
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: images]





“My friend, Chip Ingram, provides wonderful insight to help you see God’s character as presented in Scripture. In these pages he offers practical biblical help to live out the implications of a refreshed and renewed perspective of God. The principles in this book will inspire, encourage, and empower you to become more like Jesus Christ.

Rick Warren, founding pastor,
Saddleback Church, Lake Forest, California

“In the midst of today’s confusion about God, Chip Ingram disentangles the mesh of false notions about finding one’s own faith. God has spoken—and hasn’t stuttered—about longing to engage the hearts of all people with his message of love and redemption.”

Howard G. Hendricks, distinguished professor and chairman,
Center for Christian Leadership, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, Texas

“Engagingly and with verve, this book shows us how to start living with God in terms of the most basic facts about him. A good job, much needed, and well done.”

J. I. Packer, professor of theology,
Regent College, Vancouver, B.C., Canada

“At last a book about intimacy with God in terms we all can get our hearts around! Who better than Chip Ingram to deepen our realization of how awesome and mighty our Lord is to each of us personally. This is a great read for those who need a fresh perspective that measures up to reality.”

Joseph M. Stowell, president,
Moody Bible Institute, Chicago, Illinois

“When we see God as he is, we are more prone to do as he says. In God: As He Longs for You to See Him, Chip has given us a high-powered lens through which to see God as he is. You are going to love this book.”

Andy Stanley, senior pastor,
North Point Community Church, Alpharetta, Georgia

“There is an inner longing within us all to want to know God better. Chip Ingram examines God’s attributes, giving us insights into how great he is. As you read this book you will discover the depths of God’s character.”

Dennis Rainey, president,
FamilyLife, Little Rock, Arkansas

This book will refresh your spirit and refocus your vision. Writing from a warm heart for God and a passion for truth, Chip Ingram has a rare gift for transforming theological abstracts into tools for life-change. The attributes of God selected for this study are well defined, clearly communicated, and packaged in such a way to facilitate immediate application.

Mark L. Bailey, president,
Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, Texas

“God intends us to see him most profoundly through his Word. In this book, Chip Ingram uses his exceptional teaching ability to give us a look at God that will benefit all of us. If it’s true that a person’s way of life is determined by his view of God, you should expect life to be better after reading this book. Chip, as usual, has hit the nail on the head.”

Randy Pope,
pastor, Perimeter Church, Atlanta, Georgia

“A fresh look at the beauty of who God is will never leave us unchanged. We are made in the image of our Creator, and to live out the beauty of his person in our lives will never leave others unchanged. Chip Ingram has given us a gift here of a greater focus on what that beauty actually entails.”

Darryl DelHousaye, senior pastor,
Scottsdale Bible Church, Scottsdale, Arizona

“One of my favorite passages of Scripture is Isaiah 55:8: ‘“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,” declares the Lord.’ As I read Chip’s new book, I kept thinking of those words. So grounded in Scripture. So focused on Jesus. Chip helps us see God’s thoughts. He helps us know God as he wants to be known.”

Bryant Wright, senior pastor,
Johnston Ferry Baptist Church, Marietta, Georgia

“The crying need today is not for people to know more about God, or even to ‘enjoy’ an experience with God, but to be shaken by the reality of who God is, to have their faith turned right side up by the nearness of eternity. God: As He Longs for You to See Him will kindle afresh your passion to know, firsthand, the God of the universe.”

James MacDonald, pastor,
Harvest Bible Chapel, Rolling Meadows, Illinois

“Like Chip, as a young man I was fascinated by A. W. Tozer’s The Knowledge of the Holy. It’s great to see a book that leads today’s generation into a similar contemplation of the mysteries of God—without abandoning the anchor of solid biblical theology.

“Stressed out by life’s instability? Chip reminds you of the rock solid foundation on which you can always rely: the unchanging attributes of God. Tired of the channel-changing, short attention span, shallow thinking of today’s culture? Chip helps you focus on the deepest possible object of meditation in the universe—the nature of God himself—in a way that’s accessible and intriguing. This is the rare book that is simple without being shallow; that helps calm you while also challenging you.

“I believe most of the problems and stresses we bring on ourselves are a result of poor theology, particularly about the nature of God. After being reminded by Chip of God’s sovereignty, holiness, love, faithfulness, and more, my own joy and serenity was renewed! I needed this book.”

Rene Schlaepfer, senior pastor,
Twin Lakes Church, Aptos, California
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I dedicate this book to all who earnestly seek to know God as he is and long to reflect his likeness in every moment of every day in every way.
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Introduction

I was twenty-one years old at the time. It was my first visit to the Orient, traveling as part of an evangelistic basketball team. While in Hong Kong, we stayed in the home of a veteran missionary who captivated my interest. On one particular morning, he invited my fellow players and me into his study for a discussion.

Although the entire room we entered was lined with books, one wall of shelves filled with paperbacks immediately caught my attention. As he walked over to that particular bookcase, the missionary explained that he had a well-established habit of reading one Christian paperback every day. He had learned speed-reading techniques to go with his obvious God-given quick mind. I could tell from the titles that he wasn’t just engaged in light reading, since I recognized many of the classics on those tightly packed shelves.

He and I had already had several conversations, and I think he spotted a spiritual hunger in me that drew him to me. I realized later that I was the primary target of that gathering, for which I owe him an eternal debt of gratitude. He selected a volume from one of the shelves and turned to face us, looking directly at me. The warmth in his eyes told me I needed to pay attention to what he was about to say. My teammates were busy finding seats, so I wasn’t surprised when he said, “Chip, have you ever read this book?” He held it out to me invitingly.

I took the book and looked at the cover. Not only hadn’t I read it, I had to admit I’d never even heard of it. He accepted my admission with a smile and then said, “It’s the best book I’ve ever read.” I looked down at it again, determined to remember the title and author so I could read it when I got back to the States. But he wasn’t finished. “Why don’t you take it and read it during your stay here in Hong Kong. You can return it before you leave.”

I can’t describe the specific reasons, but the character of this missionary challenged me deeply. I wanted to learn what he had learned and read what he had read. Little did I know that the book he had just placed in my hands would change the entire course of my life.

Later that day I opened the slim volume and began a journey that I have continued ever since. Before I left Hong Kong, my missionary friend allowed me to keep as a gift what had become my constant companion during those days. In fact, that same book is still a regular occupant of my briefcase everywhere I go.

A single sentence, early in the book, had a powerful impact on my life. The author opened by saying,





What comes to our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us.1





The book was on the attributes of God, and the author introduced me to ways of seeing the God of the Bible that I had never thought about, let alone imagined. Almost immediately, my prayers began to change as I realized how big, powerful, and all-knowing the God I was praying to really is. Identity issues and struggles with guilt began to dissipate as I pondered the depths of God’s forgiveness and compassion. My awareness of God’s majesty and holiness came into sharper focus even as I realized, as never before, that the God of creation was eager to be friends with me.

This book is an invitation to you to join my journey. For some of you, the content of these pages will be very familiar. Those of you who have been exposed to A. W. Tozer and J. I. Packer and their kin will quickly realize how indebted I am to them. I have tried to carefully credit their (and other’s) exact words when I have used them, but those who know the classic writers on the character of God will hear the echoes of their influence on every page. I neither claim nor aim to be in their category as scholars. My life has been immeasurably enriched by the many who have faithfully used their thinking and writing gifts to inform my own voice. But this book reflects a particular role I’ve been privileged (along with others) to pursue. My hope and my prayer is that as you read this book, God will do for you what he’s been doing in me for the last twenty-eight years—expanding your mind and enlarging your heart as you begin to see God as he longs to be seen.

Readers with theological experience will also note the limited scope of this book. I simply remind you that when it comes to the character of God, any book will reach its limits long before it exhausts its topic. There are many aspects of the nature of God, particularly God’s self-revelation to us as Trinity, that have been ably handled elsewhere (Tozer, for example, includes twenty attributes of God while I’m introducing seven). This book is not intended to be exhaustive, but instead to be inspirational and practical in tone. I have found an almost equal desire among new believers and longtime followers of Jesus for help in focusing on the most important subject in the universe: thinking clearly and rightly about God. I’m simply passing on to you the same help that was extended to me in that missionary’s study so long ago. I have attempted to be accurate, personal, and devotional in my style. My aim is to engage hearts and minds in the pursuit of a lifelong adventure in learning to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength. I want us to not only look together at these sketches of God’s character, but also go beyond descriptions and into specific ways we practice the presence of that attribute of God in our daily lives. I pray this volume will help you get started or encourage you along the way.

No spiritual exercise in my life over the last three decades has had greater impact on me than my continual reviewing, meditating, and applying the implications of God’s traits in my daily living. I have been repeatedly stopped, stirred, or strengthened by being brought back to who God really is instead of who I might casually conceive him to be. Once you begin this journey, you will discover God has something new to show you about himself every day. That’s what he longs to do for you.

During the weeks when I preached the original messages that resulted in this book, the spiritual temperature of our church dramatically rose as people’s focus increasingly shifted to God himself. Life-change stories poured out of the congregation as people began to see that much of their energy and time as believers had been spent on superficial issues and that a right understanding of God brought a new level of clarity and direction that they had never before experienced.

If these pages can guide you to the edge of the depths of God so that you can begin to wade in the company of those who have gone much farther, I will have done my part. I’m sure that Tozer, Packer, and the verbal painters of the character of God throughout church history would all agree with me that the very best description of God will never compare to knowing him personally in all his grace and glory. I would invite you again to join me in this very special journey together to see God as he longs to be seen. That’s my prayer as you open this book: Not that you will simply learn about God but that you will see him and meet him in ways that you never dreamed possible.





1

It’s All in How You See It

In the middle of my sophomore year, a student named Denise transferred to our school from another college. I had been a Christian for about three years. I was growing spiritually, and I wanted to be as faithful as possible with each opportunity to learn or serve. As an eager, motivated believer, I had begun stepping into leadership roles in campus ministry. Denise immediately showed up at campus ministry events, wanting to be involved with other Christians. Within about thirty seconds of meeting her, I began to feel an overwhelming sense of intimidation. Both her credentials and her actions thoroughly impressed me. She had spiritual maturity, a lot of experience as a ministry leader, and she really seemed to know the Scriptures. She would clearly be an asset to our group.

For some reason, I felt very self-conscious around her. She was so “together” that I was sure she would instantly notice my insecurities and struggles. What if I made the wrong impression? What if I didn’t measure up? I wanted so much for her to like me that I began to question whether I was spiritual enough and wise enough to merit her approval. I quit being myself and froze up. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. I nervously focused on making sure I didn’t say something stupid that would come across as spiritual ignorance. The result, of course, was that I didn’t say much at all. It wasn’t a very promising beginning for a friendship. Afterwards, I kicked myself for behaving so strangely.

In the months that followed, I watched Denise blossom with grace and humility as she got to know the other people at school. She seemed to lead with effortless skill. She was a natural to head up the women’s Bible studies, and her counsel was always sought for various ministry decisions on campus.

All the while, I longed for her to know the real me so we could have the kind of mutually encouraging relationship I really wished we had. Deep inside, I wanted to be friends. We were like-minded on so many things. And my respect for her was in the stratosphere. But once I started down this awkward path of insecurity, it quickly got more and more difficult to unveil my true self. The longer it went on, the more intimidated I became. Whenever I was around her, I was paralyzed. If I saw her in a Bible study, a team meeting, or just around campus, I would always struggle to have anything to say that got beyond superficial chatting and politeness. And when I did manage to speak, I was usually so tense that it came out sounding stupid. Instead of getting closer and closer, she seemed farther and farther away. I was sure her impression of me just kept getting worse. I was convinced that everything I did confirmed to her that I was a spiritual dunce.

For two years, I carried on a superficial relationship with this girl I held in such high regard. Externally, others noticed nothing. We were both part of the leadership team on campus and the ministry was going well. Inside, I always felt like a puppy swimming. The guy others could see looked calm enough, but beneath the surface I was scrambling to stay afloat. I was just glad Denise was such a mature Christian; if she weren’t, she would certainly be laughing about me behind my back with her friends.

The Veil Is Lifted

Finally one evening during our senior year, Denise needed a ride down to Wheeling, a town about thirty minutes away from campus. She asked me in her typically gracious manner, “Is there any way you can give me a ride?”

“Sure,” I said without thinking. I was usually happy to offer anyone a ride, let alone a beautiful, godly coed.

But the minute we climbed into my little green Volkswagen Beetle, I began to feel uncomfortable again. With miles of twisting, turning road ahead of us, there was no escape. It was worse than a blind date. My Beetle never felt smaller.

For the first ten minutes, there was dead silence. As my sweaty palms gripped the steering wheel, I desperately searched for a coherent sentence to utter. Denise was probably struggling to think of some common ground that she could share with the mute simpleton riding beside her. She had to be regretting her choice of chauffeur.

Eventually, she broke the ice. “Chip,” she began, “could I share something with you?”

“Go ahead.” I was relieved she took the lead.

“There’s something that I think has been a barrier in our relationship for the last two years,” she began.

Uh-oh, I thought, now she’s finally going to tell me what she thinks of me.

“You know,” she continued, “I’ve watched God grow you these last two years. You’ve really stepped up to the plate in the men’s ministry. And well, I don’t know if this has ever happened to you, but here’s the thing. From the first time I met you, I’ve just been so intimidated by you.”

My jaw dropped.

“And I’m afraid I’ve been so uncomfortable around you that I’ve never felt like I could just be myself. Now that we’re finishing our senior year, I feel kind of sad about that. But I just wanted to get that out in the open.”

If we hadn’t been on a straightaway, I might have run right off the road. Stunned at first, I finally burst out laughing. “You mean you were intimidated by me?!” I howled. “I was the one intimidated by you! Every time I’d try to say something, the words came out all wrong.” We both had a good laugh, and from that day forward, Denise and I became good friends.

I’ll never forget how my misconceptions about Denise put a barrier in our relationship. As long as one of us had an inaccurate view of the other, the relationship could not develop in meaningful ways. The friendship and encouragement we could have shared during those two years were postponed—all because I had a warped perception of her, and she had a warped perception of me.

A Clearer Picture

The lesson I learned with Denise has divine application. What you think about God shapes your whole relationship with him. In addition, what you believe God thinks about you determines how close you will grow toward him. Many of us have formed a picture of God from impressions we’ve picked up in passing. If we see him as an overzealous policeman, we’ll always be walking on eggshells. If we see him as an angry judge, we’ll always feel guilty. If we think he’s just like us, we’ll be casual about our sin. But are those ideas accurate? What if they’re not true at all? Misconceptions about God can certainly create a barrier in your relationship with him. And meanwhile, the friendship, love, and encouragement you could be sharing with your heavenly Father are never realized—all because of wrong conclusions about him.


What you think about God shapes your whole relationship with him. In addition, what you believe God thinks about you determines how close you will grow toward him.



This dynamic is also true about every relationship in your life. Our relationships are formed by our perceptions of each other. How you see somebody makes all the difference in the world, as does how you think the other person sees you. I thought Denise didn’t like me. I thought I didn’t measure up. And it didn’t make a bit of difference that she actually thought very highly of me, because I assumed she didn’t. My mind was made up. I was operating under my perception of Denise, and what I thought she thought rather than the truth.

So, let me ask you life’s most important questions:

[image: image] What do you think about God?

[image: image] What do you think he thinks about you?

[image: image] How do these perceptions affect your relationship with him?

Think about that. He created you for closeness, love, and friendship. Are you experiencing that? His Word is meant to disclose his deep, personal thoughts to you, and prayer is meant for you to disclose your deep, personal thoughts to him. Are you enjoying that kind of intimacy? Do you feel like you never measure up, that God is “down on you” or waiting for you to mess up so he can discipline you? Do you often find it hard to pray? Does the thought that you are the object of his utter delight seem foreign to you? Do you secretly struggle with obeying him because you think you might miss out on the fun in life if you are completely committed to him? Your answers to these questions will tell you a lot about your perceptions of God.

A Longing for God

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about people, it’s the fact that we all have a longing for God. I don’t mean we just want to know that he’s there and that we’ll return to him when we die. I mean we long to be close. Twenty years in the pastorate, fairly extensive studies in psychology, and hundreds of conversations with people have affirmed again and again for me that people have an innate longing to be connected with God. I receive letters and emails from people of every background imaginable, but they speak with one voice about their deep desire for something real, intimate, and personal between them and their Creator. They may become deluded by false philosophies, block him out of their lives, or simply become distracted by other things. But underneath it all, God has created each of us with an innate desire for deep, meaningful fellowship with him.

Think about that desire for just a minute. Try to listen to it. Is it speaking to you right now? Can you hear its voice crying out? You may be used to thinking that God is a distant, impersonal observer who is too busy to be concerned with you. Despite your desire, he may have always seemed out of reach. Forget that for a moment. Just for now, can you set aside the feelings that tell you you’re not good enough to be accepted by him, or that he’s been unfair, or he’s too busy to care? That may be extremely difficult if those feelings are deeply ingrained, but ask God to help you, and then do your best to let go of them.

Now imagine breaking through all those misperceptions and somehow experiencing complete acceptance and deep intimacy with your heavenly Father … the God of the universe … the One who made you just for his pleasure. What if all the hurts that you’ve felt from other people could be dissolved in his perfect love? What if your disappointments could be instantly reversed by the complete satisfaction he brings? What if you could stop looking at God through all the distortions of life and begin to look at life through him instead? Can you picture yourself in a perfect relationship with God like that?

Believe it or not, that desire lives deep inside you right now. You may not feel it very strongly at this moment, but it’s there. Perhaps it’s a faint memory, but the longing remains. You may have learned to divert that desire to other things over the years, but you cannot squelch it completely. It is the key to finding purpose in a life that can seem overwhelming on some days and absolutely meaningless on others.

In the pages that follow, I hope you will begin to feel that desire rekindled and fanned into a flame, perhaps for the first time. If you’re like many people, including me, your misconceptions about God have formed a barrier that keeps you from experiencing him as he really is—and as he wants to be seen.

Deep inside, I felt like Denise and I were meant to be great friends. Our hearts beat in rhythm on so many things. Her life represented the kind of person I wanted to become. There was so much to be gained if we could just make a connection … so much to enjoy if only I could have set aside my misperceptions of her. Joy and laughter and friendship were waiting just beyond our common misunderstanding. The same is true about our understanding of God, but there’s so much more at stake.

Yet Another Moment of Truth

Several years ago, I learned another unforgettable lesson in the way my misconceptions about God keep me from the benefits of truly knowing him. Our church in Santa Cruz, California, was experiencing tremendous expansion. As with any growing organization, there were growing pains. The response to God’s Word was overflowing our seating capacity. Our resources were stretched to their breaking point. The pressure to provide solutions was overwhelming. I felt neck-deep in capital campaign meetings, day-to-day church management, and preparing messages for the ever-expanding crowds on weekends. The weekdays were a blur of activity. To be honest, I struggled with depression as I felt the increasing demands and pressures of the church’s growth. I appeared publicly to be enthusiastic and successful, but inwardly I experienced many moments of despair.

If that wasn’t enough, our construction plans were delayed by city ordinances and financial challenges. It seemed like so much was going wrong behind the scenes—little glitches and huge obstacles. Most people were unaware of the extent of the problems, but I couldn’t help thinking that God would have taken care of all these heavy matters if only I had done something better. I believed that the entire weight of the church’s ministry rested on my shoulders. I falsely assumed that the problems were the result of mistakes I had made or of inadequacies in my leadership.

I “knew” much of what you are about to read in this book. I believed and understood certain clear ideas about God. I had even experienced the spiritual effect of these principles in my life. But, there’s a difference between understanding God’s attributes intellectually and letting them shape your life. The truth needed to sink in. Like all of us, I was a “work in progress,” and God was (and is) far from finished with me. I still had certain misconceptions about him that needed to be clarified. The circumstances I was in, just like the circumstances you are in, were simply another opportunity for God to teach me something deeper about himself. That seems so obvious now, but being in that situation had me demoralized, tentative, doubtful, and exhausted.

