on Psalm 23:6—"Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life." I was doing that trick I told you about earlier, thinking about each individual word, and it occurred to me to wonder about the word follow. What's it mean that goodness and mercy would follow me?
I felt like God responded by reminding me of this: What did I tell Moses when he wanted to see Me? Moses asked to see My glory. God put Moses under the rock and He hid him. God let Moses watch His back—so he wouldn't die. What did I show him? God prompted. Goodness—God showed Moses His goodness, and it left him changed, glowing!
Goodness follows Him. I don't think it's a stretch to say that goodness and mercy followed God.
Does goodness and mercy follow you? What happens after you leave a place? What goes on in the lives of people? What goes on in their workloads or in their own personal lives or their own struggles with this or that? What happens in the lives of others when you leave their presence?
So the #1 way to become
familiar with the character of
God in our life is showing Mercy.
What if goodness and mercy followed you as they do God? What if you left people in your wake changed by having seen God's mercy? I believe we can have that effect in Jesus' Name!
So the No. 1 way to begin to become familiar with the character of God in our life is showing mercy.
But it will never happen until we have revelation that mercy has been shown to us. God changed the rules, and mercy found us in the crowd. He changed the rules for us! The extent of that must really sink in—the fact that it's not a one-time deal and that mercy has endured in your life. It has endured your failures again and again.
You must get that in order to go on to the second step.
LOOK FOR IT
The second way we begin to recognize God in our lives is to think often of His mercy.
I'm blessed to be married to an absolutely wonderful, godly woman. However, Sarah Hart Pearsons is much more than my wife. She is a constant reminder of the mercy of God toward me.
I had already decided, before I ever met her, that if God was going to bring someone into my life and give me the opportunity to be a husband that she was going to be a demonstration of His mercy and goodness toward me.
One day in October I saw a picture of my cousin and a friend of hers. To make a long, amazing, make-you-believe-in-God story short, I met Sarah, the friend in the picture, six months later. When I met her, I heard God speaking softly on the inside, saying, Jeremy, I want you to meet My mercy on your life.
That was it for me! We were married six months after that.
I did not meet Sarah because I deserved her or because of something I did for God. It was pure, total mercy. It's not hard for me to look for the mercy of God. Every morning, I wake up next to an example of God's mercy—it's amazing, and it keeps God's enduring mercy in front of my eyes daily.
There are people in your life who are there because God is merciful toward you. It may be the very person you are struggling to get along with, like that boss you wish you didn't have.
Ask the Lord to open the eyes of your heart so that you can see His unending mercy toward you. You may be surprised to see His mercy demonstrated in some unexpected places. But when you do begin to recognize His mercy when you see it, don't let it stop there. We should think often of how wonderfully blessed we are to have such an outward demonstration of the nature of God put on display for us to see.
When you make much of the mercy of God, it opens the door to receive more than you ever have before. It's as though God says, "Oh you like that, huh? Well, what about this?" Then you see something or someone in a way that you never have before, and you realize that every good and perfect gift is from God. You realize that the gift has nothing to do with what you actually deserve but comes only because He is so good and merciful toward those who worship Him.
RECOGNIZE IT
So be merciful—that's the first step. The second step is easy for me; think of His mercy all the time. When you think often of His mercy toward you, it will make showing His mercy toward others that much easier. His mercy truly has endured, it will continue to endure, and it will endure forever! There is no end to His mercy, and it's so important that we begin to grasp this attribute of His character.
I want to get to know God better and better, to recognize Him in my life when He is moving subtly and slightly. I believe we can do this—I believe that we can know God well enough to spot His move, to know His still, small voice when it first shows up in our lives.
We must get to know Him—learn what He's like. It's all in His Word, and here we have made a beginning.
He is good, and His mercy endures forever.
God is MERCY.
Mercy is a funny thing though. It is best understood when you grasp whom it came from and what place of authority they hold. In God, there is no higher rank. There is no greater authority.
So let's look at these elements of God together in the next section.
SECTION III
Most High
CHAPTER SEVEN
OVER AND UNDER
Is it possible that God can be in the middle of our lives—right here among us, sitting next to us—without us knowing it? I believe it is. We can claim to have a relationship with Him, without actually knowing Him very well at all. Sadly, I believe this is happening every day.
But He wants us to know Him. He is a mystery hidden for us. Not from us.
The Word of God is amazing because, through human vessels, God has used it to reveal Himself to us. Everything He said, everything He's done, every promise He's made and fulfilled within the Word is a testimony to His character. Any concept we have of faith, hope, love, faithfulness, or mercy derives directly from our Father.
We must ask Him to open our hearts and minds, to open our eyes, and to motivate and inspire us to a closer relationship with Him. We need Him to reveal His character to us—all so we can know Him better and see His involvement in our lives.
He is a mystery hidden for us, not from us.
Getting to know Him better is the only way that we are ever going to get past the point where God has no choice but to knock on our doors and show up wearing a name tag: "Hello. My name is God." My underlying question here is, "Would you know Him if you saw Him?"
You can get to know Him well enough to hear His still, small voice within you.
I believe I am a part of a generation that is not easily fooled. I think of the story where a man would show up in a town with a bottle of his "Wonder Drug" and claim that for only a few dollars he could heal all of what ails the body and soul. Of course, many of these turned out to be hucksters and charlatans looking to dupe some simple minds out of their hard-earned money.
The thought of someone trying that today is preposterous. Today, if you want to fool someone into buying your product, you'd better be ready to support it with a multimillion-dollar ad campaign and total market saturation. But I think most of our generation is saying, "We know too much. We've seen too much. You can't fool us. You say your product works? Prove it!" In some ways, this is good. As a result we live in a generation that is less likely to believe a lie.
But the "prove it to me" philosophy doesn't fly when you're talking to God. He has offered proof over and over throughout the ages, and He is looking for those who will find Him in His Word and love the Truth they find there.
Perhaps you are a thinker, analyzer, or even a critic of the world around you. I challenge you to not let that tendency stand between you and trusting Him with all your heart—between you and having faith.
But I don't encourage you to do this because I'm afraid that the Word can't hold up to your analytical mind. Over the centuries, far superior minds to ours have held the Bible up against the harshest criticism—and time and again it has proven itself.
In fact, I invite you to dig and see just how deep you can go. But as you look, look through the eyes of faith, not doubt and skepticism. When you search with a pure heart, you will find exactly what you are looking for.
Most people want to see before they believe. But if you want to see God, He requires you to believe first.
We looked at the story of Jesus and the woman at the well in which He engaged her in a conversation that could have led her to know Him. But she failed to pick up on where He was trying to take her. The Messiah, for whom she claimed to be looking, was sitting there with her, and she didn't know. It wasn't until He finally revealed Himself obviously that she understood to whom she was speaking, but the entire time, He was seeking one thing from her. It's the same thing He seeks from us today:
Belief.
In the previous section, we took a look at God's mercy— a world-changing concept for some people who have always thought that God was a ticked-off, vindictive deity. We learned that instead of His wrath and anger enduring, it's His mercy that endures forever. It's His mercy that defines Him. We learned that no matter what we throw at it, no matter how bad it gets, His mercy endures forever.
I left you with two assignments: being merciful and always looking for God's mercy in your life. When I began to do this, I started seeing so much in my life that was obviously God's mercy in operation.
I want to build on the understanding that God is good and merciful. And remember, what is mercy? It's God changing all the rules. Mercy is God making everything new—we deserved judgment, but instead Mercy came to earth. Simultaneously, Mercy fulfilled the Law and yet changed all the rules.
So with that understanding of God beginning to dawn, let's move on and take a look at another component of God I want you to see—His place of authority.
To begin, I want to take a look at a couple of key scriptures. In Mark we read,
The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law.... The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, "What is this? A new teaching—and with authority! He even gives orders to evil spirits and they obey him" (Mark 1:22, 27, NIV).
This didn't go unnoticed. Jesus was stepping on some toes. Reading on, it says, "Now when He came into the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people confronted Him as He was teaching, and said, 'By what authority are You doing these things? And who gave You this authority?'" (verse 23).
Matthew 7:28-29 echoes these other two: "When Jesus had finished these sayings [the Sermon on the Mount], the crowds were astonished and overwhelmed with bewildered wonder at His teaching, for He was teaching as One Who had [and was] authority, and not as [did] the scribes" (AMP).
In order to understand why they were "astonished and overwhelmed with bewildered wonder," you have to understand how Jewish rabbis taught. The entire basis for a rabbi's teaching was the one under whom he studied. When they taught, they said something like, "Well, this is my opinion based on Rabbi So-and-So's opinion, based on what he thought about this scripture, which is based on what his teacher, Rabbi Such-and-Such, said about that." This isn't necessarily a wrong way to learn and teach, but it's definitely not the way Jesus taught. And the difference was obvious to everyone who heard it.
So when it says they were astonished that He taught them with authority, unlike the scribes and Pharisees, it's because Jesus introduced something entirely new to these people when He began changing all the rules. They were preoccupied with rules—with the Law and all the additions they made to it. They had been missing God's mercy and goodness, and now that Jesus was beginning to show them the Father, it simply astonished and amazed them.
I believe they missed Him
because they could not recognize
His place of authority.
Jesus' teaching was not based on any rabbi's—it was entirely new to these people. This was no longer a man teaching based on what somebody else had said about something; Jesus began revealing God's mercy and said, "I don't say anything unless it comes from My Father."
And this shows how thoroughly it took them by surprise: These people, who saw Him perform miracles by healing the sick and raising the dead and heard Him say things like, "If you do what I say, you'll have everlasting life," didn't get it. They were filled with wonder.
When it says they were filled with amazed wonder, it isn't really complimentary; they were saying, "Huh—look at that. Isn't that interesting? Wonder where he picked that up..."
I believe they missed Him for one main reason: They could not recognize His place of authority.
Think they're alone in this, that this doesn't happen anymore? Don't be so sure.
SO WHAT NOW?
In praying about what God was showing me about knowing Him better, I spent a lot of time asking Him what was next— what came after mercy. And I felt like God impressed on me, My people are not quick enough to recognize My place of authority.
The connection between knowing Him and recognizing His place of authority may not at first be apparent, but think of this: We live in a world spiraling away from the values of the Bible. Western society in particular has adopted situational ethics as a standard; we talk about concepts like moral relativism and tolerance in place of the concrete standards in the Word. Everything is relative—what works for me may not work for you, and who are you to judge me and enforce your "opinion" on my life?
We are losing an ability to acknowledge that God created standards and revealed them to us in His Word—standards that are absolutes and that don't change with the passing of time or the evolution of society.
Don't see how this affects our ability to know God? Let's use mercy as the foundation, and I will show you how understanding and recognizing God's authority can open your eyes to knowing Him more than you have before. I will show you how they go hand in hand—knowing God, seeing Him in your life, and acknowledging His authority are intimately linked.
OVER AND UNDER
The religious leaders of His day missed every part of Jesus' ministry because they could not connect Him with His place of authority. Think of it: These men and women were eyewitnesses of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, and they missed the whole thing! The same is true today: My people are not quick enough to recognize My place of authority.
So we've established it is possible to be face to face with Jesus and not know Him—not recognize Him—and failing to recognize His place of authority is one of the ways in which we miss Him.
But not everyone in Jesus' day missed His authority.
In Matthew 8:5, we read of a Roman centurion coming to Jesus because his servant is paralyzed and suffering. Jesus responds to this man's plea for help by saying He will come heal the man's servant. And none of this is terribly unusual; the gospels are full of people coming to Jesus for healing. So while this story is not uncommon in Jesus' life, what happens next is.
The Roman officer responds to Jesus,
Lord, I am not worthy that You should come under my roof. But only speak a word, and my servant will be healed. For I also am a man under authority, having soldiers under me. And I say to this one, "Go," and he goes; and to another, "Come," and he comes; and to my servant, "Do this," and he does it (verses 8-9).
In the light of the religious leaders totally missing His place of authority, a gentile—a non-Jew—recognizing it is truly amazing. We've read about others being astonished at Jesus, but now He is the one being amazed. "When Jesus heard it, He marveled, and said to those who followed, Assuredly, I say to you, I have not found such great faith, not even in Israel!'" (verse 10).
Something different just happened. Something unique. Something isolated in Jesus' life and ministry that had not ever taken place up to this point. Jesus had gone with this one, gone with that one, gone to minister here, gone to perform a miracle there. But never had anyone responded like this. It literally stopped Jesus in His tracks. He was headed to the centurion's house, but when he said this, Jesus had to stop and marvel at it.
The religious leaders marveled in unbelief. Jesus marveled at this man's faith.
Jesus had never seen anything like
this man's faith and his understanding
of authority — over and under.
Most of us understand a desire for approval from our parents. Even people with a bad upbringing often have a deep desire to hear, "Way to go. Good job." Pretty much everyone wants approval from those in authority over us.
But let's progress beyond human approval for a second and think about what it would be like to have that from God, what it would be like to have that kind of approval from Jesus Himself. What would it be like for you or me to do or say something that caused Jesus to stop and say, "I have never seen anything like this before"?
Because that's exactly what He did with this centurion. Just a few verses before, you have religious people completely missing it—people who claimed to know something about God and thought they were looking for the Messiah. But they missed the whole ministry of Jesus because they didn't recognize His authority. And then here's a man who understands Jesus' authority completely, and he's a gentile—even more, he's an officer in an oppressive regime!
Jesus had never seen anything like this man's faith and his understanding of authority—over and under.
In fact, I believe it was the centurion's understanding of authority—both being over other people and also under others' authority—that produced his faith in Jesus. He understood the concept of name and rank and this idea of a place of authority.
And if you and I ever begin to understand how this works— ever begin to put God in this place of authority—we will understand that not only can He, not only is He able, but He is willing to impact our lives, just as Jesus was. There is something about realizing that the God of the universe—the Creator of heaven and earth, the One who bears this name, the One who carries this rank—is the author of all goodness and mercy that produces faith in you. When you understand that all of His omnipotent authority is founded on mercy, you will run to Him instead of from Him when you mess up.
He is the only one with authority to say, "I forgive you. Now let's go on."
Mercy operates because of authority, because to extend mercy, you have to come from a place of authority. If I am merciful to someone, it means that in some way that person owed me something. I have authority to give mercy or withhold it—my call, my decision, my authority.
We must recognize His place of authority over us so we can accept His mercy. So let's take a closer look at His place of authority...
NAME AND RANK
We will define authority for our purposes as name and rank. Those in the army or another branch of the armed forces understand rank, as the centurion did. Most of us understand the concept pretty well; generals run the show, they've got colonels and majors and captains and lieutenants under them. The same goes for the enlisted ranks—everyone knows who is over him and who is under him because of rank.
Let's leave it at that for now and go on to God's name. What is His name? Contrary to popular belief, His name is not actually just "God." God is something we English-speaking people got from the old German word "gott," which deals with the rank of a deity. So if His name isn't God, then what is it?
Well, how did He introduce Himself to Moses? Moses was out watching sheep on a mountainside, and God introduced Himself in a burning bush. He began to disclose to Moses the call of destiny on his life—delivering His people from bondage.
So Moses, ever the practical one, asks, "Who do I say sent me?"
And God comes back with, "Tell them I Am sent you." That's the first way He introduced Himself to Moses.
"Hello, my name is God," He was telling Moses. "I am. I am that I am. I am Alpha. I am Omega. I am the beginning; I am the end; and I am everything in between. I am your Provider. I am your Healer. I am your Breakthrough. I am your Defense. I am your Father. I am your God. This is who I am."
And then He sent His Son, who quotes from Isaiah:
The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor (Luke 4:18-19, NIV).
He came and said, "I am the Christ, the Anointed One. I am the One who has come to remove burdens. I am the One who has come to destroy yokes. I am the anointing made flesh, the Word of God made flesh. I am the One who restores your relationship with God. I am the Morning Star, the firstborn from the dead. I am your Advocate with the Father. I am Savior, Brother, Friend." This is His name.
And He in turn sends the Holy Spirit. "I am the Comforter. I am the Standby. I am the Spirit of Truth. I am your Teacher, and I am the one who convicts of sin and draws men to God. I am your Helper."
I am. I Am. I AM. This is the name of God, but "I Am" is not just a name. It is a name with a promise in it. It is a name that is not only heard, it is seen. It is witnessed. It is a name that demonstrates itself in power.
But we are not just studying His name. We are learning the reputation behind the name.
There is none higher than our God.
There is no higher place of authority.
There is no higher rank.
There is no higher name.
MOST HIGH
All throughout the Word of God, He discloses His name to us. We could spend weeks and months just talking about the name of God—something so sacred and holy that the Israelites thought it was unspeakable. His is a name so weighty, so full of glory that human lips didn't dare utter it.
Now that's a name with authority.
Let's get back to rank for a moment. Let's talk about where He fits in the chain of command. Over and over again, the Bible gives God His place. I won't even try to cover them all, but here's just a taste: Psalm 7:17 says, "I will praise the Lord according to His righteousness, and will sing praise to the name of the Lord Most High."
Psalm 21:7 says, "For the king trusts in the Lord, and through the mercy of the Most High he shall not be moved."
Psalm 47:2 says, "For the Lord Most High is awesome; He is a great King over all the earth."
Do you see a pattern yet? We could go on and on like this— Most High, Most High, Most High.
When you begin to talk and discuss the name and rank of God, is there any higher than Most High? Who is higher than most high? No one. What is better than most high? Nothing. That's it—He is Most High.
Now if you really stop and think about it, is there even a close second? Is there even one that compares to the most? We don't serve a God who has accomplished some things. You and I don't worship the Lord over this and that and maybe one or two other things. We worship the Most High. There is none higher than our God. There is no higher place of authority. There is no higher rank. There is no higher name. This is the Lord Most High.
We've got to begin to be quicker to recognize this—quicker to give God His place of authority, quicker to recognize who He is and His name and His rank. Let's see how exactly we do that.
CHAPTER EIGHT
BECAUSE I SAID SO
Every parent with young children learning to ask questions knows about the "why" conversation. A parent will say to his or her small child, "Turn the TV off, it's time for dinner."
And the little one says in return, "Why?"
And with great patience the parent replies, "Because it's time to eat, and you need to eat to grow big and strong."
"But why?"
"Because Mommy made us a good dinner and she doesn't want it to get cold, OK?"
"But why?"
And this could go on and on because Mommy or Daddy is trying to communicate with a 3-year-old to help the little one understand and comprehend so that he or she will finally obey his instruction. But if you have ever been involved in this kind of conversation, then you know quite well that there is an answer coming. It is an answer that will put a permanent end to this discussion.
And what is that answer? "Because I said so!"
You can explain all kinds of things, but you can only go so far with a 3-year-old. Eventually, you reach a point where all the understanding they need is because you said so. Cars in the street, big ugly dogs, and a host of other things don't wait for explanation time—obedience because you said so can be vital.
For some reason, I think Momma says it best. And what is she doing when she says that? She is saying, "Listen. You have to obey because I am who I am. My name is Momma. My rank is Momma. You don't talk back to this name. You don't talk back to this rank. You obey." Why? "Because I said so."
And all the mommas said, "Amen."
Unfortunately, a firm understanding of this kind of authority isn't as common today as it once was. In an effort to be sensitive—or simply out of apathy or error—parents have largely abdicated their position of authority in their children's lives.
We don't have the same level of respect for Momma and Daddy as perhaps we once did. Is it any wonder that we can miss recognizing the authority of the Most High in our lives?
So how do we begin to recognize authority? We've talked about mercy—being merciful and being quick to recognize mercy in our lives. How do we begin to be quick to recognize authority?
Obey it.
It doesn't get much simpler than that. Obey. We need to quit stalling, quit demanding answers, and simply learn to obey because He said so.
HELP WITH AUTHORITY
For many of us, obedience itself is less than easy. We may have had people in authority abuse it or just be fiercely independent. Whatever the case, there are many of us for whom learning to be
obedient is a challenge.
Praise God, He hasn't left us alone to figure it out on our own. Mercy is in operation even in this: He gave us the Holy Spirit.
John 16:13 says, "However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come."
The Holy Spirit understands authority because He operates in God's authority. And it's important that He teach us this, because when we begin to recognize God's place of authority, obedience is no longer optional—when we truly understand what His authority means, it changes how we handle things.
We're accountable when we
accept the Holy Spirit's role
in showing us God's authority.
Amazingly, God still always gives us a choice—obey or disobey. He gives us choices, but then He tells us which one is best. Deuteronomy 30:19 says, "I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that both you and your descendants may live."
We've got choices, but there are some that are better than others. And through the Holy Spirit, we can know which one we should take. The effect is that when you really know what's laid before you—blessing or cursing, life or death—the choice is clear.
Obedience is no longer optional because when the Spirit of the Lord is leading us, we realize that God's direction is a command coming directly from the Most High. We reach a new level of accountability when we accept the Holy Spirit's role in showing us God's authority.
When Jesus says the Holy Spirit will "guide" us in John 16:13, the wording there is perhaps more accurately translated that the Holy Spirit is like a tour guide—someone who is completely familiar with every twist and turn in the path, every obstacle, every danger. It paints the picture of someone who has been there and back again—and again, and again.
You have the ultimate tour guide living in you, and now He's come alongside you, saying, "Ah, listen. I've been where you're going. I've been there. Just up ahead there's a hole in this road that you're going to want to avoid. And over there's a dark place, but if you'll listen to Me, I'll lead you right around it."
If you'll listen, if you will obey the command from the Most High, you will stay in the light. You will avoid the injuring, damaging traps of life. You will be where He wants you to be, when He wants you to be there.
Can you see how important it is to recognize His place of authority?
BE QUICK TO OBEY
We don't have to forge ahead in recognizing God's authority on our own; we have help in the form of the Holy Spirit. Yet a tremendous amount of obedience is simply doing what God asks of us—quickly and without the "why" conversation as though we were 3-year-olds.
My wife and I are friends with a couple that has four children. I spend a lot of time with the father of this family, and his explanation of this concept was the best I have heard.
When he gives an instruction to his kids, he doesn't necessarily mind if they ask, "why," as long as they are asking while they are on their way to obedience. In other words, they are not demanding to know why before they become willing to obey. That would be disrespect and rebellion.
If an explanation is necessary, then he is happy to as long as his kids have already responded in obedience to his instruction.
And yet all too often, we make our slow (or lack of) obedience sound spiritual. We say things like, "Well, you know, the Lord has been dealing with me for a while on that...." It sounds innocuous; it even sounds spiritual to us and perhaps others. But the truth is, if He has been dealing with you for some time, that means you didn't obey the first time He said it.
Being slow to obey can be every bit as bad as deciding to not obey, and this type of thinking must end if we are to really recognize God's authority.
This is one of the reasons we had to talk about mercy first— because all of us are guilty of putting off obedience to God. And in that, we have sinned against the Lord. Yes, that's right—sinned.
Being slow to obey can be every
bit as bad as deciding to not obey.
Every single one of us is guilty of hearing something from God and putting it off. Every one of us has delayed obedience. Sometimes it's because we don't know Him well enough to recognize His voice; other times, it's because we're stubborn or lazy. But whatever the cause, it's still sin, pure and simple.
Just as a child needs to quickly obey, so too must we. Lives— our own and others—can hang in the balance. Jesus came to give life, but we must respond to Him out of obedience if you and I want to have and enjoy the life He came to give.
We must hear and obey the Spirit of God inside us for the sake of the people our lives touch. Obedience is crucial—and not grudging, slow obedience.
We must obey because He said so. But to hear and obey, we must know His still, small voice. We need to hear and respond before He has to knock on our door wearing His "God" name tag.
When we begin to be led by the Spirit and recognize God's authority, you and I should make the determination that as far as we are concerned, our obedience is no longer optional. Like Paul, we must understand that Mercy freed us from sin and death but made us a slave to Christ—but this is no slavery at all, because it's being a slave to life instead of death and blessing instead of cursing!
Mercy made us slaves to life instead of death!
AGONY
Let's stop and think for a moment why in the world we would not be quick to obey the leading of the Spirit of God inside us. We know He is good and that His plan for us is not evil. We know He is merciful and not a vengeful, vindictive God.
So why, then? What could possibly keep us from simply yielding?
Romans 8:14 says, "For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God." The answer is in that little word led. It is the Greek word ago, the root of the word we translate "agony."
This obedience thing—being led by the Spirit and recognizing God's authority—can literally be agonizing to the part of us that stays selfish, stubborn, and sinful, even after we're saved.
Paul called this part of us "the flesh." And he tells us that we must put it to death—crucify it. Hang it on the Cross and leave it there.
He says, "I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave
Himself for me" (Galatians 2:20).
The flesh doesn't like being under authority. It doesn't like taking the Holy Spirit's direction instead of making up its own mind about what it wants to do.
Proverbs 3:5-8 says,
Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths. Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and depart from evil. It will be health to your flesh, and strength to your bones.
Notice it says nothing about the devil, evil people, or sin— nothing about all of the things that we claim are the downfall of our lives. It says trust in the Lord with all your heart, because the opposite is leaning on your own understanding. Notice what this verse calls "evil"—being wise in your own eyes. And that is humbling.
So what prevents us from seeing His place of authority? What is standing between you and immediate obedience?
Pride.
James, quoting Proverbs a few verses down from this, says, "God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble" (James 4:6).
Why do we miss God? Why do we fail to follow His leading? What prevents us from recognizing God's place of authority?
Understanding His authority
produces trust in God that
allows Him to move on our behalf.
Pride—we lean on our own understanding and are wise in our own eyes instead of acknowledging Him in all our ways.
Conversely, when we trust in the Lord and recognize His authority, we allow faith to grow in our hearts that makes Jesus stop and take notice. Understanding His authority produces trust in God that allows Him to move on our behalf.
But when you let the Spirit lead you like this, be prepared—it will agonize your flesh. It can even be agony on your natural way of thinking.
You've got to get out of what you
know and into what you trust.
Just when you think you've got everything figured out, you see an instruction in His Word or hear the leading of the Spirit that for some reason just doesn't seem to make sense. Be very watchful here. Proverbs says that there is a way that seems right to a man but the end is death. I heard my grandfather say once that you've got to get out of what you know and into what you trust.
The crucifixion of the flesh is agony but it's absolutely worth it.
PRIDE
I'd like to take a quick look at an example from the Bible of how pride can foul up an otherwise marvelous walk with God. Most of you know of Job, a righteous man who lived during the Old Testament. A lot has been written about how he walked uprightly with the Lord. He did a lot of things really right, but there were a couple of things that he did and said really wrong.