One day, it all came to a head. I sat alone in my office with an overwhelming sense that everything was depending on me. I was exhausted and discouraged, and I honestly wondered if I could continue. While crying out to God for some relief, I glanced down and noticed a gift that had been anonymously placed on my desk by a church member—a frame containing the text from Zephaniah 3:17, a somewhat obscure Old Testament verse. Through tears, I read the words and felt the voice of God speaking directly to me.

“The LORD your God is with you,

he is mighty to save.

He will take great delight in you,

he will quiet you with his love,

he will rejoice over you with singing.”

It suddenly seemed as though God were right there in the room with me. I sensed his power, and it convinced me that he could bring complete resolution to the things that were pressing down on me. Best of all, I could feel his absolute pleasure and delight in me—regardless of how I performed in that situation. He reached right past my inadequate offering and my insecure efforts and embraced me. I could picture him rejoicing and singing over me like a mother who can’t believe she gets to be the mother. Somehow, as that awareness of God’s delight filled me, the work I was doing or the obstacles I was facing didn’t seem all that important after all. As God lifted the weight off my shoulders, I shamelessly smiled as I realized I wasn’t supposed to try to carry it in the first place.

Looking back, I now realize that my pre-Christian ideas about God were still very much with me. I had seen God as someone who dispensed rewards to those who were good and crushing discipline for those who were bad. When things were not going well, I assumed I had done something wrong. My misperceptions of God had produced a very driven person who struggled with workaholism for the first decade of his ministry. Rooted deeply in any driven achiever is the sense that who you are is determined by what you do. As these verses washed over my heart and soul, God’s Spirit used the words to recalibrate my view of him—to separate my performance from my identity. Like a light bulb coming on inside my head, I made the connection that God’s love and delight had absolutely nothing to do with my work or my performance.

I began a new era in my relationship with Christ. In that instant, I realized in a fresh way that God is on my side … that he really delights in me. For the first time in a long while, I was able to separate my performance from what God thought of me. I was free to do what I could and to simply trust him for the rest. And it all started with that subtle change in my perception of God. His Word removed some spiritual cataracts that had obstructed my view of him.

In the weeks and months that followed, I plunged myself deep into this new picture of God. I explored passage after passage in Scripture describing a heavenly Father who not only loves me, but cares deeply about every little nuance of my life. With great concern, he watches over all my comings and goings. He may not always intervene the way I want him to, but he’s always present and involved.

A strange thing happened as a result of that experience. The more I learned the truth about God, the more I felt our relationship strengthen. And it was all because I was uncovering my misperceptions and discovering who he really is. I saw glimpses of God’s character so satisfying that they have kept me coming back for more. I also discovered how easy it is to slip into the old misperceptions. They are deeply entrenched in our thought patterns. We may get out of those holes with God’s help, but if we don’t watch where we step, we can easily fall back in. When that happens, it’s usually because we’ve forgotten something about God’s character—or we discover we haven’t learned it yet.

My friendship with Denise began to flourish when we discovered the truth about each other. What would it be like if you applied that same dynamic to your relationship with God? Deep inside, you already long to know him intimately. If only you weren’t paralyzed by your perception of him as a distant deity who removes himself from the details of your circumstances. Or fearful of the unforgiving, holy God who “loves” you, but doesn’t really “like” you. Or even disappointed that God hasn’t cooperated with your plans as you assumed he would. Can you imagine a God who knows you intimately and loves you beyond what you can comprehend? Can you imagine the transforming impact that would have on your life?

A Change of Perception

In the chapters of this book, I want to help you develop an image of God as he longs to be seen. He has taken several millennia, inspired hundreds of pages of Scripture, and gone through a traumatic incarnation to paint an accurate portrait of himself. He obviously cares what we think about him. He wants us to see him clearly, attribute by amazing attribute.

Along the way, we will dismantle the common misconceptions about God that keep us from getting as close as he longs for us to be. You will have numerous opportunities to identify your own misconceptions and exchange them for the view God has given us of himself. But I want to go beyond what you can know about God’s qualities to offer you tools you can use to implement those attributes in your daily life. It’s one thing for us to reach a rational conclusion that God is good. It’s entirely different to let that truth begin to affect the way we make decisions, interpret events, and look to the future. Every one of God’s attributes has that potential. I had the thrill of seeing God change me—heart, soul, and mind—as I gradually applied the truth of who he is to the way I live. If you will join me on this journey, I promise to share with you the lessons I’ve learned, the mistakes I’ve made, and the helps I’ve discovered in my walk with God. This is the beginning of an exciting adventure!

So take out your wallet-sized, crinkled, and worn out picture of God and set it aside. Let him unveil an amazing portrait of himself. Seeing God as he longs to be seen will change you forever.
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Seeing God with 20/20 Vision

I was frustrated, but I wasn’t quite sure why. I had taught God’s Word for over twenty years on college campuses, at schools, and in local churches, and I had never had this problem before. My mind simply wasn’t “clicking.” In the past, my thoughts flowed effortlessly. I could connect the truth of God’s Word with the audience to whom I was speaking. But something had changed. The thoughts weren’t coming. I often had to stop and reread my notes silently to get back into the flow of the message. My “pregnant pauses” weren’t meant so much to give my listeners time to think and reflect on what I had just said; they were to give me time to look at my notes and make my next point.

That may not seem like a big deal to many people, but for those who preach, this was like flying an airplane without instruments. Had I lost my gift? Was there some sin in my life? Was I in the first stages of some debilitating mental disease? I secretly pondered these and even less logical possibilities.

Months later, while preaching on a very technical passage, I was quoting a very old commentary that was written with very small print. I took my reading glasses to the pulpit with me so I could read from the old book. After reading the selection, I unconsciously glanced down at my notes. Eureka! I realized that my problem was simple. I had not been seeing my own notes clearly. I had no idea how distorted they were until I saw them clearly with my reading glasses. Though I wasn’t off by much, I wasn’t seeing with 20/20 vision. The energy required to focus and refocus my eyes was causing my brain to freeze. It was busy trying to see rather than to think.

What’s really puzzling is that I was totally unaware of it. My vision became distorted so gradually that it was imperceptible. Bad vision was negatively impacting my calling from God, and it sent me down paths of fear and anxiety that are embarrassing to admit.

This is exactly what happens to all of us in our perception of God. When we don’t see him with 20/20 vision, it distorts every other area of our lives. So I invite you now on a sacred and holy journey, one that must be taken with great care and sobriety. And one that must begin with a warning.

Be advised. You are entering holy ground. You are welcome to tread here, but do so attentively. The study of God himself is the loftiest and most significant pursuit that you could ever undertake. The rewards are great, but the risks are real. You are not going where no one has gone before; you’re going somewhere far better—to a place you were ultimately designed to explore.

Left to ourselves, we human beings regularly stumble into three gaping errors as we are learning to think accurately about God:

[image: image] We tend to assume that God is just like us.

[image: image] We tend to reduce him to measurable and controllable terms.

[image: image] We tend to overlook the obvious and significant ways that he has revealed himself to us.

As we move into these holy moments and meet the character of God, I trust that the following words of A. W. Tozer will continually ring in our ears:



What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us.

The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been greater than its idea of God.1





Please reread that statement, slowly. This is serious business. Nothing in all your life will impact your relationship with God, your relationship with people, your self-view, your decisions, and your purpose like the way you think of God. Everything in your life consciously or unconsciously comes back to one thing: Whom do you visualize God to be in your heart? Who we are and what we become cannot be separated from our understanding of God. Tozer continues,



Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or low thoughts of God. For this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God Himself, and the most portentous fact about any man is not what he at any given time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like.2





What if he’s right? What if the most important thing about your life, your future, your relationships, and all that you are is whether you have a clear, accurate picture of God?

Tozer is only getting started. He continues with a fascinating application that I believe is absolutely true. He writes, “We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of God.”3 He applies this principle to both individual Christians and the church at large. The way we act as believers and as a church states clearly what we actually think about God.



“We tend by a secret law of the soul to move toward our mental image of God.”





If Tozer is right, then we need to see God with 20/20 vision. As much as it is humanly possible, we must get an accurate, clear picture of who the Creator of the universe is and exactly what he is like. We want to encounter, embrace, and know God as he is. And here’s the motivation: until you know God as he is, you’ll never become all that he’s created you to be.



Until you know God as he is, you’ll never become all that he’s created you to be.





Vision Exam

From time to time you and I need to have our spiritual eyes examined so that they can refocus and gain a wider, clearer perspective on God as he has made himself known to us. Scripture can be truth enlightening our souls, helping us realize God is so much bigger, so much more holy, so much more loving, so much wiser than we can fully grasp.

One of the first things optometrists do when they want to examine your eyes is to “challenge” them with alternative lenses. They use a device that radically alters your vision by changing focal lengths. I’m about to “challenge” your spiritual eyes with three lenses of biblical revelation. Each of these lenses represents a fact about God that we cannot avoid or ignore if we want to have 20/20 vision when it comes to him. These may or may not seem obvious to you, but the way they are clarified in Scripture makes them an essential part of a right understanding of God. The verses you are about to read might overwhelm you. Read them slowly and thoughtfully, asking God to open the eyes of your heart as well as your mind. These three focal lenses will help get your spiritual vision re-clarified as we prepare to see God as he longs for you to see him.

[image: image] First Focal Lens: God is not like us!

It seems so obvious, doesn’t it? God is not like us. When we honestly look at him, we won’t see a reflection of ourselves. The Bible tells us we are made in his image and there are similarities, but God is not like us. He is not a bigger or better version of human beings; we are simply intended to be a startling and amazing likeness of him. At our best, we only represent a hint of who he is.

The Scriptures state God’s otherness with overwhelming clarity. Let’s begin with Isaiah:

“To whom will you compare me?

Or who is my equal?” says the Holy One.

Lift your eyes and look to the heavens:

Who created all these?

He who brings out the starry host one by one,

and calls them each by name.

Because of his great power and mighty strength,

not one of them is missing.

 

Why do you say, O Jacob,

and complain, O Israel,

“My way is hidden from the LORD;

my cause is disregarded by my God”?

Do you not know?

Have you not heard?

The LORD is the everlasting God,

the Creator of the ends of the earth.

He will not grow tired or weary,

and his understanding no one can fathom.

    (Isa. 40:25–28)

God is not like us. People get tired and weary; God does not. There are things we don’t understand; God never even has a question come to his mind. He is all-powerful, he is all-knowing, he is allwise. All the best in us is a faint impression of what he is. He’s not like us.

David, a man after God’s own heart, made this confession: “How great you are, O Sovereign LORD! There is no one like you, and there is no God but you, as we have heard with our own ears” (2 Sam. 7:22). Another psalmist writes, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:10). Until we’re ready to be still, we will not be ready to know God.

The apostle Paul, no stranger to humbling encounters with God, pushed the limits of language when he tried to compose an appropriate doxology for God. He had just penned some of the most profound insights on the free will of man, the sovereignty of God, and the complexity of life. Then he takes a deep breath and writes,

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and

knowledge of God!

How unsearchable his judgments,

and his paths beyond tracing out!

Who has known the mind of the LORD?

Or who has been his counselor?

Who has ever given to God,

that God should repay him?

For from him and through him and to him are all

things.

To him be the glory forever! Amen. (Rom. 11:33–36)

The answer to these rhetorical questions is obvious—no one. No one has known God’s mind; no one has been his counselor; and God owes no one. Notice the last phrase. “From him”—God is the source of everything. “Through him”—he is the instrumental cause of all that exists. And ultimately it’s “to him”—for his glory. He is not like you or me. He’s not like any created being.

[image: image] Second Focal Lens: Left to ourselves, we tend to reduce God to manageable terms.

In other words we shrink him. Faced with this awesome, all-knowing, all-powerful, holy God, the exposure makes us so uncomfortable that we turn on our mental compactors and shrink him. We look for a little God-box, or we try to tame him, or we seek to manage him. Since we can’t do this with the true God, we invent a new deity who will submit to our wishes.

THE SHRINKING GOD SYNDROME

Instead of falling down as servants before this awesome God, we try to get him to be our servant so we can use him for our purposes. Follow the progression as Paul describes the way people respond to the invisible, immortal, awesome God:



For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. (Rom. 1:21–23)





He begins with the universal acknowledgment of God’s existence from which people deliberately turn away in their thinking. Their reasoning leads to the reductionism that exchanges God for things. They turned away from their Creator so they could pretend to create.

The process Paul traced continues today. Left to ourselves we reduce God to manageable terms. We treat him lightly. We make him accountable to us rather than humbly realizing we are completely accountable to him. This was the lesson God taught Job in a remarkable way (Job 38–41). For thirty-seven chapters, Job and his friends discussed their views of God. They each created a framework and expected God to conform to their design. Finally in chapter 38, the Lord spoke. He didn’t excuse or explain himself. Instead he simply confronted Job and company with an avalanche of questions. How could they begin to discuss God’s purposes when they couldn’t demonstrate a little understanding of the blueprints of creation? God will not be managed.

When it comes to examples of human reductionism, perhaps our least finest moment is recorded in Exodus 32:1–6, a classic passage that describes the behavior of people who experienced some of the most remarkable demonstrations of God’s power in history. They saw a proud nation devastated and humiliated in order to gain their freedom. They walked between walls of water, parted exclusively for their passage. God offered them his visible presence in a pillar of cloud by day and fire by night.

Moses is on the mountain receiving the Ten Commandments. As you read this passage, note how uncertainty and an inability to control the situation affected this group of people. Although they had seen the power of the invisible God in miracles, they reduced him into something that they could see and manage.

“When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him’” (Exod. 32:1). They concluded Moses was AWOL. Since they couldn’t see either Moses or his God, they decided some manufactured “gods” would do just as well.

Given a wonderful opportunity to lead, Aaron chose instead to follow the crowd. “Aaron answered them, ‘Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.’ So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt’” (vv. 2–4). They reduced God to a calf made out of recycled jewelry and then proceeded to rewrite history. They gave credit to the previously nonexistent calf for being the god who led them out of captivity.

What on earth was Aaron thinking? Moses had left him in charge. Perhaps Aaron thought he could keep things from getting out of hand by reminding the people that there was still a “Lord” in the picture. “When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD’” (v. 5). Like us, Aaron forgot God doesn’t share the spotlight with anyone. “So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry” (v. 6). This was not the revelry of a joyful worship service. The word implies base sensuality, a casting off of restraints. This party was more like the movie Animal House.

And did you notice what happened? Does their line of thinking seem familiar? “We can’t see this God and so we’re going to make something up and then we’re going to call it god. We’re going to worship it, create a religion to go with it, burn offerings to it, and then experiment with any behaviors that strike our fancy—but we’ll call them all religious exercises.”

What seems like obvious foolishness viewed backward in time is a little harder to spot when we’re actually doing the same thing today. You may be saying to yourself, “I don’t make idols! I mean, I can’t remember the last time I went home and said, ‘Excuse me honey, I’m going to the back bedroom to bow down to the statue in the family shrine forty-five times or so. I think it might do some good.’”

No, that’s not what we do. We take the God of the Bible who is all-wise and all-powerful, and we trivialize him. We make him the “Self-help Genie.” We re-create him in our minds as our “God-On-Demand”—someone who’s “there” when we need him and stays out of the way the rest of the time. Instead of worshiping him and knowing him and growing into servants who want to understand his mission and follow him by faith, we carefully select Bible verses out of context that confirm our conclusion that the real goal in life is for us to be happy. Instead of humbly recognizing that God is impossible to tame, we dare to demand that he get busy and keep us comfortable.

Once we’ve redefined God, we proceed to reduce the Christian life to a formula. “Let’s see. If we read the Bible in the morning, if we pray a few prayers, if we give some money, if we go on a short missions trip to an exotic place, if we read some Christian self-help books, then life will be great.” We’ve done our part, so God is obligated to do his part, which is:

[image: image] to give us unbelievable marriages

[image: image] to make all of our kids turn out right

[image: image] to never allow us to be depressed, or even sad

[image: image] to keep any bad things from happening to us

We’ve got a checklist of expectations that God must meet. But ultimately what we’re saying is that we worship our own happiness. In the meantime, we’ve reduced God from the sovereign Lord of the universe to a servant who’s supposed to fulfill our personal agenda.

So, when our friends get cancer, our kids don’t turn out right, and we don’t have marital bliss in this fallen world, what do we do? We have words with God. “What’s the deal, Lord? I’ve been going to church regularly. I pray. I even put something in the offering plate! … Where are you, God?” We’ve melted him down into a modern-day golden calf. We’ve reduced him to a dispenser of personal peace, prosperity, and self-fulfillment.

I’ve got news; that’s not the God of the Bible. He may give you a wonderful marriage and your kids may turn out great, but you also live in a fallen world where bad and painful things happen. The goal of worshiping Yahweh, the triune, holy God of the universe, is that he is all that there is. He’s the way and the truth and the life, and we are his disciples who are to endure or enjoy whatever comes our way. He is the Creator and we are his creatures. Life is about him being at the center, not us.

We tend, by that secret law of the soul, to make a god who will eliminate all difficulty; yet the God of the Bible gives us the grace to overcome any difficulty. His promises are not easy. Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). I am with you, Jesus says, and I will give you peace. I will help you through the troubled marriage, the wayward child, and the chemotherapy.

I meet people all the time who are very disappointed with God because they’ve been taught that the Bible makes promises that it never actually makes. Actually, it promises a lot more. There’s more to life than the golden calf of self-actualization and emotional fulfillment.

SALAD BAR RELIGION

Another common effort we see in our day to reduce God is what I call the new salad bar religion. Just like the Israelites, we exchange the one God worthy of everyone’s worship for the many gods that mean nothing.

I remember sitting on the plane with a woman in her latetwenties. We exchanged a few pleasantries before we took off. During the flight, I opened my Bible to read a little.

“Oh, are you spiritual?” she asked.

I thought for a moment before I answered. “Well, we all have a spirit that resides in us. But there’s also a vacuum in our lives that can only be filled by a relationship with the God who made us.”

“Oh, wow,” she gushed, “we have a lot in common.”

“Well, tell me a little bit about you,” I said. “What do you believe?”

“Everything,” she declared.

I asked her what she meant by that.

She started counting on her fingers her beliefs. She had gathered assorted experiences from Buddhism, Bahaism, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, and numerous other sources to compile her own “everything” religion.

When I asked her to talk about the God she worshiped she said, “Well, God’s got all this love. The heaven part I like—the hell part I don’t. Stuff about judgment—I don’t think God could be like that. I think he’s always loving.” She had created this amazing god out of the salad bar of all religions—picked what she wanted, rejected anything that did not suit her liking, and declared, “I’m spiritual.”

Who is she worshiping? She’s worshiping herself. She has essentially assumed, “I must be all-knowing, I must be all-wise, I must be all-powerful, and I must know all that there is to see the truth in all the different forms of people reaching for God. And I am the one who will determine what that is for me. I am the center of my universe, and I will make up all my rules so that I can be happy. Therefore, I am God.” She has committed the ultimate act of reductionism by making God just like herself—and making herself her own god. And, lest any of us get too smug or critical of such arbitrary reductionism, my observation is that we all tend to do the same thing in varying degrees.

[image: image] Third Focal Lens: God can only be known as he reveals himself to us!

If we’re going to see God accurately, as he longs for us to see him, we’ve got to see him as he’s revealed himself. He is not like us and he will not submit to our reductions. In fact, it’s only when we recognize and encounter God—as he is—that we will then make progress toward becoming all that he has created us to be. This third lens allows us to see three primary ways God has revealed himself.

THROUGH NATURE

God reveals himself universally through nature. He has clearly written evidence of himself into the created order. Psalm 19 says, “The heavens declare the glory of God. The skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech. Night after night they display knowledge. There’s no speech or language where their voice is not heard” (vv. 1–3). Everyone on earth who sees the sky, the stars, and the sunset has seen the creativity of God. Whether it’s in a hut or a high-tech hospital, all of us see the miracle of birth, the order and balance in the universe. God displays speech, reality, and truth about himself throughout nature.

Paul picked up this theme in Romans 1:20 when he wrote, “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” People who insist that the world looks like an accident are simply ignoring the facts. Honest scientists are finding more evidence every day of a powerful designer behind the universe.