Job suffered a great deal, and though he never cursed God, as his wife urged him, he did begin to question God.
He became prideful, thinking that he was smart enough to determine it hadn't profited him anything to be a righteous man because bad things still happened to him. He questioned God's authority.
Until finally God shows up in Job 38. It says, "Then the Lord answered Job from the whirlwind: 'Who is this that questions my wisdom with such ignorant words?'" (verses 1-2, NLT). God tells him to get ready—He's going to put him to the question:
Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Tell me, if you know so much. Who determined its dimensions and stretched out the surveying line? What supports its foundations, and who laid its cornerstone as the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy? (verses 4-7, NLT).
God goes on and on, asking Job in his pride who set boundaries on the sea, who commanded the morning to come, and who has seen the gates of death. He asks if Job has seen the storehouse of the snow, who creates the rain, and who directs the movement of the stars.
It goes on like this for three more chapters—God putting Job in his place. Just in chapter 38, God asks Job forty-one questions, and each is beyond his understanding. His only answer is, "I don't know."
God revealed His place of authority and majesty to Job.
If you think about these questions that He asked Job, they are questions that our children today ask us. "Where does rain come from?" "Where do snow and hail and clouds come from?" "What are clouds made out of?" We consider them such childish questions. But the moment this man rose up in pride and tried to exalt himself by questioning the righteousness and justice of God, God showed up and said, "Let me ask you a few simple questions, Job."
And Job's only answer is, "I don't know." God was forced to reveal His place of authority to Job. He had to. He had to show up and say, "This is My Name and this is My rank." This story ended with Job saying in chapter 42, "I have heard you with my ears but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I repent."
When Job came face to face with the majesty of God, he fell to his knees and repented. Do you know what it means to repent? You may have a picture of you or someone else on their knees at the front of the church, crying loudly and shedding big tears. I know that has happened, and I'm sure many who cry are very sincere.
But repenting very simply means to change one's mind. In the same way, confessing simply means to say the same thing as someone else. When we repent before God, we are changing our minds from the way we used to think about something to the way He thinks about it. We are saying, "Your thoughts are higher than the thoughts I've been thinking. I'm coming up to Your way of thinking."
Repenting very simply means
to change one's mind.
Confessing your sin is saying the same thing about sin that He says about it: "Your ways are higher than the ways I've been living, so I repent and come up to the way You would do it."
Repentance and confession can take place every day, and it doesn't have to be at the altar of a church, or to a priest or pastor. It can take place in your car, at the table, or any place the Spirit of God is being given room to move.
If you ever wonder what God's place of authority is, just read the last few chapters of Job, where God is expounding upon His majesty. Really read it and think about where your own place is, compared to that.
When you know your place under authority and you recognize God's place of authority over all, you have made a great step in being able to hear and obey the still, small voice with which He wants to direct our lives.
Now that we've started to take a look at God's place of authority, let's see how we fit in. Read on!
CHAPTER NINE
THE TRUTH ABOUT YOU
I spend a lot of my time telling people who they are in Christ. When you made Jesus the Lord of your life, He gave you a new identity In Him you are a new creation. In Him you are the righteousness of God. In Him you are an overcomer and conqueror. In Him you are loved. That's who you are in Him, and we'll talk more about that later.
But what about who you are in you—without Him?
Pastor Keith Moore teaches a series I highly recommend on humility. He discusses what he calls four "In You" truths—who we are in ourselves. So let's talk about who we are in our smarts, in our strength, in our own accomplishments. What are we by ourselves, without God? Please be advised, this next part may sting a little.
The first In You truth is this: In yourself, you are nothing. Ouch!
Galatians 6:3 says, "For if anyone thinks himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself." The Greek word here for nothing is pretty simple: "no, not one thing." Some people think they are something because of what they've done or who they are, but this scripture paints pride in an unflattering light. Despite how well you think of yourself, alone, you are nothing.
So the first In You truth is that, in yourself, you are nothing. These are harsh, but hold on—it gets worse before it gets better.
The second In You truth: In yourself, you know nothing.
First Corinthians 8:2 says, "And if anyone thinks that he knows anything, he knows nothing...." No, not one thing.
"But I've been to school. I've gone to college. I've been educated. I've seen some things. I've done some things." No. You know nothing. Hold what little you think you know up to the majesty of God, and you discover that we know little to nothing—and it's closer to nothing. In yourself, you know nothing.
Second In You truth: You know nothing.
The third In You truth is that in yourself, you have nothing.
First Corinthians 4:7 asks, "What do you have that God hasn't given you? And if everything you have is from God, why boast as though it were not a gift?" (NLT).
The Bible tells us that every good and perfect gift comes from the Father. We need to make a big deal out of mercy and grace— any good thing that shows up in our lives we should attribute to God. We should be quick to say, "This was the goodness of God!" Anything you learn, anything you receive, anything that makes your life blessed—it came from God, and we need to give Him credit.
I know full well that if the grace of God lifted from me for one moment I would have a hard time knowing my name. I'm not sure we can draw our next breath without God's grace.
In You truth No. 3: Without Him, we have nothing.
And the fourth In You truth is that in yourself, you can do nothing.
John 15:5 says, "Yes, I am the vine; you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, will produce much fruit. For apart from me you can do nothing" (NLT).
"Well, you can do small things," some people argue. "You can do little things, and the big stuff is for God."
Absolutely not. You and I can do nothing on our own.
The fourth In You truth: You can do nothing.
IN CHRIST
Now in case you are feeling a little depressed after reading that, let me cheer you up. You and I don't have to live life being nothing, knowing nothing, having nothing, and doing nothing. That's because we were never designed to live on our own.
When we trust in the Lord with all our heart instead of leaning on our own understanding, we place ourselves in His capable hands. His ability becomes our ability. His strength is our strength. His wisdom is our wisdom.
You are the righteousness of God in Christ! Never forget those two all-important words: In Christ.
You have an unction, an anointing, from the Holy One, and you know all things. Never be deceived into thinking that you know something that wasn't revealed to you by the Holy Spirit. He is listening to Jesus, and Jesus is only saying what He hears His Father say.
His ability becomes our ability.
His strength is our strength.
His wisdom is our wisdom.
God has supplied all your needs according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus. Second Corinthians 9:8 tells us that in Him you have all sufficiency in all things that you may have an abundance for every good work.
You can do all things. On your own? No! Through Christ, who strengthens you.
REMEMBER HUMILITY
It's good to remember those four truths about ourselves—we are nothing, we know nothing, we have nothing, and we can do nothing. It's a real confidence booster. Remind yourself of these things from time to time.
If it weren't for God, we would stay nothing.
Never forget who you are in Him, and never forget who you are without Him. Never forget the authority you are under, but don't forget the authority and what God has placed you over, either.
Remember, one thing stands between you and recognizing God's place of authority—pride.
Recall the scripture we looked at in the section on mercy in Micah 6. God doesn't want thousands of rams as a sacrifice, and He doesn't want our firstborn child. He has told us what He wants of us, and that is that we do what is right, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God (verses 7-8).
Now, when I'm preaching about mercy, I hand out name tags and have people fill them out "Hello. My name is MERCY" and then go out and be merciful. When preaching on God's authority, it's a little different: We fill out the name tag, "Hello. My name is HUMILITY." I have people put it on—put on humility. This really isn't for the sake of the people who see them as much as for the sake of those wearing the tags.
It's a great reminder to them that as they walk out, they are to walk humbly before God. It reminds them to not let pride in and to give credit to God for everything that's good in their lives.
I want to show you how humility
unlocks something in your life.
I gave you two things you can do to recognize God's mercy on your life—being merciful, and looking for and recognizing God's mercy on your life. Similarly, I want to give you two things you can do to encourage recognition of God's authority in your life. The first involves remembering all we have just learned about humility.
The first thing you can do is humble yourself. Be humble. If you are "trying to be humble" then you have missed the whole point. Humility is not something you try. Humility is reality. It is recognizing that all good things come from Him and in turn giving Him all the praise and glory.
I want to show you in just a couple of scriptures how humility unlocks something in your life.
In the same way, you younger men must accept the authority of the elders. And all of you, serve each other in humility, for "God opposes the proud but favors the humble." So humble yourselves under the mighty power of God, and at the right time he will lift you up in honor. Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares about you. Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. Stand firm against him, and be strong in your faith. Remember that your Christian brothers and sisters all over the world are going through the same kind of suffering you are (1 Peter 5:5-9, NLT).
Some of us have majored in this—we know this scripture backward and forward, and we think we know our place of authority. Just as we are to understand our place under God's authority, like I said, it's important we understand the place of authority God has in turn given us.
But your place of authority is not effective, and you cannot effectively resist the devil, until you first humble yourself under God's authority. This scripture makes it all so clear—humble yourselves so that God can exalt you.
This is authority over as a result of being under authority. This is the system that God created for authority.
Remember that scripture in James from earlier: '"God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.' Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you.... Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up" (James 4:6-7, 10). Sometimes we quote verse 7 without considering what came directly before it or the scripture that follows it later. God resists the proud, but He lifts up the humble.
Humble yourself so that God can
exalt you. This is authority over
as a result of being under authority.
Notice where your place of authority over the devil comes from: It comes from your submission to God. Maybe you didn't even realize you had authority over the devil. Well, you do. You have just seen the scripture that says so. You have a name and rank that is much higher than his. So use it.
ARMED WITH AUTHORITY
In 1 Samuel 17, we read the account of David and Goliath. Most of us know this story pretty well—David challenges the Philistine champion, Goliath, and hits him in the head with a stone from his sling. Since he has no sword, David runs up and cuts Goliath's head off with his own sword, and then the Israelites chase the Philistines into the countryside.
It's a great victory, and when the fighting is over, David is brought before King Saul—still holding Goliath's head—where he meets Saul's son, Jonathan. From that moment on, these two become best friends. In fact, the Bible tells us that their souls were knit(l Samuel 18:1).
Because they were such fast friends, they did something today we may not understand very well—they made a covenant. First Samuel 18:3-4 says, "Then Jonathan and David made a covenant, because he loved him as his own soul. And Jonathan took off the robe that was on him and gave it to David, with his armor, even to his sword and his bow and his belt."
This is an act that carries great significance. The things Jonathan gives David are highly symbolic, because these are all things intertwined with his identity. This wasn't just armor out of the city armory; this wasn't just any sword or any robe.
These were items that belonged to the son of the king. Those pieces of armor represented two things: name and rank.
When David had inquired what the one who beat the Philistine champion would receive, he learned that the man would receive the king's daughter in marriage. Jonathan was welcoming David as a brother, and because of their friendship, they entered into a covenant that placed Jonathan's position and responsibility on David as well. From that point on, David lived at the palace and did whatever King Saul ordered him to do.
Jonathan was saying to David, "Here, take my name. Take my rank. Take my position and authority and responsibility."
This wasn't the first offer of armor David had received. If you'll remember, before David fought Goliath, Saul offered him his own armor. Armor represents authority, and I believe when Saul recognized God's anointing on David—the anointing with which Samuel had marked David as the future king—he saw something he used to have.
He saw on David the anointing and presence of God that he once had himself. I believe when Saul recognized this anointing he, too, was convinced that David was about to kill this giant.
Because of that, he tried to offer David his armor so that all would see and recognize that David was fighting with Saul's approval and this victory would be won under Saul's authority. He wanted a piece of the credit for the victory, which he saw David capable of winning because of God's anointing on his life. He wanted David to go out in the name and authority of Saul,
sanctioned as the king's champion.
But David didn't cooperate. He tried on Saul's armor, and he walked around in it. But it didn't fit. David told Saul he couldn't wear it because he hadn't proven it. He hadn't tested it.
What he had proven, what he had tested, was his faith in God, when he killed a lion and a bear to protect his sheep. He knew how to trust God and Him alone. He knew how to be under God's authority. David could not fight this fight under a man's authority; he had to fight this battle with the armor he had worn until that point—his confidence in the Most High.
So when David confronted Goliath, he didn't do it in Saul's name. Instead, he said: "You come to me with a sword, with a spear, and with a javelin. But I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied" (1 Samuel 17:45).
David understood authority, and he understood God's place of authority.
God gives us armor — armor
that ratifies His covenant.
THE ARMOR OF GOD
Saul had armor that didn't fit David's life because it hadn't been proved; Jonathan had armor that he symbolically gave David to honor their covenant of friendship and brotherhood.
In a similar sense, God gives us armor—armor that ratifies His covenant. In Ephesians, Paul tells us about God's armor. He tells us to put it on, and he reminds us why we need it.
Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. Stand therefore, having girded your waist with truth, having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace; above all, taking the shield of faith with which you will be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked one. And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God (Ephesians 6:10-17).
Jonathan gave David his armor as a symbol of his side of the covenant—of giving David his position as a son of the king, of his name and rank. God's armor is no different; He's giving us His armor—His Name, His rank, His authority. It represents the identity in which He wants us living and fighting the battles of life—the identity of a child of God covered in His very own authority.
Understanding God's authority
is so important because
it gives us our identity.
Just as Jonathan gave David his armor to symbolically represent a covenant between them, giving David his own responsibility as the son of a king, so too does God give you His armor to represent the covenant He has with us, which gives us the responsibility and authority of sons and daughters of the King.
The second thing you can do to help implement an understanding of God's authority in your life is to wear this armor—put it on your life by accepting His authority and the significance behind the gift of this armor and its corresponding authority (and responsibility).
Understanding God's authority is so important because it gives us our identity. We dare not fight on our own, leaning on our own understanding. Our fight isn't with flesh and blood. But just because you can't see your enemy, don't be fooled into thinking he isn't real. You have been given the weapons of your warfare, and they are mighty in God! We must humble ourselves and let Him lift us up under the authority He has given us as people under His covenant and under His identity.
That position—under His authority—is what gives us authority over the principalities and powers Paul is talking about in Ephesians. It's what gives us the authority over the devil, to resist him and expect him to flee.
You never have to fight alone. You weren't born to fight alone. You weren't born to wage war on your own. God didn't create you to leave you out there with your own understanding. He didn't create you to leave you alone to rely on your own insight and your own wisdom.
How far will your own understanding get you? It will only get you as far as you've ever been. God needs people who will go further than ever before.
WE ARE HIS NAME
This name and this rank that we've been talking about is amazing, because in and of ourselves, we're nowhere near it. We are nothing, know nothing, have nothing, and can do nothing on our own. But when we humble ourselves, obey the leading of the Spirit of God, take our place in Christ Jesus, and recognize the source of our authority, we take our place of authority. When we do these things, we represent His nature to those around us.
You and I are His name on the earth.
What is the quickest way to see mercy in your life? Be merciful. Look for God's mercy in operation in your life. You're looking for the authority of God. You're looking for God to take His place in your life, and the quickest way to do it is by being humble and accepting His authority. Humble yourself under the mighty hand of God that He may exalt you. Accept His armor, which represents His name and rank, and thus His authority. Then take your place. Exercise your authority.
We may speak to our circumstances
with the authority and power of Jesus' Name.
When we look for these character traits and these attributes of God, the quickest way for our eyes to be open to them is to see them first in ourselves. Because they're in there. You are born again; re-created life is inside of you. The authority of God Himself, the Most High, is in you, and it's on you, and it will carry you all throughout your life.
It is my prayer that as we get to know God and His personality better, He will find us submitting to His authority over us, and us exercising our own authority over the forces of darkness.
Out of this humility comes a greater confidence in Him—the same type of faith that the Roman centurion had in Jesus when he asked Him to heal his servant. Out of this confidence comes a realization that He that is in us is greater than he that is in the world (1 John 4:4).
This humility can birth an understanding of our true identity— identity derived from the covenant God has made with us, forged in Jesus' blood. It is this identity that gives us the authority in which He wants us to walk.
In the midst of a paradoxical moment of total humility and absolute boldness, we can take on the armor of God, which symbolizes His name and His rank—His authority.
As a result of this authority, we may speak to our circumstances with the authority and power of Jesus' Name—the highest Name that is named. Why? Because the whole family in heaven and on earth has been named after Him!
Condemnation has to bow its knee to the Name of Jesus—I Am is our mercy. I Am is our forgiveness. "Yes, Lord, but I don't feel forgiven." Feeling forgiven has nothing to do with being forgiven. You are forgiven because He said so.
Sickness has to bow its knee to the Name of Jesus—I Am says He is our healer. You are healed because He said so.
Depression must bow its knee to the Name of Jesus—I Am says He is our joy. Lack must bow before Jesus—I Am says He is our provider.
Isolation must bend down low before Him—I Am says that He is our Father, that Jesus calls us brother, and that the Holy Spirit is with us always.
I encourage you to take a moment to humble yourself under the mighty hand of God. Just allow Him to reveal to you any place where pride has crept in. Allow Him to reveal to you any place where you have thought that something was because of how good you were. Let Him reveal to you His goodness and mercy.
Let Him reveal to you anywhere in your life where you've been leaning on your own understanding, your own authority. Let Him reveal to you His authority.
When we do this—when we see His goodness and authority— He can take whatever is good in your life and make it grow and become bigger and better because of the goodness, mercy, and authority of God poured out on you.
But it takes learning about Him—it requires learning to listen for His still, small voice in your life so that He does not have to show up with a name tag on before you'll recognize Him. It takes times of reflection, of asking Him to expose anywhere in your life where you're prideful and leaning on your own understanding.
Humble yourself to the authority of God. Then rise and take your God-given place seated next to Him as His son or daughter. Through Jesus we have been adopted into the family of Father God. Let's take a look at how important it is to accept His mercy under His authority as our Father.
SECTION IV
Our Father
CHAPTER TEN
ONLY BELIEVE
We have already looked at a few aspects of God's character as we begin to get to know Him better. We've explored God's mercy—His enduring, unearned favor and grace toward us— which changed all the rules. We've looked at how misunderstood this aspect of God can be but how the Bible proves out that God, who is the same yesterday, today, and forever, is a good and merciful God. All good things come from Him—all of them— and we must remember that.
It's important to remember every good thing in our lives is a result of His mercy, because thoughts like this will keep us out of pride. And as we learned in the previous section on recognizing God's authority, pride is a roadblock to understanding God's authority.
It's hard to be under His authority when you don't recognize His right to be over you—and thus be merciful to you. But when you don't accept His position of authority as Most High, you can't step into the position as a son or daughter of God that He intends for you to occupy. Remember, everything we study as an attribute of God's character is rooted in His outlandish love for us. He loves because He is love.
Remember — every good thing
in our lives is a result of His Mercy.
I want to show you another aspect of God that some have an easier time understanding than others—that of God as our Father. Most children in some way want to grow up and be like their parents; at some point, most little boys imitate their fathers and want to be just like them. Little girls are usually the same way. Some of us have harsh circumstances that kill that desire within us, but typically, little children don't know any better than to love and emulate their parents.
I had a good upbringing and am happy to be growing up much like my father—even though there are those moments I find myself doing some of the same things my family has teased my dad about for years. But my dad, George Pearsons, is a good man, and if I am going to be teased for being like someone, I am glad it is him.
You really don't have to be a psychologist to study a pattern of children growing up to be like their parents. I look back across my life, and I am fascinated to see things that began in my father's father now living in me.
My grandfather Horace C. Pearsons was one of my favorite people ever. He and my grandmother lived on Cape Cod in Massachusetts, and I grew up in Fort Worth, Texas, so I only got to see them once or twice a year.
I think I was so taken with him because of his amazing artistic abilities. I would watch him draw and wanted so badly to be able to do what I saw him do. He spent his career as a graphic designer, working some in advertising in New York City, then later as the head of his own design company. He was mostly retired by the time I came along, which meant there was plenty of time for me to say, "Draw me a picture, Grandpa!" and he would.
He would sit in his big chair in the living room with a small white pad of paper and his black felt-tip pen and then come up with some of the most outrageous cartoons and characters I had ever seen. He drew literally hundreds and hundreds of pictures for me, and to this day I love to sit and go through them.
Why? Because each one reminds me of Grandpa. They all have a little bit of him in them.
Of course, my dad was no stranger to this while he was growing up. He, too, would sit and watch his father work and draw and design. By the time my dad was in early high school, he had already decided he was going to spend his life in art and music. As a result of this decision, he was convinced he had no need for math and science and that high school was now just something standing between him and art school. His dream was to attend art school in Boston, graduate, then ride the New York City subway every day to work in advertising. Just like his father.
He did graduate from high school and go to art school in Boston. But in 1972, on break from school, my dad asked Jesus to be the Lord of his life while standing at the top of the stairs in my grandparents' house—the same house I visited all those years when I would sit and watch Grandpa draw.
Though that decision radically altered the course of my dad's life, the desire to create and design never left him. He moved from Cape Cod, Massachusetts, to Tulsa, Oklahoma, which was like traveling internationally or even to another planet.
While attending Oral Roberts University, he met Terri Copeland, my mom, fell in love, and got engaged. Terri's father, Kenneth—a relatively unknown preacher at that time—was less than ten years into full-time ministry.
In the summer of 1976, my dad moved to Fort Worth, Texas, at the invitation of his fiancee's father, and became the graphic designer for Kenneth Copeland Evangelistic Association. He has now been with Kenneth Copeland Ministries for over thirty years. He calls it the longest summer job he's ever had.
For many of those years he was responsible for all of the print publications for the ministry. He watched their newsletter grow from a two-color, four-page print job, to a full-color, thirty-two-page magazine that is sent free of charge every month to over 400,000 people in homes and churches around the world.
At the time I am writing this, he has been pastor of our church for the past sixteen years.
And though that is a far cry from traveling via subway in New York City every day, I still see those same gifts, talents, and abilities at work in my dad that were first in his father. My dad's creativity and artistic side shine through often while he is in the pulpit preaching and relating to people.
While many fathers and sons would spend summer evenings in the driveway working on how to throw a curve ball, my dad and I spent our time at the piano playing Beatles' songs and trying to come up with really cool chords.
That love for art, music, and all things creative that first existed in my grandfather Horace is still alive in me today, and I got it from watching my dad. I even played the exact same saxophone in high school that he did.
Dad and I tease each other about the days we didn't spend hunting, fishing, and camping. But the quality time we did spend together is a major contribution to who I am today.
On a side note, I did play sports growing up. But it was mom with me in the driveway teaching me to catch and throw. Dad was there, but with the video camera surgically attached to his shoulder so he'd have footage for the short film he created at the end of every baseball season.
I see so much of my father in me. And others do too. And it's not just his creative side I inherited. It is his compassion for people and desire to give to others that I find swelling up in me almost uncontrollably at times. It may sound like I am bragging on myself, but really I am bragging on him and the nature of God I see inside him. I have often said that one of the greatest compliments I've ever had was when someone said, "Jeremy, you're so much like your father."
To anyone who has said or thought that, I say, "Thank you."
I realize this is not everyone's story. I realize many have had harsh experiences with their earthly fathers, but I only tell you these things to illustrate a point that can prove to be true in anyone's life:
We become who—or what—we spend our time with.
Abraham believed God, and God counted
him righteous because of his faith.
THE ABRAHAM CONNECTION
I want to show you something that is both simple and profound. I love simple things—things I can apply, things I can actually do. I like practical things, and I believe that this section on recognizing that character of God as our Father will be like that for us—simple but profound and easy to apply.
I want to talk about a man commonly referred to as Father Abraham. Although his life dates back to the Old Testament and is recorded in the book of Genesis, we are going to look first of all in the New Testament.
Romans 4 tells us about Abraham, beginning with the first two verses. I encourage you to read this whole chapter, but we're going to draw out the salient points. Verses 1-2 say, "What then shall we say that Abraham our father has found according to the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God."
In many ways, if anyone could boast it would be Abraham. If he were justified by what he did outwardly or by being obedient to some law, Abraham would have had something to boast about, because he really did a lot.
But it isn't about works. We read on as it says Abraham believed God and that God counted him righteous because of his faith. It wasn't something he earned through work; it was a gift he received because of his faith.
"Abraham believed God" (verse 3). This is a very important statement. What have I told you Jesus is looking for in us, and from us, just as with the Samaritan woman at the well we read about at the beginning of the book?
Belief.
Abraham believed God, and God accounted it to him as righteousness. God was looking for it then, Jesus looked for it while He was on the earth, and God seeks it from us today. Belief.
Paul tells us that the symbol God gave Abraham to mark him as God's, to show that he believed, was circumcision—a cutting away of the flesh. Although I find it awkward to talk and write about, I don't think enough is made out of the significance of circumcision, of how much trust Abraham needed to have in God to carry out this act of obedience. But it was a symbol that Abraham already had faith and that God had already accepted him and declared him to be righteous—even before he was circumcised.
This faith Abraham had was very special, because it made him the spiritual father of all of us who have faith. Accepting Jesus is a spiritual circumcision, as putting our flesh up on the cross with Christ is definitely a cutting away of something sensitive. So just as Abraham was counted righteous not because of what he did, but because of in whom he believed, we too are counted righteous because of our faith.
Verse 11 tells us Abraham was the "father of all those who believe." Not just Jews, but you and me—Christians. The same merciful God who called Abraham out of the land of his fathers and to a place of promise, to father His holy nation, has extended His mercy to us through Jesus Christ.
If God called Paul to preach one thing, if there is one component you can trace throughout his writings in the New Testament, you will find it is this: Paul teaches that it is not about the Law; it is not about works. Paul preaches about renewing your mind to grace— renewing your mind to salvation by faith through grace.
And when we read about Abraham in Romans, Paul is in the middle of comparing works to grace, works to believing, and works to faith.
I want you to ask yourself a question that I have asked before; let's see if we come up with the same answer. Why would the Spirit of God inspire Paul to backtrack so far in the past to highlight a man, Abraham, who lived under the old covenant when he was teaching about a "new and better" covenant? Why did God go that far in reverse to preach the message of Jesus Christ?
I believe the answer to our question can be found in verse 13, "Clearly, God's promise to give the whole earth to Abraham and his descendants was based not on his obedience to God's law, but on a right relationship with God that comes by faith" (NLT). God never intended to make the promise dependent on keeping the law; it's always been about righteousness through faith. Paul was taking people back to a time before the Law of Moses.
HELLO, ABRAHAM. MY NAME IS GOD.
I want to look at one particular statement that God said to Abraham in Genesis 12. God introduced Himself to this man. He said, "Hello. My name is God. And this is what I'm going to do for you. I am going to make you the father of many nations. Look up at the stars. As many as you can number, that will be your descendants; the sand on the shore, that is the nation that is coming out of you. You will be the heir of the world. And the people that bless you, I will bless. The ones that curse you, I will curse." (See also Genesis 22:17 and Romans 4:13.)
God's mercy and favor were all over Abraham. He even entered covenant with this man He had called out from among his father's people. Abraham accepted, and God's authority covered him.
Abraham's was not a covenant
of rules; God counted Abraham
righteous because he believed him.
But this was not a covenant of rules; God counted Abraham righteous because he believed. And notice that what Abraham believed was not based on what Abraham could see. As a matter of fact, there was a serious lack of evidence and an even greater absence of logic to back up what God was saying to him. But there was a voice that rose up louder than doubt.
It was the voice of faith. Abraham had faith. It wasn't about what he could or could not see, it was about what he would or would not believe.
It wasn't about what he could
or could not see, it was about what
he would or would not believe.
Paul used the life of Abraham to preach the message of Jesus because faith existed before the Law. Long before God gave the Law to Moses, He made a covenant with Abraham because he believed and God counted it to him as righteousness.
It was only generations later, after this one man had founded a nation millions strong, that God delivered them from Egypt and gave them rules to follow. He gave them the top ten, and then the next hundreds that followed, because this people needed to be taught how to live. They were saturated in another—pagan— culture, and He had to show them the way to live.
You've got to unlearn the
mistaken thought that God is only
interested in rules and regulations.
But one thing came before any of that—before the Ten Commandments, before all the rules and regulations. Faith. They had to believe that God existed. Belief preceded the Law.
Remember I said I like to keep it simple? So does God. He made it simple from the beginning: Believe in God. In His conversation with the woman at the well, Jesus looked at her and said, "Believe Me, woman..."
The need for belief existed before the Law ever showed up, before the rules ever came on the scene. And that is why Paul, writing to the Romans, had to help them unlearn some of the misdirected foundation of the Jewish religion as he illuminated their thinking on the difference between the Law and grace.
You've got to unlearn the mistaken thought that God is only interested in rules and regulations—that He is nothing more than a divine rule-maker. You've got to unlearn the idea that you can be righteous by keeping all the rules. You've got to unlearn trying to do what's right, even though you can't seem to find the strength. You've got to unlearn guilt, unlearn shame, unlearn condemnation, and you must be introduced to this concept called grace.
Paul looked back at a man before the Law, at a man who simply believed in God and would pass that belief on to his children. That is why God used the illustration of this man to help unlearn religion, to help unlearn tradition. He had to help us unlearn what it became—God the rule-maker—for what it should have been.
We've got to learn that, like Abraham, God is a Father to His people. So what was so special about Abraham and the way he believed that God chose to make him the father of all who believe? Read on and we'll find out.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
WHAT DID YOU SAY
YOUR NAME WAS?
God saw Abraham as righteous because he believed. Abraham lived by faith before there even was a Law. Faith was his Law. Faith was his rule.
And what did God make him? A father. The father of all who believe. Paul goes on to say, "As it is written: T have made you a father of many nations.' He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were" (Romans 4:17, NIV).
Abraham lived by faith before there
even was a Law. Faith was his law.
This sounds like Faith 101 here. Everything we know about faith, it all came from the example of Father Abraham. The Word tells us why:
Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, "So shall your offspring be." Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah's womb was also dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. This is why "it was credited to him as righteousness" (verses 18-22, NIV).
You want to know why this man had found such favor in the sight of God? Why this man was called righteous when no other man on earth was given that title? Because of the way he believed He was fully convinced, fully persuaded, that God could do what He said He would; he did not waver at the promise of God and did not consider his own body to be dead or the deadness of Sarah's womb. No other factor had anything to do with it.
And this is the example Abraham set for his children. This is why the apostle Paul could say, "Live like this. Get your mind off the rules. Get your mind off of trying harder. Get your head over into faith. This thing—this new life that has been planted inside of you—let that seed spring up and produce something in you. Stop considering everything else around you. Live like this man, our spiritual father, Abraham."
FATHER OF THOSE WHO BELIEVE
Abraham believed, and God counted it to him as righteousness. Now we consider ourselves to be believers. My concern, however, is that the term "believer" may be being applied a little more loosely than how Paul used it in reference to Abraham and the character of his life.
What is a "believer"? Who is a "believer"? Are you a "believer"? A "believer" in what? It's a title we've given ourselves, and I believe to an extent that it's probably very fitting. This is a word that we use to define our lives—define the way we live, define our attitude toward God. But in comparison, do we believe the same way that Abraham did?
The Spirit of God inspired Paul to use this man as an example of having faith and to help us understand the message of the gospel. He preached Jesus by preaching Abraham.
So I wanted to find out how he believed, and we're going to find out what faith looks like.
In Genesis 15, we read the account of God's covenant with Abraham, then named Abram. It seems that God is big on changing people's names. It happens a couple of times in the first book of the Bible alone. After Abram had followed the Lord's leading to depart from the land of his fathers, God spoke to him again and promised to protect and reward him.
But Abram had a major problem: He had no children. The "father of many nations" should have at least one child—preferably a son. And so he tells God that all His blessings are wonderful, but they mean little without a son. Abram had no heir, so all of God's blessings would either die with him or pass on to one of his servants.
So God promises him that his servant won't be his heir and that He is going to give him a son. God takes him outside and shows him the sky. "'Look now toward heaven, and count the stars if you are able to number them.' And He said to him, 'So shall your descendants be'" (verse 5).
And here it is—the key verse. Having heard God's promise, understanding all of the problems we discussed earlier, such as his age and Sarah's, it says this: "And Abram believed the Lord, and the Lord counted him as righteous because of his faith" (verse 6, NLT).
God said it, Abraham believed it. Period.
God said it, he believed it. Period. Remember we talked about because I said so? He lived in this mentality with God, giving God His rightful place of authority in his life. God said it—and that was enough for Abram.
He believed.
It's hard for us to put ourselves in his shoes because we have the benefit of reading the rest of the story. We know about Isaac, the child of promise, and all that came after. But try not to think about that. Try to put yourself before any of this had been fulfilled, truly in Abraham's perspective when there was no proof.
This is a man named Abram who has no child, who has no proof, but who believes that God is at work in his life. He has only God's word on it. There's nothing outwardly to prove what's going on. He's experiencing favor in some areas. He's won some battles. But when it comes down to him being the father of many nations, there's nothing to prove it so far.
Nothing. And yet he says, "I believe."
And what happens next? Not a whole lot—no proof. In fact, in his advancing age Abram takes his wife's servant into his tent and conceives Ishmael. And that is no good—Ishmael wasn't the promise. This wasn't the way God promised to do it.
And thirteen years follow where nothing happens.
But in Romans, Paul tells us Abram's faith did not weaken or waver—despite closing in on 100 years old, still he kept hoping!
He was fully convinced that God was able to do whatever He promised. In fact, Paul tells us that Abram's faith grew stronger.
And this takes us to Genesis 17, where God comes to Abram again and says,
"I am Almighty God; walk before Me and be blameless. And I will make My covenant between Me and you, and will multiply you exceedingly." Then Abram fell on his face, and God talked with him, saying: "As for Me, behold, My covenant is with you, and you shall be a father of many nations. No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you a father of many nations" (verses 1-5).
God shows up and establishes a covenant between them. When God changes his name from Abram to Abraham, He changes his entire identity. God changes him from a childless man to the father of many nations and the father of faith.
Abraham knew God well enough
to trust Him — To have faith
in His word to him
BELIEVING AS ABRAHAM DID
What does it really mean to believe, as Abraham believed? It all comes back to faith. Abraham believed God could and would do what He said He would do. He knew God well enough to trust Him—to have faith in His word to him.
And sure enough, God shows up. Once again He introduces Himself to Abraham in a big way and then says, "I am changing your name."
Now let's think about this for a second. This name, Abram, has worked well for the last ninety-nine years or so, but God shows up and says, "I am changing your name."
Why?
Well, this is why we had to cover both mercy and authority first—God was already having mercy on Abram, blessing and prospering him. But what did we say about authority? It's about name and rank.
So God was saying, "I am changing your identity. I am changing your authority. No longer is your name Abram. Your name is now Abraham. You are connected to Me."
It's easy for us to read about Abram getting his name changed, but just think about it for a moment—he's had this name for ninety-nine years! How would we feel if God changed our names? What if God were to show up tomorrow morning bright and early in our room, introduce Himself in a big way, and say, "We need to change your name"?
One of the first things on our mind would be, "What are people going to think about this?" We'd probably think about having to get our driver's license changed and how we'll have to get new return address stickers for our mail. And all that would come after we had gotten over the initial shock of seeing God. That is, of course, assuming we recognized Him in the first place.
I might try to bargain with Him: "Lord, I'll tell You what... That's good—I like it. It's strong. What You and I are going to do, we're going to keep that between us; and while "Jeremyham" does have a certain ring to it, if I tell other people, they will think I'm crazy. And I don't want to mess up my testimony with them. So, me and You—You change my name, and when You call me I'll answer. No one else needs to know."
But that's not the way—that's not the example that Abraham set. That's not believing. It's not trusting God.
God spoke, and Abraham said, "OK." Because I said so. Abraham was able to do this because he recognized God's mercy and because of the place of authority he gave God.
He took God's word to him and changed his world to fit that word. All too often we're tempted to take His Word and try to change it to fit our world. But that's not faith, and I don't think that it pleases Him.
You can't rely on your own understanding when you believe God and step out in faith, as Abraham did. Your own experience can only take you as far as you have been, but faith will get you out into God's will—into the unfamiliar, into new places, where you have no choice but to rely on Him.
Abraham heard from the Lord, and he took God's word to him and made his thinking fit what God said. No questions asked.
CUTTING AWAY THE FLESH
Changing Abraham's name isn't all God did. Later in Genesis 17, God instructs Abraham concerning circumcision. God wanted Abraham circumcised and that he do the same for every male child born in his family line. In fact, every male in his household, servants included, was to be circumcised. God told Abraham that circumcision "shall be a sign of the covenant between Me and you" (verse 11).
Now, you must understand that Abraham had a big household. He was like a king, with all manner of servants and other members of his extended household. And all the men had to have this done. That's a pretty big job.
And here's something else that's interesting about Abraham. A few verses down, we read that Abraham got around to obeying God and performing this extensive, pretty delicate task "that very same day" (verse 23). Remember what we talked about regarding "God working on you" about something— taking a long time to obey? Well, that's not faith, either; that's not belief as Abraham believed.
I think it probably went something like this: I'm thinking Abraham probably called everybody together for a big "company" meeting. Sarah (whose name used to be Sarai, incidentally; God was really in the name-changing mood that day), Ishmael, Hagar—everybody. All the servants, all the foreigners, everyone who was born in the house.
So who knows how many people are standing there, and you've got guys kind of staying in the back; you know, they just work for the man. They don't really know him. They're just standing there, wondering, "What does he want to talk about today?" "I don't know. Just called a meeting."
So Abraham says, "I'd like to call this meeting to order, and I've got a few things here on the agenda. First of all, I want to let you know that some of you guys over here need to take better care of the sheep. They're kind of getting out over there. And if we can get some of the cattle roped in over here.
"Also," he went on, "I, ah, I'm changing my name—just so you know."
Everybody says, "Changing your name? But sir, you're so.. .old. Why now? You know, a midlife crisis was a long time ago. What's going on?"
And he says, "That's right, I'm changing my name. You know me as Abram. But I talked with God today. He came down this morning. He just left like fifteen minutes ago. We spent some time together, and He is changing my name. Now you must call me Abraham."
And maybe as an afterthought, he looks around for his wife and says, "Sarai? Yeah, I also want to let you know—sweetie, God's changing your name too. You're now Sarah."
Now for the bombshell: "Ah, OK, guys...there's one other thing God talked to me about. I'm not too familiar with this, but the circumcisions will begin right after the meeting. All the men everyone older than eight days—let's just go ahead and form a single-file line behind my tent, OK?"
Abraham did not delay
in showing that he believed
he acted immediately.
I'm sure this went over really well with the servants. There was probably one guy in the back with a cold wishing he'd called in sick that day. But Abraham wasn't messing around. God told him that day, and he did it that day. And what about Ishmael? If I'm a 13-year-old kid and I hear this is going on, I'm thinking to myself, I can run faster than you, old man.
In the face of certain opposition, Abraham had the boldness to stand up and say, "I have heard from God. He said to do this, and we're doing it." He had met with God, and Abraham did not delay in showing that he believed; he acted. Immediately. Because God said so.
He did it the same day—maybe the same hour. I wouldn't have faulted him for thinking about it for a while or asking God for more time. But you know what? Not Abraham. "Change my name. Change my wife's name. Now we're going to put a mark on our flesh that says we believe in the Name of the Lord. This is who we are. This is what we do. This is our lives. This is what we believe. This is how we live. This is what we base the whole thing on. Proof that we believe."
This 99-year-old man changed his entire world to fit the word that God spoke to him. It didn't matter what had to change or how much it hurt to do it. You'd think that Abraham, like most of us, would be slow to change his ways. But he changed it all in a moment when the Lord spoke.
This is what it means to believe.
PROOF OF FAITH
There is one other thing that I find particularly remarkable about Abraham. After Isaac, the son of promise, is indeed born to Abraham and Sarah, fulfilling God's promise of an heir to him, there is one final hurdle that Abraham's belief must cross.
In Genesis 22 we pick up the narrative some years after Isaac's birth when God again speaks to Abraham. But this time, it seems incongruous.
Now it came to pass after these things that God tested Abraham, and said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." Then He said, "Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you" (verses 1-2).
Imagine the disconnect! This boy, the son of promise God had provided, is to die as a sacrifice. But true to form, Abraham doesn't ask "why" or delay; early the next morning, he saddles his donkey and takes off with Isaac and a couple of servants.
When they get to the place God indicated, Abraham has the servants stay behind, and only he and Isaac go forward to worship. Isaac, in fact, carries the wood for the offering—the sacrifice at which he's the guest of honor.
Now, Isaac must have been reasonably old by this point— old enough to carry the wood, and he's a sharp one. He notices something wasn't quite right. "Isaac turned to Abraham and said, 'Father?' 'Yes, my son?' Abraham replied. 'We have the fire and the wood,' the boy said, 'but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?'" (verse 7, NLT).
Now listen to Abraham's reply, firm in his belief and obedience: "My son, God will provide for Himself the lamb for a burnt offering" (verse 8).
That apparently was enough, and the two of them went on together to the place God had told Abraham about. He proceeds to build an altar with the wood...and then to bind Isaac on it.
God takes it right to the very edge. Abraham is literally pulling out the knife, drawing it from its sheath and is looking God's promise- - his only son—in the face as he's ready to slay him for the sacrifice. Think about that! He's about to kill his son because God said so!
But right then, right at the last possible moment, God intervenes:
But the Angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" So he said, "Here I am." And He said, "Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me" (verses 11-12).
God took it right to the wire, and Abraham held fast. He stood firm in his belief, and when he was right there at the brink, God called out to him and provided a ram for an offering.
In the epic faith chapter of Hebrews, the writer sums this up so perfectly:
It was by faith that Abraham offered Isaac as a sacrifice when God was testing him. Abraham, who had received God's promises, was ready to sacrifice his only son, Isaac, even though God had told him, "Isaac is the son through whom your descendants will be counted." Abraham reasoned that if Isaac died, God was able to bring him back to life again. And in a sense, Abraham did receive his son back from the dead (Hebrews 11:17-19, NLT).
Not only did this man change his name—not only did this man endure and endure year after year while waiting on the Lord to make good on His promise, but this man had shed his own blood by putting a mark on his own flesh that proved that he believed. Now this man was willing to sacrifice that very promise because God said so.
God asked him to sacrifice his blessing on the altar before Him, and without a moment's hesitation, Abraham obeyed.
This is what it means to believe regardless of what God tells you. This is immediate, unswerving obedience. And it is this very belief that so set apart Abraham and qualified him to be the father of all who believe.
God asked him to sacrifice his
blessing, and without a moment's
hesitation Abraham obeyed.
Like Abraham, we must shape our worlds to fit the Word of God. Whatever has to change must change—that is what it means to believe.
I trust it's becoming increasingly clear why Paul used Abraham as his example in Romans. Abraham took belief far beyond the level most of us understand. The father of those who believe set the bar pretty high.
But yet recall what I said at the beginning of the section: Abraham did a lot—he could really brag about how long he hoped, how God changed his name, how he was willing to put his flesh in agony, and how he was willing to sacrifice his son—but none of this is what mattered to God. If you stack all of those things up and put them before God, they're nothing.
Paul says it wasn't his works, it was the fact that he believed. Belief produced the works. Abraham did what he did because of what he believed.
But Abraham is not just a father of those who believe because he himself believed; perhaps more importantly, he taught his son Isaac to believe as well...
CHAPTER TWELVE
HAVE YOU SEEN MY FATHER?
I've endured some days in my life that tested my belief. There was one in particular that I was not looking forward to and knew was going to be one of the hardest days of my life. Because of the situation and circumstances, I had to do it on my own and my father couldn't be there—it wasn't a day for having family around.
So instead he gave me something to take with me—a stack of photocopied scriptures he had highlighted—to keep my eyes on instead of my circumstances. They were scriptures about deliverance and about God's faithfulness. He sat down with me, and we walked through them together before I walked into the lion's den. He said, "You keep your eyes on this. You hold on to this."
And all throughout that day, I didn't take my eyes off those scriptures.
While I was sitting there in the middle of one of the worst days of my life, do you think I was busy wishing my dad had taught me to play catch? Do you think I was lamenting that we hadn't hunted together more? I wasn't even thinking about the times around the piano or being artistic.
No. I was so grateful my father had taught me to believe. He taught me what to put faith in. He taught me what to hold on to. None of that other stuff—as good as it is—is eternal, and it will not save my life. My father taught me something of eternal value: believing in the Lord.
In the previous sections, I have given you two things that I think will help you get to know God better and that will help you listen for and hear His still, small voice, rather than forcing Him to overwhelm you before you notice Him.
In this section, we're talking about Abraham's example as the father of those who believe, and what our own Father God desires of us. God desires the same thing of you and me as Jesus did of the woman at the well—belief.
So the first thing that I believe will help you come to a more intimate, understanding relationship with God is simply this: Learn to believe. Abraham believed God, and God counted it as righteousness. That was the plan long before there was a Law to keep. He was the father of all of us who believe, those who pursue Jesus, and I suggest that we learn to walk in this spiritual father's footsteps by learning to believe God without question and to obey without preamble.
“You want to see the Father?
Look at Me!”
SEE JESUS, SEE THE FATHER
I'd like to look at one more scripture to illustrate this to you. Jesus is speaking: "I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you had known Me, you would have known My Father also; and from now on you know Him and have seen Him" (John 14:6-7).
And Philip—like the woman at the well and like a lot of us who are not always quick to pick up on what God is saying—tells Jesus, "Lord, show us the Father, and it is sufficient for us" (verse 8). Jesus looks at him and says, "Have I been with you so long, and yet you have not known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the Father" (verse 9).
In other words, He looks at Philip and says, "Hello. My name is God. You want to see the Father?" He says, "Look at Me."
Jesus was the Son, and He was just like His Father. He'd wanted to be more like His Father since He was a boy, when His parents lost Him in Jerusalem and later found Him in the Temple. He was about His Father's business from the beginning.
So in being with Jesus, they had seen the Father. And Jesus didn't do anything unless He'd seen the Father do it.
Jesus starts talking to them about believing, saying,
Do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the Father in Me? The words that I speak to you I do not speak on My own authority; but the Father who dwells in Me does the works. Believe Me that I am in the Father and the Father in Me... (verses 10-11).
And if they couldn't believe that, Jesus appealed to what they could see: "Or else believe Me for the sake of the works themselves. Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do he will do also; and greater works than these he will do."
Why? "Because I go to My Father. And whatever you ask in My name, that I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If you ask anything in My name, I will do it" (verses 12-14).
HE SHOWS US THE FATHER
I started seriously thinking about that scripture one day, just thinking about believing, and I started going through it piece by piece.
"He who believes in Me," Jesus says. Well, I believe in Him. I believe He is the Son of God. I believe He came to this earth. I believe He lived a sinless, spotless life. I believe He healed people—opened blind eyes and deaf ears, made lame legs to walk, and raised people from the dead. I believe it. I'm going to shape my life around it.
What am I doing by thinking along those lines? I am filling the blank. God is_______. I am answering Jesus' question to His disciples, "Who do you say that I am?"
He says, "If you believe in Me, (which I do) then the works that I do you will do also." Jesus is in the Father, He says, and we are in Him—so we are in the Father and we see the Father through Him! When we look at Jesus, we see the Father. And Jesus tells us we can do those same things He did—in His name and under His authority. We can see ourselves doing the same things Jesus did.
Jesus laid hands on people and they recovered; Jesus was compassionate and merciful to people; Jesus preached the gospel to the poor, brought sight to the blind, liberty to the captives and healing to the brokenhearted. We too can do these things!
That might challenge someone's traditional, religious way of thinking, but I didn't say it. He did! And how are we able to do the things He did? Because we've earned the right to more power through our good deeds and impeccable record of law-keeping? No! It's because we are believers.
And then Jesus makes this very important statement: "And greater works than these you will do." When I read that—really read it—I nearly choked. Greater? Now, I can believe in Him, and I can believe that through Him we can do the same things He did because He told us it is so. But greater things than Jesus Christ did? What can this possibly mean for our lives?
To me, it means we haven't seen anything yet! And it means we can't be dependent on our experience or lack thereof. We are solely dependent on and qualified by what and in whom we believe!
BELIEF CAN SHAPE YOUR WORLD
Abraham-like belief takes this statement and shapes its world to fit what the Word of God says. And that is the second practical step I give you: Don't stop with belief, but use your belief to shape your world to fit what God has told you. If God says it in His Word, treat it as true no matter what the evidence says to the contrary. If God gives you a promise, stand on it, no matter how long it takes.
Let God's truth shape your world.
Mere "good" works did not mark Abraham's life. They were "great" works. Think about it. He changed his name, he shed his blood, and he was willing to sacrifice his only son. But it wasn't the works that impressed God. It was the belief that gave birth to those works.
Abraham-like belief shapes
its world to fit what the
Word of God says.
Pastor Joseph Prince, one who many consider an expert in the arena of the grace of God, has said many times before, "Right believing leads to right living."
Now that we have a clear picture of what it means to believe, I want you to hold your life as a believer up against what you've seen from the life of Abraham. Are you as determined to follow the leading of God at that great a cost? How quickly do you jump to your feet in obedience when you receive direction or correction?
But let me make something clear. I am not telling you that to qualify as a believer you have to go right out and change your name, shed your blood, or offer your firstborn child on the altar.
Why are we exempt from those acts? Because we are believers! We believe that when we made Jesus the Lord of our lives He gave us a new name—His name! Your name has already been changed! Do you believe it?
And with that new name came a new identity. You are a new creation in Christ Jesus. Believe it!
We don't shed our own blood because we believe in the blood that Jesus shed for us on the cross. We are not required to sacrifice our sons because we believe in the only begotten Son of God who was sacrificed for us.
Now, let that way of believing produce right living in you. Live as though your name has been changed, as though you were purchased back by the blood of Jesus, and as though God paid the highest price imaginable just for you. Let that way of believing set your boundaries for right living.
Live what you believe.
BE LIKE YOUR FATHER
When I preach this message, I again hand out name tags. When teaching on mercy, we fill out and wear a name tag bearing "Mercy" When teaching on God's authority, we fill out name tags bearing, "Humility."
Jesus said that if they had seen the Son, they had seen the Father. The highest goal to which we can aspire is being like our Father. Like I mentioned earlier in this chapter, the greatest compliment I have ever received wasn't about a message I preached or a song I played; it was, "Jeremy, you remind me so much of your dad."
I have had a good father to look up to and emulate. He truly taught me to believe. Because if I can be a man of compassion as I've seen him be a man of compassion, if I can be a man of mercy the way I've seen him be a man of mercy, if I can treat a woman the way I've seen him treat my mother, if I can be a man of honor the way I've watched him honor the rest of my family, if I can be a man of sacrifice the way I've seen him lay down his life for people around him and for his congregation, if I can be a man of the Word, even a little bit like he is, I believe that I would bless the world.
I'd like to say, "If you have seen me, you have seen my father."
He was teaching me to believe
that it truly takes only a few minutes
of reaching beyond myself to change
someone's day or entire life.
I have watched my father on countless occasions reach into his wallet and bless some total stranger simply because his heart was telling him to. I've witnessed him encourage the guy behind the counter at a gas station, or the girl helping him with his dry cleaning, or the overwhelmed waitress at the restaurant.
Whether he realized it or not, he was teaching me to believe. He was teaching me to believe that I can and should be led by the Holy Spirit—to believe that meeting the needs of others is one of the greatest joys I can experience. He was teaching me to believe that it truly takes only a few minutes of reaching beyond myself to change someone's day or entire life.
I'm convinced that the most valuable times we shared as a family were the mornings before school spent around the breakfast table. That is where we received Communion together nearly every day.
What were my parents doing as my sister and I sat there with our broken cracker and Dixie cup of grape juice? They were teaching us to believe. They were teaching a little boy and girl that there is nothing more powerful on this planet than the blood of Jesus. They were demonstrating before us what it looks like, sounds like, and even feels like to be a believer in the broken body and spilled blood of Jesus. I am a believer today because they taught me how to be one. And I thank God that my father was man enough to lead his family and teach his kids how to believe.
But not all of us have had an earthly father around as a good role model. Not all of our fathers taught us to believe. So, for all of us who believe, we have some other wonderful role models. Abraham is a spiritual father to all of us who have faith in Jesus Christ. We can model his belief and obedience. Any of the heroes of the faith in Hebrews 11 are great examples. But most of all, we aspire to be more like Jesus. And what did Jesus say? "If you have seen Me, you have seen the Father."
So this time, what you'd put on your name tag is up to you, but I would encourage you to think of how it would impact your life if you walked around bearing the name of your Father for everyone to see—walked around as He would, doing what His Son would, and believing as your spiritual father and role model, Abraham, would.
"Hello. My name is MY FATHER'S CHILD" would be a good choice.
When we think like this—that we bear our Father's name out into the world—it can remind us how to behave. We emulate Jesus, who did nothing that He didn't see the Father do. This should be our identity—as sons and daughters of our Father.
Even when those around us cannot see God, we can bring Him honor by representing Him to our world. We can show the world our Father by learning to be like Him.
As you get up from reading this book, realize whose name you bear.
I would think by now you are beginning to pick up on the pattern of this book. I am writing because I want people to be quick to recognize God when they see Him. I want there to be less confusion and more certainty regarding His character, His will, and His ways.