If you want to begin to see God with 20/20 vision, you would do well to park at a scenic spot like a beach, a canyon, or a forest, get out of your car where people aren’t around, and sit down. Set your watch for thirty minutes and observe nature. Don’t try to solve anything—just look. Then go to a little park and watch young children play and laugh. See the unadulterated joy in their life, and God will speak to you. He will whisper to you what he’s like. Whether it’s on a slow walk in the forest, on a trip to the mountains, or while simply staring at the stars from your back porch, God displays himself throughout nature.

THROUGH HIS WORD

Observing nature will give you a true but only partial picture of who God is. Creation will stir you to know more and see better. God says if you want a clearer picture, the second place he reveals himself is through his Word. In John 1:1–4, the apostle John wrote: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men.” God is the original communicator. He created us as receptors of his Word. Throughout this book you will have the opportunity to explore some of the many specific ways God reveals himself in the Scriptures.

THROUGH HIS SON

God’s written Word is not an end in itself. This brings us to the third and best way in which God reveals himself. The continuation of John’s thought in the verses we quoted above leads us to verse 14, which clearly identifies Jesus as the Word: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” We’re going to find later that Jesus displayed every character trait of God perfectly while he walked this earth.

When Jesus was interacting with some very religious students of the Word, he said, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (John 5:39–40). If we don’t meet Jesus Christ in and through the Scriptures, we have missed the central reason God gave the Word to us. We need to come to the Bible expecting to experience the kind of event the disciples did after the resurrection—an Emmaus experience. As they walked between Jerusalem and Emmaus, Jesus opened the Scriptures to two disciples and showed them that they were all about him (Luke 24:13–35). He will still do the same for us.

We’re about to explore the truth about the God who has no place on the salad bar of religions. Jesus claimed to be God, and he demonstrated his identity by raising the dead, healing people, feeding people, and rising from the dead himself. He displayed absolute perfection, love, kindness, and holiness in perfect balance. The Word was not only made flesh; the Word was God.

John continues with his description of the Word. “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:17–18). The readable revelation of God came through Moses and the other writers of the Word; the relational revelation of God came through Jesus, who has “made him [God] known.” Jesus explained God in every possible way. If we want to see God as he longs for us to see him, we must look at Jesus very closely.

What will it take for us to see God with 20/20 vision? First, an admission that our eyes don’t see very clearly on their own. That’s basically the theme of this chapter. Second, we need to take a trip to the doctor for a prescription that will correct our vision and help us see with clarity and accuracy. That’s what the rest of this book is about. It’s a close look at the prescription that was written out by God himself—the God who wants to be seen. He longs for our vision to recognize him for who he really is.
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God Longs for You to See Him

Before we look more closely at some of God’s characteristics, let’s take a few moments to evaluate our current view of God. It’s one thing to say we’ve avoided the misconceptions about God that we listed in the previous chapter. It’s another thing to sense God’s eagerness for us to know him. We can claim that we don’t think God is like us, that we’re not trying to manage him, and that we believe he has revealed himself in nature, the Bible, and Jesus. But, having made those claims, what picture of God do we actually have? Or, perhaps this question is more personally relevant: How do I know whether or not I am seeing God as he really is?

If we accept the new lenses our spiritual optometrist prescribed for us, we will look across the room at a chart before we leave the office. Our doctor wants to make sure that every aspect of our vision is functioning at top capacity. We’ll need to take a vision test.

Vision Test

In his classic Knowing God, J. I. Packer uses a study in Daniel to identify four measurements that help determine whether we actually know God (see appendix). These by-products of godly vision can be measured on four scales:

[image: image] Amount of energy for God. Those who really know God have great energy for him. How much energy do you have for him?

[image: image] Greatness of thoughts about God. Those who really know God think great thoughts about him. What are your thoughts about God like?

[image: image] Degree of boldness for God. Those who really know God demonstrate boldness for him. How bold are you?

[image: image] Level of contentment in God. Those who really know God find great contentment in him. How content does your relationship with God make you?1

An honest response in each category will accurately summarize how well we see God. I have included a detailed explanation of this test at the end of the book. Before you read the next chapter, I encourage you to turn to the back and review that tool. It will measure your current vision of God, and it will help you track your progress as you immerse yourself in God’s attributes.

The God Who Longs

God wants to see you move from knowing him dimly to knowing him vividly! He longs for distance to be transformed into intimacy. He already knows you intimately; he wants you to know him intimately too. We’ve already explored the ways God has revealed himself, but we haven’t really stopped to consider the passion with which he’s done so. What does it tell us about our Creator that he would go to such extraordinary lengths to make himself accessible to us?

We know God wants to know us because we have the record of Jesus’s memorable expressions of longing. Scattered throughout the Gospels are numerous examples of Jesus’s compassion toward others. The Bible often stretches the capacity of language to capture the depth of his feelings. John 13:1, for example, describes his emotions as he prepared for the Last Supper: “It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.” John tries to convey the intensity of Jesus’s role as mediator between his Father and those he came to love and save. As his time on earth drew to a close, Jesus intensified his efforts to reveal his Father. Earlier that week, Jesus had expressed a broad, poignant longing of God’s heart to be recognized. On the journey from Bethany to Jerusalem that became known as “the triumphal entry,” a brief, almost overlooked episode captures what Jesus was thinking about all that was going on around him:



As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes. The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side. They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God’s coming to you.” (Luke 19:41–44)





Jesus wept because they did not realize he came from God. He wept because the consequences of their blindness kept them from knowing and experiencing his peace and forgiveness. In this passage, God’s longing is expressed in terms that remind us of God’s faithfulness to reveal himself whether we recognize him or not. Our rejection of Jesus did not divert his desire for us. He died on the cross saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

Yes, the lengths God went to demonstrate his love for us can be summarized by the intimate concept of “longing.” The moment the gospel helps us realize who we are and what we have done, what follows has often been called “a powerful drawing toward God” that brings us to repentance and salvation. That “drawing,” seen from God’s side, is his desire to be known by you and me.

What would happen in your life if you actually began to believe that the God of all time and eternity wanted you to know him? I don’t mean just intellectual assent to that proposition, but an internal, emotional “awakening in your soul” that compelled you to do whatever necessary to see and know him as he is.

Two Questions

Two critical questions will emerge in your passionate pursuit of the Almighty. First, if he is indeed infinite, sovereign, eternal, and beyond all human comprehension, the question arises, “Is it really possible to know him?” And second, if he is knowable, “What must I do to know him as he is?” Let’s take them one at a time.

1. Is it really possible to see God just as he is?

Can we really, in this life, pull back the curtain and the shroud of mystery and say, “I’ve seen all of God”? The answer is yes—and no. Yes, we can know God truly, but no, we cannot know him exhaustively. Let me explain.

The “no” part is easy to demonstrate. Notice what Exodus 33:18–20 says: “Then Moses, ‘Now show me your glory’” Translation? Lord, I want to see all that you are. “And the Lord said, ‘I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you and I will proclaim my name, the LORD [or Yahweh], in your presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. But,’ he said, ‘you cannot see my face. For no one may see me and live.’”

So can you see all of God exhaustively—just as he is? Not if you want to stay alive. You can, however, see him to the degree he reveals himself to you, which is as much as any of us can handle. You can receive genuine, compelling, and accurate knowledge of God. But demanding to see more of God than he chooses to reveal would simply lead to your demise. Remember, we’re not like him.

And yet, God deeply longs for you to see him. John 4:24 tells us the Father is actually seeking and pursuing people to be his worshipers.

Much of the dialogue from the Last Supper in John 14 has to do with the way God has revealed himself in Jesus. When Philip finally asked Jesus point-blank, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us” (John 14:8), the Lord’s answer was very revealing. You can even sense Jesus’s frustration as he answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:9). His answer is clear. You can know God. Jesus is the fullness of deity in bodily form. What you know of him can be 100 percent accurate. Because of who he is you can never know all of him—but all you need to know of him is in the person of Christ.

That doesn’t mean God is a passive object of study for us to put under our limited microscopes. He is intimately involved in self-revelation. In fact, his revelation to you will depend largely on his relationship to you. First Corinthians 2:12 describes this basic process: “We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.” It is only when you are born a second time as a result of having turned from your sin and receiving Christ as your Savior that the Holy Spirit comes in. The Spirit gives you the ability to understand what you already possess in Christ.

The next verse underscores the point that spiritual knowledge requires the Spirit’s presence and assistance. Verse 14 explains why some people just don’t get it: “The man [or woman] without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.”

Some people don’t get it because the Spirit doesn’t live in them. They have not yet received the Spirit because they haven’t yet received Christ as Savior. When he enters our life, we have new spiritual eyes. That’s why Paul prayed for his Christian friends, “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe” (Eph. 1:18–19). God’s Spirit reveals him truly to those who believe.

Can you sense the dynamic aspects of relationship in this process? You can read the remaining chapters of this book as if they are a collection of facts about a stranger. You could get to the end of these pages and say, “Well, I think I’ll be better able to recognize God if I ever meet him.” Or you can anticipate each of these chapters as an opportunity to have the God of the universe draw you into a deeper and more intimate understanding of who he is. If that’s your longing—to know him—then your heart is beating in rhythm with his. Read on! This, of course, leads us to a crucial follow-up question.

2. What must I do to see God as he really is?

We have already partly answered this question in addressing the first one. How does someone “see” God? There has to be the kind of spiritual change and preparation that occurs in salvation that we just discussed. But we’re not passive in that transformation. The best answer to the “what must I do” question is two words: seek him. “You will seek me and find me [and be able to see me],” says God, “when you seek me with all your heart” (Jer. 29:13).

Both the Old and New Testaments include promises about this process. God tells us through Jeremiah,



“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future [knowing that God is good, knowing he has a good plan]. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me when you [search for me or] seek me with all your heart.” (Jer. 29:11–13, emphasis added)





Seeing God is not a laid-back spectator sport. It will require everything in your being, your heart, and your emotions. Your life must say to God, “I want to see you. I long to know you.”

Jesus also described the process:



Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened.

Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him! (Luke 11:9–13, emphasis added)





God promises you will find him if you seek him. He also promises to give you the Spirit you need in order to know him if you ask. Are you seeking? Are you asking? Are you knocking? Are you praying, “God I want to know you”?

One of the reasons we don’t know God better is our unwillingness to follow what we already know. He wants us to see him and be transformed. He wants us to experience his love, his grace, and his holiness far more than we do. But the ball is in our court. We must seek him.

“Seeking” may seem like a vague spiritual concept, but God’s Word doesn’t leave us in the dark. The following verses are worth highlighting in your Bible.

My son, if you accept my words

and store up my commands within you,

turning your ear to wisdom

and applying your heart to understanding,

and if you call out for insight

and cry aloud for understanding,

and if you look for it as for silver

and search for it as for hidden treasure,

then you will understand the fear of the LORD

and find the knowledge of God. (Prov. 2:1–5)

Each line of that passage includes a specific action you can take in seeking God:

Line 1. The first step of seeking God is to accept, learn, treasure, and store up his Word.

Line 2. Step two involves submission and teachability, a desire to be taught by God.

Line 3. Then develop a passionate prayer life. When was the last time you earnestly pleaded with God for understanding? Spent extended time alone with him? Fasted as you sought his face?

Line 4. Make your quest for God a priority each day. Determine to meet and experience him before breakfast, work, and your daily duties. Seek after him with the same zeal with which you would search your backyard if you knew a million dollars in gold was buried there.

Line 5. Step five provides us with motivation for a lifetime. If we seek him with all our heart, we will experience the knowledge of the Holy One. If you haven’t already, take a few moments right now and review the Vision Test at the end of this book (see appendix). It will give you a starting point as you begin your journey of seeing this God who longs to be known by you.

Seeing God as he longs for you to see him means discovering the true knowledge of God. Did you notice what Proverbs 2 says? You will take these steps. A teacher, a pastor, or a preacher can’t do it for you. You will discover because you dug and you cried out. True knowledge of God only comes firsthand. I’m sure that Tozer, Packer, and the greatest verbal painters of the character of God throughout church history would all agree that even the best description of God will never compare to knowing him personally in all his grace and glory. And the amazing fact is that God longs for you to see him exactly that way!

There’s nothing more important than getting an accurate view of God, seeing him as he desires to be seen. In the rest of this book, we will hold seven attributes of God up to the light of his Word, examining them as we would examine a diamond. We’ll ask God to focus our view of him with crystal clarity. These attributes are God’s character traits or divine characteristics. Like seven facets of a diamond, we will think about God’s goodness, sovereignty, holiness, wisdom, justice, love, and faithfulness. Each of these attributes will allow us to see God in a new light. We will glean new insight into ways God’s attributes combine to affect our lives. Growing in the way we see God will also deeply affect the way we see ourselves. Like driving in my VW Beetle with Denise, you will have “aha” moments when God’s Spirit helps you see yourself in ways that will forever change your life. This is a journey definitely worth taking.

Before you turn the page, I’d like to ask you to stop for three minutes. I invite you to shut your eyes and think about who God is and what he’s like. If you need to, review what you read in this chapter. Reflect on the character of God and your desire to know him. Give your heart, soul, and mind an opportunity to consider who made you, who loves you, and who longs to be seen clearly by you. At the end of the time, talk to him. Ask him to reveal himself to you like never before.

Once you have done that, you will be ready to know God in an even deeper, clearer way than you ever have—exactly as he longs for you to know him.





4

The Goodness of God

For the LORD God is a sun and shield; the LORD gives grace and glory; no good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly.

Psalm 84:11 NASB

I was involved in an intense battle that no one else saw. Outwardly, I was a nice enough guy. I had cleaned up my language, I was reading my Bible, I was praying more, and I was attending church regularly. But I knew that wasn’t enough. I realized that Jesus wanted to be Master of every area of my life—finances, school, sports, my future, and, as I was painfully aware at the time, my relationships with the opposite sex. He didn’t just want the visible and superficial parts of me. He wanted all of me.

It was the classic battle that every believer faces. Some seem to win it quickly, and others spend a lifetime wrestling with God’s authority. For me, this silent struggle raged for the better part of a year. There were several battlefronts, but the main one was my dating life. I wasn’t sure I wanted to trust God to select my future mate. I considered Bible verses, listened to messages, and spent time alone in prayer, all the while hearing in the background a strong urging by God’s Spirit to allow Jesus full control in my life. I knew the right answer, but deep inside I resisted it. My response was consistent: “Lord, I’d really like to hand it all over. I really would. But I just can’t do it.”

If someone had asked me at the time, I’m not sure I could have even put into words the struggle I was having. All I knew was that the thought of giving complete control of my life and my future over to God sent chills up my spine. Trusting God that way, that completely, filled me with dread. I imagined it would result in being single for the rest of my life. Or maybe even worse, I would be married to someone dull and unattractive, serving God in some God-forsaken place infested with bugs, alligators, and snakes. I hate snakes. I couldn’t see any fun in a future with God in control.

Intellectually, I knew God was in charge. He is God, after all. But I dreaded what he would do once I turned the steering wheel over to him. Would he tell me I couldn’t play basketball anymore because it wasn’t spiritual enough? Would he send me thousands of miles from everyone I knew and loved? Would he make chaos out of my life? Would he ask me to die a martyr’s death at a young age? I knew that discipleship would cost me, and I was afraid that the cost would be too high and too painful.

God broke the stalemate in a way I didn’t expect. He used a tactic for which I had no defense. Since I couldn’t see him clearly where I was, he took me to a place where he could improve my vision.

One evening I had a dinner invitation from a young farmer and his wife. I was a student at a small college in a small town, where I attended a small church. I was warmly welcomed as one of the temporary residents, particularly by that young farm family. They invited me over for a home-cooked meal. College students, of course, never turn down home-cooked meals. So how could I refuse?

When I reached this family’s farm out in the hills, I felt like I was driving into a Norman Rockwell painting. A huge old barn dwarfed the farmhouse. In the twilight, the glow from the windows offered a warm welcome. Inside, threadbare rugs partly covered the worn spots on the linoleum floors. The furniture had certainly seen better days. Sheets hung where doors were meant to hang. But none of that seemed to matter. Their personal friendliness and the love of their kids made this college kid immediately feel at home. One whiff of the kitchen had my mind and stomach captivated! And the food definitely lived up to its advertising. Yet even more satisfying than the meal was the circle of goodness into which I was welcomed that night.

Like me, this young family was also brand new in Christ, and they had a vibrant love for God. I saw the genuine warmth in their home, reflected in the faces of their two small children, and something happened in my heart. I found myself rethinking my life’s wish list that evening: outward success seemed paltry compared to the wealth I saw in this man, his wife, and their kids.

When the meal was over, we cleared the table and shared a classic dessert: homemade apple pie and a little scoop of ice cream. As the children were nodding with sleepiness, the parents asked, “Would you mind? This is something new to us.” They excused themselves and went into the next room. I watched them through the sheet hanging partly over the doorway. Mom, Dad, and the kids kneeled by the bed and prayed together. The voices of those children were filled with love for their mom and dad as they were talking to Jesus. I felt the bond of love in that family, and I sensed the goodness that filled that home. All evening I had watched electricity between this man and his wife, deeply in love with each other and clearly in love together with Someone else. Their prayers to him were humble and pure. That simple scene still moves me today.

Later, I got in my little green Volkswagen and drove down the winding roads back to our campus. I remember thinking about that wish list. “If I could choose my future, I would want that kind of family to be a part of it. But, would God allow me to have it?” My warped view of God made me think he only wanted hardship and sacrifice from me, and that he would never let me experience the things I saw that evening.

As I was praying that wish list to him on my drive home, I could almost hear his response: “Well, Chip, you know it’s on my terms and not your own. I made everything, and I demand the same position in your heart that I hold in the universe. That’s not too unreasonable to ask, is it? You remember I sent my Son for you as proof of my love. I’ve changed your life.”

I responded from my misperceptions. “Well, God, I really don’t want to sign the bottom of the title and be yours lock, stock, and barrel, because if I do …” My mind began to run those images of what God might do if I gave him control—Africa, a dull and unappealing wife, hard sacrifice, early death … and even snakes. So I asked him about it. “Lord, how can I trust you with my life when I’m not sure you will do what’s good for me?”

I had been memorizing Romans 8:32, and all of a sudden it dawned on me. I had been questioning God’s goodness at the same time I was memorizing a verse that promises it: “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things?” (KJV). The implications of that verse sunk in so powerfully, it was almost like being born again all over again! I realized that if God had already given me his most precious gift—his Son—why would he start being stingy with me now? I remember thinking, God, you mean I need to sign the title of my life over to you because if you love me and if you’re good then, I can trust you? He let me answer my own rhetorical question. I decided that night to make Jesus the Lord of my life because I saw God’s goodness clearly. I had so focused on the cost and sacrifice of his lordship that I had totally missed the reward. Obedience to Christ as Master is the prerequisite to get the very best from God.

For the first time, I began to realize how my wrong idea of God had undermined my relationship with him. How could I have thought that God was good and at the same time thought he would do bad things to me? God used a West Virginia family and his powerful Word to correct my vision of him. In place of my misperceptions, he put a brand new, wonderful thought: He had good plans for me. I could trust him. He was on my side! His purpose was not to ignore or crush my desires but to fulfill them far beyond what I could imagine! It was one of the deepest, most radical revelations of God that I’ve ever been blessed with.

Years and many lessons later I realize that the root of my problem was my distorted view of God. I had not believed he was good. I falsely assumed that he did not have my best interests at heart and that a deeper commitment to him would likely result in my missing the things I wanted most. But when it came to God’s goodness and his other attributes, I was wrong to rely on my vague impressions; I needed to see God clearly, as he has actually revealed himself. Coming to understand God’s goodness transformed me because it transformed my view of God. I had the greatest struggle of my life dissolve in a matter of minutes because for the first time I got a glimpse of God’s goodness. How about you? How do you see God? What do you think it really means when Scripture says God is good?