Maybe God's moving is too subtle for some to pick up on and recognize, but I think if we could see over into the realm of the spirit, we might find God standing there with a name tag on. You can't get much clearer than that.
But if you are taking inventory of life and it seems that you never witness God's involvement in the affairs of men, I am telling you the quickest way to turn that around is for you to be the way He gets involved.
Even when those around us
cannot see God, we can bring Him
honor by representing Him to our world.
You never see the mercy of God in action? Go be merciful. There. God just got involved, and He did it through you. He said that He would be a father to the fatherless. How is He going to do that? Through you. Take what He has taught you, through others, and begin to dish it out to the world you live in. You will soon become an eyewitness to the nature of God being revealed to humanity.
Then, if I've seen you, I've seen the Father.
A WORD TO FATHERS
I went for a walk one evening before I first shared this message, "Have You Seen My Father?" I was just praying in the spirit, and I know that I know the Lord told me something for fathers who may be reading this who realize that they have failed to teach their children to believe.
I don't need to carry the care.
He is carrying it for me.
Maybe they didn't do such a great job, or they're having problems with a son or daughter. Maybe they knew and didn't do it, or maybe they've come to Christ only after having raised their children and now see what they could have taught them.
Listen, THE Father is saying one word to you right now: Mercy. There is mercy for your mistakes. There is mercy for the ways you have missed it. Receive His mercy, then show it to your children.
Maybe you need mercy from them. Go before your Father and receive it from Him first. Then cast the care of everything else on Him, because He cares for you (1 Peter 5:7). I used to read that thinking that I could give God all my cares because He cares about me. And of course that is true. But now, in addition to that concept, I like to read it with the emphasis on the word for. I cast my cares on Him because He cares for me. In other words, I don't need to carry the care, He is carrying it for me.
Fathers, He has already taken upon Himself the cares of this world, which include what you may have done wrong with your kids. Though it may challenge your pride to do so, cast the care on Him. Our God is faithful and knows how to restore families. It took Him several thousand years to get His family restored back to Him. Yours won't take nearly that long.
Fathers have a special mandate from God to represent Him; they have a responsibility that is somehow different because God identifies Himself as a Father. So I challenge you to begin living with this today.
Sit down with your sons or daughters. Find scriptures that will help strengthen their lives and their belief in God. Teach them to read the Bible. Teach them what it is to believe in Communion. Teach them what it means to believe that you're born again and you love the Lord. Teach them about their place of authority. Introduce them to God Almighty. Set the standard high for them, and teach them about mercy at the same time.
Teach your sons and daughters to believe. There is no greater legacy to leave them than that of a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Fathers have a special mandate
from God to represent Him.
Let me ask you a question: Would any good father in his right mind withhold any good thing from his child if it were within his power to give it?
Wait—don't answer that. Let Jesus answer it. He said in Matthew 7:11, "If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask Him!"
Our heavenly Father is a giver! He proved His love for this world by giving us everything, including His only Son.
You can see that there has been confusion surrounding this concept of God through the ages. Many see Him as a taker of life, but that's not who He is. Your Father is the giver of all life, and Jesus came so that we could have that life.
Do you believe that? Do you believe that He is the One who gave health and healing?
Let's take a look at God our healer. Together, we're going to see what God's Word has to say when God introduces Himself to you as God, the One who heals you.
SECTION V
Your Healer
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THEY GOT WHAT THEY CAME FOR
I have some friends who help pastor a church in Aspen, Colorado, and they have taught some amazing messages regarding the character of God. Like us, they're endeavoring to go to deeper levels of understanding and insight into God's will and His ways.
One of my friends drew attention to a lady in the audience one day when he was teaching. He asked the congregation how many of them knew Yvette, who was sitting there in the front row. Many raised their hands. He then asked how many knew her as Yvette, the mother of little Tristan, who is a child in their church. Still, many raised their hands. He also brought up the fact that Yvette was a talented piano player. Most of the congregation was aware of that as she had often played in their church services.
But then he asked, "How many of you know her as Yvette, the concierge?" Not many in the crowd knew that about her. He went on to explain Yvette had worked for some time in Aspen as a concierge at a hotel there and knew just about everything there was to know about the town. With her knowledge of Aspen, she was able to help just about anyone with anything that guest may have needed to know about local eating, shopping, hot spots, etc.
His point was that many people knew her name and that she was a mother, and a piano player, but few knew about her professional life. People in that church could know Yvette for years, but if they didn't know that part of her character, then that part of who she was may never impact their lives.
You can't have faith for something
you don't know to be true.
"Because I know this about her," my friend said, "I have called on her many times to help me find a good place to eat, great shopping, even a place to stay when I was new in town."
He used this as an illustration that I found both simple and profound about why it's important to know all we can about God— His character, will, and ability. There may be those who have accepted Jesus as their Savior because they heard it was God's will for them to be saved. But they have lived the rest of their lives in the torment of fear, not knowing what God's Word says about His promise of protection and freedom from fear for those who call on Him.
This is true of all the many wonderful facets of God's character that He desires to show to those who will receive them by faith.
But you can't have faith for something you don't know to be true. Remember, faith deals not with the unknown, only the unseen. If you don't know the promises of God, then you can't yet have faith for them.
"Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." But how can they call on him to save them unless they believe in him? And how can they believe in him if they have never heard about him? And how can they hear about him unless someone tells them? (Romans 10:13-14. NLT).
Of course my friend couldn't cover the entire nature of God in one message, and we can't do it in one book. But we can take our time and study one facet of His goodness at a time.
My friend's message that day was about that part of God's character revealed in Exodus 15:26: "J am the Lord who heals you." I want to turn our attention now to the same thing, so let's look together at the aspect of God's character as our healer.
His Name is the Lord Who Heals you.
HELLO. MY NAME IS YOUR HEALER.
Did you know that He is the Lord who heals you? He's not the God who puts sickness on you. Not the one killing people with cancer or some other awful disease. He said, "I am the Lord who heals you." In other words, "Hello. My name is your Healer." His name is the One who took sickness away from the midst of you. His name is the Word who was sent and healed you. His name is the Lord who heals you—that's His name.
I told you we would be attacking confusion in the Body of Christ, and this is a place where we've really gotten mixed up. Not only are we confused regarding God's willingness to heal, but we've even fought word wars and split churches and families apart on this topic. It's amazing that something that seems so self-evident to me, that God wants His children well, could cause such division. But strife and confusion always walk hand in hand (see James 3:16), and when it comes to healing, the Body has its share of both regarding healing.
I've never seen this more clearly than I did recently when I watched a friend of mine fight a very personal battle with sickness and disease. However, she wasn't the one who was sick. She was close to someone who had unexpectedly become ill with a terrible disease that put him in the emergency room several times in the course of only a few months.
The boldness of the Spirit of God rose up in her throughout this struggle for her friend's life, and she began to confidently declare scripture after scripture that spelled out God's willingness to heal. She got her hands on every teaching she could find that talked about the power of God to heal, and she played them over and over and over.
Faith begins where the will of God is known.
She is not the kind of person to force anything on anyone, but God seemed to be impressing on her that she was in this guy's life to help him live and not die. She continued to encourage him to read the Bible and books on healing, and to listen to CDs, to help get the principles about God's will to heal into his head and heart.
But his response was unenthusiastic at best. She began to see a major difference in the way they viewed God, and it took a toll on the relationship. Finally, when she (lovingly) confronted him about it with the truth of the Word of God, he told her that she was grossly misinterpreting Scripture and that he would never give the devil credit for something God was doing in his life.
When she told me that, it was like someone had punched me in the stomach. It hurt me to think that someone could lay blame or give credit to God for something so devilish as the disease that was ravaging his body.
Her friend is a Christian who loves God very much, but he has not yet come to see this part of the character and nature of our Father. And if you don't know this about God, how can you ever receive this from Him? You can't. Faith begins where the will of God is known. And where is the first place we go to find out His will? We run to His Word.
I AM IS
As I mentioned earlier in the book, one phrase in a verse of Scripture handily outlines our responsibility when it comes to God: "Without faith it is impossible to please God" (Hebrews 11:6, NIV). Without faith it is what? Impossible to please Him. Why? The rest of the verse tells us: "Because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him."
In this one verse of Scripture alone, it outlines my responsibility and yours when we come to God. First of all, we recognize that without faith we are nowhere near pleasing to Him. It is impossible to please Him without faith. Why would that be? Because it pleases Him to work in our lives, and faith is the only way we open that door to Him.
In the previous section, we talked about Abraham's belief—the standard of believing in which we take the Word of God and make our world fit His Word, rather than trying to make His Word fit our world. That's what faith is.
If you'll remember, the writer of Hebrews goes on to define faith after this verse about faith pleasing God. You'll remember he brings definition and form to this word faith, and he says those who come to God must do two things—or more specifically, must believe two things—that He exists and that He rewards.
So as we put it simply when talking about God's goodness, faith believes two things: God is and God gives. Not only do you believe that you're talking to the Creator of the universe—the Creator of heaven and earth, the Giver of life—you are confident that there is someone on the other end of the line who wants what's best for you. God's saying, "If you diligently seek Me, I will reward you."
This is not just a New Testament concept. In Psalm 37:4, David writes, "Delight yourself also in the Lord, and He shall give you the desires of your heart." Some have taken this one-dimensionally, seeing only part of it. "Lord," they say, "this thing is a desire of my heart." This job, this house, this blessing, my healing—whatever it may be. It's a desire in your heart, and by delighting in Him and believing in Him, you trust that He will provide it. And this is wonderful—we do this, and rightly so.
Instead of seeking healing,
we must seek the Healer.
But let me ask you this: What if He were the desire of your heart? He said, "You delight yourself in Me, I will give you the desire of your heart." Well, it seems to me that when I delight myself in Him, then that's exactly what He is. "You are the desire of my heart. You're what I long for. You are what I'm alive for." And He will give you of Himself, which is the best blessing of all!
This is a vital change of perspective from those who simply seek stuff—instead of seeking the gifts, we must seek the Giver. Instead of seeking healing, we must seek the Healer.
What have we been reading from Hebrews 11:6? He is a rewarder of those who seek Him. If you are seeking something, the only suitable reward is to find what you are seeking. When you seek Him, He is your reward. Can you think of any blessing whatsoever that could not be found in God? No!
The Bible tells us that when He gave us Jesus, He also freely gave us all things. When He gave you Jesus, He gave you prosperity. When He gave you Jesus, He gave you peace of mind. When He gave you Jesus, He gave you healing.
That is the tenor of David's statements throughout the Psalms. "O God, You are my God," he says. "Early will I seek You." He was hungry for more of God in his life because this life doesn't satisfy him. "My soul thirsts for You," he goes on. "My flesh longs for You in a dry and thirsty land where there is no water" (Psalm 63:1).
If you study David's life at the time he wrote this, you find that he was going through some extremely rough times. When he wrote about thirsting in a dry land where there was no water, he was in the wilderness of Judah. There was literally nothing to eat or drink. Yet, even at a time he was thirsty and starving, his greatest hunger was for the presence of the Lord!
So faith is not only believing He exists, but it's believing He is so real that when I actively and aggressively pursue Him, He rewards me with.. .what? Him. He is my reward. He is what I'm looking for. He is what we're after.
What did Jesus say? "Seek the kingdom of God first, and everything else will be added to you at the right time." Don't worry about this stuff. You can line up cars and houses and money and everything else in a row, and it is nothing in and of itself. None of it compares to desiring and being rewarded with God Himself, poured out in your life.
For our part, we believe He exists and we pursue Him. We believe that He is, and we believe that He gives.
DADDY
Have you ever noticed how little girls can get whatever they want from their fathers? Some kids may get manipulative, but that's not what I'm talking about. There's a simple dynamic at work between a loving parent and child, and there's a key for us in that relationship.
Daddy's girl knows that when she has a need, she doesn't get it filled by being rebellious. She doesn't get Daddy's attention by throwing temper tantrums. She doesn't slam doors when she doesn't get what she wants or needs right away.
The key to getting what you want from Daddy, good little girls know, is crawling up in his lap, looking deep into his eyes, and saying.. .what? Saying how much she loves him.
"Daddy, I love you," she says. "I love you, Daddy." And his big daddy heart just melts. And Daddy says, "Whatever you want, honey." We've all seen it.
His heart of love is moved when she comes to him with her needs, wrapped in her love. So do you think that this father is put out by giving to her? Do you think he dreads it? Maybe, if she's being manipulative just to get what she wants. But if she really just does love Daddy and is now asking for something, how do you think he feels about delighting her? And do you think he'll give her something that's harmful to her, that he'll let her have something that will hurt her?
This thought left me wondering, is there a key like this in God's heart? Is there a key in delighting in the Lord and experiencing Him and also walking in the blessing of all that He has provided through Jesus?
The short answer is yes—yes there is. It's Hebrews 11:6. You get up in His lap and you say, "Father, I believe. I believe what You said. I believe who You are. I believe in every way You have ever introduced Yourself to me and everybody else on this earth. I found You in Your Word, and I believe Your Word. I seek You first, and I'm trusting you based on the integrity of Your Word that You're going to meet my needs and give me the desires of my heart."
That's the key to this, and I want to look at several examples of people who came to Jesus and got exactly what they wanted—because that's what I'm looking for. I'm looking for that key. I want to know you can come to the Lord right away instead of walking around in the desert for forty years before you cooperate with His way of doing things.
So please understand that I am in no way suggesting that God is some kind of fairy godmother we just use to get what we want. I'm also not suggesting that by batting our eyelashes and trying really hard we can get Him to do what we want.
I am, however, talking about you and me coming to Him based on the authority and integrity of His Word, which tells us about His will and His desires. I'm talking about coming to Him based on the faith that we talked about earlier—that He is and that He rewards those who seek Him. I'm talking about coming to Him and asking for nothing more than the Bible already says is His will to give—for us to live healed and whole, all the days of our lives.
He's made it clear in His Word, if we'll bother to read it and get to know Him. So let's look a little more closely at the Lord our Healer.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
BELIEVE. SAY. DO.
In Mark 5, we read the account of Jairus, one of the rulers of a local synagogue, who comes to Jesus. It says that when Jairus saw Jesus, he fell at His feet—that's important, so remember it for later—and said, "My little daughter lies at the point of death. Come and lay Your hands on her, that she may be healed, and she will live" (verse 23).
That last little bit is important too—"she will live." Now notice who said this; it wasn't Jesus. This was not a voice from on High. This was the man in need. This was the man who came to Jesus looking for something, needing something.
The next statement in the following verse has to be one of my favorite parts in Scripture. It simply says this: "So Jesus went with him." No questions asked. He doesn't ask the disciple carrying His day planner if they can fit it in, doesn't ask a bunch of questions, and doesn't give the guy a hard time for being the leader of a local synagogue. Jesus just went with him. I want that to be the story of my life. Don't you?
So what did Jairus do to get Jesus to go with him without so much as a word? I want to know what this man did—he got results. Evidently Jairus did something that Jesus liked.
Let's start by looking at what we know about Jairus. We read that he's a ruler of the synagogue, so he's a man with position. A man with authority. A little study into this shows that he wasn't necessarily the preacher of their synagogue; he may have been some sort of overseer—an administrator. He was probably known in the community, inside and outside of the synagogue, as a person of some status, reputation, and position.
Now what else do we know about the rulers of the synagogues, the religious people of that time? I think it's safe to say they were not founding members of the Jesus Christ Fan Club.
Jesus came on the scene with a new perspective, new teaching— changing all the rules, as we've noted before. He messed with their established order of things, because they only knew how to preach other men's opinions to the people. We have read multiple accounts of these men questioning where Jesus got His authority; they did this because He wasn't quoting another rabbi's teachings, as they did.
Instead, Jesus showed up all of the sudden and stood in a place of authority, saying, "God Himself says..." and then laid it out for them. So this is the climate of friction in which Jesus and these religious leaders lived with one another: They were clinging to their traditional teachings, and Jesus was a new radical, preaching with authority.
It's possible that Jairus would have been one of the former, trying to cling to their power base and authority. He was a man Of reputation, of clout within the community. Regardless of Jairus' personal view of Jesus, I'm sure he associated with some of the religious leaders who were at least skeptical regarding Jesus.
But instead of standing on this power structure derived from the opinions of other men, Jairus doesn't let his position, reputation, or appearances stand in the way of recognizing something: His hope lay in going to Jesus.
Jairus tells us something about himself, because even with all the people who know him and where he stands within the community gathered around, Jairus makes a beeline for Jesus as soon as He gets off the boat.
I bet it looked something like this—Jesus has just stepped off the boat from coming across the lake, and there's already a crowd of people. It's a crowd that, I guarantee, knows Jairus from church.
Faith drove him to find Jesus and it'll
do the same thing for you and me.
In the middle of this crowd gathered to see Jesus, somebody isn't being too concerned with social niceties. Somebody isn't being polite. Someone is pushing, forcing his way through the press of robed bodies standing by the lakeshore. The grumbles of people getting bumped and pushed to one side or another start near the back and then work forward, and heads begin to turn. Who is this rude man, this inconsiderate fellow who is pushing and shoving to get to the teacher, Jesus?
I imagine some eyes growing wide when those gathered around see who it is—Jairus, the normally calm-and-collected leader of the synagogue. It's the unruffled, dignified man who normally has it all together. The one who is in charge, who takes everyone else's crises and diffuses them.
With his forehead knit in concern, he's moving people aside and pushing his way to the front, until he gets to Jesus. In his moment of need, here's Jairus. He's probably dressed in his suit and tie for the day, probably got his golden name tag on that says, "Jairus, Ruler of the Synagogue." He comes pushing his way through, and then what does he do?
He falls at Jesus' feet.
Faith is about humbling yourself under the mighty hand of God. This man had a need, and he wasn't about to let something as small as a reputation stand between him and his little girl's life. Do you think he cared about his reputation? Do you think he cared about getting his suit dirty? Not if he was a good father, he didn't. Not if he's a man at all. Do you think he cared that in the last Rulers of the Synagogue meeting his contemporaries were talking about what to do about "the Jesus problem"? He didn't care about any of that.
Faith drove him to find Jesus, and it'll do the same thing for you and me.
Faith pushed through and
then drops to it's knees.
You might not have to push through a physical crowd, but it may be a crowd of circumstances or a crowd of disbelievers around you. You may have to push through your concerns and worries, your misgivings and doubts. You may have to push through the pages of that Bible, which starts out with some genealogies in the New Testament and forces you to dig through them until you find the promise God has for you—until you find that rhema word of God that's alive and breathing.
Jairus pushed his way through the crowd until he found the One who could help him, and then he fell, humble, at His feet. Your moment of need isn't the time for shaking your fist at God and saying, "Why me?" It's not the time for expressing anger to God and asking Him why He did this to you.
That's not faith.
Faith pushes through and then drops to its knees. Faith is humbling yourself under the mighty hand of God. Faith says, "God, thank You for the precious blood of Jesus that takes away my sins—the same blood He shed for my healing." Faith doesn't care how long you've been in your church. Faith doesn't care about what you think people might think of you if you asked for prayer. It doesn't care about any of it.
All faith knows is pushing through to the feet of Jesus and then falling humbly before Him.
JAIRUS' THREE STEPS OF FAITH
I realize I must be watchful when I say that there are "steps" that Jairus took in faith. Some may hear that and be tempted to turn what I say into a mechanical, lifeless procedure in hopes that it "makes" God do something for them. I do think, however, the word "steps" is the appropriate word.
Second Corinthians 5:7 says we walk by faith and not by sight. How do you walk? One step at a time. When you get out of your car and are headed for the front door, how do you arrive there? One step at a time. You don't sit in the car frustrated and confused as to why you are not already at the front door or inside on the couch. If that is where you want to be, then get up and take the appropriate steps to get there.
The walk of faith is the same way. You may be looking at where you are and desiring to be further down the road. Instead of being angry with God or disappointed in yourself because you are not already there, get up and take one step of faith. That's what Jairus did, and Jairus' walk of faith seems to be three steps long.
First, he cared less about what people thought of him than what it would take to get to the Healer. He didn't care about his reputation more than his daughter's life. He found Jesus. That is always step one.
Second, his faith was about humility. He didn't care if he had to get face-down in the dirt; he was going to present himself to Jesus and believe that Jesus was going to come with him that day. Since Jesus was the only one with the answer, Jairus was committed that Jesus was going to accompany him that day.
Jairus' faith was about one more thing, and we read it when he says, "My little daughter lies at the point of death. Come and lay Your hands on her, that she may be healed, and she will live." When belief has taken hold of you down deep in your heart, the next thing it must do is come out of your mouth.
In a nutshell, faith is about believing it, saying it, and doing it.
That's what salvation is. You believe in your heart. You say with your mouth Jesus Christ is the Son of God, risen from the dead. And then you live like that. You believe it. You say it. You do it.
Believing something and saying what you believe are not two separate things. They are simply two sides of the same thing. And what thing is that? Faith.
Faith is making a whole life out of this simple process. If I see it in the Word, I believe it. I believe it, so I'm going to say it out loud. And if I don't want to make a liar out of myself, I am going to do what I say. I'm going to do what I see the Word tells me to do.
And that's just what this man did. And Jesus went with him. No, Jairus did not have the written Word of God in New and Old Testament the way you and I have it today, but he did have the Word made manifest and dwelling among them. Whether he realized it or not, when he put his trust in Jesus, he was putting his trust in the Word of God.
THE JESUS
Jesus is going with Jairus, and they head for his house amid a throng of people. And we pick up the story of a woman in that group of people.
This woman has a problem—she's been bleeding for years, and she's tried everything. Doctors, chiropractors, nutritionists—who knows what all she tried. Not only did none of it work, but in fact, her condition actually only got worse. And in going to all these people, she has spent a fortune.
But then things suddenly look up. Jesus gets off the boat.
It says, "When she heard about Jesus, she came behind Him in the crowd and touched His garment" (Mark 5:27). This is important—when she hears about Him, she comes. The Greek language literally translates to say that she had heard things concerning the Jesus. She had heard about the miracles of healing and deliverance Jesus had been doing, and she knew that if she could just get close enough—could just even touch the fringe of His robe—she would be healed.
That's faith. She knows that if she can just get to the Healer, she'll get what she needs. After she touches Him, it says, "Immediately the fountain of her blood was dried up, and she felt in her body that she was healed of the affliction" (Mark 5:29).
Jesus is aware of this—He knows what has happened. It says that He knew that healing power had gone out of Him, and He turns around to see who it was. Jesus says, "Who touched Me?"
The disciples probably look at Him sideways, because He's in the middle of a crowd of people, and they ask Him, "Don't you see the people crowding against You? How can You ask who touched You?"
The Bible tells us, "And He looked around to see her who had done this thing. But the woman, fearing and trembling, knowing what had happened to her, came and fell down before Him and told Him the whole truth" (Mark 5:32-33).
And Jesus says to her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace, and be healed of your affliction" (Mark 5:34).
This lady and Jairus share similar stories, and they have the same result. They pushed in to Jesus, and they got what they came for.
Now what do we know about this woman? She'd spent everything she had, and her problem had only worsened. We read that she was drained physically and emotionally. We don't know who she was in her community or what people thought of her, but we know she had something in common with Jairus. She had a need.
When she heard about Jesus, something different happened inside of her. Faith began to rise. Notice the source of faith was from nothing more than hearing about Jesus. She'd heard about the blind eyes seeing and deaf ears hearing. She'd heard about straightened limbs. She'd heard about the dead being given life again.
So when she heard that this same Man was there, she went to Him with one thing on her mind—just touching His cloak.
Romans 10:17 tells us that faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God. You've probably heard that one before. But a little closer look at the original Greek language reveals that Paul said here that faith comes by hearing and hearing "the word about Christ." The Wuest Translation says, "So then, faith is out of the source of that which is heard, and that which is heard (the message) is through the agency of the Word concerning Christ."
When you hear the Word concerning Christ, the same thing will happen in you. Your faith in Him will begin to rise. (This is why it is so important to be in a place where you are constantly hearing the good news of Jesus Christ. Listen to teachers and preachers who will tell you about Jesus!)
A little research reveals that this issue of blood had another connotation: According to Jewish law, this flow of blood would make her "unclean." She shouldn't have been in the crowd, brushing up against people. She was breaking the rules, not caring about her reputation or what people thought of her, just as Jairus did. Her faith was about nonconformity—it didn't care about what the rules or other people said about her. It didn't care about her reputation.
When she heard about Jesus, she believed in Him. But what else did she do? She said to herself that she only had to touch Him and she'd be made well.
Not only did she say it, we find again in the Greek text that she kept on saying it to herself and others as she pressed through the crowd. Interestingly, the word translated "be made whole" is actually the Greek word sozo, meaning salvation. Her salvation that day wasn't to be only physical, but spiritual as well.
When she heard about Jesus, she came behind Him in the crowd and touched Him. When she believed in Him, she got up, broke the rules, and got in the street to find Him. She dug her way through the same crowd that Jairus was in—pushed her way around until she got close enough to touch this Man.
She believed it. She said it. She did it.
And when He turned to face her, what did she do? She fell on her face before Him. She humbled herself.
Every time, faith is humility. Faith is the recognition that, had it not been for the grace of God through Jesus, we would stay sick.
But then comes grace. Then comes mercy. And with faith and humility, you step out of what you deserve and into what He gave you.
Grace is God saying, "I have purchased your healing with the stripes of My Son, Jesus." But faith is your part in the conversation. And by faith you say, "I'll take it. Thank You for such a wonderful gift."
We've never done anything worthy of His healing and blessing, but He said we were worthy—worth His stripes, His blood, His nail-pierced hands and side. Worth His death. You are worthy. Because He said so.
Jesus says we are worth it, and faith chooses to believe it. It chooses to say it. It chooses to live it. Just as Jairus and this woman did.
Let's look at their belief a little more deeply.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
STOP THE NOISE
Back to Jairus. You see, while all this was happening with the woman, things at Jairus' household appeared to be getting a lot worse. Literally while Jesus was talking to this woman, one of Jairus' servants came up to them and told him some bad news.
"Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the Teacher any further?" (Mark 5:35).
The subtext here may have been something like this: "You fool, you ruined your reputation acting like a common beggar trying to get to this guy, and now by associating with Him, you've probably lost your job. And it was for nothing—it's too late." It was all for nothing, he's saying.
But Jesus hears it too. It says, "Ignoring what they said, Jesus told the synagogue ruler, 'Don't be afraid; just believe'" (verse 36, NIV).
Just believe. It's what He was after from the woman at the well; it's what He was after from Jairus; and it is what He desires from countless others, including you and me.
Belief.
Interestingly, this is the first thing Jesus says to Jairus—"Don't be afraid; just believe." I picture it like this: The servant comes and delivers that bad news to Jairus. And Jesus turns around, locks eyes with Jairus, and grabs him by that expensive suit he wears to the office.
Now that He's gotten his attention, Jesus says, "You came to Me for a reason—if you want Me to do it, you can't allow fear in. There is no room for fear, only belief. That faith that you brought when you came running to Me, that's the only thing there's room for. Jairus, nothing has changed. Before, she was almost dead. Now, she's dead. OK. I'm still Jesus. Only believe."
I can almost see Jairus looking into Jesus' eyes, choking his fear down and mastering it with the belief that brought him there. "OK," he says, nodding but never quite taking his eyes off Jesus. "OK, let's go."
Slam the door on doubt.
And they go on to Jairus' house, with Jesus bringing only Peter, James, and John with them. At the house, people are wailing loudly over the dead girl. And Jesus says to them, "Why make this commotion and weep? The child is not dead, but sleeping" (verse 39).
And what do they do? These people, who a moment before were wailing and weeping, laugh at Him! It says in verse 40, "And they ridiculed Him. But when He had put them all outside, He took the father and the mother of the child, and those who were with Him, and entered where the child was lying."
They laugh at him, but Jesus exemplifies faith. Real faith doesn't care if people laugh at it. Jesus doesn't care about His reputation or how people take what He says. But he doesn't need Jairus and his wife—and the disciples—hearing these people, so He throws them out.
"You want to doubt? Fine. You can doubt out there." Then He slams the door in their faces! He gets their doubt out of the picture, so that Jairus can only hear the voice of faith and not doubt.
You and I have to do the same thing. When we come to the Lord in a moment of need like this, we have to shut out every other voice. Slam the door on doubt.
My parents demonstrated this to me when I was growing up. If I got sick—which didn't happen often, but every other year or so I did come down with something—they didn't handle it the way it seemed to me most other parents did.
Now, when the kids I went to school with came back after being out sick a few days, they would tell us that it wasn't so bad— they just lay around and watched TV.
That always perplexed me, because that wasn't how it was for me. We got to the point in my house that we thought twice about saying, "My stomach hurts," because even if it was the middle of the night, the sheets would come off and the lights come on. It was time to get out your Bible and books and tapes on healing— especially those my grandparents had made.
Shut out every voice other than faith.
My parents didn't handle sickness lying down—they fought it. And we fought it with them! Saying something like, "I don't feel like it" was like cussing to them; you just didn't do it.
We shut out every other voice. There was no TV on when I was sick, and they reminded me, "It's not time to turn that thing on. Neither The Price Is Right, Gomer Pyle, Gilligan's Island, nor any of the other midday TV viewing options died for you. None of those took stripes for your healing. None of those things bled the ground red for you.
"None of those things rose from the dead out of hell itself so that you could be healed."
So why would you want that voice distracting you from the voice of faith? They taught me to shut out every voice other than faith.
And that's what Jesus did. He shut those so-called mourners out, with their laughter and their ridicule, because He didn't care what they thought. He closed the door on anything that wasn't faith.
It says,
The crowd laughed at him. But he made them all leave, and he took the girl's father and mother and his three disciples into the room where the girl was lying. Holding her hand, he said to her, "Talitha koum," which means "Little girl, get up!" And the girl, who was twelve years old, immediately stood up and walked around! They were overwhelmed and totally amazed (verses 40-42, NLT).
Jairus got what he needed from Jesus. Whatever he did, he got the results he was looking for—his little girl was alive and not dead.
How do you and I get the results we're looking for? Do the exact same thing.
The woman with the issue of blood got exactly what she needed—nothing short of total healing. How do we experience this as well? Do exactly what she did.
Please note again that I am not giving you some mechanical approach to receiving from God. Remember, you just want to get from the car to the front door, but there are steps involved, and I'm simply telling you what will happen when genuine faith rises up in you. This is what it will look like, sound like, and act like. Also, in the other sections, I've given you steps you can follow to help you get started, and these steps are no different.
You come running in faith and humble yourself under the mighty hand of God. You look in His Word and say, "I believe this. I'm going to say it, and I'm going to do it." Then you do it. You shut out everything that isn't faith, and focus on God.
When you experience something that's beyond your experience, you pass beyond your own understanding. You have no choice but to rely on Him—to turn to Him humbly and in faith, believing that He has done for you all He promised to do. Tell Him, "I'm going to believe it. I'm going to say it, and I'm going to do it."
Healing for your body is a part of the finished work of Jesus upon the cross, but you must receive it. God doesn't force things on anyone. He set before us life and death, blessing and cursing. Choose life.
So here are your three steps: Believe it. Say it. Do it.
FAITH BUDDIES
Let's take a look at one more individual—or rather, a handful of them. The crowd that surrounded Jesus when Jairus and the woman with the issue of blood approached Him wasn't unique; in fact, it seemed to be the norm.
In fact, there's such a crowd that in one instance, these guys who are carrying their friend—who is paralyzed—can't get into the house where He's staying. He's busy preaching the Word, and it's so packed that these people can't get in with their friend who needs healing. It says,
And when they could not come near Him because of the crowd, they uncovered the roof where He was. So when they had broken through, they let down the bed on which the paralytic was lying. When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are forgiven you" (Mark 2:4-5).
Jesus saw their faith—faith that didn't care that He was in the middle of preaching, that they were potentially offending people in line ahead of them.
I like to imagine the back story for this guy and his four friends. I wonder if he wasn't always paralyzed—maybe something happened. They were all skiing together and he got hurt, and now they all feel responsible. Or maybe it was a work-related injury, like at a building site or something. Or maybe it was a freak, high-speed donkey accident, and he wasn't wearing his seat belt!
Whatever happened, he's got these four roommates—young guys just starting their careers; and while they love him and would do anything for him, he's needy.
Ever since "the incident," he's said things like, "Oh, hey buddy, while you're up, can you give me a Coke? I would, but I'm paralyzed. Thanks." Or, "Hey man, can you hand me the remote? I can't reach it. It's right there. I would...but I'm paralyzed. Sorry. I can't. Thanks."
And I'm imagining this has been going on for quite some time in this house; these friends, they love their friend and would do anything for the guy. They talk in hushed tones, "Bless his heart. Terrible accident. We just want to help him, but we've heard enough about the paralyzed thing. We're all living for ourselves and trying to meet his need too. This is getting ridiculous."
And he probably could do some things for himself, but sometimes he doesn't—he doesn't work for it, because he knows his friends are there to help him. He knows they'll take care of it for him, so he doesn't try on his own.
Clearly I am taking some artistic liberties here, but the truth is that sickness can be insidious like that, taking away your initiative and getting you to almost like being sick because it affords you some luxury or notoriety.
It can be hard on your flesh to stand and fight when all you want to do is lie there. And it's sometimes easier to let someone else do things for you instead of struggling against the doubt and other voices. You've got to be careful, because sickness and other afflictions—whatever apparent positives they may get for you— are not the will of God.
So maybe these friends understand that. They know it's easier for this guy to let them help him all the time because they love him.
But then they hear that Jesus is in town, and they hold an all-roommate meeting and decide to do something about it.
It's the same thing that happened to Jairus and to the woman with the issue of blood—they heard about Jesus. These guys heard He was in town, and they said, "This is it. This is what he needs. Grab one side of the bed, and I'll get the other!"
We don't know how this man felt about this; he might have even objected. "Put me down, man! I'm paralyzed! Don't...don't do that! You'll drop me! What's going on? What are you doing?"
And being guys, they would've said something lovingly, like, "Shut up, man. We're taking you to see Jesus. Just relax, would ya?"
So they get to the house, and it's packed—people everywhere. Maybe this guy was like, "Look guys. Too many people. We can't get in. Nice thought. Let's just go home, and you can get me a Coke."
But they aren't to be deterred. "No way. We came all this way, carrying your sorry self. We're getting you healed, man—today! You are walking home, son."
There's no room, and they stand around talking about it for a moment until one of them, maybe a roofer, looks up. "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Heads nod. "Let's do this thing."
So they drag him up there, maybe bumping on the way up the stairs. "Hey! Guys, stop it! I'm paralyzed, watch it!" But they get him up there.
And Jesus is busy preaching in the living room, and He can hear people stomping around on the roof. Maybe He gets this knowing smile on His face, and He's looking up, smiling at them, when they pry enough of the roof away to get a look at Him down there.
"Oh, hello. Sorry to interrupt..."
Faith doesn't care about the roof; the roofer roommate will fix it later. Faith doesn't care about interrupting; Jesus is smiling at them as one of them pokes his head down through the hole they make. Faith presses through, digs through what's in the way.
Their faith welled up inside and
drew something out of them.
I don't know how you would lower a guy through a hole in the roof, so maybe they just kind of plop him down in front of Jesus— drop him, basically. He's about to get healed anyway, right?
And Jesus sees their faith. He doesn't have to perceive it or pick up on it. He sees it; their faith just cuts a hole in the roof to get this guy to Him! They're maybe hanging their heads down into the hole they made, all four of them, and are like, "You're Jesus, right? We were wondering, would you please do something about this joker? He's paralyzed, and he's gotta be healed. He needs it. We need it."
They didn't care what anyone thought of them, including their friend. They knew that Jesus had the answer for him, and for them, and they believed that He would turn that situation around. Their faith inspired them to something great in getting him there, and Jesus reacted to it with something greater—healing.
Their faith, welling up inside them, drew something out of them. They heard Jesus was in town, believed He could help their friend, and then acted by bringing their buddy to Him.
This guy had faith buddies—people so interested and involved in his life that they'd look to his real need and then seek to get it met, whatever it took. We all need people like that, and we must be people like that.
We don't need people that fawn over us in our sickness: "Oh, you poor baby." No, we need people who remind us what God's Word says about healing for our bodies. We need people who remind us how healed we are because of the price that was paid. People who remind us that the blood of Jesus still speaks for us, who remind us of the stripes that He took on His back so we could be healed, and that we serve the God who took sickness away from us. We need people in our lives who bring it to our memory that He sent His Word and healed us, and that He always proves Himself faithful.
Everybody needs a faith buddy, but it's important to be that person in turn for others.
In a world where people often ask, "Where was God? Where is God?" I want them to know that they can find Him in the lives of Christian believers. I want to be a part of a group of people who don't just associate with God because of a name or label but in the character and product of our lives.
It's one thing to lock into and focus exclusively on the Word of God for the healing of your body, but it is another thing entirely to join someone else in believing for their healing. When you do, you have just become a part of God revealing His love and goodness toward that person.
When you do, He uses your mouth to say, "Hello. My name is God your Healer."
I BELIEVE. HELP MY UNBELIEF.
A lot has been said through the years about "how" to receive healing. Countless preachers and teachers have made books and sermons galore, and many of them I'm sure are very helpful.
But I don't want you to focus on the "how" here as much as I want to look at the "who." Fix your eyes on Jesus.
Colossians says that He is the visible image of the invisible God. In other words, every word Jesus spoke was God the Father speaking to mankind. Every action Jesus took was God's express will and purpose for the earth. In fact, Jesus never did or said anything that was outside the will of His Father. Every blind eye opened, every lame leg made whole, every leper cleansed, and every dead person raised was God revealing His will to heal to all men for all time.
Over and over again, the Gospels relay examples of the healing power that flowed through Jesus to anyone who came to Him in faith.
It's not about what He can do,
it's about what you can believe.
If you are going to receive the manifestation of God's healing power in your body, you must first hear of His will to heal you. The Word is filled with scriptures about God's desire to heal, and many of these have even been recorded so you can listen to them. But whatever you do, hear the Word about healing and get it inside you.
Second, you must recognize and believe that He is the healer. In Mark 6, Jesus could do no mighty works in His hometown of Nazareth because His friends and family did not recognize Him for who He was. They did not believe that He was who He said He was. Through their unbelief, they limited what Jesus could do in their lives.
Does it surprise you to think that you might be the one limiting God's power in your life? You might think, Well, I thought God was God, and He can do anything. God is God, and He can do anything. But not everything is up to what God can do.
Don't get mad at me here. Stay with me, and I will prove to you what I am talking about.
In Mark 9, a man brought his son to Jesus to be delivered from an evil spirit. The Bible says that when that evil spirit saw Jesus, it threw the child into a violent convulsion, and he fell to the ground writhing and foaming at the mouth.
Desperate, the boy's father says to Jesus, "Have mercy on us and help us, if you can" (verse 22, NLT).
I love Jesus' response in the next verse. He says, "What do you mean, 'If I can'?... Anything is possible if a person believes" (NLT).
Did you catch that? This boy's miracle was not dependent on Jesus' ability. It depended on the presence of faith. Of course Jesus can. The New King James Version says it like this: "If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes" (verse 23).
It's not about what He can do. It's about what you can believe.
My friend, believing is simply a choice. You can believe anything. Some people say, "Well, I just can't believe that God would do that for me."
No. You can believe it. You just choose not to.
When Jesus told the boy's father that all things were possible if he would believe, the man shouted out, "Lord, I believe, help my unbelief!" (Mark 9:24). In other words, "I believe it. And if there is any part of me that doesn't believe, help me get rid of it!"
God is so merciful and kind toward us. By his own admission, this man was weak in faith, but he was not void of it. He cried out to the Lord for help, and that is exactly what Jesus did. He helped.
Can you see how powerful it is to know what you believe?
We're looking at the true nature of God, not so you can deduce ways of getting what you want out of Him, but so that this revelation gets down deep in you and becomes your new way of believing.
If you've never before heard that God is a good God who wants you healed, then it's time to change your thinking and grab onto that promise by faith. You may be dealing with symptoms in your body right this very moment. If so, it's time to shut out that voice of doubt, just as Jesus did with the mourners in Jairus' house, and decide not to be influenced by what you see or feel. Those things are subject to change.
Allow what you have heard about Jesus Christ, the One who took stripes upon His back to purchase your healing, to rise up big in you. If you believe that what He said and did is true, then say it—out loud, the third step: "I was healed, and I am healed by the stripes of Jesus."
"Do I really have to say it?" you may be asking.
To that I respond, if you believed it you couldn't help but say it. Second Corinthians 4:13 says, "And since we have the same spirit of faith, according to what is written, T believed and therefore I spoke,' we also believe and therefore speak."
Paul goes on in verse 16 to say, "Therefore we do not lose heart."
Don't quit. Don't ever quit believing the Word of God. Don't draw back, don't retreat, and don't lose heart. Verse 18 says that we do not look at things that are seen, but at the things which are unseen. The things that are seen are temporary, and the unseen things are eternal.
Does that sound familiar? Faith doesn't deal with the unknown, only the unseen.
Once you have established what—or in whom—you believe, do exactly what we have seen in the Word: Believe it. Say it. Act on it. Don't just be a hearer of the Word, be a doer of the Word you hear. As you do, you will walk in deeper revelations of the character of God than you ever have before.
I have included an appendix at the end of the book that has various scriptures dealing with God's healing power, which is available to anyone who will believe it. Take time to look at them and make the decision that you are going to believe what you read.
This is who God is. God is YOUR HEALER.
I know this is a lot to process, and that there is no way I, or anyone, could communicate the full nature of God in a few chapters of one book. The truth is, we need help. We need help in understanding and comprehending His love, mercy, and authority in our lives. We need help in seeing Him as our Father and our healer. And for everything that is not talked about in this book and everything that is still beyond what I know, I need His help.
I want to show you that He hasn't left us solely responsible for figuring this all out. Help is on the way.
SECTION VI
Help Wanted
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
FAITH IN REVERSE
I want to talk more about hearing God's voice—and discerning it. How often does God speak to us far more clearly than we give Him credit for, but we don't hear Him or don't know it's Him? How often are we expecting Him in the wind, the earthquake, or the fire, when in fact He's using a still, small voice?
Remember the Samaritan woman at the well, whom we read about in the first section? What was Jesus doing with her?
He was endeavoring to solicit belief. He was making statements that required ears to hear, trying different tactics to get through to her. She gets close...sort of. She thinks He's a prophet, and she tries to make it a religious discussion—she tries debating religion with the Son of God! She has no idea to whom she's speaking until He reveals Himself.
Hello. My name is God.
Jesus spent the whole conversation trying to solicit belief. He was doing everything He could short of slapping on His name tag and proclaiming Himself (which He ended up having to do anyway). Why?
In a sense, it's simple. Perhaps you've picked up on it already. Jesus was trying to inspire faith in this woman, as He is in you and me. It takes no faith to believe God is there after He's had to turn on a blazing neon sign to get through to us. When He shows up with His name tag glowing its brightest, greatest glory, it doesn't take any faith to know He is there.
But how did He reveal Himself to Elijah? The still, small voice—not the obvious, in-your-face signs we might have expected. How did Jesus approach this woman? Incognito.
So how do you think He shows up in our lives most of the time?
It takes no faith to believe
God is there after He's had to
turn on a blazing neon sign
to get through to us.
He shows up every day through His mercy, even in our next breath. He shows up through His authority as our Father and the guarantor of our covenant. He shows up when the healing He bought and paid for becomes a reality in our physical bodies after we dare to take Him at His Word.
It's our role in this to be spiritually mature and to look for Him in our everyday lives—lives where the neon God-lights aren't blazing to reveal His presence, earthquakes haven't shaken the house from its foundation, flash-fires haven't coursed through the living room, and no hurricanes have messed up our hair.
You went to sleep sick and woke up healed. God is on the scene.
You told the devourer to get off your finances, and that audit turned up a clean bill of health for your taxes. God is on the scene.
You got that promotion you wanted, or your kid got into the college he wanted to attend. God is on the scene.
And, by faith, you begin to recognize that God was on the scene even before you saw the physical manifestation. That is maturity. Why?
Because having faith requires patience, and the Scriptures promise that patience will make you perfect. That word perfect means "complete and mature." That is how you recognize the presence of God when it seems to everyone else that He is nowhere to be found. We've got to become quick to recognize Him—quick to see His attributes and presence in the everyday events of our lives.
That's our part: being mature Christians who know the voice of God.
IS THAT YOU, LORD?
Let's look at someone who heard God's voice and had to learn to discern it. You may be familiar with the story of Samuel. His mother, Hannah, couldn't get pregnant, so when she finally did, she was so grateful to God that she committed Samuel to His service. When he was still a little boy, she brought him to the temple, where he lived and ministered to the Lord under the direction of Eli, the priest.
Hannah saw Samuel when she brought him new clothes, and that was it! How would you like that, moms—seeing your little blessing from God once a year?
The rest of the time, Samuel lived and served in the house of the Lord. In fact, it says, "The boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the Lord" (1 Samuel 2:21, NIV). Let's pick up on Samuel's life at a key time—a pivotal point in his ministry to the Lord. It's when he was learning to hear from God.
Now in those days messages from the Lord were very rare, and visions were quite uncommon. One night Eli, who was almost blind by now, had gone to bed. The lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was sleeping in the Tabernacle near the Ark of God. Suddenly the Lord called out, "Samuel!" "Yes?" Samuel replied. "What is it?" He got up and ran to Eli. "Here I am. Did you call me?" "I didn't call you," Eli replied. "Go back to bed." So he did. Then the Lord called out again, "Samuel!" Again Samuel got up and went to Eli. "Here I am. Did you call me?" "I didn't call you, my son," Eli said. "Go back to bed." Samuel did not yet know the Lord because he had never had a message from the Lord before. So the Lord called a third time, and once more Samuel got up and went to Eli. "Here I am. Did you call me?" Then Eli realized it was the Lord who was calling the boy. So he said to Samuel, "Go and lie down again, and if someone calls again, say, 'Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.'" So Samuel went back to bed. And the Lord came and called as before, "Samuel! Samuel!" And Samuel replied, "Speak, your servant is listening" (1 Samuel 3:1-10, NLT).
There are a couple of things the Lord wants to show us in this account with the boy Samuel. He was beginning to hear the voice of the Lord, but what happens? He runs to Eli, the priest—the one who is responsible for hearing from God. The one who is responsible for the whole nation. Here is the one guy who should be hearing from God, and it takes three times before he finally says, "I think it's the Lord."
Well, let's not be too hard on him; remember what we read at the beginning—messages from the Lord were very rare at that time. He wasn't familiar with the voice of the Lord.
Neither was Samuel at this point, of course, but that's about to change. Notice something interesting—you parents, especially.
When the Lord started talking to this boy, whose voice did it sound like to him?
It sounded like the one who represented God to him—Samuel thought it sounded like Eli's voice. Samuel was serving under Eli, and the priest was teaching him about the Lord—about the Law, about serving the Most High. Samuel's entire life is dedicated to this, since his mom committed him to the Lord after he was weaned. And this man, who is called to instruct him and teach him and show him God's ways, found himself representing God to Samuel.
When Samuel heard God's voice, it sounded like Eli to him.
Parents have such a responsibility—they have so much potential for shaping how their children will hear God. Paul goes back to Abraham as the parent of our faith—of our way of hearing God as believers.
Samuel thought God's voice
sounded like Eli's — the one
who represented God to him.
But there are parents who aren't familiar with the voice of God and don't know how to teach their children to hear Him. For instance, Eli's sons were revolting to God, doing all kinds of evil things; he hadn't taught them to hear God's voice.
So what does it say that so many people think God is angry with them? What does it say that so many think God is looking for excuses to jump on them, to send hurricanes and tornadoes and earthquakes to ruin their day? What does that say about how parents are teaching their children to hear God?
It says we don't know the voice of God.
I've noticed something odd in my own life: there were times, especially when I was younger, when I was about to sin— moments before breaking a rule, or split seconds before doing something I shouldn't—I'd hear my mother's voice. I heard the voice of the Lord, and it sounded like hers. Because in growing up in my house, I heard her voice and my father's teaching me about the Lord. I became familiar with hearing the things of God through their voices.
So, as a child, when I heard the voice of God, it bore a striking resemblance to that of my parents.
Take a moment to consider how many people seem to think God is out to get them, and you can understand why I began with mercy—we don't understand God because we don't know what His voice sounds like.
That's why I think it's important that your house begins with mercy as well. There are standards, and we teach them, but mercy must be above the rules. Our children must know they can run to us when they disobey us, because it's vital that they know they can come to God when they sin against Him.
To Samuel, God's voice sounded like his spiritual father. Your son or daughter will think God sounds like a spiritual father or mother. Will it be your voice that he or she hears when God speaks?
So Samuel was not yet at a "Hey, it's Me" level with God. He is hearing God's voice for the first time—at least that we know of. If God called him on the phone, Samuel would have gone, "Oh, hey.. .you. Good to hear from you. Eli? Is that you? I don't recognize this number."
At this point, God needs to say something a few times; it took Eli and Samuel three times to figure it out. Most of us are at the same place with God that Samuel was—if that, since many people don't grow up in the house of God with good spiritual mentors. For us it may take four or five.. .or ten times. And Samuel didn't know to obey right away, perhaps again like you and me who say, "Well, God's been working on me about that..."
But I want to come to the place when He begins to speak that it's not two, three, four, five times before I catch on that it's God. Don't let it be said of me that the third time I finally say, "I perceive that the Lord is doing something." Let it be the first time.
Now that we've seen Samuel's introduction to God, let's take a look at the process of learning to hear God and recognize it as Him right away. The first time...
WE NEED HELP
Something very strange and cool happened to me some time ago. I was preparing for a message, and it seemed right to be speaking on some of these same things we are dealing with now. Only a couple of hours before the service, I felt like the Holy Spirit directed me to some old home videos.
I hadn't looked at these videos in years, and I even had to call my dad to find out if anyone knew where they were. I should have guessed—my dad would know exactly where they were. He pointed me right to them, and without really knowing what I was looking for, I began to watch these old tapes.
The very first one was of me learning to ride my bike. I was probably 5 or 6, and I was learning to ride without training wheels. My dad loaded me in the car, and we headed for an empty parking lot—and the video camera came along.
As I mentioned before, my father might not have been an unrealized pro athlete, but he certainly has a flair for the arts, including theater. So we didn't just record me riding around, we waited for the light to be just right. Then my dad recorded me, in my thick, Southern drawl, performing an interview about the feat about to take place.
There I was, holding a microphone in an empty parking lot with the light falling just so on my face, dramatically, recording my interview with every one of my five or so years of theater training.
I looked right into the camera, and with zero inhibition said, "Today, this is my second bike ride ever. And sir, would you please show them around?" The camera panned around, then when it came back to me, I bravely said, "This is only my second time to ride by myself. It will be pretty hard, but I can do it without anybody's help."
I can do it without anybody's help.
When I heard myself make that statement, I knew immediately why the Holy Spirit had drawn my attention to this video.
This is a component of every child's life—learning we can do things without anyone's help. Eighteen knots later, we've tied our shoes ourselves. A huge mess in the kitchen, and we've made our own breakfast. After some serious work, we're going to the bathroom by ourselves. And our parents applaud.
This idea that we can do it
without anyone's help has no
place in our relationship with God.
I remember my little sister learning to go to the bathroom by herself, without anybody's help. It was a huge deal in our house. I was 8 or 9, and I was thinking, I do that all the time. There's no party when I do this. Nobody even seemed to care. But when she did it, we picked up the phone. We called grandparents. We called aunts and uncles. We called random phone numbers and told them, "She just went potty all by herself!" But there was no fanfare for me at my age—I already did it on my own.
God used this video to show me something: This concept that we can do it by ourselves, without anyone's help, is best left behind in childhood. It has no place in our relationship with God.
None.
But all too often, somehow we never quite let go of this desire to be independent. Regardless of what it is, our world is full of adults who say, "I can do this without your help." Including to God. Or, "I'm going to try it myself, and if I need You, I'll come back for help. If I want Your help, I'll ask for it."
But the Lord began impressing on me that this was an immature, childish attitude we really need to lay aside in our relationship with Him. It's interesting that we still do the same thing we did as children of 3 or 4 or 5.
Paul says something interesting about behaving childishly: "When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things" (1 Corinthians 13:11). Notice he doesn't say, "I grew out of childish things." He says he put them away.
We grow out of some things. My mom still has boxes of my clothes from when I was 3 and 4 years old. But there is no way I can wear them anymore. Why? Because I have outgrown them. With the exception of a few style-challenged husbands, we grow out of having to be dressed by someone else. Most "grown-ups" don't need to be reminded to brush their teeth before bedtime.