Defining God’s Goodness

Whenever we wonder about the goodness of God, a clear definition can help us focus on what we can expect from him. English dictionaries define goodness with synonyms like moral excellence, worth, kindness, disposed to the well-being of others. God’s goodness points to the high quality of his work or the beneficial effects of his character. In the English Bible, the word goodness often translates the Hebrew words tov and tuv, terms referring to that quality in God that causes him to bless people, deliver them, and store up future gifts for them. It implies a sense of delight in the one giving and the gift given. God’s goodness is pleasant, desirable, fair, and generous. Psalm 84:11 says it well. The actions God takes and the gifts he gives us are all “good things.”

These dictionary references and word studies provide a helpful start, but my favorite definition of God’s goodness comes from A. W. Tozer:



Quick Definition

The goodness of God is that which disposes Him to be kind, cordial, benevolent, and full of good will toward men. He is tenderhearted and of quick sympathy, and His unfailing attitude toward all moral beings is open, frank, and friendly. By His nature He is inclined to bestow blessedness and He takes total pleasure in the happiness of His people.1





God’s Goodness Revealed to Moses

God goes beyond dictionary definitions. He reveals his goodness in person. How? One of the first times he explicitly reveals his goodness is toward the end of the book of Exodus, where we catch up with Moses on a mountaintop receiving the Ten Commandments.

Moses wanted to know God. He had heard the voice in the burning bush and seen the miracles in Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea, which freed his people from slavery. God had provided water and manna in the wilderness. Moses had witnessed abundant evidence of God’s power, but he wanted more—a personal, intimate knowledge of this powerful voice and miracle-working provider. So in Exodus 33:18 he said to God, “Now, show me your glory.” In other words, he boldly told God, “I really want to know you. I want to see you as you are.”

God responded:



“I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.” (Exod. 33:19–20, emphasis added)





Moses wanted to see God’s glory; but God showed him something much more accessible and less dangerous—his goodness.

The next verses describe what God did. He put Moses in the cleft of the rock, placed his hand over him, and answered Moses’s request without killing him. God said, “There is a place near me where you may stand on a rock. When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my face must not be seen” (Exod. 33:21–23).

But this wasn’t a silent revelation. Moses recounts in awefilled language the amazing, comforting words God spoke as he passed by:



Now the LORD descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the LORD. And the LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, by no means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s children to the third and the fourth generation.” (Exod. 34:5–7 NKJV, emphasis added)





I love J. I. Packer’s insights on this passage. “Within the cluster of God’s moral perfections there is one in particular to which the term goodness points—the quality which God especially singled out from the whole when, proclaiming ‘all his goodness’ to Moses, he spoke of himself as ‘abundant in goodness and truth.’ … This is the quality of generosity.”2

Have you ever thought of God looking at you and your life with all your baggage, your junk, and your ups and downs, and then saying, “I want to be generous to you. I long to give to you just what would make you happy—not because you deserve it, but because there’s something about who I am that would bring me infinite joy to express that kind of generosity to you.”

Packer continues: “Generosity means a disposition to give to others in a way which has no mercenary motive and is not limited by what the recipients deserve but constantly goes beyond it.”3 In other words, God never gives in order to get. His giving isn’t manipulative. He sends “rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matt. 5:45 NKJV), showers of blessings that none of us deserve. God gives lavishly. Packer says that “generosity expresses the simple wish that others should have what they need to make them happy.”4

Imagine God thinking about you that way! He does, you know. Those are God’s actual thoughts about you. He feels that way toward you not just sometimes, but all the time. He thinks that way because that’s who he is. God is infinite in his goodness, eternal in his goodness, holy in his goodness. You are the object of his affection, and because of his unique and divine nature, all that he expresses comes in an expansive, overwhelming, Godsized generosity toward you. Once you start to think of God like that, you won’t want to stop!



“Generosity expresses the simple wish that others should have what they need to make them happy.”





Try to imagine how that would affect your spiritual life. If you pictured God leaning toward you with a smile of anticipation over all he longs to do in you and through you, it would be a lot easier to pray, wouldn’t it? And after you’ve really messed up, it would be a lot easier to have a talk with someone whose intention is to bless and to encourage you because, at his very core, he’s good.

Did you get that? Meditate on it as often as you need to. God is soft of heart and swift with sympathy toward you. He doesn’t hold grudges. His arms aren’t crossed. He is not, as I once thought, the cosmic policeman waiting to point out all your felonies and even your misdemeanors. He’s cordial, open, friendly, understanding, agreeable, and sensitive to your struggle. Not only that, he longs to express his love, goodness, kindness, and compassion to regular, ordinary people like you and me. God does this not because we have been good or because we deserve it, but because he is good and he wants to. It is part of his very nature and character.

God is divinely and positively disposed toward you. He takes holy pleasure in your happiness. He is not down on you because you live in a fallen world; he is for you in the midst of it. That’s how we are to define God’s goodness. That’s how we should think about him. Those pictures, words, and ideas are what God wants to flood our hearts and minds with as we sing about his goodness. It is better than life!

That’s part of true worship. Worship is seeing who God really is and responding to that truth from your heart, your life, your time, and all that you are, because you just can’t help it. You get overwhelmed with his generosity and are embraced by his goodness.

Maybe you’re like I was and find it hard to believe that God feels that way about you—that he’s really good, generous, waiting, smiling, and that he wants to do something good for you. That is a very foreign concept for many of us who for whatever reasons—family, background, religious baggage—have come to intuitively believe that God is always down on us, asking us to do something very hard without having our best interests in mind. Our distorted perception produces a god who looks like a menacing policeman with radar vision and no sense of humor, tapping his nightstick while he waits for us to make a mistake. Or he’s like the angry parent who is always critical, no matter how well we do on our report card, always insisting that we could have done better. Those images that have infiltrated our minds keep us from trusting him. Aren’t we ready for a better picture—particularly if it’s true?

We can see the true picture. This God whose goodness I have been describing has actually demonstrated this part of his nature to us. He has given us proofs to demolish the wrong ideas that you and I have built up in our minds.

How Does God Reveal His Goodness to Us?

How does God reveal his goodness to regular people like you and me? Let me give you three specific channels God uses to broadcast his goodness to us.

[image: image] Through Natural Blessings

First, God pours out goodness through natural blessings. I list this first because we are so prone to overlook some of the things that God does for us all the time. We fall into the subtle trap of taking for granted the order and beauty of the world we live in. We ignore the daily blessings of weather, seasons, and life that are evidence of his goodness. Storms, earthquakes, and natural disasters—the “acts of God” we complain about—should actually remind us of God’s amazing constancy in spite of a fallen and dysfunctional world.

David was moved by God to write a hymn of praise that celebrates God’s goodness and love through the created order—Psalm 145. Notice as you read it how God lavishes his goodness not just on believers, but also unbelievers and all his creatures. “They will celebrate your abundant goodness and joyfully sing of your righteousness. The LORD is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love. The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made” (Ps. 145:7–9).

Read that last line again. Who is included in “all”? You are. Twice. That means there’s nowhere in the universe you can go to get away from God’s goodness. The Scriptures declare that he is good to all. He has compassion—deep feelings of concern—that translate into action to keep and comfort us in our darkest moments.

A little later in the same psalm, we read, “The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food at the proper time. You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing. The LORD is righteous in all his ways and loving toward all he has made” (Ps. 145:15–17).

What a great picture of God as the faithful provider! And there, waiting on the last line again, is a reminder that his goodness applies to you. It is all-inclusive. You are part of “all he has made.”

Verse 21 ends the hymn with David’s personal expression of worship: “My mouth will speak in praise of the LORD, let every creature praise his holy name for ever and ever.”

Did you notice that this verse ends with a command? One of the most powerful ways you can begin to believe and experience God’s goodness is to continually celebrate that God is good to all. Every good and perfect gift comes from him, even the little ones. God has given us more than we need simply for survival in this world. He has given us pleasure, beauty, and meaning. Every relationship, every job, every tree, every flower, every moment is a sign of his compassion. Every corner of your world and every part of your day can remind you of his goodness if you will only begin to look for it.

[image: image] Through Specific Deliverance

Another way God expresses his goodness is through specific deliverances. The Scriptures are filled with numerous examples of God delivering his people. A classic passage is Psalm 107. “Oh give thanks to the LORD,” it begins, “for He is good. For His lovingkindness is everlasting” (NASB, emphasis added). This verse presents a theme of celebration repeated throughout the Psalms. Even a casual reader will note that this thought recurs strategically to focus not only on giving thanks but also on grasping the variety of ways in which God reveals his goodness. In fact, why not take a moment to open your Bible and slowly read all of Psalm 107? You may want to underline each occurrence of the phrase, “Let them give thanks to the LORD for His lovingkindness.” As you read, note the four different scenarios that the psalmist uses to demonstrate how God reveals his goodness. The common thread between these events is that all of them are specific deliverances. God intervenes in crises. He meets people like you and me in acute times of need. He shows up with help for one reason—because he is good.

I’ve summarized the four deliverances of Psalm 107 as follows:

[image: image] God redeems the helpless from their enemies because he is good.

[image: image] God rescues us from the shadow of death because he is good.

[image: image] God heals our diseases because he is good.

[image: image] God protects us from the storms that threaten to sink our lives because he is good.

These deliverances refer to countless times in the history of God’s people when he stepped in with power to save the day. Although it’s true that God’s plans do not always work out in ways that we would prefer, it is amazing how often we focus on the relatively few difficult circumstances of our lives and tend to forget his repeated, loving acts of deliverance that occur so regularly. As you read each section of this psalm, pause and think of a parallel in your own life. Ask God to help you remember how he intervened for good and brought about deliverance for you and the ones you love. In what ways has God specifically demonstrated his sheer goodness in your life?

One of my most vivid memories of God’s deliverance was his rescue of a lifelong friend of mine. Glen was serving as a missionary in Sri Lanka. During a vacation, he took his family to an ocean resort for some rest and relaxation. When Glen was on the beach with his wife and two kids, a young man out in the water suddenly began to wave and shout that he was getting pulled under. No lifeguards were there, and it was obvious that if no one intervened, the boy would drown.

A strong Minnesota farm boy and an excellent swimmer, Glen ripped off his shirt and dove in. He cut through the pounding breakers and reached the struggling victim just in time. He dove below the boy, grabbed him from behind, and heaved him out of the undertow to the surface. His timing was perfect. A wave caught the boy and carried him toward waiting hands near shore.

But Glen’s tactic put him in the clutches of the same undertow from which he had just rescued the boy. He was slammed to the bottom, pinned by an invisible hand. “I couldn’t move at all, and I was completely out of air. I cried out, ‘Oh, Jesus, help me.’ Pictures flashed through my mind. All I could think was that my wife and two kids were going to watch me drown in front of them.

“I didn’t know how I would die, but I never thought it would be like this,” he continued. “I gave up. I stopped fighting. There was nothing I could do. I knew death was close. The next breath I took would be all water, and I was ready to pass out. What I expected to be my last conscious thought turned into a prayer: ‘Oh, Jesus, save me!’

“Literally, as though something grabbed and threw me, I popped to the surface and a wave swept me in toward eager hands. They got me to the beach and helped me cough the water out of my lungs. When they turned me over, another missionary, Robin Cook, was there, bending over me. The dregs of adrenalin helped me sit up, but I was shaking badly. Someone threw some towels around me. After it was all over, I turned to Robin and said, ‘God is good, isn’t he?’”

I’m not sure how God gives people the right words for the right time, but Robin had a memorable answer. He put his hand on Glen’s shoulder and said, “Glen, God sure is good, but he’d be good even if you died out there.”

That’s true. Ultimately, God isn’t good because he does good things for us. And God isn’t good because of something in us. God is good because of something in him. He can be nothing else. Both God and his choices remain good, even when they may not feel or look particularly good to you. His intrinsic eternal nature, in all of his attributes, is good. God is, in Tozer’s language, “Cordial, benevolent, … open, frank, and friendly…. He takes holy pleasure in the happiness of His people.”5 In his wisdom and sovereignty, he decides the perfect times to respond to your cries of distress, to deliver you, and to display his greatness. God doesn’t have to respond at all, nor every time, nor even in the same way every time. He acts because he is merciful and because he is good. He longs for you to get to know him and trust him in a way that causes you to turn to him when you crash. Why? Because God is for you. He wants to bless you—generously. Once you start keeping track of God’s goodness, you will find you can’t keep up. His blessings through nature are countless (Psalm 145); his rescues are continuous (Psalm 107). There is no safer person to go to in the universe. There is no surer source of deliverance or blessing than God’s goodness. And yet, beyond all this evidence, the apex of God’s revelation of his goodness is in his Son.

[image: image] Through God’s Son, Jesus

Long ago, in a heart-to-heart talk with my mother, I shared with her my thoughts about God. “Jesus is OK,” I said, “but God scares me. I get the feeling that he’s standing with his arms crossed, just waiting for me to mess up.” I hadn’t been raised in a Christian home, so I didn’t know anything about the Trinity. All I knew was that Jesus came across as compassionate, and God did not.

Years later, I learned the truth. God’s primary evidence, the way God reveals his own goodness most clearly, is through his Son. In fact, that’s God’s pattern of revelation: Jesus is the finest example available to illustrate any aspect of God’s character. Colossians 1 reminds us that Jesus “is the image of the invisible God” (v. 15), and that “God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him” (v. 19). Jesus is God’s goodness in the flesh.

Mark 10 records the encounter between the rich young ruler and Jesus. The young man had it made in the shade, but he was still troubled about his eternal destiny. He realized that Jesus was a good man: raising people from the dead, teaching with great power, and living a pure life. So he came to Jesus and said, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (v. 17).

He got an unexpected response: “‘Why do you call me good,’ Jesus answered. ‘No one is good—except God alone’” (v. 18). Don’t misunderstand—Jesus was not making the point in any way that he and the Father are not One. He was making the point that calling someone “good” goes further than politeness. Goodness is an absolute quality possessed only by God. The young man may have been trying to compliment Jesus’s goodness as an ability, but Jesus wanted him to think again. Was the rich man ready to seriously consider to whom he was speaking? Jesus’s life and death revealed, like no other person or event in all the universe, the goodness of God.

The young man’s response demonstrated he wasn’t serious about goodness. He was juggling “goods” in his life, and he wanted “eternal life” as another good thing to have. As the story unfolds, we learn that he rejected the absolute goodness that confronted him in order to hang on to his earthly goods.

Jesus reveals God’s goodness in at least three ways. The first comes in the form of the undeserved goodness that he gives to us. According to Romans 5:8, “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

God’s extravagance flowed out of Jesus’s heart even while you and I were his enemies. He sent Christ to die upon the cross as our sin substitute. It’s unmerited goodness. You don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve it. He didn’t do it because you said, “I’ll clean up my act; I’ll try really hard; I’ll be a better person; I’ll be more faithful to my wife; I’ll be kinder at home; I’ll clean up my language; or I’ll be a good little boy or girl.” None of those empty promises stirs God’s goodness, because they are too late. The damage of sin has already been done.

God demonstrated his love toward you while you were still a sinner, a hostile rebel, an enemy of God. How? By allowing Christ to die in your place. What Jesus did on the cross shows how the Father feels about you. Have you ever considered how valuable you must be to God, given the price that he’s paid for you? Have you ever just let your mind try to grasp how precious, important, desirable, and deeply loved you must be for God the Father to let Jesus die to rescue you for himself? If you can ever get a handle on that, if it ever really sinks in, it will change you deep inside.

The second evidence of God’s goodness in Christ has to do with the promise of future benefits. Romans 8:32 says, “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” In other words, God has already shown his goodness toward you in the biggest way possible. How can you wonder whether he’ll take care of the details?

God loves you; he wants you to know he’s good. But you share a basic problem with the rest of humanity: we all have a warped view of God. When it comes to God’s goodness, as with all of his attributes, the wrong view always produces a strong, negative emotional response. We will not recognize God’s goodness as long as we’re convinced he has other intentions than our welfare.

God, fortunately, isn’t waylaid by our misperceptions. He sent his Son, Jesus, to die in your place and mine, thereby offering the ultimate proof of his goodness and love. He now persists in catching our attention through a thousand little details that he takes care of in order to give us continual glimpses of his goodness.

My evening at the farmhouse was one such glimpse. God used Romans 8:32 to utterly transform my view of him. The cross, God’s radical sacrifice in Christ, is the clearest and most compelling evidence that God has my best interest in mind. The logic is airtight. If God has already loved us enough to give us his very best, don’t you think he has the best in mind for our future? Put in simple terms, if someone paid a million-dollar ransom to free you from a kidnapper, do you really believe you’d have to worry about who’s going to buy lunch the next day? My point is that God’s generosity in the cross reminds us that not only has he been good to us, but also that he is committed to being good to us in the future. That is why we can trust him when those big lordship decisions come up. We can surrender ourselves to him because he is very, very good.

The third way I discover God’s goodness in Jesus has to do with his unique role as Creator and Mediator between God the Father and his Creation. James 1:17–18 reminds us, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.” God has given us abundant promises of his goodness, and then he has told us that Jesus is the key. First Corinthians 1:20 says that every promise of God is “yes” in Christ. That means all of God’s specific, promised goodness comes to us through our relationship with Jesus. If I want to understand and appreciate God’s goodness, I begin and end with his Son.

How Are We to Respond to God’s Goodness?

God’s goodness requires a response. But if we have lived with an inadequate view of God for a long time, we may not even know how to start. There are three specific steps we absolutely must take to change our lives and begin to fully experience the effects of God’s generosity.

[image: image] Repent of your unbelief and ingratitude.

Romans 2:4 says, “Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to repentance?” (NKJV). Paul was asking, “Do you think that all the good that came in your life was because you’re an incredibly nice person who made God’s special list? Has he been doing this for you because you deserve it?” The answer to that would be—no!

God wants you to know that he has been good, kind, cordial, loving, and generous with you for one specific purpose—to lead you to repentance. He has been drawing you with goodness, not threats. The word repentance means “to have a change of mind,” or “to turn around.” It means that you’re going down the road and you realize, “I’m going the wrong direction. I’m doing my things my way for me. I need a change of mind, a new direction. I need to go God’s way.” So you take the off-ramp, you go over the overpass, and then you take the on-ramp going in the opposite direction. That’s repentance—a turned-around life. We are to see God’s goodness and have a change of mind that leads to a change of direction that leads to a changed life.

The Bible talks about repentance and faith together. They go hand in hand. If you’re not a believer in Christ right now, God’s goodness can lead you to the point where you say, “God, I’m sorry I have not recognized that all the good, all the kindness that’s come into my life is from you. Please forgive me of all my sin. I want you to know that I’m turning back your way. I’m going to embrace your Son. I ask you, Jesus, right now, to come into my heart, forgive me of my sin, and save me forever.” The goodness of God drew you to him, and he will accept your prayer.

But even for a believer, repentance and faith are crucial. Perhaps like me, you entered the Christian life with some twisted, distorted view of God. You believe, but you don’t really trust him yet. Even now, my life sometimes gets infected with discontentment and thanklessness. When God gives me nine, I want ten. When he gives me ninety-nine, I want a hundred. No matter what the blessing, we manage to be ungrateful. No matter what God does for us, we always say, “I want a little bit more.”

When God’s goodness shows us this condition in us, it should lead us to repentance and faith. We need to say, “Lord, I’ve been thinking wrongly about life. I’ve gotten all into the gifts instead of the Giver of the good gifts. I want to become, little by little, in my heart, one of the most thankful people on the face of the planet. I want to give thanks to you in the morning, I want to give thanks to you at noon, I want to give thanks to you under my breath. I want to revel in the flowers, the trees, my relationships, and all that I have, not obsess about what I don’t have. I want to thank you for my salvation. I want to thank you for your Word, for your Spirit, for your good plan for my life. God, I want to be the kind of believer that would make it easy for you to smile down with holy pleasure because you see that I recognize that all I have comes from you.”

[image: image] Rest in his goodness when you encounter adversity.

We know that life is hard. You didn’t need this book to tell you that we live in a fallen world. Bad things happen to good people, and good things happen to bad people.

Psalm 31:19–20 says:

How great is Your goodness,

Which You have stored up for those who fear You,

Which You have wrought for those who take refuge in You,

Before the sons of men!