But there are other things we must purpose to put away. I played video games when I was a kid. I don't anymore. I put them away. I used to listen to some pretty heavy music. I don't anymore. I put it away.
"Hello, My Name Is
“All The Help You'll Ever Need.”
There are also mindsets and ways of thinking that are childish. This idea, "I can do it without anybody's help," is one we can put away. For some, "I can ride my bike without anybody's help," somehow turned into, "I can do this relationship without anybody's help." "I can do my job without anybody's help." "I can raise this kid without help."
But when it comes to the things of God, there's no room for this kind of attitude. You can't rely on your own understanding and walk in faith. You'll have to lay this "I can do it without anyone's help" thing aside if you're going to walk in humility before your God.
In reading this book, you're learning to recognize God when you see Him. He has promised to be your ever-present Helper. He is standing there with a name tag on that says, "Hello, My name is All the Help You'll Ever Need.'"
But how will you recognize your helper if you don't think you need any help?
HELP ME, JESUS!
I want to show you what Jesus said about the help we need. John 14:16-17 says, "And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with you forever—the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive."
Jesus goes on to say that He taught them as one Man—present in one place at a time. But this Helper would not be limited to being able to teach one sermon at a time: "But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all things that I said to you" (verse 26).
In fact, Jesus says something shocking two chapters later. In explaining that He had to leave them, Jesus said, "But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. Nevertheless I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to you" (John 16:6-7).
Jesus looked at His disciples and said, "You boys need some help." But the truth is He wasn't just talking to them. He was talking to us, too.
I can imagine how the disciples might have had a hard time processing all of that right away—He was telling them some pretty heavy news. Let's just look back here a moment to see what they'd be losing and put ourselves in their shoes.
Just a few short years ago, Jesus showed up in these guys' lives. Jesus drew disciples from a handful of professions, from tax collectors to fishermen. He had dropped in on their everyday lives and said, "Come, follow Me." And they did—they dropped what they were doing and followed Him. Immediately! From the moment they met Him, their lives were forever changed.
They heard His words, and they responded immediately. And in the next three years, these men—who had probably started their trades because they couldn't make it as some rabbi's disciples—followed around a rabbi who turned water into wine. They watched Jesus open blind eyes. They saw little girls raised from the dead, thousands fed from a little boy's lunch, demons bend their knees in obedience, and the very wind and waves obey Him.
Jesus knew we needed Him
to be everywhere at once,
so He sent The Holy Spirit.
He sent them out in His Name to spread the good news. They came back to Him after seeing Him perform great works through them and were totally stunned. "Even the devils obey us in Your Name!" they told Him. Jesus probably just smiled and nodded.
He had changed their lives forever.
And now He says, "I'm leaving and none of you asks where I am going." I might be standing there saying, "Forget 'where'! I want to know why! Why are You about to leave us three short years after changing the rules? Why would You do that, Jesus? Why would You come and change everything and then just leave us alone? I don't want things to go back to the way they were."
And that's when Jesus dropped the bomb: "It's actually for the best that I go away."
I'd probably have argued the point. "Uh, Jesus, I remember what it was like before You came along. I was busy fixing nets; I smelled like fish all the time. Life without You was not better. How can it be better for us if You're gone?"
If Jesus said it was better for Him
to go, then that is the truth. And if
you are begging for Him to show up,
then your faith is in reverse.
But Jesus wasn't done. He says, "It's better that I go away, because if I don't, the Helper won't come." He knew they needed help. "Peter," He might have said, "I know you need help. I've heard some of the things you say. You need some serious help."
He knew they needed Him to be everywhere at once. He knew we needed the help of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit's help, Jesus implied, was better than the help He provided by being physically in flesh and blood on this planet.
I've heard plenty of people pray as though their lives would be better if Jesus were physically present with them. They seem to ignore this Scripture and the reality that Jesus Himself said it was better that we had the Holy Spirit—the Helper.
Let me encourage you not to pray that way. Don't say things like, "Jesus if You were only here to lay Your hands on me, I know I would be healed." I know it might be tempting to say,
"Jesus, I just need You to show up here and tell me what I am supposed to do."
But if Jesus said it was better for Him to go, then that is the truth. And if you are begging for Him to show up, then your faith is in reverse.
He is not unaware of your need for help, just as He was not unaware of Peter's need, and John's need, and Philip's need. He knew they needed help, and He knows we need help, too.
That is why He sent us a tour guide. Let's check His role out together.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
UNLOST
You may recall another scripture we've looked at—John 16:12-13—where Jesus says, "I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come."
We looked at this scripture while talking about God's authority, but I feel it's important to remember a key component: This word guide Jesus uses in the middle has a very rich meaning. This isn't just saying the Holy Spirit is going to give you a rough outline of how to get where God wants us to go. The connotation here is of a guide who is intimately familiar with the path—every nuance and detail of the route.
Let's say you want to take your family on a weeklong hiking vacation. If you are smart, then you'll hire a guide first thing in order to get your family safely through the mountains. You're hiking for a week, out into territory you don't know, so you bring on someone who does know the area.
The best guide is the one who has lived in this area his whole life. He spent his childhood in these mountains. He knows every campsite. He knows every twist of the trail, every landmark, every river and stream. He knows this country in different seasons, and he even knows the animals that pass through it.
In fact, he's guided so many families, he knows how to pace the hike so you don't get too tired. He knows that the people with him need water and to eat; he knows the dangers posed by the berries by the side of the path or the inviting-looking meadow that has poison ivy lurking in it. He knows the scenic outlooks and where the vistas are the most beautiful and rewarding, and he knows how to get you there by the best route.
How can anyone know so much about every intricate detail of this land? It's simply because he has been there and back, and there and back, and there and back again. He has walked this path so many times, he knows it intimately.
Without the Holy Spirit as our
guide we get lost every time.
All of that is wrapped up in this word guide that Jesus used. And all of this is what Jesus gave us in the Holy Ghost.
But perhaps you're familiar with the father who is more brave than wise. He's the one who says, "No. We don't need a guide. I'm a mountain man myself. I've read all about this mountain. Studied it online."
He thinks he can do it himself, without anyone else's help.
And what happens to this guy, and his family? They get into trouble. They eat the berries, wallow in the poison ivy, and miss out on the beautiful vistas. They get hungry and thirsty because they don't know when to eat or where the cool water is. They have an awful hike; it may even get dangerous.
This is what happens when we try to do without the Helper.
We need help. We need a guide. And that's exactly what the Holy Spirit is—our Helper, our Guide. He's been to where you and I are going. He knows every step—He's been there and back and knows the terrain like the back of His hand. He knows what's around every corner. He knows where the traps are, where the loose rocks are, where the danger lies; and He knows where the most glorious, rewarding views and experiences are.
I learned many of these things from a wonderful man and mentor, Pastor Rick Renner. The statement he made that has stuck with me is that the Holy Ghost knows how to get you there quicker and safer. Thank you, Pastor Rick, for that insight, and thank You, Jesus, for the amazing gift of help You have given Your Church.
Perhaps right now you can better identify with the people who are lost in the woods, so to speak. Without the leadership, direction, and correction of the Holy Spirit, that is exactly what we are—lost. And because our prideful nature isn't always quick to put away this childish "I don't need any help" concept, many believers are lost in the maze of pressing decisions, troublesome relationships, and compromising situations.
Would you like to find out how to get the directions, how to get the information we need, and how to follow it? Want to get unlost?
At the risk of sounding oversimplistic, let's look at three uncomplicated components of getting unlost and see if perhaps you may begin to feel differently...
GETTING UNLOST
Let's take a quick look at Isaiah 55:8-9, which says, "Tor My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,' says the Lord. 'For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.'"
If you have been in a church service for more than ten minutes, then you have probably heard this scripture. And too many times, I've heard it used as an excuse—that God is saying, "My thoughts are not your thoughts and My ways are higher than your ways, so good luck, pal." But that's not it.
We think, What's the point in trying? I could never think like Him. I could never act like Him. His ways are a mystery. Maybe I'll know when I get to heaven....
God, I have messed this thing up
over and over. I'm going to stop
doing it my way and do it Your
way. I need Your help.
But this verse is not an excuse for copping out or getting complacent. In fact, misinterpreting this verse is really just a case study in what happens when we don't look closely enough at the verse that precedes it (or bother to check it out at all).
Look at verse 7. It says, "Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the Lord, and He will have mercy on him; and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon."
Then God says all that about His ways not being our ways. God is saying, "My ways are better than yours. So stop doing it your way and start doing it Mine. My thoughts are higher than yours. Stop thinking about this the way you were thinking about it, and start thinking about it the way I do. Return to Me, and leave your own devices behind."
He wants us to say, "God, I have messed this thing up over and over. I can't figure out how I made such a mess of this. But I'm leaving my ways behind; I'm going to stop doing it my way and do it Your way. I need Your help."
We all know the cliche conversation that's as old as men and women and traveling—I'm sure this conversation went on in covered wagons, just as it does in our cars today.
"We're lost," says the wife. "I know where we are," counters the husband. And then she asks, "Why don't you just pull over and ask for directions?!" And he says, "I don't need to—I don't need directions." He doesn't want to admit he needs help.
But he's lost.
Similarly, we're lost. We've tried it our way, and now we're utterly, totally, and thoroughly lost. So how do we get found again?
STOP
So here is the one, two, three to getting unlost. These may be common sense to some of you, but for others this may be an epiphany. These things are simple, but I guarantee many of us don't do them. For some reason they seem hard.
According to the scripture in Isaiah 55 you read earlier, what's the first thing you do? "Let the wicked forsake his way," it says. So basically, step one is: STOP. Simple, right?
But you probably know that this is harder than it seems at first. It's sometimes hard to know what to stop or how to halt the momentum of our lives and the events that are spinning around out of control. Some of us (Type-A personalities, mostly) feel we're only getting somewhere if we're moving—even if it's the wrong way.
So here is the one, two,
three to getting unlost:
Stop, Ask, And Follow
But if you're lost and want to become unlost, the first thing you must do is stop.
In a previous section, we took a look at the beginning of Psalm 46: "God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear," even though all manner of bad things are going on around us. The earth is quaking, the mountains are crumbling, the ocean is roaring and foaming. The nations are in chaos, and they're crumbling, too— perhaps economically.
In the middle of it
all God says, “Be still.
Stop. I am still God.”
Despite all this chaos, we receive the word from the Lord in verse 10—the famous verse in this psalm: "Be still, and know that I am God." What do you do? Stop. Be still.
Yet while all this craziness is going on, God is not sitting idly by. Remember what I said about reading the preceding verse? You've got to read the verse before this and allow it to paint a picture. In verse 9, God is busy setting up why you should trust Him: "He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; He breaks the bow and cuts the spear in two; He burns the chariot in the fire."
Here's a picture of the earth itself being removed, mountains being thrown into the sea, breaking, and melting. The nations, where we live, are going nuts and crumbling.
And in the middle of it all God says, "Be still. Stop. I am still God."
As I write this, the world economic scene could warrant a description like the one in this psalm. We also see wars, earthquakes, tsunamis—these things are happening in our natural world today. And in the middle of all this, it's our job to be still and hear the voice of the Lord.
But this psalm is also an accurate figurative description of our everyday lives—the craziness, the chaos, the busyness of it all. Even as your schedule crumbles like a mountain falling into the raging sea, you're looking at your checklist and wondering how you'll get the rest of it done. And how often are we looking at those things, and—consciously or not—thinking we can do it all without help? How often do we not even think of turning to Him for help?
You might feel like the world is speeding by you. It makes me think of an interesting special effect I've seen of a guy standing in the middle of a crowded street. Cars are flying past and people are zooming by all around him. But he's just mired there, still. You may feel like that.
In the middle of our crazy lives, our job is the same as it is when the world at large is in chaos: Stop. Be still. Picture yourself as that guy, with the world coursing around him like some frenetic scene from a movie, and know that the peace of God is all over that guy—all over you.
Harder than it sounds?
I get reminded of this on Sunday mornings when I get up to preach. You might think I'd spend the time in prayer, but the first fifteen minutes of consciousness are something like this: OK, got service today. Then 6 p.m. prayer with the young people. Praying for the West Coast Believers' Convention...got to get some things together for that. Monday: crew meeting before we leave for the convention. Tuesday and Thursday: family functions. Friday, leave for the convention. And don't forget to wash your hair, Jeremy.
And in the middle of this internal monologue, I feel God impress on me, "Jeremy, stop. Be still." So I calm down for a few moments. But then my mind tends to start up again. What was it I'm going to say this morning again?
"No. Stop. Be still. You can't do this without My help." God again. "You need to be still and know that I am God. Stop. Forsake your way. Haven't you figured out yet that this doesn't work for you? Haven't you figured out yet that doing it on your own is not producing anything good? Do you remember what I said...that without Me you can do nothing? So just stop already. Be still."
Perhaps you've tried this—if not, give it a shot. Despite everything there is to think about and to do, you must instead simply be still. Take a few moments to try it out. Take a few deep breaths, put all your thoughts and concerns out of your head, and quit reading for a moment. Put the book down.
I bet you picked it right back up, didn't you?
It's surprisingly difficult. And why is that? We feel a need to fill space, to be moving and doing. We have a very, very hard time simply stopping. When I preach about this, it's very awkward encouraging everyone to just stop. Standing up there talking about being still, the temptation is to say something (something else that encourages stopping, when in fact I need to be still myself). It's the dreaded awkward silence that we feel obligated to fill up, even if it's with "urns" and "uhs."
Despite everything there is
to think about and to do, you
must instead simply be still.
So stopping, being still, is not as easy as it sounds. Yet it's a talent we must cultivate, if we wish to become unlost.
Why? Well, for one reason, recall how the Lord appeared to Elijah. A windstorm came that even ripped apart the rocks, but He wasn't in the wind. The earth shook, but the Lord wasn't in the earthquake. Then the fire came, but the Lord was not in the fire.
But after the wind and after the earthquake and after the fire, there was a still, small voice.
We'd understand God being in the wind, the earthquake, or the fire—an obvious, loud manifestation of His presence that would seem only appropriate for God. Maybe it even seems like it would take God showing up big like that to begin to overshadow the hugeness of our schedules—that He'd overcome our crumbling mountains and roiling seas with the hurricane-force, earthshaking flash-fire of His presence.
To hear a still, small voice
over the crumbling mountains
and raging seas, we must stop,
be still, and listen.
You'd think He'd just say, "Hello. My name is God." Big and bold as you please.
The wind, earthquake, and fire seem a better match for our lives, a better way for Him to make sure we hear Him. But listening to God in these things wouldn't require any humility. It wouldn't require us shutting our own noise off long enough to pay attention and give Him the place of authority the Most High deserves.
To hear a still, small voice amid the crumbling mountains and raging seas and failing nations, we must stop ourselves and be still. To listen.
If you really experimented with stopping everything a few paragraphs ago or you've tried it before, you know it's hard.
You might say, "I don't have time to stop." But I'd counter with the fact you don't have time not to stop.
Decisions must be made. Things must be accomplished. OK, I understand that. But believe me, it'll actually be faster in the long run if you stop first rather than just muddle through.
I find this is frequently true of my own life—many projects I begin never really get rolling, or else meet an untimely death, simply because I made my plans on the run. I didn't stop and really consider it—I should have given it some time and let my thoughts settle before even setting out on my first task. But I didn't stop.
Stopping to think it over is oftentimes the difference between a foolish and wise person. Wisdom stops and prepares, getting itself organized, while everyone else is already running off half-cocked and full steam ahead.
We usually think that no one really has time to really prepare these days, perhaps thinking that our ability to multitask has eliminated that need. But, put quite simply, if you don't spend time preparing, you are going to spend time repairing.
Either way, you are spending time at something—so why not spend it on the front end and do it right the first time? That is going to require you to be still for a little while.
As we learned earlier, Jesus knew we would need some help in this. Believe it or not, simply being still is the first step to receiving the help of the Holy Ghost in our lives.
God spoke at the beginning of the universe. God spoke in the Old Testament. God spoke in the time of Jesus. He spoke to the writers of the New Testament.
News flash—He's speaking today. In a still, small voice, He's saying that you must slow down, stop, and be still in order to hear.
That's the first step: If you're lost, stop. The more quickly you do it, the less backtracking you'll have to do to get back on the right path.
ASK
Now that we've got the car pulled over (stopped), what's next? Ask for directions. In a nutshell, that's step two—ask. What are we going to ask for?
James 1:5 says something interesting: "If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him."
I think it's safe to say that sometimes we just don't know what to ask for. We need help to even ask the right questions. Romans 8:26 says, "The Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express" (NIV).
So you're lost. You stop—be still. Then you fall to your knees and pray, "Holy Ghost, help me! I need wisdom; show me how to pray."
“If any of you lacks wisdom,
let him ask.”
If we skip this step, we can get all hyped up—the opposite of being still—thinking we're doing the right thing. We pray about this and that, binding these things and loosing those. But which to do first? And which things need binding and which loosing?
We speak to the mountain, as Jesus said, and tell it to move: "Mountain, you be removed and be thrown into the sea." But when we open our eyes, the mountain is still there. I know what I forgot to do, we think. I forgot to say the Name of Jesus. So we try again: "I speak to you in Jesus' Name."
But the mountain still stands there. It's easy to get yourself worked up this way, losing sleep and wondering why this stuff seems to work for the preacher but not for you.
But when this is happening, you must take a step back. Stop
moving, flailing about, and trying it on your own. Then pull over and ask for directions. Ask for wisdom. God likes to give wisdom, and He will never run you down for not knowing what to do or for being lost. He's not that kind of father.
When we need help, we must ask for it.
I think this is a good place to take a deeper look at the word help. When you ask for help, I want you to know exactly what you are asking for according to Scripture. In Romans 8 the word help is a Greek word that breaks down into three root words. Now don't skip this, it really is interesting.
The first part of the word bears the connotation of "working together with." This is what the Holy Ghost does on our behalf. This is what the Holy Ghost does with us the moment we stop and ask for help. It's not what He does for us; it's what He does with us. The moment we ask for help, there He is alongside us.
It's as if He is saying to you, "All right. Let's get this thing figured out. Let's get you out of this ditch. Let's get you out of this mess. I recognize this mess. You've been here before, haven't you? All right. Let's get you out of this. Let's get you moved on. We're going to get some help for you." And He starts to work together with you.
When the Holy Spirit comes
to help, He is enraged at the
thing that has you bound.
What's your part in it? Doing what He says. We'll get to that in a second.
The next component of the word gets painted in the Greek with such a vivid picture. It is the word anti, and it means "over or against." But that's too mellow a way of saying it. It's used to describe an individual who was so anti-society, so anti-establishment, anti-government, someone who was so against the rules, against everything society stands for that if left unrestrained, this person would do damage.
Does that strike you as a strange description of the Holy Spirit? Well think of it like this: When the Holy Spirit comes alongside you to work with you, He is enraged at the thing that has you bound. He is profoundly opposed to anything that sets itself against you—confusion, despair, depression, and oppression. Anything that has tried to set itself against you, He sets Himself against and says, "No. This isn't happening to you. You asked Me for help, and here I come. I'm here to help you, and I'm against this thing with you. We're going to find the answer to this, and we're going to rise above it. We're going to get you out of this ditch. We're going to set you on the path in front of you, and you are going to walk through to victory."
The last part of the word means "to reach out and take."
The moment the answer is in sight, the Holy Ghost Himself— the Helper who has stepped up alongside you—is ready to work together with you, and is so determined to beat this thing that is against you, He reaches out with the arm of faith and pulls that answer to you.
This is the help of the Holy Ghost.
Why on earth would I live in this childish concept of "I don't need anybody's help"? This is who He is. This is what He does. This is His name!
Hello. My name is God, your Helper.
Some translations of the Bible call Him the Comforter. Some call Him the Counselor, the Standby, the Advocate. If you walked up to a man with a name tag on that says, "Hello. My name is your Helper, Counselor, Standby, Advocate. I'm the one called alongside you," do you think you'd go to him for help? He's the one you'd want to call on.
The Spirit Himself makes intercession for you—comes alongside you to help pull you out of your ditch. He begins to work with you. He begins to work for you. He begins to make your trouble His trouble.
This is the help of the Holy Ghost.
But you've got to stop. You've got to pull over and ask for help from the Helper. Because when you ask, He is right there. And, as we're about to see, His is the voice of Wisdom.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
FOLLOW THE INSTURCTIONS
The Word paints a picture of Wisdom as a personified individual in Proverbs. It says, "Wisdom shouts in the streets. She cries out in the public square. She calls to the crowds along the main street, to those gathered in front of the city gate" (Proverbs 1:20-21, NLT).
Wisdom calls to us on the
street corners of our lives, right
where you and I live.
Why do you suppose Wisdom cries out in these particular places? The list doesn't include your prayer closet or church; it doesn't include kneeling by the bed or the study room where you read the Word. I'm not denying that we need to go to these places and do these things, but I was curious what made these others special—streets and public squares and the city gates. What is so special about those places?
Nothing. Nothing is special about them. They just happen to be where you and I live our lives—that's where Wisdom is speaking.
When you're out in the city and you're doing your job, when you're stuck in traffic, when you're driving to the mall or the grocery store, guess who's speaking? Wisdom. The Spirit of God is speaking to you right there.
When we reject wisdom's advice,
we reap the fruit of our choices.
In this Proverb, Wisdom goes on to ask how long simpletons will insist on being simple-minded. How long will the mockers relish their mocking? How long will fools hate knowledge? I've heard some preachers translate it like this, "Hey stupid! How long are you gonna stay stupid?" (Those are mostly preachers from Texas.)
All the while, Wisdom makes an offer—an alternative to being simple-minded, foolish mockers: "Come and listen to my counsel I'll share my heart with you and make you wise" (verse 23, NLT).
But there's also a word of warning here—there's a consequence to ignoring the voice of Wisdom. It isn't that Wisdom hunts you down and punishes you; it's that in remaining foolish, simpleton mockers, we get into trouble. When wisdom called, these foolish mockers wouldn't come, and when she reached out, they paid no attention, ignored her advice, and rejected her correction. So it's their own fault when their ways lead to destruction.
And when that day comes, Proverbs says Wisdom will laugh at their trouble and in turn mock them when disaster overtakes them. When the mountains crumble and the storms whip the ocean into a frenzy around them, Wisdom—which could have prevented calamity—will not answer their cry for help or be found despite their searches.
Why? Because they hated knowledge and did not fear the Lord. Because they rejected Wisdom's advice, they're going to reap the fruit of their choices. Their waywardness will lead to their deaths and their complacency will lead to their destruction.
These are some pretty stout words.
Let's make sure they don't apply to us. Don't wait for God to say something three times before you recognize that it's the voice of God, of Wisdom. Don't make Him repeat Himself four or five times before you heed the voice of the Lord, before you stop doing things the way you were.
Proverbs calls this kind of behavior being a simpleton—an idiot. A fool. So let's stop being dumb and go with His higher thoughts, His higher ways. Let's go with Wisdom.
We need to stop and ask for help from the Holy Spirit, our Helper.
HIGHER
John 16, where we were earlier, tells us what the Holy Ghost, our Helper, speaks to us, not "on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak" (verse 13). He's going to tell us God's higher ways and thoughts.
It might look something like this: You're in the middle of trouble such as you've never experienced before; you're facing a giant of a problem. You don't have any idea how you're going to get out. And here comes this higher thought: You are more than a conqueror through Him who loves you. Here comes a higher thought: You can do all things through Christ Jesus who strengthens you.
You're in a financial crisis that seems like impending ruin. Here
comes a higher thought: You have every single need met that you could ever imagine. All your need is met according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus.
You've been diagnosed with cancer. Here's a higher thought: I've healed you. By My stripes you are healed.
Your family is one of constant turmoil, and it threatens to spill into your life and pull you down into despair. But here's a higher thought: When you were born again into Christ, old things passed away. All things have become new. I've adopted you with a Spirit of adoption by which you cry out "Abba, Father."
These are the higher thoughts, the higher ways. And He begins to communicate to you and me all because we've stopped doing what we were doing and asked for help.
We must speak God's higher
thoughts, not just think them.
But these higher thoughts are not supposed to remain only thoughts. They are supposed to turn into words. Second Corinthians 4:13 says, "And since we have the same spirit of faith, according to what is written, “I believed and therefore I spoke,' we also believe and therefore speak."
I want to show you a trick I learned from my grandfather a long time ago. Silently, I want you to begin counting in your mind from one to ten. Ready? Go. One, two, three, four, five. NOW SAY YOUR NAME OUT LOUD. What happened to your counting? It stopped. Even if just for a moment, your thoughts had to give way to your words.
In the same way, thoughts of hopelessness have to give way to words of encouragement. Don't try to fight thoughts with thoughts. You fight thoughts with words. More specifically, you fight them with God's words.
Sarah and I have made the decision that God's Word is the final authority in our lives. It is the first word, the last word, and every word in between. But that doesn't just happen because we want it to.
It's not enough to stop and
ask for help; You've got
to follow directions.
When we read the Bible, we put His Word in our eyes and ears until it becomes what we think about. What we think about produces what we spend our time talking about. Finally, after we have talked about it a lot, we find ourselves actually living what we've been talking about.
And all of this is the result of leaving the old way of thinking and doing things for His higher way.
FOLLOW
All right, so we've halted the momentum, stopped the car, and pulled over. We have even now asked for directions, for help. But there's a third step.
What good are directions if you don't follow them? It would be like our couple on their trip stopping at a gas station, but then the guy gets back in after talking to the attendant and just kind of grunts.
"What did he say?" the wife asks.
"Well, he said if you go down here and turn right, you'll be right there. A quarter mile down on your left. But he doesn't know what he's talking about. I'm going to go back this way and turn left." (There is a word for that, and it is spelled P-R-I-D-E.)
It's not enough to stop and ask for help; you've got to follow the directions you receive. That's step three—follow instructions.
Echoing the passage we read in Proverbs, Romans 8:13 says, "For if you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live."
We see in the next verse that being led by the Spirit proves something: "For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God" (Romans 8:14). Being led by the Holy Spirit is a defining characteristic of a born-again believer. I want to be the kind of person who is always in the right place at the right time. Not because I'm "lucky," but because I have turned my ear to the Spirit of God in me and let Him tell me where I need to be.
It's not enough to stop and get directions; you must let the Holy Ghost guide you.
The ones who listen to Him, the ones who are correctable, the ones who will stop doing what they were doing, ask for help, and do what He says—these are His sons and daughters in truth. These are the ones He can use. These are the ones He's going to call upon.
We've talked about this idea of being led before—it's that Greek word again that shares a root with our word agony. Recognize right here and now that there are times where being led by the Holy Spirit is agony to this flesh—in fact, being led by the Spirit is probably agony to your flesh most of the time, at least at first.
That's why Paul said he crucified his flesh with its passions and lusts; the flesh doesn't like being led anywhere, especially in God's ways instead of its own. He hung it on the Cross, nailed it there, and let God replace it with willingness to heed the voice of His Spirit. He left the weakness of his flesh behind to follow the Spirit of God within him and became willing to obey, willing to do what he was told, willing to pay any price, willing at all costs to be obedient to the voice of the Lord God Himself.
This is only possible with the help of God the Holy Ghost, your Helper, because we can't do it ourselves and without anybody's help. And all of this help is ready and available to you and me if we'll just stop, ask, and follow.
I hope you weren't hoping for more profound, complicated steps to receiving the help of the Holy Spirit, because that's it— stop, ask, and follow. Three simple things every couple lost on a drive needs to learn.
The Helper's job is
bringing grace, mercy,
and peace to our lives.
HELLO. MY NAME IS GOD, YOUR HELPER.
You may have noticed how little babies defy the logic of all the rest of creation and cry and cry when they get tired. They don't realize that they'd feel so much better if they'd just go to sleep. Instead, they get worked into a frenzy by crying because they're cranky and easily upset at everyone and everything. It's nobody's fault; they just need a nap.
Now, nobody criticizes a baby for this, but if you or I did this as an adult—just got more and more irritable and cried about it because we didn't know we needed to go to sleep—it would be a different story. We wouldn't get by with pointing the finger at whatever was keeping us awake; we'd be expected to behave like adults and realize that we needed some rest, quit blaming those around us for keeping us up, and go to bed.
But an awful lot of people are crying and crying because they haven't put away the childish notion that they can do everything without anyone's help. They haven't put away this childish behavior that Paul talks about. They are simpletons and fools, and wisdom has no part of their lives; now they are hurting and tired because of the choices they've made.
We say, "I'm a big boy, I can do it by myself," or "I'm a big girl, I don't need your help." And we're saying this to God.
Maybe there are some things that you can do, things that you can do and do well. But how much better if you'd open your life to the Helper. Bringing all the grace, mercy, and peace of God to your life, guiding you around the pitfalls and to the best vistas— this is His job. It's who He is and what He does. It's what's written on His name tag:
"Hello. My name is God, your Helper." He's your Standby, your Counselor, your Comforter. And He's really good at what He does.
GETTING DIRECTIONS
We need the help of the Holy Ghost every hour of every day. You probably need help right now as you're reading this book— I needed it to write this. So don't be afraid to come to God in prayer and ask Him for help with all the things for which you need Him. It's not like He doesn't already know.
Wisdom is crying on the streets and crossroads of your life, in the middle of the daily grind that can cause you to think the mountains are crumbling around your ears and the seas are roiling up to flood you. Are your nations overthrown and your seas lashed by gale-force winds? Is your world shaking, the very ground in upheaval all around you?
It's time to take three little steps: stop, ask, and follow.
But sometimes how to do these things escapes us. Doing just these simple things can seem complicated, even beyond us. You might think it's easy to say to do these things, and something else entirely to do them. You might think that stopping sounds kind of odd, feel like you're asking the air in front of you for help, and wonder if you'll even be able to interpret any directions you may get.
This is where praying in tongues—praying in the Holy Ghost— comes in. Some people have shied away from this, and some even say that this gift ended with the time of the apostles or that it's inappropriate without an interpretation. I completely disagree; praying in tongues is a vital part of my everyday life.
Don't know what to pray? Don't sweat it—pray in tongues. Remember Romans 8:26: "For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered." Some people interpret this scripture as describing speaking in tongues.
Don't be afraid to come to God
in prayer and ask Him for help
with all the things for which
you need Him. It's not like
He doesn't already know.
If you have never experienced the infilling of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in tongues, then my advice to you is wait no longer. I encourage you to read 1 Corinthians 12, 13, and 14. Those chapters are all about the gifts of the Spirit and how they work together with the Love of God in the life of a believer.
This is not a weird thing at all. It is a gift from God Himself, and the Bible tells us that praying this way will strengthen us in our inner man.
But you don't have to take my word for it. Read it yourself. Just say, "Father, I ask You right now to fill me with Your Holy Spirit. I receive Him as a gift from Jesus." Now just begin to pray and praise God, but don't rely on the words you've always used. Let Him fill you with a new sound.
I pray in tongues a lot because I recognize one thing: I need help! I can't do it alone. You want an interpretation of what I'm praying in tongues? Here it is: I need help! Holy Ghost, help me! For all I know, that's all I pray. "Lord, I don't want to be a foolish, mocking simpleton; I need wisdom. Help me!"
The wonderful thing about
praying in tongues is that
you don't have to know what to say.
The wonderful thing about praying in tongues is that you don't have to know what to say. That's right—you don't need to have a clue. You can just trust; you can just have faith that the Holy Ghost knows what you need to be praying and is putting it on your lips, bypassing your traitorous flesh.
This is God Himself helping us do what we're called to do, helping us live the way we're called to live. This is the help of the Holy Ghost. Pray in tongues every single day of your life. Call on the help of the Holy Ghost. When you're done praying in tongues, ask Him to tell you what you just said. Ask Him to help you live out whatever it was you just prayed to Him about.
Don't wait until you're neck deep in your roiling ocean and the mountains are already crumbled to dust. God will help you as you call on Him, but there are consequences to being stupid. Life doesn't have a reset button you can just push whenever you like.
Wisdom calls out on the street corners
and at the intersections — in the
middle of your life. Answer!
Also, you don't have to wait until you're somewhere special, like in church or your closet. Wisdom calls out on the street corners and at the intersections—in the middle of your life. Answer! Answer while you're stuck in traffic or headed to the grocery store or while you cook dinner. His voice is there. You don't have to be loud and obnoxious about it; pray in the spirit under your breath, just between you and God. In the middle of a world that's falling down around you, God says, "Be still and know that I am God."
So stop. Ask for help, and then fully expect directions.
Ask your Helper for help
with everything you do.
ASK ABOUT EVERYTHING
You can apply this in every part of your life. It's amazing to me when people realize that they can stop, ask, and follow directions before they speak. For many, that is a new concept—one that's foreign to a great many more people. What would happen if we stopped and asked God before we spoke: "Should I say that?"
Often you will find the answer is "No." So follow directions— don't say it.
Stop, ask, and follow. Do it before you make a big decision. Do it before you buy a car or a house. Do it before you go on a date or take a new job. When it becomes second nature, you may find yourself doing it before you do a lot of things. And you might not always hear something; you might not get a veto. But then again, sometimes you will. Sometimes you'll get direction that it's imperative you follow.
This three-step process should be attached to every single thing you and I do in our whole lives. Give the ministry of the Holy Ghost, the Helper Himself, space front and center in every single thing you do. Ask for help in everything you do. You might think this is going overboard, but I started asking Him about what I should wear in the morning. I know it sounds kind of funny, but what a surprise when one day, I felt like He started working on me about how I dressed to go to work. Now, I wasn't dressed really poorly, nor was I making an effort to cultivate an appearance of excellence. I felt like He was urging me to step it up a little bit—that I'd feel better about myself and look better.
So I've been doing that. I said, "OK. You care what I wear to work? Then You got it."
One morning, when I was in a hurry, I threw on a pair of jeans before work. But just then, I was reminded of what I had heard from Him. I didn't hear some booming voice while I was standing shirtless in my closet. I just heard a gentle witness inside. That's all. No wind. No fire. No earthquake. Just a still small voice that said, "How about some slacks instead?"
So I put the jeans away and grabbed a pair of nicer pants. When I put on the pants, I reached my hand in my pocket and found a folded check. I'm sad to say that it is not unlike me to leave money in my clothes, and while I do need to get better at that, I have to admit it can be a nice surprise in the mornings.
But this was not a check for me. Some time earlier, someone had given me a check made out to our ministry, and I couldn't remember who had given it. And I didn't at all remember what I'd done with that check! In a meeting I was having with my staff, it had come up that no one had seen the check yet, which meant I still had it. But where? I remember asking the Lord to please help me find that check.
Guess what? He did help me. That is who He is. That is what He does.
That check was to help a group of volunteers get to our summer convention, and I don't know if I would have ever found it in time had it not been for the help of the Holy Ghost.
Start with the small things. Get Him involved in these decisions that seem insignificant to you.
Will God always tell you what to wear? Probably not. Do you stand in front of the closet all day in your undies, waiting for Him to give you a directive about what to put on? Probably not.
But give Him the chance. Stop, ask, and follow. After you've done it a bit, it doesn't take any time at all. You never know; He might just tell you something you really need to know. Wisdom might whisper with a still, small voice in your spirit that you're to do a particular small something that you'd never think of as significant.
You may never know why God might tell you to do something specific or seemingly off-the-wall. You may never find out why God had you do something. But perhaps that something impacted a life because you stopped, asked, and followed. Perhaps it'll change your life, or someone else's. Or perhaps you'll just learn to obey, and when He tells you something He won't have to pull out, "Because I said so," to get you to act.
Will God always answer you
about every little thing? Probably
not, but give Him a chance.
Stop, ask, and follow regardless. Ask for His help, help from the Helper. I'm telling you, without the grace of the Lord God, I wouldn't know how to get dressed. I wouldn't know my own name or be able to take my next breath.
I know I have used some lighthearted examples and that finding money in your pocket doesn't seem like something worth writing about. But the truth is that it only starts there. I know people who were saved from disaster and tragedy because they felt impressed to take the long way to work one day.
I told you earlier about Pastor Rick Renner. He tells a story that is truly remarkable. He and his wife were in Chicago attending a meeting. Before the evening service, Pastor Rick had the strangest feeling come over him. He told his wife, Denise, that he thought the Lord might be telling him to stay in the hotel and not go to service that night.
"But that doesn't make sense," he said. "Why would we come here for these meetings but then just sit in the hotel room?" He went back and forth on this decision until he finally decided that he was going to go to service. As he and Denise were racing to get ready, there was a knock on the door, which Rick assumed was their driver.
To benefit from His help,
we must be quick to obey.
"We'll be down in five minutes," he yelled from inside the room. When they got downstairs, he noticed that the driver was not there yet but thought nothing of it. All the way to the meeting center, Pastor Rick wrestled in his mind whether or not he should be going. He remained uncomfortable even after arrival. Just before the meeting started, Pastor Rick turned and told his wife he had to return to the hotel.
"Stop at the gas station and then the fast-food restaurant. I'm hungry," Rick told the driver on their way back to the hotel. When he finally arrived back at his room, he walked in, utterly shocked to find that someone had broken in and stolen everything of value in their room. His computer with decades of preaching notes and manuscripts for books—gone. All of Denise's jewelry—gone.
They pastor a church in Moscow and were only visiting the U.S., so you can imagine how his heart must have sunk when he realized their passports were gone too. When he put it all together, he realized it was not the driver knocking at his door. It was the thief. Someone had been watching them all week and had their schedule timed perfectly. And Pastor Rick had told the thief they would be leaving in five minutes!
What a hard lesson! What if he had obeyed? Instead of attending the meeting, what might have happened had he sat in his hotel room that night as the Lord had led?
The answer is "nothing." Nothing would have happened. He might have sat there all night and gone to bed, curious as to why. But it is far better to trust the Lord and be curious than to have everything stolen because you chose not to listen. When He speaks, we must listen.
I know my life has been saved because of obedience to the leading of the Holy Spirit. There may come a time that you sit at home bored on a Friday night because the Spirit of God checked you about going out that night. But would you rather be bored at home or sitting in a hospital room? You may think that sounds a little dramatic, but I am only telling you what I have seen and experienced. We must trust that the leadership of the Holy Spirit is rooted in God's love for us; and if He loves us, then His direction is always for the betterment of our lives.
Being saved is more than a prayer that you prayed one day. Salvation is for every day of our lives. He saved you from hell in eternity, and He is saving you from hell on earth.
If you'll let Him.
God cares about everything in our lives and has made help available. But to benefit from this help, we must be quick to obey.
THE PATH OF THE RIGHTEOUS
He is God your Helper, and He is faithful to help and guide you every step, every moment. But when we think we know better and choose to take the way that seems right to us, we are literally taking our lives into our own hands.
The psalmist says that there is a way that seems right to a man but that it ends in death. But the good news is found in Proverbs 4:18, which says, "But the path of the [uncompromisingly] just and righteous is like the light of dawn, that shines more and more (brighter and clearer) until [it reaches its full strength and glory...]" (AMP).
That's the path your Guide sets before you. With the help of the Holy Ghost, the steps that we are supposed to take are getting brighter and brighter all the time. There doesn't have to be confusion. There doesn't have to be doubt. There is no darkness on the path that we are on. The help of the Holy Ghost puts us on the right path.
So be willing to stop, ask Him for directions, and follow them.
SECTION VII
Jesus Is
CHAPTER NINETEEN
THROUGH HIM, FOR HIM
We began by discussing the goodness and mercy of God, which became real to me as I studied on this attribute of God's personality. I hope by reading that section you began to fully grasp exactly what kind of God we serve—and that His mercy really does endure forever.
Similarly, we looked at God's authority as well as our own lack of ability to get anything done on our own, which I think of, affectionately, as the kick in the pants that we all need. Keith Moore, of Faith Life Church in Branson, Missouri, taught an outstanding series on this that changed my life and thinking and provided a lot of the impetus for section three.
I pray you saw that leaning on your own understanding won't cut it—it can't, because you can only rely on where you've been, and trusting God takes you into uncharted waters.
But then we also looked at Jesus' presentation of His Father's attributes and at God as a Father—a Father whose interaction with His children is predicated upon our understanding that He is good and merciful and is in complete authority. We saw how in giving us an example of true faith, Paul had to go all the way back to Abraham, the spiritual father of our own faith. Abraham set such an example of trusting God that he was even willing to sacrifice the child of promise, Isaac, to God—fully expecting God to be faithful anyway.
Hopefully, you walked away understanding how we must shape our lives to fit God's Word, not the other way around.
And with the understanding that God is good and merciful, that He is in authority, and that He's our loving Father, we also got to know God as our Healer. We saw that we must believe that He is, and that He's a rewarder of those who seek Him—these things are prerequisites for the kind of faith that gets God's attention, as Jairus and the woman with the issue of blood got Jesus' attention.
I'd like to think that after reading that, you'd understand what's involved in seeking God for the answer to your own needs, just as these people trusted that Jesus was the answer to their own needs for healing. This kind of thinking isn't manipulation; it's simply learning how it works, and then purposing to be the kind of person who has the kind of faith that makes Jesus stop and take notice.
And after considering Jesus as our source of healing and the Holy Spirit as our Guide, I'd like to finish our study of the character of God on a final, transcendent note. This God in whom we believe—who exists as described in the Bible as the only One who is good and merciful, as the One who is in authority, as our Father, as our Healer, and as our Guide—is far more than any of these things, yet so simple we can summarize Him with one name.
So let us end with the summation of all He is by discussing the One who lives within us when we open our lives to Him and accept salvation. We end with the One who existed from the beginning, the Alpha and Omega.
We end with Jesus.
JESUS IS
Together as a body, our church reads a chapter a day of the New Testament. I can't say enough about how wonderful this practice is, how it brings us together around the Word and forms a corporate backbone and singular purpose throughout our church body.
We came to a time on the calendar when we were to read together the book of Acts. I've read Acts before, but this time something new started looking me in the face. It's particularly evident in the life and ministry of Paul and the other apostles. One passage soon after Paul's conversion on the Damascus road reads, "But Saul increased all the more in strength, and confounded the Jews who dwelt in Damascus, proving that this Jesus is the Christ" (Acts 9:22).
Everything we need, Jesus is.
Later, in chapter 10, Peter reaffirms the mandate the Lord gave them: "And he [Jesus] ordered us to preach everywhere and to testify that Jesus is the one appointed by God to be the judge of all—the living and the dead" (verse 42, NLT). He's the Messiah.
The Holy Spirit compels Paul to preach that Jesus is the Messiah in chapter 10—it's what he preached wherever he went. We read this again and again in Acts.
Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Redeemer. Jesus is the Word fulfilled. Jesus is prophecy made flesh. The New Testament is full of this singular testimony: Jesus is.
In Romans 10, it says that if we confess with our mouths that Jesus is the Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the dead, we'll be saved. In 1 John 4 it says that those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, are of God. First John 5 tells us that those who overcome the world are those who believe that Jesus is the Son of God.
I could go on and on like that, because the Word is full of affirmations that everything we need, Jesus is.
THE VISIBLE IMAGE OF THE INVISIBLE
We rightly hear a lot about being more like Jesus, but this book is about learning God's personality. And there is no single way of describing God that is better than the total summation of Himself He put on display on this earth: His Son, Jesus.
This Jesus, Paul tells us, "is the visible image of the invisible God" (Colossians 1:15, NLT).
Paul is explaining to them why we're thankful to the Father. He explains that God qualified us who were sinners to be partakers of an inheritance shared with His people, the saints of the light, and that He has delivered us from the power of darkness and conveyed us into the kingdom of the Son of His love (Jesus again).
Paul explains that in Jesus we are having redemption—present tense. Not we were redeemed; we are being redeemed. Today. Now. Redemption is something that began on the Cross, was completed through the resurrection, and is taking place right now.
He goes on to give us arguably the best summation in all of Scripture about who Jesus is by telling us that He is "the firstborn over all creation." God's Son. "For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers." He's the vehicle, the author, of Creation. "All things were created through Him and for Him." He made it all. "He is before all things, and in Him all things consist." He existed before anything else, and He holds it all together. "And He is the head of the body, the church," He's our leader, our Husband. And He is "the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence" (verses 15-18).
These are the best four verses on the character of Jesus, perhaps anywhere. He's the Son of God, but the Spirit of God inspiring this scripture is not satisfied to leave it at that.
Who is God's firstborn Son? Jesus is.
Who is the Creator of all things? Jesus is.
Who was before all things and the One in whom all things hold together? Jesus is.
Who is the Head of the Church? Jesus is.
Who is the first One born from the dead? Jesus is.
Who is first in everything, preeminent? Jesus is.
Notice the two realms that He is Creator and Lord over—the visible and the invisible. Try to think of something that does not fall into one of those two categories. If you can come up with something that doesn't cover, you're doing better than I. But until we think of something that doesn't qualify as visible or invisible, we can confidently say that He's Lord over it all.
How is this possible? How can all of this—all of the wonder and power of Creation, all of the glory and eminence of God Himself—be revealed in the skin of the human being that Jesus became when He took on flesh?
Paul explains: "For God in all his fullness was pleased to live in Christ, and through him God reconciled everything to himself. He made peace with everything in heaven and on earth by means of Christ's blood on the cross" (verses 19-20, NLT).
He has reconciled all things on earth. Are you a thing on earth? I'm a thing on earth. He's reconciled us. How did He reconcile us? Through the blood of His Cross.
Which ones of us? All of us who were far away from God and who were once His enemies—which includes all of us, period— because of our sins of thought and action.
But He reconciled us to Himself because Jesus took our sins on His physical body, thus bringing us into God's presence holy and blameless.
COME TOGETHER AROUND JESUS
We should be talking about Jesus all the time. In a day when the Body of Christ seems to be arguing with itself more than ever, it seems to me we can all find common ground in the person and power of Jesus Christ.
Personally, I believe that miracles still take place today. I believe that God is the Healer and not the oppressor. I believe that speaking in tongues is a gift that is for everyone in the Body of Christ. I believe that God wants His people to be blessed in every area of life.
It seems that we spend a great deal
of time talking about what we don't
believe, rather than affirming what
we do believe based on the Word of God.
Now, you and I may not agree on every one of those, but that's OK. I heard a man say once that we can disagree without being disagreeable. To me, that means even if we don't see eye to eye on everything, we can still come together around our common conviction that Jesus IS the Son of the living God. We can work together in the kingdom of God because we believe that Jesus IS the way, the truth, and the life.
Do you want to see people born again into the family of God? So do I. I believe Jesus IS. And if you do too, then you and I are members of the same family, and I pray that is enough to keep us free from strife and confusion.
Let's put the bickering aside and come back to the common ground of Jesus Christ. It seems that we spend a great deal of time talking about what we don't believe, rather than affirming what we do believe based on the Word of God.
The entire Bible points directly at Jesus.
HIM WE PREACH
If you are a preacher reading this book, I want to encourage you with something out of this same chapter in Colossians. Verses 27-28 have become the foundation for my life and ministry:
To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him we preach, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus.
Notice he says that it is God's will for you and me to become acquainted with this mystery: "Christ in you, the hope of glory." What a life-altering reality! Christ, the Anointed One and His Anointing, is living in you!
The three words that follow this statement have changed my motivation in ministry forever: "Him we preach." Did you hear that, preachers? The subject and content of every sermon for the rest of our lives should be as follows: Jesus.
If that sounds limited to you, then may I humbly suggest that you don't know Him well enough? The entire Bible points directly at Jesus. You can find Him all the way through. I challenge you to study the Word from this perspective. The Word reveals Him as God in the flesh—the express image of God our Father.
Jesus Himself said that if you have seen Him, you have seen the Father. Preach Jesus.
THE WORD MADE FLESH
There are countless things we could say Jesus is. We could easily have filled this book talking about Jesus, but let's take this section to bring everything we've learned about God into focus by focusing on Jesus.
John 1 gives us the first thing I want to say about Jesus: Jesus is the Word made flesh.
In John 1:1-2 we find that "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God." It goes on to say, "All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made." Sounds a lot like Colossians. "In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it." Skip down to verse 14: "And the Word [Jesus] became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth."
The Word became flesh. He took on physical aspects down here, where we could see Him—the visible image of the invisible God. Until Jesus came, people could not see God when they worshiped Him. But then Jesus came, becoming tangible, touchable, viewable flesh, and Him they could see.
The writers of the New Testament were men who either saw or were influenced by those who watched Jesus perform miracles. They wrote their testimonies about the Person they saw—the Word made flesh—walking around on this earth, right in front of their eyes, demonstrating the Father to them.
Their eyes beheld the Word performing miracles and showing them the Father. In one passage, we read that they handled the very Word of God—they lived in such close proximity, they brushed shoulders with the Word given flesh.
You want to know what God looks like? Look at Jesus. He is the image of the invisible God.
You want to know what God sounds like? Listen to Jesus. He spoke nothing on His own, but only what the Father bade Him say.
You want to know what God acts like? Watch Jesus. He did the Father's will on earth.
He is the Word, and when Jesus is the
Teacher and the Holy Spirit is your guide,
you learn and grow from what you hear.
When you read the New Testament—especially what the Spirit of God said through Paul, and the books of Hebrews and Revelation—you begin to see this place of preeminence we read about in Colossians. Jesus is the Word made flesh, so His preeminence means that He has the first word, the last word (the Alpha and Omega), and every word in between.
TEACHER, PREACHER, AND HEALER
From the Gospel account of His life, we learn that everywhere Jesus went, He taught in their synagogues, preached the good news of the gospel, and healed all those who were sick and oppressed by the devil.
He was a teacher, a preacher, and a healer.
When Jesus taught the Word, you didn't leave complaining that He wasn't a good teacher. He is the Word, and when Jesus is the teacher and the Holy Spirit is your guide, you learn and grow from what you hear.
He was sent to bring light, and when Jesus is the teacher, you walk in the light. When Jesus is the preacher, you're not bored. When Jesus is the preacher, you don't say, "Oh, this one again?" When Jesus is the preacher, you don't pick and choose which Sundays you come to church. You're there every time the doors are open.
Some of you may read that and think, "Well, yeah, all those people had Jesus in the flesh. If I had Jesus in the flesh, I'd feel the same way."
But remember, Jesus looked His disciples in the eye and said it was better for them if He wasn't there. Because if He went, He'd send the Helper. And the Helper, you'll remember, also doesn't speak on His own—He reveals to us what the Father and the Son tell Him.
You may not have Jesus here in the flesh today, but you have His Word and His Spirit. And with that, you have the ability to see plainly the character and nature of God.
So when you listen to the Holy Spirit, you're listening to Jesus. When you learn to receive from the Holy Spirit, you're learning to listen to the very voice of God the Father and His Son Jesus Christ.
When you read the Word, you're hearing from Jesus. You're reading about God's attributes, character, thoughts, and ways. You're reading about Jesus, the visible image of God sent to change the course of history and change all the rules.
So if Jesus is the Word of God, what you hear from the Bible is what you're hearing from God. Jesus is the voice of God, and when you hear the voice of the Holy Spirit, guess who you're hearing—Jesus. That's direction from the throne of God.
Do you think maybe we should take it a little more seriously than we have? Do you think learning to hear the voice of the Holy Ghost may just be one of the most important things you'll ever do?
When Jesus is your teacher, you get it. When Jesus is your preacher, you get excited. When Jesus is the preacher, you listen. It stirs in you, and you get excited because He knows the Word. And He's showing it to you, revealing it to your spirit.
Because He's the Word made flesh. After all, He's the first in line. He's the beginning and the end. He has preeminence. This preacher is the image of the invisible God.
He's still doing it. He's still the Word, and He looks back at you every time you look at Him in the Bible.
And it changes you. You become what you look at—the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ.
So Jesus is the Word made flesh.
CHAPTER TWENTY
TO: YOU
FROM: GOD
In addition to the fact He is the Word made flesh, the second thing I want to say about who Jesus is is that He is the fulfillment of Bible prophecy. Jesus is the fulfillment of well over three hundred Old Testament prophecies, not the least of which was this one: "Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted" (Isaiah 53:4, NIV).
Isaiah 53:5 offers even more proof that Jesus is the Word made flesh: "But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed." This Word of God to and through the prophet Isaiah became flesh when Jesus endured the cross. More than seven hundred years before Jesus ever showed up, the prophet Isaiah was saying, "By his stripes we are healed."
Throughout the Old Testament, from Genesis on, we read this subtext: He's coming, He's coming, He's coming. He's promised to crush the serpent's head, in Genesis.
And all of history was pointing to that moment when the Word became flesh and Jesus fulfilled prophecy, including being your healer. All of history was moving toward a point on the calendar that hadn't even been yet—it didn't yet exist, but it was promised, and godly men and women looked for it earnestly.
The Word became flesh, dwelled among us, and went to the Cross, where He died for our sins. Then rose from the dead with the keys of death, hell, and the grave. All of prophecy, all of God's plan for each of us for eternity, hung on that moment. The Word became flesh, and He fulfilled every one of God's promises regarding the Messiah.