You hide them in the secret place of Your presence from the conspiracies of man;

You keep them secretly in a shelter from the strife of tongues. (NASB)

Sooner or later, most of us face situations that are out of our hands. We walk through the valley of the shadow of death. A loved one lies suffering or dying. All we can do is wait and pray. How does God’s goodness help us then? We can’t deny that it’s a fallen world. We know death may come. Though we know God has the power to reach in and revive our loved one, that may not be his good plan. But we are called to rest in his goodness anyway. And we can. We’ve been given promise upon promise that his goodness underlies everything he brings us through.

One of the goals of my life is that I will habitually give thanks as an unconscious response to all circumstances and all relationships in light of the goodness and sovereignty of God. I’ve got a long way to go, but that’s my goal. I want one day for my unconscious response to be gratitude, no matter what the news is and no matter how difficult circumstances seem. I want to know instinctively that whatever he has allowed to come into my life has come through hands that are kind, cordial, and benevolent.

I don’t know all the specifics of God’s will, but I do know how great is his goodness that he has stored up for me and my house, for all those who take refuge in him. In your adversity, rest there. He’s an eternal God with an eternal plan. He doesn’t always work things out this side of heaven the way you want him to, but you can count on this reality: he is good.

[image: image] Risk stepping out in faith like never before.

When we discover that God is good, we will find ourselves taking ever-increasing steps of faith. For me, recognizing Christ as the Lord of my life represented a significant risk. But as soon as I made that choice, I began to discover God’s goodness in ways I couldn’t see before. God’s goodness reinforced my small steps of trust. He didn’t ship me off to Africa or condemn me to a drab life. On the contrary, because I grew increasingly confident that God had a good future in store for me, I found myself excited about new days and fresh opportunities to experience him. That monumental decision about Christ’s lordship led me to entrust my entire future to him.

Trusting in God’s goodness transformed my definition of risk. It allowed me to take the “risky” step of turning down a great job in order to move and start a ministry on a college campus in West Virginia. At that campus I met a wonderful woman named Theresa, who became my wife and with whom I now share four children who are in turn experiencing God’s goodness. A quarter century of ministry has broadened and deepened my awareness of God’s goodness. I now realize that even those things I feared God might ask me to do actually could have been positive because he has consistently shown me he will not ask me to do things that are not ultimately good for me. When you and I believe that God is good, we will be able, like never before, to take the risks of actually living by faith.

I don’t know what specific steps of faith God is prompting you to take right now, but there is one Bible passage in particular that has served as an expression of God’s goodness when I’m faced with decisions involving risk. That passage is Psalm 84:11, and it’s one of my favorites. In fact, I carry it on a card to remind me of this priceless truth: “For the LORD God is a sun and shield; The LORD gives grace and glory; No good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly” (NASB).

Meditate on those words for a moment. The Lord God is a sun. What’s the sun? It’s a resource, power, sheer energy. The Lord is a shield. What’s a shield? A protector. How would you like to have an infinite, all-wise, good, loving, kind, unlimited resource and protector? “The LORD God”—his covenant name and title, the name he uses to sign his promises—“The LORD gives grace and glory.” That’s comprehensive. He lavishes us with unmerited favor, kindness, goodness, and blessing.

And then, the clincher. What a promise! No good thing will he withhold from those who walk uprightly. You’ll never miss out if you do life God’s way. Walk uprightly in your sexual life, in your relational life, in your financial life, and in your spiritual life. In other words, if you do life his way, the God who is on your side with unlimited power, unlimited wisdom, and unlimited compassion, gives you a guarantee: he’ll make sure you don’t miss out.

When you clearly see God’s goodness, you start taking steps of faith. You do crazy things like giving up your vacation to go to Romania to help orphans. You start giving money to people who need it a lot more than you do. You attempt things that used to scare you to death, like talking to others about God’s goodness. And then what will God do? He will pour goodness into your life and love and relationship and finances. Life becomes good when you understand that God is good.

How to See God’s Goodness as He Longs for You to See It

I saw God’s goodness one night in a farmhouse in rural West Virginia. I had read about it, heard about it, witnessed it in the lives of other people, and even believed it intellectually. But I didn’t understand it. I didn’t really see it as something that would apply to me. I thought that God’s goodness was a nice doctrine but a missing ingredient in my life. But that night I got a glimpse of it and decided then and there that I wanted it. And God hit me over the head with an amazing truth: I can have it. Knowing that changed my life forever.

As with each of God’s attributes, goodness functions as a window through which you can gain a deeper understanding of God. Looking through that window will transform you. Here’s a simple set of tools you can use to practice seeing God’s goodness every day.

[image: image]Tools for Transformation

[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s goodness gently pour over your soul.


The goodness of God is that which disposes Him to be kind, cordial, benevolent, and full of good will toward men. He is tenderhearted and of quick sympathy, and His unfailing attitude toward all moral beings is open, frank, and friendly. By His nature He is inclined to bestow blessedness and he takes holy pleasure in the happiness of His people….

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

A. W. Tozer6



[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Psalm 84:11 and meditate on that promise. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What good thing has God released into my life today?”


For the LORD God is a sun and shield;

The LORD gives grace and glory;

No good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly.



Psalm 84:11 NASB



[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:

 

O Lord God, full of goodness and mercy, as I look into the

face of Jesus and ponder the goodness of the cross, grant

that I might



repent of my unbelief and ingratitude,

rest in your goodness even in the midst of trials, and

risk trusting you in every area of my life like never before.

 

I praise you that I live under a friendly sky, that you are for

me, and that I need never be afraid of the future because you are good!

In Jesus’s name, Amen.

It has taken years for most of us to develop our warped and distorted views of God. It will require energy, effort, and discipline to “renew our minds” (Rom. 12:2) over time to learn to think rightly about him. But as you use these tools regularly over the next thirty to sixty days you will discover a gradual but amazing transformation in your thinking, your attitudes, your prayers, and your faith.

Imagine coming to the point over time that, knowing God’s goodness is instinctual, you unconsciously believe with every fiber of your being that the almighty, all-knowing Creator of the universe takes holy delight in the happiness of his special servant … you.

A Personal Reflection on the Goodness of God

I was a young pastor with only a few years of experience under my belt. When people came to me for counseling, I was often at a loss to know what to tell them. On one occasion, I found myself talking to a young woman who had just been through a messy divorce. Her husband had left her for another woman. His actions during the divorce had damaged both his wife and their children. I hoped our church would be able to help her in some way, but I wasn’t at all sure that I could offer her much comfort.

As we talked about her future, she displayed a sense of calm that caught me by surprise. She hadn’t been a Christian very long, and she didn’t have an impressive amount of Bible knowledge. Her life, in fact, had been marked by repeated experiences of extreme pain and disappointment. But when I asked her about her outlook and her concerns for her children, she answered in an unexpected way.

“I know life may be hard,” she said, “but things will be great for my children and for me. I don’t understand it all, but I know what God is like. I know he would never do anything to hurt me, and I know he has a great plan for us.”

It wasn’t so much the words she said—although they were profound—but the sense of confidence that flowed with her statement. It was almost as if she had just walked out of an adjoining room where she had enjoyed a personal conversation with God, who had assured her that all was well. Her posture and tone of voice carried genuine calmness. Based on her understanding of God’s character, she was convinced that her future looked bright even though her present was filled with pain and questions. She knew something more real than her immediate suffering.

I remember that conversation vividly, though it happened two decades ago. Her response became one of many that have underscored for me again and again that our view of God is the most important thing about any one of us. This young woman’s biblical knowledge may have been limited, but what she knew was pure gold. She understood with all her heart that God is good. I think of her and others like her as beautiful trees standing in the middle of a harsh, desert landscape. Everything around them looks ruined, yet they thrive. They are so alive that they look out of place. It’s only when I glance closer that I realize they are filled with life because their roots tap into an underground river—the goodness of God.
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The Sovereignty of God

This is what the LORD says—Israel’s King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty; I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God. Who then is like me? Let him proclaim it. Let him declare and lay out before me what has happened since I established my ancient people, and what is yet to come—yes, let him foretell what will come. Do not tremble, do not be afraid. Did I not proclaim this and foretell it long ago? You are my witnesses. Is there any God besides me? No, there is no other Rock; I know not one.

Isaiah 44:6–8

Why do you think your God is better than all the other gods?”

It was an honest, fair question, not argumentative in the least. I was on a plane from Hong Kong to Beijing, surrounded by people whose language I couldn’t speak. My wife and daughter were seated about twenty rows back. I had been surprised by the articulate British voice coming from a thoroughly Chinese-looking person in the seat next to me, and I had begun to talk to her about my relationship with Christ. And this cultured, well-manicured, highly intelligent woman honestly wanted to know: “Why is your God better than the rest?”

As we talked, I found that she had grown up under atheistic communism, spending the first twenty years of her life being taught that there was no god at all. She was one of the elites, among that 1 or 2 percent—out of a billion or so Chinese—who scored high enough on academic tests to get the finest education her country offered. After graduate school in London, she began working in England for a multinational corporation and was now back in China on business. Out from under communism, she had been reading for the last ten years about various religions and beliefs. When it came to God, she was virtually a clean slate.

What do you tell someone who knows hardly anything about your God? She had a legitimate question, and I gave it my best shot. For the next two hours, I shared passages of Scripture and research from archeology, philosophy, and comparative religions to help her understand the absolute uniqueness and character of the God of the Bible. I told her everything I could think of to explain why the God of Christianity is in fact Lord of lords, King of kings, and Creator of the universe.

As this woman had already discovered, we live in a pluralistic culture that tells us to be tolerant of all concepts of truth. I believe that tolerance is a very good thing, but it has been misapplied. As it is defined in the dictionary, tolerance has to do with accepting other people’s race, background, culture, and other externals, making sure that these things that will not be a deterrent as we relate to them. That’s a very important thing to emphasize in our society. But tolerance has taken on a philosophical meaning in recent years; it has evolved to mean that no idea or view is any more true or valid than another.

Although this concept carries a certain air of intellectual sophistication and openness, think of how it might apply to other areas of life. What if, for example, you had a life-threatening infection and you went to a doctor for help. Suppose the doctor prescribed penicillin, but one of the nurses suggested several alternatives. How would you feel if the nurse advised the doctor to be open to all the options? After all, cumidin, cytoxan, and morphine are all very effective drugs. Isn’t it intolerant of the doctor to prescribe one drug over the other? Maybe so, but you wouldn’t want him to be indiscriminate when one drug will save your life and the others will not, would you?

Or, for another example, suppose you drove into a gas station, and an attendant asked you if you wanted gas, water, or alcohol in your tank. After all, each one is a perfectly useful substance. Who’s to say gasoline is better in your car than water or alcohol? Isn’t that narrow and bigoted? We know, of course, that such a view would be disastrous. When it comes to objective reality, being tolerant doesn’t cut it. Some things simply aren’t relative.

But, like many in our own country, that’s the kind of culture my Chinese acquaintance was living in. She had been told that all truths are equal and valid. And I found myself telling her a story about a God who had saved my life and about a God-man named Jesus who made some really outrageous claims. She had every right to ask me: “How do you know?”

I think a lot of people are asking the same question she asked me. At the time, I hoped and prayed that I gave her some pretty solid answers. But if I had it to do over again, I might present a more thought-out case for the God who is sovereign.

Why Worship This God?

If I had another opportunity to answer this woman, who was so open and sensitive, I would say this: The reason I believe in God and worship him is because he is before all things, he created all things, he upholds all things, he is above all things, he knows all things, he accomplishes all things, he rules over all things, and he is in control of all things. That’s the reason I believe him and have given my entire life to him in faith and in trust that he is superior to all the other truth-claims in the world. He is not just another “-ism” out there to be considered. He is infinite and eternal, over all and worthy above all. I worship him because he is sovereign.

On the salad bar of the world’s religions, we haven’t simply come up with a nice little system that takes a little bit from here and a little from there. Our God is not just one option among many. We worship a God who has made outrageous, ridiculous, exclusive, “narrow” claims about himself. He insists that he, and he alone, is to be worshiped.

Think about what God says of himself. (Scripture references have been added for further study, and I’d recommend sitting down with a cup of coffee sometime and going through these one by one.)

• He is before all things; all things hold together in him. He was there before the mountains were born, he brought forth the earth, he is the Alpha and Omega, and he alone is immortal. (Ps. 90:2; Col. 1:17; 1 Tim. 6:16; Rev. 1:8)

• He created all things, both in heaven and on earth, both visible and invisible. (Gen. 1:1; John 1:3; Col. 1:16)

• He upholds all things, sustaining everything, holding it together by his Word. (Col. 1:17; Heb. 1:3)

• He is above all things, specifically so that people in China, the U.S., South America, and everywhere, may know him. (Isa. 45:5–12; Eph. 4:6)

• He knows all things. He isn’t a limited God. God knows everything completely before it happens. (Ps. 139:4, 6; Isa. 46:10)

• He can do all things. Nothing is too difficult for him! Nothing—not anything—is impossible with him. (Jer. 32:27; Luke 1:37)

• He accomplishes all things. He orchestrates and determines what he is going to do in your life, in my life, in the president’s life, in war-torn countries with rebellious rulers—everywhere! Whatever he plans in this world and for this universe, he does. (Isa. 14:24; 46:10; Eph. 1:11)

• He rules over all things. This is what sovereignty is. All strength and power are in his hands. (1 Chron. 29:11–12; Dan. 4:34–35)

• He is in control of all things. Whenever the economy goes sour, or whenever earthly kings rage out of control, God is in control. When Satan wants to mess with your life, he has to ask God’s permission. (Job 4:2; Rom. 8:28)

If you want specific examples of what exactly is under God’s control, take a look at the following verses:

• earthly kings (Prov. 21:1; Rev. 19:16)

• human events (Ps. 33:9–11; Dan. 2:7)

• good angels (Col. 1:15–16; Rev. 4:8)

• Satan and fallen angels (Job 1:6; Eph. 1:21; Phil. 2:10)

• human decisions (Acts 2:23; 13:48; Rom 8:29–30; Eph. 1:11)

God makes numerous claims about himself in the Bible that many other religious systems don’t even attempt to rival. When he claims his sovereignty, he is pointing to himself as the ultimate source of all power, authority, and everything that exists.

What Does That Mean?

I don’t know about you, but the first time I heard the word sovereign, it didn’t register with me. I was a new Christian in a Bible study in college, and some tragic news had come to us about a member in our group. One girl in the Bible study said, “I know it’s a terrible situation, but I know God is sovereign.” And being the smart, intelligent, spiritual fellow that I was, I thought to myself, What in the world does that mean? I had never heard the phrase “God is sovereign” in my life. So later I went to a close friend and asked him to explain it to me.

This may surprise you, but one of the greatest tools for Bible study is the dictionary. Webster’s defines sovereignty like this:



sovereign—adj. 1: above or superior to all others; chief; greatest; sovereign—supreme 2: supreme in power, rank, or authority 3: of or holding the position of ruler; royal; reigning 4: independent of all others 5: excellent; outstanding – n. 1: a person who possesses sovereign authority or power; specifically, a monarch or ruler.





If someone is sovereign, he’s the boss. He calls the shots and has the authority. What he says goes. He’s “the king.” God claims to be the king, not just of this planet, but of the entire universe. He is outside of time. He is infinite. He had no beginning, he has no end. He is the ruler of everything.

When I think of sovereignty, the phrase I like best is that “God is in control.” That’s such a comfort. When a loved one lies in a hospital bed, God is in control. When we think of our most difficult times with a child, God is in control. When a close friend is in ICU, God is in control. When the economy—national or personal—is on a slide, God is in control. Nothing will enter your life that God does not either decree or allow. And nothing will ever enter your life that, if you are willing to trust in him, he cannot work out for your good. That’s what it means to be sovereign.

Because God is sovereign, he is without equal: the King of kings, the Lord of lords, without limitation in any way. He is the only absolutely free being in the universe. I love A. W. Tozer’s explanation of sovereignty in his book The Knowledge of the Holy:



Quick Definition

God’s sovereignty is the attribute by which He rules His entire creation, and to be sovereign God must be all-knowing, all-powerful, and absolutely free. The reasons are these:

Were there even one datum of knowledge, however small, unknown to God, His rule would break down at that point. To be Lord over all creation, He must possess all knowledge. And were God lacking one infinitesimal modicum of power, that lack would end His reign and undo His kingdom; that one stray atom of power would belong to someone else and God would be a limited ruler and hence not sovereign.

Furthermore, His sovereignty requires that He be absolutely free, which means simply that He must be free to do whatever He wills to do anywhere at any time to carry out His eternal purpose in every single detail without interference. Were He less than free, He must be less than sovereign.1





When you bow your head to pray—when you’re in a jam and you need to ask God for something—are you aware of who you’re talking to? The one to whom you pray has power over the entire universe, over every single atom, and yet he is infinitely loving and he cares about you. That’s who you’re talking to. That’s why we worship him.

Can you imagine what my Chinese friend might think of this idea? It was an utterly foreign concept to her. And behind her polite dialogue and earnest questions, I could hear her heart saying, “I know you believe what you just told me, but I’m going to need more evidence than you’ve given me if I’m going to believe.” As our conversation progressed at 33,000 feet, I could hear in her voice both the longing to know and the fear of making another mistake and believing the wrong thing. She wanted to let go of her childhood world without god, but she wasn’t sure which of the gods being offered to her was the best or true alternative. She understood the implications of belief—it would have to lead to obedience and worship. As I looked into her eyes, I could almost hear her say, “If what you’re saying to me is true, that there is someone who loves me and has the answer to all my problems, I want to get to know him. But I need more evidence. How has the God of the Bible, if he exists, revealed his sovereignty?”

How Has God Revealed His Sovereignty?

Intellectually, my friend didn’t have a problem with the sovereignty of God. I mean, who wants to believe in a helpless, impotent god who may care but can’t do anything to help us because he isn’t in charge? But emotionally and spiritually, she wanted to know God’s sovereign credentials. Both of us had been required to show our ID in the airport before boarding the plane. She was asking me if the God of the Bible had any ID she could look at.

The Bible is God’s traveling papers, his documents that demonstrate his sovereignty. There is a lifetime of information in those pages that will deepen your understanding of who God is, but let me point out five key areas in which God has revealed his sovereignty.

[image: image] Through His Titles

First, God has revealed his sovereignty through his titles. The world is full of rival religious systems and ideas, but step back for a moment and think about the way other religions present their gods. On one extreme, impersonal mechanisms and forces are in charge, using methods like reincarnation to recycle us until we no longer exist. On the other extreme, there are the personal gods of “the religious salad bar” that end up as a slightly larger version of the believer, easily altered by that believer if the god in question doesn’t satisfy.

Contrast this with the bold, personal, complex claims of the God of the Bible. These claims are so outlandish that they are either complete fabrications or essential truths for everyone to grasp. God says:

• I am sovereign.

• I am the Most High.

• I am the Alpha and the Omega.

• I am the King of kings and the Lord of lords.

• I am who I am, the eternal, self-existent one.

• I will be addressed in reverence because of my own greatness.

These are unequivocal claims. They set him apart.

[image: image] Through His Promises

The second way God reveals his sovereignty is through his promises. Anyone can make promises; not everyone can keep them. God’s promises, as comprehensive and ultimate as they are, can only be kept if he is, in fact, sovereign. Consider the following two promises, for example.

The first is the promise we count on in my family whenever there’s a crisis. We have quoted it often. “We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). That’s quite a promise! Amazingly, God can somehow take all the events, all the situations, all the people, the doctors, the medicines, the prayers, the relationships—everything involved in whatever difficult situation we’re in—and work it together for the good of those who trust him. Do you realize that he could never stand behind that promise unless he knew everything? Unless he had unlimited power? Unless he was all-wise, had created everyone, could dictate what happens down to every atom and molecule? You simply cannot work all things for good unless you are the sovereign King of the universe. But God makes that promise, and millions throughout history have testified to its truth. It’s a testable claim, and God has proven his ability to back it up time and time again.

The second promise is found in Philippians 2:9–11. There will come a day when every knee of those who are seen (us) and those who are unseen (angels) will, at the name of Jesus, bow before him, and every tongue will confess that he is Lord. He makes that promise. How in the world can he make a ridiculous promise that every tongue will confess and every knee bow, unless he holds all power over history, both its visible and invisible aspects? The very promise is a claim to be sovereignly guarding and directing history toward his own ends.

[image: image] Through History

Third, God makes his sovereignty known through “his story”—history. As you open the pages of Scripture, you see the story of a nation called Israel. Early in the pages of Genesis, God reveals that history—not just of Israel or the world, but yours personally—is under his sovereign control. For an amazing glimpse of how God works, find a quiet corner sometime and read Genesis 37–50. More than 25 percent of the first book of the Bible is dedicated to the story of one man who gets raw deal after raw deal, but finds that the Lord was sovereignly orchestrating even the most painful and unfair circumstances in his life for his good and to fulfill God’s purposes.

God lets Joseph suffer difficulty after difficulty, including being sold into slavery, put into prison, betrayed, and forgotten. But God moved Joseph into a unique position through those difficulties—into Egypt by the treachery of his brothers and into prison by the treachery of Potiphar’s wife—so that Joseph could interpret Pharaoh’s dreams and be elevated to the second highest position in the land. Why? Because years and years earlier, God had made a promise to Abraham. He said he would make Abraham’s descendants as numerous as the sand of the sea and the stars of the sky. He would multiply the descendants of a one-hundred-year-old nomad who had a ninety-year-old wife. (You’d better be sovereign if you make a promise like that.) Abraham had a son, as promised, and Genesis 37 picks up with Joseph when we’re much further down the road of this family’s history.

When his family was about to die in Canaan because of a famine, God provided. God had already used all the evil and repeated injustices of others to place Joseph in a strategic position in Egypt so that the seventy family members would come down and find food and life. Through God’s sovereign plan in Joseph’s life, Egypt became this family’s incubator until they had multiplied to two or three million people in fulfillment of God’s promise.

After Joseph’s father died, the brothers were very concerned—with good reason, considering their treachery—that Joseph was now going to kill them. But in Genesis 50:20 he turned to his brothers and gave us the classic biblical testimony to God’s sovereignty over a personal and national history: “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” What did Joseph believe? That God was sovereign. Even when he was sold, put into prison, betrayed and forgotten, God was in control.

God wants you to know that he is sovereign in your history. When your ex-spouse says something that bothers you, when your kids do something that troubles you, when there’s a problem at work, or when the market goes down, there is a God who is in total control. He is all-knowing, all-wise, infinite in his love. He’s the King, and you’re his child.

God not only reveals his sovereignty in personal history, he also reveals it macroscopically—over all of history. Great examples of that are found in chapters 2 and 7 of Daniel and also in the book of Revelation. There you will see God revealing his sovereignty in history by telling his prophets the kingdoms that will come. He tells Daniel specifically, “I want you to know that Babylon is going to fall, and after that the Medo-Persians are going to come in, and after that the Greeks will take over, and after that Rome will take over, and by the way, I want to give you a few details. Alexander the Great will take over, and when he dies there will be four kingdoms.” God lays out the next four dynasties and kingdoms before they happen. He’s in charge of history. God has never sat around biting his nails, wondering what Hitler and Pol Pot and Saddam Hussein were going to do. And you don’t have to either. Sovereignty doesn’t mean that we’re passive, but it does mean that we can have a sense of peace and trust because the world is not spinning out of control.



“You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.”





[image: image] Through Fulfilled Prophecy

One of the most amazing testimonies to God’s sovereignty is his ability to tell the future 100 percent of the time with 100 percent accuracy. Look at Isaiah 44:6–8:



This is what the LORD says—Israel’s King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God. Who then is like me? Let him proclaim it. Let him declare and lay out before me what has happened since I established my ancient people, and what is yet to come—yes, let him foretell what will come. Do not tremble, do not be afraid. Did I not proclaim this and foretell it long ago? You are my witnesses. Is there any God besides me? No, there is no other Rock; I know not one.





Did you notice the top of God’s business card? “King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty.” And then he proves it by telling the future. He is not an alternative religion that you might subjectively want to choose over Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Jehovah’s Witnesses, or Mormonism. He lays down a challenge that no one can rival: “Let him foretell what will come … Did I not proclaim this and foretell it?”

A third of the Bible is prophetic. Several hundred prophecies were fulfilled in Christ. God wants you to know that you don’t have to put your brains on the shelf to believe the reliability of Scripture; you can know objectively that whatever he has said he has also fulfilled. Jesus fulfilled hundreds of specific prophecies regarding the day he was born, the place he was born, who his mother was and what kind of woman she would be, and more—all to demonstrate and prove that he is the sovereign King. And there’s another set of promises you need to remember about his return. He will bring history to a close. Instead of being the suffering servant who died in your place on a cross, he will then be the ruling warrior on a white horse, and he will bring about justice. He wants his people living in anticipation of the day of his return.

There are plenty of areas in which to study the power of biblical prophecy, but consider this one: can you name any people group in all of history, that, after being pushed out of its land, has kept its identity? Think that through. We talk about German Jews, American Jews, and Arabic Jews. How have they kept this identity? It was foretold, and God has fulfilled his promises. God said that after his people had been spread abroad for almost two thousand years, he would bring them back into their land again; and in 1948, Israel became a nation. Thousands of years after God’s prophets spoke about the return of Israel to its promised land, where are the eyes of the world? On a tiny strip of land given to a resilient, sometimes hard-headed people who won’t let go, who say, “God gave us this land and he brought us back to it.” The prophetic evidence is amazing.

[image: image] Through Jesus Christ, the Messiah

As you might expect, God’s clearest demonstration of his sovereignty comes wrapped up in his Son, Jesus. Consider the phrase in Galatians 4:4, for example—that Jesus came “in the fullness of time.” When Jesus was born, there was a unique set of conditions that the sovereign God of history had brought about. Greek had become a “universal” language. Travel and communications were at an all-time high. The Pax Romana, the Roman-enforced peace, allowed for rapid evangelism. Synagogues had been dispersed all over the Roman Empire so that when the church was birthed it would have strategic centers of operation.

Jesus clearly identified himself as the sovereign King. Even in his death, no one killed him against his will. We can’t get mad at the Romans or the Jews; according to Jesus, no one took his life from him. He laid it down on his own initiative (John 10:18). He hung on that cross not by nails but by his choice because you matter and he loves you.

Then there’s the resurrection. That’s what cuts through everything else in the world of religious claims. He died and then he rose from the grave. He remained on earth for forty days after his resurrection. Jesus didn’t just tell one eyewitness who then claimed a vision and asked everyone to buy into his beliefs. There were five hundred eyewitnesses who saw him, touched him, and heard him speak. At least a hundred and twenty watched him ascend into the clouds. The resurrection is not a nice story that is optional for Christians; it is a historical fact that demonstrates the authority of Jesus. Christ is the crowning glory of God’s revelation of his sovereignty.2

If I could have that conversation again with my Chinese friend, I would have explained some things differently. If she could read the last several pages written here, I think she would eagerly do some personal research and actually look up the passages that give evidence for God’s sovereignty. My experience is that, unlike people who have grown up with Christianity and often accept the evidence at face value, those who come with an open mind and actually search the Scripture for themselves discover that God speaks to them personally and powerfully. Conviction comes when you have a hunger in your heart and a desire to dig into God’s Word. The Spirit of God takes the Word of God and does something in you that births faith.

If you will take the time to examine God’s evidence, he will birth that faith in you. God will reveal that he is far bigger, more powerful, more loving, and more in control than you ever imagined. As you begin to see God as he longs for you to see him, your prayers will change and your faith will be transformed. You will experience peace like never before.

God’s Sovereignty Raises Two Questions

Anyone who thinks about God’s sovereignty long enough will face two pretty big questions. The first is this: If God is really in control and above all things, sovereign over all of history’s circumstances, why does he allow evil, pain, and suffering? If he can see all the unspeakable things people are doing to each other, and if he can do something about it, why doesn’t he? Why didn’t he stop the world’s suffering before it began?

This is a huge question that enormous amounts of literature have addressed throughout the centuries. There’s simply no way to discuss such a deep issue in such a short space in a way that is fully satisfying. Those who want to explore the issue further may want to check out a good book on the issue of evil, such as C. S. Lewis’s The Problem of Pain, for one example. But at the risk of oversimplifying, let me give what I think in a nutshell is the gist of what the Bible says on the subject.

Why didn’t God prevent suffering? Because he created us in his image. The high price tag for a loving relationship among people is freedom. Human freedom means we have the willful opportunity to say yes and to love God, but we also have the willful opportunity to say no and to do what is wrong. God thought it was so important to maintain our dignity that he gave us the opportunity to freely love or reject him, knowing that our freedom would result in pain. But he allowed it, knowing before the foundation of the earth that the only remedy for that pain would be Jesus—he would come and die to pay the price that restores that relationship.

The second question regarding God’s sovereignty is about human responsibility. If God is sovereign over all people and events in history, doesn’t that make a sham of human responsibility? Is God a cosmic puppeteer who lets us think we’re making decisions on our own? Are all our decisions predetermined, such that he is pulling the strings and making our choices an illusion?

Of course not. The Bible clearly teaches that God is sovereign, but we make decisions of our own free will. We will be rewarded, held accountable, and judged for those decisions. But there’s a balance. We don’t understand exactly how that works, and people who try to explain it generally fall into one of two major Christian camps—Calvinism or Arminianism (named after two sixteenth-century figures of the Protestant Reformation, John Calvin of France and Jacobus Arminius of Holland). Within those camps, many people take their explanations further than Calvin or Arminius would have taken them. Without going into a lesson on these two important figures of church history, I’ll simply say that there are extreme views within those two camps that are unbiblical. Some extreme forms of Calvinism, though well-intentioned, guard God’s sovereignty so protectively that it virtually eliminates human responsibility. No one who holds this belief would state it that way, but that’s how it plays out. It makes God a cosmic puppeteer and denies that we have any real choices. That’s unbiblical. At the other end of the spectrum are extreme forms of Arminianism. Also out of good intention, these attempt to guard free will and human responsibility so protectively that it creates a God who is up in heaven biting his nails, hoping everything will work out, and waiting for our decision so he can figure out what to do. Both extremes violate Scripture.

Scripture teaches a tension between the two. God is absolutely sovereign. No plan of his can be thwarted, and he is in control of all people, events, and history. But the Scripture also teaches that we are free, moral agents who make decisions, and those decisions can impact things for eternity. How those two truths go together is a mystery. (For interested readers, Chosen But Free by Norman Geisler deals with this issue in a balanced and biblical way.) Either extreme will land you in a theological ditch. But what amazes me is that the apostle Paul, who wrote so much about God’s sovereignty, didn’t seem to have a problem with this balance. In Philippians 1, when he was thinking he might die, Paul said he was certain that his deliverance would occur because of the church’s prayers (human responsibility) and because of the provision of the Spirit in Christ Jesus (sovereignty). In chapter 2, he tells them to work out their salvation with fear and trembling (human responsibility) because it is God who is working in them both to will and to desire his good pleasure (sovereignty). Like two telephone poles that hold their wires in tension, at one end you are responsible, and the other God is sovereign. One brings great comfort, the other great responsibility.

How Do We Respond to a Sovereign God?

[image: image] Bow before the King of the universe.

Think of the implications. If there is a sovereign King over all the universe, the first response would be to bow before him. The day will come when every tongue will confess him and every knee will bow in submission and surrender. For those who trust in Christ while alive on this planet, it will be a joyful day of awesome celebration. And it will be a day of horror for those who have stiff-armed God and said, either passively or with active rebellion, “I’ll be the king of my life, I’ll call the shots.” Why? Because he’s the sovereign King who has provided a way, and a person who has willfully chosen to reject that way has rejected him. Out of respect for our dignity, the consequences for anyone who says “I want my way” will be God’s consent: “You can have it.”

What’s the practical application? Absolute surrender of all that you are and all that you have. That has profound implications for both the unbeliever and the believer. For the unbeliever, it means acknowledging all your sin, self-will, pride, and inability to know and love God on your own terms. It means giving your life over to Christ and following him as Lord.

For the believer, absolute surrender means that what you once thought of as your time, your money, your talents, your career, your sexuality, and your interests, is all his. It means that you turn your ideas and philosophies, your plans and your future, your dreams and your abilities over to him. It means you are no longer yours. You’ve been bought by the One who made you.

Is there anything in your life that you have not submitted to the sovereign Lord? Does he hold the same place in your heart that he holds in heaven and in the universe—and that he’ll hold forever? Is there any barrier between you and the King? Have you surrendered your time? Your future? Your relationships? Your money? Your will? What God wants from you is a living sacrifice.

Remember the old movies, when the king would come by and the serfs would bow down in honor? Why would they do that? Because they knew that the king had the power to take their life, if he chose to. They dared not offend him. But we’re not talking about a human; we’re talking about the sovereign Lord, the King of glory. The wisest, most intelligent move you can ever make is to surrender all that you are and all that you have to the One who loves you like no one else can ever love you and who is in control.

[image: image] Believe all that comes into your life is either allowed or decreed by a good God who will use it for your benefit.

The second appropriate response to a sovereign God is to believe. Think about what his sovereignty means for your circumstances: all that comes into your life is either allowed or decreed by a good God who will use it for your benefit. The present conflict within your marriage? God will work it for good. The present trials with your children? God will work it for good. The present situation with the stock market, your retirement, your emotional pain and hurt, your depression? Believe that everything that has entered your life—any circumstance or relationship—has been divinely allowed or decreed by him to work it out for your good. And the good that he wants more than your circumstance or your happiness is that you be conformed to the image of his Son. All those things you’re looking for—love and joy and peace and patience—these are the fruit of the Spirit working in and through you in the midst of your life’s circumstances. His sovereignty ensures it.

Oswald Chambers turned God’s sovereignty into a foundational principle: Absolutely refuse to worry. Your retirement is going down the drain? Keep working, but refuse to worry. You’ve been working on your marriage and are not making any progress? Pray intensely, but refuse to worry. Someone is lying in ICU? Refuse to worry. I’ve seen devastating circumstances, some of the worst situations imaginable, cause supernatural breakthroughs in relationships and open up opportunities for people to share Christ with power and effectiveness. God is doing things that you don’t understand, things that are deeper and better and more wonderful than you imagined, but you must believe! Refuse to worry. You can stop trying to manipulate situations and trying to figure out how to make them work out because you know who is in control. You can rest in his sovereign goodness.

[image: image] Behold in awe the mystery and majesty of his kind, compassionate, just, and sovereign rule over all that is or will ever be.

The third application is to behold in awe the mystery and majesty of his sovereign rule. We don’t do this very often. We’re more likely to say, “I don’t understand it; I can’t figure it out.” But God’s sovereignty should prompt us to worship.

I’m always interested when people argue about God’s sovereignty and treat each other like heretics because another Christian doesn’t believe exactly the same thing about it. Paul, whom the Spirit of God inspired to pen chapters 9–11 of Romans, gets to the end of this great passage of looking at God’s sovereignty, and what does he do? Does he declare his theological position and tell everyone in the church that they need to agree with him? No, he sees the mystery of God’s sovereignty and says:



Oh, the depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?” “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen. (Rom. 11:33–36)





He worshiped. He broke out in praise. A proper understanding of God’s sovereignty doesn’t bring about arguments. It brings about awe and wonder and the bowing of the heart that says “I’m a small, finite little person. I can’t put it all together, and I hurt in a fallen world. But I worship the Creator, the sovereign King, who has made me the object of his affection.”

I think back to my acquaintance on that airplane from Hong Kong to Beijing. I can still see her business suit, her fine jewelry, and her carefully tended appearance. I can still hear her fluent English, her intelligent comments, and the sincerity in her voice. And I can still hear her question: “Why do you think your God is better than all the other religions out there?” It’s a fair question, reflects the mountains of evidence that God has given us throughout history and through his Word: He is before all and above all, infinite and wise, all-knowing and all-powerful. He is sovereign.

[image: image]


 

 

 

 

 

and I wish I could go back again and answer it in a way that truly





How to See God’s Sovereignty as He Longs for You to See It


As with each of God’s attributes, sovereignty functions as a window through which you can gain a deeper understanding of God. Looking through that window will transform you. Here is a simple set of tools you can use to practice seeing God’s sovereignty every day.

Tools for Transformation



[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s sovereignty gently pour over your soul.





The sovereignty of God is that which separates the God of the Bible from all other religions, truth claim, or philosophies.

When we say God is sovereign, we declare that by virtue of his creatorship over all life and reality, his all-knowing, all-powerful, and benevolent rule, that he is in fact the Lord of all lords, King of kings, and in absolute control of time and eternity. Nothing will come into my life today that he did not either allow or decree for my ultimate good.





[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Romans 8:28 and meditate on that amazing promise. Then write Genesis 50:20 on the same card as a reminder that your present circumstances and difficulties don’t tell the whole story. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What good thing has God released into my life today?”





We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

Romans 8:28



“You meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive.”

Genesis 50:20 NASB





[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:



O Sovereign Lord, King of all creation, Lord of all that is visible and invisible for all time and eternity, grant that I might this day

allow you to hold the same place in my heart that you hold in all the universe. Teach me to submit to your wise counsel and command even as the angels of heaven do so with joy and delight.

so fully believe that you are both good and sovereign that I would absolutely refuse to worry, knowing you are working all things for my good today—even those things I don’t understand and that seem so unfair.

O Sovereign Lord, thank you for Jesus, who by his willful death and supernatural resurrection has defeated death, sin, and Satan, both now and forever. I confess you, Lord Jesus, as my King, my God, and my faithful Friend and Savior! Amen.







A Personal Reflection on the Sovereignty of God

In 1990, I made one of the biggest lordship decisions of my life. I had been a pastor in rural Texas outside of Dallas for the last eight years, and I knew God was up to something new in our future. I prayed he would send us east, closer to family and support, as one of my teenage sons was going through the beginning of a rebellious streak.

God’s call came, and it was west, not east. We moved an additional two thousand miles from all our family. Theresa and all four kids were crying as we pulled out in our van for the long drive to our new life. They didn’t stop crying until Amarillo. We were obeying the clear orders of the King, but emotionally it felt terrible. I was the family leader taking everyone away from friends, family, and all that was familiar. How could a good God let obedience to his will feel so terrible? The adjustments were hard, the new church presented challenges I’d never faced, and my rebellious son became more rebellious. Where was this loving, good, and sovereign God now? I felt so alone, so confused, and often deeply discouraged.

Fast forward ten years. The new church developed skills, character, and ministry beyond my wildest dreams. The adversity brought a deeper unity into our family and took our marriage to a whole new level. The rebellious son did “a one-eighty” and had opportunities in music that were nonexistent in Texas. God built a family, grew a church, launched a radio ministry, and turned a rebellious son into a Christian songwriter and worship leader for God’s people. What felt like disaster, and what seemed so unfair, was the good hand of a sovereign God working out his highest and best purposes for my life and my family.

So how about you? What are you going through that feels hard, unfair, depressing, or impossible? What would it look like to stop fighting, stop resisting, stop complaining, and start trusting your sovereign heavenly Father?
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The Holiness of God

Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.

Hebrews 12:14

He led me quietly down a dark, echoing hallway beneath the gym. This skinny sophomore was being taken on a tour in the depths of Lincoln High School, and this was a hallowed hall. It led to a wire-cage door, behind which was a washer, a dryer, and a strong smell of bleach and detergent. This holy of holies was spotless and well-guarded. Not just anyone could get in here. But I was with the varsity basketball coach.

On the far wall there were two shelves, the top one covered with neat stacks of blue uniforms and the lower one with white uniforms. Every jersey was folded to show part of a blue and gold number. Coach picked up a uniform, unfolded it, and let me hold it. The material felt light and airy. “This is SandKnit,” he whispered, “the best they make.” As I ran my fingers over the number on the shirt, he told me that out of fifteen hundred students, only twelve each year would get to wear that uniform and represent the Mighty Lions.