Jesus came and fulfilled the prophecy that His wounds would heal us. If Jesus is your healer, you walk away healed. If Jesus is your healer, you walk away whole.
When you hear, faith comes.
We've already looked at some examples in this book of Jesus' healing at work, and I've shared some of my favorites—Jairus and the woman with the issue of blood being chief among them. Jairus' daughter was sick to the point of death—actually did die—and the woman had been sick for years and years. But they sought Jesus out with their needs, and He met them. They both got what they came for.
People who need healing can get discouraged, but we see that Jesus, the visible image of the invisible God, healed those who came to Him. That's inspiring to me. People wonder if it's God's will to heal them, but when these people and countless others came to Him, they got what they came for because He is the healer. The Gospels are full of account after account of His willingness to heal—again and again it says He healed them all. He had compassion on them, and He healed them.
And these people didn't have the New Testament to quote. They hadn't read Paul's writings, or John's, or Peter's. They weren't walking around quoting 1 Peter 2:24, that by His stripes we're healed. They didn't know there was a 1 Peter, let alone a second. Why so many Peters? they would've asked. The woman with the issue of blood was not confessing 1 Peter. There was no such thing yet.
In fact, most of them probably hadn't connected the prophecies regarding the Messiah with this Man, Jesus, yet. "By his stripes we were healed" was nothing more than an unfulfilled prophecy at that point. He was in the process of revealing Himself as the fulfillment of this prophecy.
Yet, the moment that woman with the issue of blood reached out and touched the edge of His garment, she became a part of the fulfillment of the prophecy found in Malachi 4:2, "But to you who fear My name The Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings." Interestingly, the edges of the kind of garment Jesus was wearing were commonly referred to as "wings." Whether she knew it or not, there was healing power in the wings of that garment just as Malachi said there would be.
They came believing in Him. They'd heard about Him, and faith arose. When you hear, faith comes. So they sought Him out—did whatever they had to do, offended whomever they had to offend, and disregarded everything but getting to Jesus. All they knew was Jesus.
They knew He'd done it for others, and He could do it for them—not because they'd read the revealed words of men who had connected the prophecies with the One who fulfilled them, but because they heard of and believed in Him.
JESUS IS: YOUR GIFT FROM GOD
You may be familiar with a little scripture from John 3:16: "For God so loved the world" that He did what? "He gave His only
begotten Son." God gave Him. Jesus is our gift from God.
Romans 8:31-32 says, "If God is for us, who can ever be against us? Since he did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us all, won't he also give us everything else?" (NLT).
If He gave you the very best, if He started by giving you the very best, is there something better than Jesus that you didn't get? No—He's preeminent, first in line. And God started with that.
So if He gave you Jesus, would He spare healing from you? No! Jesus is your healing, the prophesied healer of your body who took stripes on His back for your healing.
If He gave you Jesus, would He keep peace from your heart and mind? No. Jesus is the Prince of Peace.
If He gave you Jesus, would He keep your marriage from being healthy and whole? Of course not. He's the One who binds a man and woman together as one.
If He gave you Jesus, would He withhold a financial blessing or breakthrough in your life? No. Our God supplies all our need according to His riches in glory.. .by Christ Jesus! He is your supply!
When He gave you Jesus, He gave you His name, His blood, His power, His faith, His ability, and His love and compassion. All of this belongs to you because Jesus belongs to you, and you belong to Him.
Better yet, get God involved
before trouble comes.
Jesus told His disciples that they could ask the Father anything in His name, and it would be done for them. That is a marvelous promise! He said ask and it will be given to you. Seek and you will find.
I think people have a concept that God is the one hiding things from them and withholding from them so they will learn a lesson Listen, God is not cruel. Remember, there are things that are a mystery, but they are mysteries hidden for us not from us.
We just read from Colossians that He willed to make known the mystery: Christ in you the hope of glory. Did you catch it? That is His will. His will is not to keep you in the dark just so He can break you down emotionally so that all that's left to do is cry out to Him.
The life of a man or woman of faith
is not a life free from trouble. The
difference is, as a person of faith, you
know what to do when trouble comes.
If you have not called on God and you are distraught mentally, emotionally, or physically, that is not God's fault. His Word has always been there, and He has not changed. He would have brought you from darkness to light if you had called on Him the moment trouble showed up.
Or, better yet, got God involved before trouble came.
The life of a man or woman of faith is not a life free from trouble. The difference is, as a person of faith, you know what to do when trouble comes. What a comforting thought to know that the answer is already within you! How do you know that? Because Jesus is within you, and He is the answer to every question, trial, and problem. When God gave you Jesus, He gave you the Answer.
If He gave you Jesus, He'll give you anything else. That's what the Word says.
Jesus is your gift from God.
JESUS IS: ALL YOU NEED
Second Corinthians 8:9 says, "For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich." Jesus is the measure of your wealth.
Your effort is not the measure of your wealth. Neither is your position and standing, or who you know. Your bank account and stock holdings are not the measure of your wealth.
Only Jesus is the measure of your wealth.
The wealth of healing that is inside of you, the wealth of peace, the wealth of wisdom, the wealth of grace, the wealth of prosperity and blessing that's promised in the Word of God—these are all in Jesus. It would be good to be rich in those things, wouldn't it? He is the measure of your wealth.
So how are your needs met? I am a firm believer in the biblical concept of having the right confession. Proverbs says that life and death is in the power of the tongue.
Let me explain what I mean. As a fourth-grader at a Christian school in Fort Worth, Texas, I once conducted a science experiment to see how our words can affect the world around us.
I took two identical plants and began to talk to them. "Talk to them?" you ask. Yes. Talk to them. I gave them both the same amount of water, sunlight, and food. The only difference was how I talked to them. I told one plant that it was strong, and beautiful, and healthy. I told the other one that it was weak and dying. I did this for weeks.
For a while, nothing seemed to be happening. Both plants seemed to be maintaining similar results. Discouraged—and a little nervous about what kind of grade I might get on a failed experiment—I went to my mom and complained that it wasn't working.
"Yes, it is," she said.
"No, it's not. Look!" I replied.
"Jeremy," she said, "it is working."
A little frustrated by her inability to accurately observe what was going on, I argued and argued with her. Over and over again, I complained that this confession thing wasn't working.
And over and over she calmly replied, "Yes, it is."
Then, all at once, like someone had flipped the switch, it dawned on me: She had the right confession. The whole experiment was based on the power of our words, and there I stood proclaiming (crying, as my mom remembers it), "It's not working! It's not working!"
Right then I realized that it wasn't about what we could see on the outside. It was about the effect that my words were having whether I could see it or not.
My experiment concluded with remarkable results: Two plants that received the same light and water came out looking totally different because of the words I spoke over them. One was healthy and strong, the other dying and wilting. It was astounding.
But the truly amazing part of this story came long after the science project was over. My mom decided to keep the plants as houseplants, but soon her good intentions turned to neglect and they got stuffed behind a shelf without water or light.
It is vitally important that what
we say about ourselves is what
the Bible has said about us.
Months later, she found them and was shocked by what she saw. The plant that I had been nice to was still alive! The other one had died, and, apparently, it had been dead for some time. But the life-giving power in my words had kept the other little plant alive without light or water for who knows how long!
I tell you this story for a couple of reasons. One, you must be watchful over the words that come out of your mouth about yourself and others. Be watchful over what you say to and about your children. You have the ability to build up or destroy simply by the words you choose.
Our words reveal our hearts.
It is vitally important that what we say about ourselves is what the Bible has said about us.
But secondly, once you realize that there is indeed power in your confession, you must not be tempted to put your faith in your confession. Your confession is nothing more than a demonstration of your faith, of what and in whom you believe.
I have had the privilege of growing up in a ministry and family that has taught extensively on confession and have, as a result, seen astounding results. But I have also been around long enough to watch as people "try" the confession thing for a while and then walk away discouraged and mad because it didn't work for them.
This isn't something you try. This is a way of life. Our words reveal our hearts.
I have also watched people take this revelation and then separate it from the Revealer. What do I mean by that? If you're just confessing "My needs are met" all day, but you're looking at bills that are due and empty bank accounts, are your needs met? No. But when you complete that confession saying, "My God shall supply all my need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus," you're recognizing that Jesus is the measure of your wealth (Philippians 4:19).
"My needs are met" is a positive affirmation, but it lacks the life-giving power that comes when you realize that your needs are met through and by Jesus Christ. When your confession comes out of what you believe about Jesus to be true, there's power in it. Enough power to change the very circumstances around you. Enough power to renew your mind to a new way of thinking— God's way of thinking.
But you can't confess that and believe it as long as you still view some man or woman, job, or winning lottery ticket as your source. God is your one and only source. He is the measure of your wealth.
We must realize that there are many channels, but only one source. That job you have may be a gift from God. But don't limit Him by viewing that paycheck as your sole means in this life.
Turn that paycheck into seed. He said that He would provide seed to the sower. "Thank You, Lord, for the seed You have brought into my life. Where would You have me sow it?" The simple act of tithing and giving can open the windows of heaven above you, and God has promised to pour out a blessing so big that it will begin to overflow your life.
"Jeremy, you sound like one of those 'prosperity preachers," you might be saying.
Well, if by "prosperity preacher" you mean, "Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers" (3 John 1), then, yeah, I guess I am.
But let me tell you what I believe is true prosperity.
My wife and I recently committed to what we called "Thirty Days of Giving." This isn't something our church or friends were doing. It is simply something the Lord put on our hearts, so we did it. We committed that we would tithe and sow as normal into our church and other ministries, but in addition to that we looked for an opportunity to give no matter how large or small every day. We have missed a couple days, but mostly we have held to our commitment.
Some days we bought someone's coffee, lunch, or dinner. One day we bought a gift card for our neighbors, who are expecting their third child. Other days, the Lord led us to give hundreds at a time to a friend or family member.
We've had it in our hearts for some time now to give our car away, and the Lord put that in our hearts again in those thirty days. But instead of running out and giving it to the first person we saw, we spent time and money fixing that car and getting it into the best condition possible before we gave it away. That excites us!
"But, Jeremy, aren't you afraid that it might be difficult with only one car? What if you don't get another one for a long time?"
No! I am not afraid! Why? Because Jesus is the measure of my wealth!
I already have proof that what I am saying is true. As soon as we made this commitment to give, the money started coming in to us! I gave away a suit, and a couple of days later someone gave me three shirts and a tie. We told our cousins that we would buy their ski-lift tickets on vacation; the next day my dad told us he would be buying ours. This kind of thing has happened over and over.
The measure of your strength is Jesus.
The measure of your ability is in His ability.
We have had more unusual and extraordinary expenses in these thirty days than we have ever had. And yet, at the end of the day, there is plenty left over. How could that be? It is because Jesus is the measure of our wealth. We are blessed to be a blessing. It thrills us to no end to give to others, because we know it thrills God to give to us.
And try as we may, we just can't seem to outgive Him. No, we are not giving to get. However, you cannot get around the fact that this is God's established system of increase.
In the world's system, if you want to have more, then you had better keep every last nickel you can get your hands on. But when God is your source, if you want to increase, then you had better start looking for a place to give!
When we get into tough financial situations, the first thing we do is look for a place to sow. That's just the way it is for us. That is the prosperity message we preach and the one we live.
Jesus is the measure of our wealth.
Not only is He the measure of your wealth, He's also the measure of your strength. Philippians 4:13 says, "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me." The Amplified Bible expands on this: "I have strength for all things in Christ Who empowers me [I am ready for anything and equal to anything through Him Who infuses inner strength into me; I am self-sufficient in Christ's sufficiency]."
What you've been through and what you've accomplished isn't the measure of your strength. What you've overcome is not the measure of your strength. Your determination, discipline, and character are not the measures of your strength.
The measure of your strength is Jesus. The measure of your ability is in His ability. Your only self-sufficiency is in Christ's sufficiency. You have conquered some things, but only because He has conquered all things.
THE MEASURE OF YOUR ABILITY
Jesus is also the measure of your ability. John 15:5 says, "I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing." But with Him, all things are possible.
Recall our "In You" truths—without Him you are nothing, know nothing, have nothing, and can do nothing? That's because Jesus is the measure of your ability. We've got to remind ourselves of this: Without Him, we can do nothing.
We must be especially careful of this after we've seen and done some things; after we've been around the block a few times, we can start leaning on our own understanding. We can start looking at what we've lived through, what we've seen, and what we've experienced. And we can think that qualifies us or that enables us to do it without anyone's help.
If you've been through some stuff, the Lord has indeed taught you, but you're only capable through Him. Your ability is in Him, not in yourself. We must all learn this early on and keep learning it again and again. It is not about what we can do in and of ourselves, but what we do through Him.
Remember Proverbs 3:5-6: "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths."
Let's revisit this as well—according to that scripture, the opposite of trusting the Lord is leaning on your own understanding. You cannot get more opposite; you cannot get more diametrically opposed to trusting in God than leaning on your own understanding.
Trusting in yourself will only get you as far as you've ever been. At the very best, it may get you as far as somebody else has been. But trust in Him will take you places nobody has been. Trusting Him as the measure of your wealth, your strength, and your ability lets Him take you where He desires you to go.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
YOU'RE WORTH IT
Jesus is the Word made flesh. Jesus is the fulfillment of prophecy. Jesus is your teacher, preacher, and healer. Jesus is your gift from God. Jesus is the measure of your wealth. Jesus is the measure of your strength. Jesus is the measure of your ability. And lastly, Jesus is the measure of your worth.
In Matthew 13, Jesus gives some very interesting examples of what the kingdom of heaven is like. In verse 44, He likens it to the man finding a treasure in a field and then selling all he had to buy the field, which we talked about near the beginning of the book. He likens it also to a pearl merchant who finds a uniquely valuable one and sells all he has to purchase it in verses 45-46.
There are stories of a similar tone in Luke 15. Jesus first talks about going to find one lost sheep, and the joy of finding it. Then He tells this story:
Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls her friends and neighbors together, saying, "Rejoice with me, for I have found the piece which I lost!" Likewise, I say to you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents (verses 8-10).
I had read these scriptures many times before, but in studying Jesus for this section, I confronted myself with what it would really be like to find something so valuable that I'd be willing to sell everything I had in order to buy it. If you've never really considered it, really tried to put yourself in the shoes of someone willing to make that decision, I strongly encourage you to do so.
Selling all you own to buy something means that whatever that thing is, its worth transcends a simple dollar amount to you. It transcends any natural value that we can place on something, because for a single thing to be worth selling everything I've got, it must be pretty special. It would have to be worth it to me.
For instance, let's pretend I sold everything I own—my house and everything in it, cars, and everything else we could get our hands on—and came home and told Sarah that I had done this to buy a beautiful, Italian sports car I had seen. Remember, we are pretending. And let's say she agreed to this ridiculous idea. Obviously, still pretending.
What would we then have? We'd have a super-fast car with two seats, no food, no money to buy food, and nowhere to put it even if we did, because no one would be allowed to eat in our car. We sold everything—including our clothes—to buy the car, so now we are stuck inside the car, unable to get out. Naked.
It would not be worth it, no matter how exclusive, fast, and desirable that car was. So even though this car might be of a value equal to (or most likely greater than) everything else I own, it's not worth it to me to sell everything to buy one, because it cannot replace or improve the way we live our lives.
No matter how nice, it wouldn't be worth it to me—or you. So what would?
Some guy thought the treasure he found in this field was worth selling everything he owned. We talked about him at the beginning of the book and the no-doubt hard sell he had with his wife. "You want to sell everything we have and buy a field?" she would ask.
To the person who didn't know about the secret treasure, it would be foolish. They'd ask, "You sold everything for this dirt, grass, and some trees?"
But the man in Jesus' story did exactly that. He was convinced it was worth it—worth everything he owned. Perhaps that treasure would allow him to buy it all back and then some; we really don't know. But it was worth everything to him.
The same is true with the pearl merchant. He spent his days hunting for these things, and when he found an exceptional one, he sold everything he had so he could buy it. In the ancient world, pearls were considered valuable not simply because of some abstract concept of worth or rarity; they were considered some of the most beautiful things one could possess in the whole world.
It wasn't just a dollar amount that drove this guy to sell it all; it was a worth inspired by beauty that transcended simple value.
I did some study about women in the Middle East and what this coin in the last story would've meant to the woman who lost it. Young women in this area and in this era were not wealthy, generally. They would save and save, from their early teens until they got married, because they were going to wear a headdress that was very much like a wedding ring. It signified that they were married. And it was made up of ten silver coins.
Value-wise, the lost coin was worth a lot to the woman in Jesus' story. The worth of just that one coin was far greater than the literal value. To her, it was priceless—what it signified was far greater than the dollar value. So she pulled the house apart looking—under the couch cushions, behind the TV, in the refrigerator. Anywhere it could be, she checked. And then she checked again. And again. She's moved furniture out to the front yard, and was looking everywhere.
Then she finally found it. And when she did, she rejoiced not at the recovered value, but at the signified worth of having all of these coins, of having her symbol of something far greater than a monetary value restored.
Jesus tells us the kingdom of heaven is like that.
He tells us that we're worth paying the highest price imaginable—everything. You were worth His very life. He paid the costliest price for you.
Jesus is the measure of your worth. He set your worth as the price of His own life when He paid for you by dying. And remember, the price paid determines the value.
THE IMAGE OF GOD
So many people don't understand the worth that Jesus set on their lives by the price He paid. They think poorly of themselves, of their worth. They see the field and think it's not worth it. They see the pearl, and they can't image why the guy paid everything for it. They see the one coin, and they don't understand why she is so excited she found it.
They don't understand the worth.
"There is a treasure within
you — the very image of God.”
They don't understand that the hidden treasure made selling everything worth it to the guy who bought the field. They don't see the hidden treasure he saw, the deep treasure that made every penny worth spending.
They don't understand that the beauty made the pearl worth it to the merchant. They don't see its priceless splendor the way he does.
They don't understand the significance the woman put on that one coin and what finding it restored to her. They don't know what all the celebrating is about.
They don't understand that their lives are worth so much more than the world tells them. They don't see the worth Jesus put on them, the great value He placed on each of us by willingly giving His life as the price of our redemption.
There is a treasure within you—the very image of God looking out from your eyes, walking around in your skin. The treasure within you was worth it to Him. There's a priceless beauty within you that He saw and recognized long before you were even born, before you took your first step or ever did anything, good or bad. Able to look into your heart, your hidden depths, He saw your buried treasure.
Jesus called your worth —
the significance of a right
relationship between you and
your Father — worth dying for.
You are the most beautiful thing He has ever seen and ever will see, and as an expert, He said you were worth His blood. Before you saw your first glimpse of how ugly the world is or the feeble beauty to be found here, before that colored you, He called you beautiful. And now after all you've seen and all your scars, He hasn't changed His mind—He calls you beautiful still.
Jesus called your worth—the significance of a right relationship between you and your Father—worth dying for. Long before your first individual sin, He saw you born into a fallen and sinful race; long after your final sin on this earth, He recognized that restoring you to God was worth the ultimate price. It was worth the stripes on His back, the nails in His hands and feet. You were worth the crown of thorns!
Jesus is the measure of your worth.
You meant something to Him far beyond monetary value. Just like that coin that meant something to that woman, He saw your worth. You represent something—the original plan. You represent unbroken fellowship with His creation, into whom He infused life with His breath. You represent the being He made to fellowship with, and He said Jesus was the measure of your worth—Jesus was the price worth paying for you.
What you've accomplished or what you've failed at isn't the measure; how pretty you started and the scars you've picked up aren't the measure. His blood is the measure of your worth.
That's who Jesus is. Jesus is the Word of God made flesh. Jesus is the prophetic Word fulfilled. Jesus is the most wonderful teacher, the most exciting preacher, the most gracious healer. Jesus is the measure of your wealth. He's the measure of your strength. He's the measure of your ability. Jesus is the measure of your worth.
JESUS IS: IN THE BIBLE YOU OWN
Faith comes when you hear the Word of God, the word about Jesus. Romans 10:17 says, "Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ" (NIV). Another translation puts it, "So faith comes from hearing, that is, hearing the Good News about Christ" (NLT).
Faith comes when you hear about Jesus.
Why was the woman with the issue of blood so full of faith? How did the four guys and their paralyzed friend have such faith? Why was Jairus so full of faith? How were the tormented, the blind, the sick, and the lame so full of faith? Was it all the scripture they had read?
No—they heard Jesus was in town.
Faith comes by hearing about Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, the fulfillment of prophecy, and all the rest. And we, my reader friend, have a significant advantage here: We can take hearing about Jesus and add to it the incorruptible seed of the Word of the living God that we can read every day.
Our faith is bolstered by the inspired books by Paul, Peter, James, and John—men who wrote under the direction of the Holy Spirit and gave us so much to build our faith by teaching us about Jesus. And even greater than having Him in person, we have His Word and promises sealed in His own blood. That should stir faith in anyone who will hear with an open heart, ready to receive.
That should stir you up and encourage you—you have more than just the rumors of Jesus being in town, as these people from the Gospels had. They had hope that He was what the whispers said He might be; they had heard the talk that He healed those who came to Him. And they sought Him out, did what they had to do, and in pursuing Him showed they had faith the prophecies would be fulfilled.
So we who have all the writings from then till now, who have the whole New Testament and all it teaches us about the Word made flesh, can rejoice that our faith comes by hearing about Jesus!
JESUS IS: THERE TO BE FOUND
Jesus is here to be seen by any and all who will look through the eyes of faith. It simply requires a decision to open the Book Before you sit down to read or listen to the Word of God, do something very simple first—I learned this from Sarah and it has really blessed and helped me. Before we read the Word together, she prays, "Father, we thank You for Your Word. We thank You for Jesus and the price He paid. And we thank You for the Holy Spirit, who is our guide. We believe we receive the light of revelation today as we read Your Word. Speak to us. Change us. We will be doers of the Word we hear. Amen."
If you want to see Him,
you are going to have to look.
That simple prayer puts me in a ready position to see things I have never seen and to hear things I have never heard, even if I am reading scripture I have read a thousand times before. If you want to see Him, you are going to have to look.
Jesus Is: The Original Overcomer
A final note about confession: If you have never heard that message before, let me encourage you to study it for yourself. Our words are powerful because God's words are powerful.
Jesus Himself said that we could have the things we say. So it's important to ask yourself, are you speaking words of life or death? How often do you hear yourself say things like "I can't do," or "I can't have" or "This is killing me"? These are words that we cannot allow in our vocabulary.
Our words are far more serious than you may have at first realized. Let me remind you of how you were born again: You believed that Jesus is the Son of God, then you said it. The Bible tells us that with the heart man believes unto righteousness; with the mouth, confession is made unto salvation. In other words, it is by believing in your heart that you are made right with God, and it is by confessing with your mouth that you are saved (Romans 10:10).
If your words are powerful enough to change eternity, they can certainly have an effect on the world we live in today. Make sure your words line up with His Words.
You are an overcomer. Say it. "I am an overcomer." Now make it a complete and powerful confession: "I am an overcomer through Him who loves me."
If your words are powerful
enough to change eternity, they
can certainly have an effect on
the world we live in today.
WHO DO YOU SAY JESUS IS?
At the beginning of this book, I told you that we would answer Jesus' question, "Who do you say that I am?"
I say that He is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. I say that He is my Savior, my Healer, my Guide, and my Brother. He is first place in my life above any other. He is my love, and I am His.
This book is who I say He is because it is what I have found His Word to say about Him. That is the way I fill in the blank.
Now you fill it in. God is _______________ .
Who do you say that He is?
APPENDIX
HEALING SCRIPTURES
Exodus 15:26
If you diligently heed the voice of the Lord your God and do what is right in His sight, give ear to His commandments and keep all His statutes, I will put none of the diseases on you which I have brought on the Egyptians. For I am the Lord who heals you.
Exodus 23:25-26
So you shall serve the Lord your God, and He will bless your bread and your water. And I will take sickness away from the midst of you. No one shall suffer miscarriage or be barren in your land; I will fulfill the number of your days.
Psalm 103:2-3
Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all His benefits: who forgives all your iniquities, who heals all your diseases.
Psalm 105:37
He also brought them out with silver and gold, and there was none feeble among His tribes.
Psalm 107:20
He sent His word and healed them, and delivered them from their destructions.
Isaiah 53:4-5
Surely He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed Him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed.
Isaiah 58:8
Then your light shall break forth like the morning, your healing shall spring forth speedily, and your righteousness shall go before you; the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.
Malachi 4:2
But to you who fear My name the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings; and you shall go out and grow fat like stall-fed calves.
Matthew 8:16-17
When evening had come, they brought to Him many who were demon-possessed. And He cast out the spirits with a word, and healed all who were sick, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by Isaiah the prophet, saying: "He Himself took our infirmities and bore our sicknesses."
Matthew 9:35
Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the people.
Matthew 10:1
And when He had called His twelve disciples to Him, He gave them power over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all kinds of sickness and all kinds of disease.
Mark 11:22-24
So Jesus answered and said to them, "Have faith in God. For assuredly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, 'Be removed and be cast into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that those things he says will be done, he will have whatever he says. Therefore I say to you, whatever things you ask when you pray, believe that you receive them, and you will have them."
Mark 16:17-18
And these signs will follow those who believe: In My name they will cast out demons; they will speak with new tongues; they will take up serpents; and if they drink anything deadly, it will by no means hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover.
Acts 3:16
And His name, through faith in His name, has made this man strong, whom you see and know. Yes, the faith which comes through Him has given him this perfect soundness in the presence of you all.
Acts 10:38
How God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, who went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him.
Romans 8:11
But if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you.
James 5:14-16
Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.
1 Peter 2:24
Who Himself bore our sins in His own body on the tree, that we, having died to sins, might live for righteousness— by whose stripes you were healed.
3 John 2
Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers.
PRAYER OF SALVATION
God is a loving Father who knows you better than you know yourself. Now He wants you to know Him in the same personal way. The first and most important step in this is to make Jesus first place in your life. Just pray this simple prayer aloud:
Heavenly Father, I am coming to You now in the Name of Your Son Jesus. I believe with all my heart that He is the Savior of the world. I believe He lived, died and rose from the dead, and that He did it all for me. I ask You to cleanse me of all my sin. Wash me clean and make me new. Thank You for the gift that You gave me in Jesus. I receive Him now as my Lord. Fill me with Your Holy Spirit. I receive His help, courage and strength to live a victorious life. I am Yours forever. In Jesus' Name. Amen.
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