I was bug-eyed with awe. “If you work hard and dedicate yourself,” coach continued, “and if you stay focused, there is a good chance that you might get to put on one of these uniforms.” He paused to let that sink in, and then stated what I already knew. “That means something around here.” Then, as if to add to the mystique of the moment, he gently took the uniform back and said as he replaced it, “After you wear it, you’ll never take it home. The moment you go into the shower, we wash and fold them and they go back on this shelf. These uniforms are reserved for a select few to wear with honor. They never leave the building.”

What comes to mind when you think about the word holy? Monks and candles? Big black Bibles and long, flowing robes? Women who don’t wear makeup? Those are the mental pictures I used to have whenever someone spoke of holiness. I met people who said they were holy, and I just thought they were weird. I’m not sure many people are very clear on what the concept means. The problem with that is that if we don’t know what God’s holiness means, we’ll never know where to begin when he tells us his holiness means we should be holy.

The story above is just one snapshot that sheds light on holiness, and I’m about to give you several more. Don’t worry about the details of the stories, and don’t try to find exact parallels with spiritual truths. What I want you to notice are some common denominators that have helped me get my arms around this high and lofty concept.

The Uncrossable Aisle

The ends of the huge A-frame sanctuary were covered in stained glass. Suspended on wires from the ceiling, a highly polished cross, maybe twenty-five feet in height, hung over the altar. The pews that filled the room were divided down the middle by a wide aisle that lined up directly with the cross.

Every time my parents took me to church, I would observe a familiar ritual. My mother would get to the aisle, turn toward the cross, and stop. She would solemnly bow and then slide over into one of the pews, kneel down and pray.

Being an astute little boy, I watched as each person came into the aisle, looked at the cross and bowed. Some even made the sign of the cross. Even on Saturday when the custodian dusted the pews, each time he got to the aisle, he stopped, bowed, and then he went on cleaning.

I decided there was something about this aisle. You never crossed it until you bowed toward the altar and the cross. This was serious business. There was a mystery about it that even affected an ornery, mouthy little boy like me. Sometimes when my parents were distracted, I played tag with my friends in the sanctuary. Our mad dashes across the room were strangely interrupted by a brief stop and a nod to the altar every time we crossed the center aisle—always. We dared not, for reasons we didn’t understand, step into the aisle without the proper respect.

The Once-a-Year Glass

We arrived home from the late Christmas Eve service after midnight. The carols were still ringing in my ears and I had enjoyed the decorations and candlelight atmosphere in the church. I was amazed that I understood the songs.

Back home, my mother had prepared heaping plates of cookies and breads, trays with cheese and meat, and all kinds of special sweets. The presents were piled under the tree, waiting to be opened. Our home tingled with mystery and excitement.

Between these expected family traditions of church services, special meals, and gift exchanging, another event always stood out. Each year, Mom would bring out a tray with tiny, long-stemmed glasses filled with champagne. I was only eleven or twelve years old and amazed I got to drink real alcohol. That was cool. But I wondered, as I tipped my glass, where it went the rest of the year. Those glasses were never used for any other occasion. Once each year with my family on Christmas Eve, surrounded with tasty treats and tempting presents, I got to drink a special potion. No other time of the year was like that brief moment.

A Ring in the Mouth

I was six or seven years old, traveling with my family on a long car trip. I was lulled by the miles into a bad mood. Those were the days before child-restraint seats, so I was free to roam. I leaned over the front seat, bothering my mother and father. My dad told me for about the tenth time to sit back down, and I responded with a very rude “No.” As I watched for my father’s reaction, I was oblivious to a blur of movement on my right. Mom’s hand came up in an instinctive response to my blatant disrespect, bouncing her class ring off my front teeth and my lips.

Stunned more by the suddenness of her action than the pain she caused, I sat down with tears in my eyes and shock on my face, instantly chastised. Now you have to understand, my mother was an awesome, caring, tender woman. I had absolutely no abuse in my family before or after that event, which made her reaction all the more memorable. There wasn’t a shred of doubt in my mind that I had provoked and deserved that response. And I’m sure she felt terrible. We didn’t speak for maybe an hour. But I had just learned that there was a marked-off boundary around how I spoke to my father. Disrespect would not be tolerated. I had violated that invisible limit and received instant, painful consequences. In terms of rebellion and respect, I never crossed that line again.

How We Understand Holiness

What do the stories above have in common? Which ones, if any, shed light on your understanding of holiness? Whether or not you have ever thought seriously about holiness, you probably have some concept of what it means. Is holiness about robes, candles, and strange actions? Is it about laws and strict rules? Is it about special places or certain times? When we say God is holy, or when we say he wants us to be holy, what do we mean?

Defining God’s Holiness

The dictionary offers definitions like “to divide,” “to mark off,” and “to set apart from all else” to describe the uses of the word holy. It’s the opposite of profane, common, or ordinary. To be holy is to be different, distinct, or unique. The English roots refer to that which is whole, healthy, happy, sound, complete, and unspoiled. The word holy eventually came to mean “spiritually pure, sacred, untainted by evil, sinless.”

When applied to God, holiness is that which divides him from everyone and everything else. It is the quality of “awesome mystery” in God’s being, his essential nature and character that make him different, distinct, and unique from any other thing or person in the universe.

We see this illustrated in the Bible after God parted the Red Sea and Moses wrote a song to remind the people of Israel about this invisible God who delivered them. The people had already seen the cloud, the pillar of fire, and the walls of water that allowed them to pass. Then they saw those same walls collapse and cover their enemies. Moses reviewed these startling events in his song and reached a climax with rhetorical questions: “Who among the gods is like you, O LORD? Who is like you—majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders?” (Exod. 15:11).

The answer to Moses’s questions is, of course, “No one!” But note some of the words he used to describe God’s uniqueness. The first is majestic. The Hebrew word literally means “expanded” in holiness. Whatever we see or know about God is magnified when we look through the lens of holiness. Other things may reflect God’s holiness, even as your reflection in a mirror says something about you. But your reflection isn’t you. Anything we use to illustrate God’s holiness can go no further than the way we use a mirror to illustrate ourselves. God’s holiness, like his other attributes, is in a category by itself. He isn’t six or ten or one hundred times more holy than the best person you know. God himself is an entirely different category in which he is the only member.

God’s holiness refers both to his majesty and his moral purity. In addition to his greatness and his “otherness,” holiness includes the absolute absence of evil in his character. It encompasses and defines all that is pure, whole, righteous, and healthy in the universe. God’s holiness deserves our awe, reverence, and respect.

A. W. Tozer describes this attribute of God in this way:



Quick Definition

We know nothing like the divine holiness. It stand apart, unique, unapproachable, incomprehensible and unattainable. The natural man is blind to it. He may fear God’s power and admire His wisdom, but His holiness he cannot even imagine.1





Tozer reminds us that we can’t, with our finite resources, get our arms or our minds around the absolute, sinless, majestic purity of the Creator of the universe. Even with God’s help, we will be overwhelmed by his holiness long before we understand much about it.

God is holy, he is other, he is different. In his difference he is purely love, purely moral, and without sin. All that we can imagine or grasp about health, life, peace, and beauty comes under the holiness of this God who is so different than anyone or anything that we know.

That’s the conceptual side of it. How should God’s holiness, though ultimately incomprehensible, impact your life and mine? The towering fact of his holiness leaves us with two crucial questions that we will seek to resolve in the remainder of this chapter:

[image: image] How does God reveal his holiness so that you and I can grasp it?

[image: image] How can you and I effectively reflect God’s holiness in the world?

How Does God Reveal His Holiness?

Exploring God’s holiness is not just a nice way to learn more about God. There are responsibilities that flow from deeper understanding. Our exposure to God’s holiness must lead to a clear reflection of it in our lives. Every person who understands enough to have Christ living in him or her can hear God say, “Do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy’” (1 Peter 1:14–16 NASB). God reveals his holiness in at least seven ways: through people, through places, through the law, through the prophets, through his wrath and judgment, through his Son, and through his church.

[image: image] Revealed through People

Three towering people in the Bible—Moses, David, and Isaiah—offer us great examples of the way God’s holiness impacts a person’s life.

God called Moses out of his wilderness training ground to lead Israel through that same wilderness. From within a continually burning bush, Moses heard a voice saying, “Take off your shoes because you are on holy ground.” Moments before, that corner of the desert had been nothing but dirt. Now it was a holy place. What made the difference? God’s presence. In that moment with Moses, God was not simply “present” as he is in all creation at all times; God was personally present in a way that required Moses to acknowledge him. There’s a spine-tingling awe and reverence when we realize that God is present. That privilege ought to cause us to remove our shoes, bow our heads, and whisper praise.

David is called a man after God’s own heart. He received promises not only for his own life, but forever. He was told one of his descendants would always be on the throne, up to and including the Messiah who would rule permanently. Beginning with 2 Samuel 11, there is example after example of God’s holiness in the face of David’s repeated sins and shortcomings. God maintained his holiness with David both in the way he holds the king accountable for sins and in the way he deals graciously and impartially with David. God does not betray himself when he deals with his people. No matter who we are, when we are unfaithful, we violate God’s holiness and there are consequences. God’s holiness insures that these consequences come with justice, grace, and love.

Another classic Old Testament character is Isaiah. Life was falling apart for Judah when King Uzziah died, and prophets were critical in such times of transition. Because prophets represented God to the people and the people to God, Isaiah turned to God in prayer for guidance and a message. Instead, he got something beyond what he ever dreamed—he was brought face to face with the holiness of God.

The prophet describes his life-changing encounter in Isaiah 6:1–7. He doesn’t try to describe what he saw of God himself; he describes God’s robe and the angels who are clustered around the throne. The angels are crying, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty! ” In Hebrew, repetition represents maximum quality. God is holy, holy, holy, and no one else comes close. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that Isaiah was a prophet, a counselor of kings, or a great writer—his cover was blown. He screamed, “Woe is me! I can’t be here!” The crisis of a dead king was nothing like this. Meeting God is never a casual event.

When we begin to see God for who he really is instead of who we make him out to be, the experience starts upward and then moves inward. We see God and then we see ourselves. When we get a high view of God, we stop comparing ourselves to others because we understand how much we fail to measure up to him. Instead of trying to figure out how close we can get to sin without actually sinning, we begin trying to figure out how we can get as close to his purity as possible.

As exhilarating as it is to truly see God, seeing ourselves usually starts with terror. This is why we need to know God’s goodness in addition to his holiness. When we realize that he sees us clearly and completely—warts, wounds, and wickedness—that truth overwhelms us, and like Isaiah we cry, “Woe is me! I can’t be here!” But we are there! God, who is great in his holiness, is equally great in other attributes. He lets us know his holiness so we might realize how much we need his love and compassion.

That’s exactly what Isaiah experienced. “Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for’” (Isa. 6:6–7). Right after the prophet’s inward realization of God’s holiness and his own sinfulness he received an inner transformation.

But the process wasn’t quite complete. Isaiah’s transformation wasn’t designed to remain inward. “Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” (Isa. 6:8). This is why an accurate view of God is so critical. An upward, accurate view of God, high and holy, leads to an inward, accurate view of yourself as fallen short and desperately needing God’s forgiveness, which in turn leads to an outward view of your life being about God’s agenda instead of yours, and your life being about the needs of people instead of you and your little world.

[image: image] Revealed through Places

When God reveals himself in a certain place, that place becomes holy. We saw this in God’s visit with Moses through the burning bush. During the Exodus, God filled the wilderness with holy places repeatedly, revealing himself through the crossing of the Red Sea, the continuously blazing pillar of fire by night and cloud by day, the extended encounter with the nation at Mount Sinai. The people camped around the holy mountain while Moses went up to meet with God. God gave Moses instructions for constructing the tabernacle—a large, moveable tent that represented and held God’s presence among his people. It was a holy place, set apart for God’s use. No one was permitted to enter without special permission. Presuming on God’s holiness was dangerous. Only those prepared to take God’s holiness seriously were allowed to enter parts of the tabernacle.

Years later, when Solomon built the Temple in Jerusalem, he had to follow a strict order of preparation that would lead up to God’s descent and filling of the magnificent structure. The intricacy and beauty of the Temple faded into the background as God’s holiness filled the place.

If we fast-forward to the New Testament, we read about the church gathered for the single purpose of worship (Acts 4). They were thanking God for the privilege of suffering when the place where they were meeting began to shake. The holiness of God filled the space, and they responded with boldness in speaking the Word of God to the world.

Finally in Revelation 4 we come to a description of God in the context of heaven, the ultimate holy place. The apostle John tries to describe the indescribable. Startling and strange creatures gather around the throne of their Creator crying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come” (Rev. 4:8). This unending round of praise echoes what Isaiah reported in his vision, but in the clear air of heaven, the song must reverberate through the soul of everyone who is listening.

Here on earth, special places are designated as holy because God has made himself known there. Heaven is more than a holy place; it’s a holy environment. Experiencing God’s holiness in the little places of this world serves as part of our training for the real holy land of heaven. Whenever God is present and wherever he reveals himself, be it a beautiful temple, a desert bush, or in heaven, that place automatically becomes holy.

[image: image] Revealed through the Law

God has revealed his holiness through the law. The first four of the Ten Commandments deal specifically with his holiness. Since God alone is truly holy, we are to trust and worship no others. We are not to dishonor God’s holiness by pretending anything or anyone else is God. His name should be used with utmost respect and care. When he declares a holy day (the Sabbath), it is holy. The summary of God’s laws focuses our attention on his holiness.

This principle is demonstrated in painstaking detail in the first five books of the Bible, particularly Leviticus, in which God spells out the specifics of worship. It’s easy to skip Leviticus when we’re reading through the Bible. It wasn’t until I began to treat God’s holiness seriously that I also began to study the ceremonial washings, the sacrifices, the rules about circumcision, and the dietary instructions. I discovered these laws were not arbitrary; they were given with reason, because the Designer knew things about life that people wouldn’t discover for centuries. Long before we understood about E. coli, bacteria, and the spread of disease, God gave his people rules that prevented serious epidemics. A modern study uncovered the curious fact that the blood of newborn boys reaches a particularly high capacity for coagulating on the eighth day—the day God set apart for circumcision. Who would have known? A holy God would.

All of God’s laws are reflections of his holiness. Why do you think he gives believers in our day very explicit instructions about purity in sexuality? Because we matter. We’re wandering in a cultural and moral wilderness as real and dangerous as the wilderness Israel walked through. As he did with them, God has given guidelines and boundaries to make sure we get the very best sex, to make sure we don’t get diseases, and to maintain very clear boundaries. God says one man, one woman, and one relationship, for life together. It worked then and it works now, but we have a world (and a large part of the church) that has abandoned God’s design, and with tragic consequences.

I meet Christians all the time who say, “I just don’t do that one.” “What do you mean you don’t do that one? ” I ask. “I, you know, I believe the Bible, I asked Christ to come into my life, but the sexuality one, I think it’s kind of Victorian. I just don’t obey that one.” Do you realize what that says about our relationship with God? Have we come to the day where we pick and choose which commands we’ll obey because we’re so superior and we’re so unique and we’re so different, and we’re so wise we should tell God what’s best for us? Our words don’t say it like that, but sometimes our actions do.

[image: image] Revealed through the Prophets

Isaiah represents a special group God chose as his representatives. God not only revealed his holiness to prophets, he revealed his holiness through them. A prophet’s job was simple: get the truth from God, primarily about his holiness and his benefits, and then give it to people in a loving and powerful way. The prophets’ messages may have varied, but their themes remained consistent. They confronted Israel’s tendency to worship idols. Prophet after prophet cried out, “Stop going after other gods!”

What were the idolatrous people violating? God’s holiness. They were treating him with the salad bar mentality. But God will not settle for divided loyalties and part-time worship. He will not accept a role as one among many or even the best among many. He is in a holy category by himself. Just as husbands and wives expect full-time commitment from each other, God expects fulltime commitment of his people. That is why idolatry is often described as spiritual adultery in the Bible. That’s how God views spiritual unfaithfulness. That was his repeated message through the prophets.

[image: image] Revealed through His Wrath and Judgment

When people refuse to listen to the warnings of the prophets, God reveals his holiness directly through wrath and judgment. The effects are sudden and devastating. They have an eerie similarity to what I experienced with my mother when she instinctively reacted to my blatant disrespect for my father. That was a wake-up blow. I had not heeded the warning signs, so the judgment was swift. Even as I sat there stunned, I knew she had done it because she loved me and simply wasn’t going to stand for me dishonoring my relationship with my dad.

Likewise, God’s wrath is his just anger toward anything that would destroy or damage what he has created and loves. When we see judgment in the Bible, we can be sure that it falls because God cares so much that he guards and enforces his holiness.

Remember Achan in the book of Joshua? He blatantly disobeyed God’s guidelines about the destruction of Jericho. As a result, the nation suffered a defeat and Achan’s entire family died. Pulled out of context, God’s wrath and judgment may appear harsh or unfair. At such moments, we risk setting ourselves up to pass judgment on God. His holiness apart from his other attributes can certainly inspire fear and awe. It ought to. Unless you and I come to understand God’s holiness, we will not appreciate how his grace and mercy intervene on our behalf.

We see this same pattern in the New Testament with Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5. They chose to make a mockery of other believers, God’s holiness, and the privilege of giving. They treated God as someone they could fool. God, everyone discovered, will not be mocked.

God loves us so much that when we choose to step outside of the boundaries of his holiness, certain consequences act like a vise to bring judgment into our lives to correct us until we say, “I yield.” If you are hard-headed like me, the experience can be tough because the vise often gets very tight before I even start paying attention. God often uses our finances, our circumstances, and our relationships. He’ll target our emotions, our job, and our family. He will do whatever it takes to get as much of our attention as he needs to say, “Be holy, for I am holy.”

My basketball coach probably didn’t realize he was helping me understand holiness by the way he taught us to respect the uniforms we wore. Those articles were set aside for special work and treated with honor. Coach would have been outraged if any of us borrowed a team jersey to wear in town. He would have interpreted such an act as an extreme insult that profaned the name of the school. A player who did that would have been benched or kicked off the team. Why? Because if those uniforms became casual clothing, they would lose their value as reminders of the privilege and responsibility we had as members of the team.

One of the ways the Bible describes the life of a believer in Jesus involves the phrase “putting on” our faith in Christ (cf. Eph. 4:20–26). As Christians, we bear his name. On the back of our jerseys it says “Follower of Jesus.” As his representatives, the way we live tells other people what we really think of him and his words, and it also helps compel them toward Christ or repel them from him. When people see us live in a way that is not consistent with God’s Word, that is serious business to God. His Son’s reputation is at stake. Our lives honor or dishonor him. Disrespecting God’s holiness leads to wrath and judgment, because God’s true character will be revealed one way or another.

[image: image] Revealed through His Son

As with his other attributes, the most complete revelation of God’s holiness comes through his Son, Jesus. From start to finish, Jesus’s life illustrated, proclaimed, and proved God’s holiness. For a key example, read about the transfiguration in Mark 9:2–13 during which Christ unveiled his glory and holy light shone from him. The disciples saw the glory of God and they realized Christ was fully man and fully God.

The only unholy part of Jesus’s entire life was his death. When he hung upon the cross, he was covered for an instant by our unholiness. Did you ever wonder why he cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” For our sake, Jesus was forsaken.

God protects his holiness. Wrath—righteous anger toward that which will destroy—and judgment await those who have not taken God’s character seriously. Your sin, my sin, and the sins of all people for all time were put on Jesus. He became sin for us, and the Father turned away. Our offense against a holy God required a holy settlement we could never pay. What followed was an unholy death because you and I mattered so much that he was willing to pay for us. God will not compromise his holiness, but through Christ he satisfied it. He allowed his Son to be covered by our sin and then he covered our sin with sacrificial blood—all so you and I, though unholy, could be made capable of having a relationship with a holy God.

[image: image] Revealed through His Church

There’s a final way that God reveals his holiness—through his church gathered and his church scattered. First Corinthians 3:16 says, “Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?” (NASB). The “you” in this verse is plural, speaking of the church gathered. A group of believers gathered for worship are the temple of God and the Spirit of God dwells within them.

The next verse includes a strong warning. “If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple of God is holy, and that is what you are” (1 Cor. 3:17 NASB). God’s temple, his people, are a holy place that he has pledged to protect. Those who harm the church will come to harm. But those who are still lost in the world ought to be able to walk into any gathering of believers and sense the presence, the power, and the holiness of God, because he dwells among his people.

God’s holiness remains even when we aren’t gathered together. Another verse in the same book says, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:19–20 NASB). Here the “you” is singular each time, not plural. God’s holiness dwells in you and me at the same time, even when we are apart. When a believer in Christ goes to work, stays at home, plays softball, or is out shopping, the Spirit of the living God dwells inside.

In what ways does your life reflect the holiness of God? Remember that holiness is not a set of rules. The real question is whether your heart beats so passionately for Jesus that your life reflects his purity and his uniqueness twenty-four hours a day. If it does, you are a saint. The New Testament says that a saint (hagias) is a person who is set apart, a believer in Christ. That’s what the first Christians were called—holy ones.

How Do We Respond to God’s Holiness?

Before we can think seriously about what it means for us to respond to God’s holiness, we must overcome two obvious obstacles. First, if God is so holy that he can’t even gaze at sin, how can sinful people like us have a relationship with him? The truth is, we often feel like Isaiah long before we step into God’s presence—we instinctively know that seeing God means trouble for us. As the Bible puts it, we love darkness rather than light. We suspect that seeing God clearly means he will see us clearly, and that can’t be good for us. But we’re wrong.

The answer that overcomes the first obstacle between us and God’s holiness is the cross of Christ. The arrangements have already been made for you to approach the God who is holy. A very costly permission has been paid for in full by Jesus and handed to you freely, with your name already engraved. When Jesus died upon the cross, your sin was covered. You now have a priceless, all-access pass into the holy presence. You can accept that gift and become a part of his family, or you can reject that gift and face an eternity outside of God’s holiness, lost in your sin. If you have already accepted that gift, you will face an eternity of exciting discoveries about yourself and about this holy God.

When believers start getting excited about exploring God’s holiness, another obstacle almost immediately comes into the picture. If trusting in Christ’s work on the cross blocked out our sin before God and we are holy in his sight, why do we keep on sinning? God is holy and never sins; we are called saints (holy) and we sin all the time. How can this be?

Before I respond to the question, let me urge you to consult some resources that will give you much more complete answers than we have space for here. J. I. Packer’s book Knowing God will be of great help to you. I’ve also written a book titled Holy Transformation: What It Takes for God to Make a Difference in You that details this process as it’s spelled out in Ephesians 4.

Briefly, there are three aspects of holiness as we experience it. The moment you understand that God is holy and you have sinned, you turn from your sin, trust in Christ’s work on the cross to pay for your sin, and pray to receive Christ. You are immediately justified. That’s a positional holiness—you have been declared holy by virtue of your position in Christ. God clicks the “delete” icon and the list of all your sins on the screen vanishes into cyberspace. Then he clicks the “paste” icon and the righteousness of Christ fills the column under your name. Whenever God opens your file, he finds the righteousness of his Son credited to you.

But if you’re like me, you woke up on Monday morning and realized that you still had the same struggles with temptation. That’s where the second aspect of holiness—practical holiness, or sanctification—comes in. Once you’ve put your trust in Christ, the Spirit of God does dwell in you, but now you face a battle. You have enemies—your own tendencies and habits, the world, your lack of biblical knowledge, your lack of fellowship with other believers, and the devil himself. God will use his Scriptures, the spirit dwelling inside you, and relationships with other believers to help you grow in the real knowledge of Christ. Over time, you’ll become more like him. It’s a process. It can only be measured in longer lengths of time. On a month-by-month or year-by-year basis, how do you and I track the development of holiness in our lives? It’s an up and down journey, and the point of the process is progress (1 Tim. 4:15).

The third aspect of holiness is permanent. You and I are going to die, or the Lord is going to return, and the moment you meet him the process of holiness will be suddenly over. This moment is called glorification—you’ll be permanently holy. It’s a done deal. If you confuse these three aspects of holiness, you can get very frustrated.

Look at it like this: When I bought a house, I signed my name, put down a down payment, and got a legal document that says this house belongs to Chip Ingram. As far as the IRS and the insurance company are concerned, that’s my official position.

Now even though this house belongs to me, I make big payments every month to this place called a mortgage company. So even though I possess the house, I have to progressively own in practice what I already own legally. But I keep making payments, and one day I will be able to burn the mortgage. When I burn the mortgage, I will own it positionally and in practice. That’s how it works.

Even though there are obstacles to our practice of holiness, we have everything we need to proceed. There are things that are essential for you to understand in order to grow in holiness:

• It’s a commitment we make.

• It’s a way that we think.

• It’s a command we obey.

• It’s an attitude we develop.

These four responses cover the process we’re involved in from the moment we receive Christ until the moment he receives us in heaven and our growth is complete. As you read them, remember that God has a lot at stake in your life. Be willing to sense his direction. The agenda of the eternal God of the universe is to display through you individually and all of his people collectively his own character for this world to see.

[image: image] It’s a commitment we make.

We don’t slide into a holy life. Holiness doesn’t fit on a list of optional spiritual features in our lives as Christians. Hebrews 12:14 says, “Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.” Make every effort—that sounds like commitment. This verse leads us to some compelling questions: Are you making every effort to be at peace with everyone and to live a holy life? Do you give the same kind of effort to living a holy life as being a good parent, a good marriage partner, or a good friend? Are you giving the same effort to being a holy Christian as you are to earning a living?

If you can’t answer yes to those questions, I encourage you to pray a commitment prayer today and say, “Lord, I’m going to commit to deal with anything and everything that causes me to be less than pure and pleasing in your sight. I’m going to be a believer who reflects your holiness in my life.”

[image: image] It’s a way that we think.

A radical, holy, winsome life affects your brain. As you read the following passage, note all the words that have to do with what goes into your mind and your thinking:



So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.

You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. (Eph. 4:17–24, emphasis added)





Responding to God’s holiness requires a new way of thinking. A key issue in your growth is what happens in your brain. What do you allow into your brain through your eyes and ears, or through the books you read? What is your brain hungry for that you are withholding? How much of God’s Word are you feeding your mind? The verses spell out in black and white the choices we make that lead toward holiness or away from it. What we devote our minds to makes all the difference.

[image: image] It’s a command we obey.

Earlier, I mentioned Peter’s words to those he called obedient children. Think through them slowly. “As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy’” (1 Peter 1:14–16).

“Just as he who called you is holy” sets up the compelling standard. “Be holy” is the command. “In all you do” is the command’s stunning scope. That’s why the details in life are secondary to the core motivation. We can’t be selectively holy. We can’t choose holiness in one area in exchange for accepting evil in another. This isn’t about keeping a set of rules, about make-up, about big black Bibles, or about acting weird. This is about understanding that God is other, different, and distinct. He expects us to be other, different, and distinct also. This is about living in humble recognition of the privilege we have to be called the children of such a God. This is about telling him, without reservation, “God, you have my permission to do whatever you need to do in my life to make me holy.” He didn’t spare his own Son, so why would he hold back from answering a prayer like that?

There’s a world out there that is dying. Kids are shooting kids, marriages are crumbling, people are shacking up to avoid marriage, people are dying of diseases—all ultimately because they haven’t heard compelling reasons or witnessed compelling examples not to! Christians are not providing enough salt of preservation or light of exposure in a winsome, compassionate way.

The two greatest challenges for purity in the church in America today involve the areas of sexuality and money. “Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral. Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you’” (Heb. 13:4–5).

The words about the marriage bed being “kept pure” literally mean “kept holy.” God will judge adulterers because they are violating his holy character. There are dozens of behaviors from flirting to online porn that contribute to dishonoring the marriage bed. Meanwhile, God has a great plan for our sexuality. If we try it, we’ll like it.

The verses above also confront materialism, a modern epidemic in our culture. Verse 5 tells us the problem (love of money) and a solution (be content). I find no greater indictment of Christians in our day than the statistic that folks who claim to be committed believers give on average less than 3 percent of their income.

We’re the wealthiest nation in the world, and yet we’ve got missionaries lined up fifteen deep without funds to take the gospel around the world. While they wait, we have our toys, our clothes, our jewelry, our second and third homes, and consumer debt up to our ears. We don’t know how to cook anymore, so we eat out all the time. We can’t afford to send our missionaries because we’re busy maintaining our luxury lifestyles.

The problem in our world is not Hollywood, terrible people, gangs, or the educational system. If Christians lived like Christians, things would be remarkably different. If all forty million Americans who claim the name of Jesus took God’s holiness seriously, the entire country would be transformed in ten years. We know the enemy, and it’s mostly us. But we’re under command to stop, turn around, and pursue holiness. We will have to develop a whole new attitude.

[image: image] It’s an attitude we develop.

“To fear the LORD is to hate evil; I hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech” (Prov. 8:13).

The attitude of holiness is not a haughty, holier-than-thou treatment of others. It is an uncompromising, gut-level rejection of evil behavior. Holiness is definitely an unpopular attitude in a time of tolerance, extreme individuality, and rampant immorality. Although the phrase, “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers” (2 Cor. 6:14 NKJV), is most often quoted in discussions about marriages between believers and unbelievers, the context includes all of life. It’s impossible for light and darkness to fellowship with each other; our interaction with the world will affect our spiritual well-being. Paul shows many contrasts between Christ and Belial, believers and unbelievers, the temple of God and idols—all intended to impress upon us the importance of holiness. He underscores the application by reminding us that the temple of God is not a building:



What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God….

“Therefore come out from them

    and be separate,

      says the Lord.

Touch no unclean thing,

    and I will receive you.

I will be a Father to you,

    and you will be my sons and daughters,

      says the Lord Almighty.” (2 Cor. 6:16–18)





The practical action can be found in the first verse of the next chapter. “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 Cor. 7:1). The goal is to become separate. We are to be in the world but not of it. This command is not a call to offend other people by making them feel inferior; it is a call to pursue personal holiness out of respect for the One who has done so much for us.

I spent the first years of my Christian life trying to stay as close to sin as possible without falling in. My commitment was halfhearted, my thinking hadn’t changed, I wasn’t listening to the Spirit, and my attitude was still dominated by my previous life. God’s holiness wasn’t even on my radar screen. Like many today, I was too busy compromising. The result was frustration and guilt within, while my life exhibited an embarrassing contradiction without. The turning point for me came when I began to view evil the same way God does.

If you want to be holy, you must develop an attitude that promotes holiness. Namely: hate evil, pursue God with all your heart, and if you’re in doubt, don’t. Embrace Christ and his purity while saying, “God, I don’t want to waste my time weighing the promises of sin against your promises. I know your way of holiness is far better as a way of living and offers a far better destination.” God longs for you to see his holiness and to want it mirrored in your life. Your desires for intimacy, love, fulfillment, and satisfaction are only truly fulfilled in his way and in his time. The best things in life are wrapped in God’s holiness.

[image: image] Tools for Transformation



[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s holiness gently pour over your soul.




 

 

We know nothing like the divine holiness.

It stands apart, unique, unapproachable, incomprehensible and unattainable. The natural man is blind to it. He may fear God’s power and admire His wisdom, but His holiness he cannot even imagine. Only the Spirit of the Holy One can impart to the human spirit the knowledge of the holy.



A. W. Tozer2






[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write 1 Peter 1:14–16 and meditate on that command. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “How can I reflect God’s character today?”





Do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior; because it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.”

1 Peter 1:14–16 NASB



[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:



O Lord God, holy and pure, awesome in majesty, as I

consider your perfection, grant that I might

commit to holy ways,

think holy thoughts,

live in holy obedience, and

reject evil with a holy attitude.

Let me hear the tender conviction of your Spirit and help

me remember that you are jealous for your holiness.

Because of your love, you see the pain our sin will bring

us, and you long to rescue us. So that your name may

never be profaned in my life, you have my permission to

do whatever you need to do to make me holy. In Jesus’s

name, Amen.







 

A Personal Reflection on the Holiness of God

Andy had a secret. It was a secret he had kept hidden for over twenty years. His secret started as a young preteen scanning the pages of the Sears catalog. He later graduated to magazines in his teen and college years.

Andy trusted Christ in his late teens and saw nearly every area of his life miraculously transformed in the next fifteen years; that is, every area except his little secret. Despite becoming a leader in college ministry and later becoming a devoted father and deacon in the church, Andy’s secret continued and progressed to adult bookstores and late-night Internet exploring. The guilt and the double life brought such internal conflict and shame that Andy thought he would explode. He tried everything. He prayed. He memorized Scripture. He fasted. He begged God for deliverance. He swore multiple times with absolute sincerity that he would break this addiction and live a holy life before God. He failed repeatedly.

Then one day in desperation, Andy traveled to another city and, for the first time, shared his secret with a group of men who understood. That critical step was the beginning of Andy’s restoration to his God, his wife, his friends, and to himself.

When darkness is brought into the light, it loses its power. With his wife on the front row, Andy shared his painful journey and God’s deliverance at the church I pastored in California. In humility and with great discretion, Andy called our men to come “into the light,” to destroy the power of the secret, and to walk in holiness together—in the strength of genuine community.

We launched a number of small groups for men with sexual addictions

the very next week. We watched God do the miraculous. We learned that the highway to holiness is never traveled alone. We need each other. “We must confess our sins to one another so that we may be healed” (James 5:16).

So what’s your secret? Where are you struggling? Whom could you tell in order to break the power of the secret and let God’s light expose, cleanse, and restore you for his glory?
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The Wisdom of God

Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments, and unfathomable His ways!

Romans 11:33 NASB

I was nearing the end of my third year of seminary. To make ends meet, I’d been working full-time while taking a full load of classes. My salary came from commissions, and the marketplace had suddenly dried up. Home life was nonstop action with an eighteen-month-old baby and rambunctious twin boys. Beyond that, Theresa and I were involved in a flourishing college ministry, which, along with success, produced more and more stress. I was at the end of my emotional rope.

For three years I had gotten less than five hours of sleep each night. I was discouraged, tired, and broke. I didn’t know how we were going to pay the bills, and I was seriously contemplating calling it quits. “If this is what you get when you follow Christ with all your heart,” I thought, “maybe it’s time to check out of the Christian life—at least the ministry part of it.”

That year I had a theology class in which the professor spoke in very clear, precise statements. I often didn’t write down his words because they had a way of sticking in my brain immediately. I can still picture this very thin man with wire-rim glasses, his hands neatly clasped behind his back, clearing his throat and saying, “Students, the wisdom of God tells us that God will bring about the best possible results, by the best possible means, for the most possible people, for the longest possible time.” He didn’t raise his voice or change his tone, but the words entered my ears in bold type. They instantly challenged the chaos of my life. I ran his statement through my mind, mixing it with the crises we were facing. I knew immediately that something had to be wrong either with these words or with my perspective. They couldn’t both be true.

I remember wondering what it would be like if I actually believed my professor’s statement. I would have to conclude that God was sovereignly allowing that set of circumstances to do something in me, through me, in my relationships, in my marriage, in my work, and in my worship that could not be accomplished any other way. As far as I knew, I was walking in obedience to him. That meant that what I was experiencing in those circumstances was the best possible means happening in the best possible way to produce the best possible results in my life.



“Students, the wisdom of God tells us that God will bring about the best possible results, by the best possible means, for the most possible people, for the longest possible time.”





“Which also means,” I thought, “if there were a better way to do it, then I would be experiencing those other circumstances instead of these. If there were a kinder, faster, more expedient, or gentler way, God would be using it.”

It was a hard truth to swallow. The circumstances I was in, if God is all-wise, were exactly what I needed for that period in my life. He didn’t miss, not even by a couple degrees. I was in the center of his will and the discomfort and exhaustion was from the hand of a loving father who had my highest good in mind.

So I began to think about my circumstances that way. I didn’t quit school. And though my circumstances didn’t change, I did. My view of God got clearer, and my faith grew stronger.

Those changes in perspective led me to a decision I would never have contemplated otherwise. While finishing school, I accepted a position at Country Bible Church in the rural community of Kaufman, Texas. The prospects of success and security didn’t point in that direction, but God’s Spirit did. It didn’t look like a place that could supply what I thought we needed, but it turned out to be the place where God supplied what we really needed. Among the folks at that church, God taught me how to be a pastor. He prepared me for my next several steps in ministry.

Isn’t it amazing how God works? Imagine, if you will, what a difference it would make in life’s most difficult times if you and I could believe that God is all-wise. What difference would it make if you firmly believed that the problem in your life that is most pressing and difficult—the one you don’t understand, that you chafe against, that makes you feel overwhelmed and ready to give up—was allowed or orchestrated by an all-wise loving Father? What if everything in your life was part of a wise plan? Can you imagine what would happen to your anxiety level and your emotions? Can you fathom what a difference it would make if you were absolutely convinced that a sovereign, good, loving God is producing the best possible results in your life by the best possible means—not his Plan B or C, but the Plan A designed specifically for you?

I will tell you what difference it would make. The wisdom of God properly understood will revolutionize your life. It has revolutionized mine. From that point of desperation on, I have looked at circumstances differently and have experienced progressive, spiritual growth. I discovered this unavoidable truth: until we grasp what it means that God is all-wise, we will never be able to trust and rest in his wise plan for our lives.

Defining God’s Wisdom

The very mention of wisdom brings up a lot of stereotypes and misunderstandings. Certain pictures come into our mind, and most of them have to do with how we think wise people look rather than what they do. But wisdom has nothing to do with white hair or beard length. Even children—especially children who know God’s Word—can often utter astonishing wisdom.

Wisdom refers to the way someone uses knowledge and experience. Dictionaries describe it as the ability to judge rightly and then follow the soundest course of action. In other words, wise people see the big picture and make good decisions. How? It’s based on knowledge, experience, and understanding. Wisdom includes knowing, showing, being, and doing. Wisdom, Proverbs tells us, is rooted in fearing God, the ultimate source of wisdom.

The theme verse for this chapter, Romans 11:33, praises the wisdom of God. Paul breaks into a song that expresses a wonderful frustration we will always have—we will never figure out God’s wisdom. God’s decisions (judgments) are “unsearchable,” which means we can’t examine or question them with any hope of satisfaction. God’s paths are beyond our ability to trace. We can’t follow what he is doing without getting lost and confused. But we can trust. I love Tozer’s practical insight concerning God’s wisdom:



Quick Definition

To believe actively that our Heavenly Father constantly spreads around us providential circumstances that work for our present good and our everlasting well-being brings to the soul a veritable benediction. Most of us go through life praying a little, planning a little, jockeying for position, hoping but never being quite certain of anything, and always secretly afraid that we will miss the way. This is a tragic waste of truth and never gives rest to the heart.

There is a better way. It is to repudiate our own wisdom and take instead the infinite wisdom of God. Our insistence upon seeing ahead is natural enough, but it is a real hindrance to our spiritual progress. God has charged Himself with full responsibility for our eternal happiness and stands ready to take over the management of our lives the moment we turn in faith to Him.1





Read that last sentence again. God has staked his reputation on taking care of us. How often do we take him at his word in the way we live? If this is really true, if it has that much power, if the light would go on from our head down to our heart, what a difference that would make! When we face illnesses that won’t go away, biopsy reports that don’t make sense, relationships that just don’t seem to get right no matter what, wouldn’t it be a relief to rest and trust that an all-wise God is sovereignly in control and working for my good?

Yes it would, if you and I could but remember that God’s wisdom has a larger scope than we will ever imagine. As Tozer puts it, “[Wisdom] sees the end from the beginning, so there can be no guess or conjecture. Wisdom sees everything in focus, each in proper relation to all, and thus is able to work toward predestined goals, with flawless precision.”2

Let me give an illustration. Suppose a man has a job as a railroad operator, controlling train traffic by switching tracks. Day after day, he sits in a little booth high above the railway yard, watching carefully as speeding trains rumble through. They depend on him to prevent accidents.

One day, the operator’s five-year-old boy comes to visit his father from their nearby home. Seeing Dad up in the control booth, he runs shouting and waving across the railroad tracks. Just as his dad notices him, he trips and gets his foot caught between a switching track. He’s stuck.

The man leaps to his feet to help his boy, but a piercing whistle gets his attention. He looks to the left in horror and sees a speeding train a few hundred yards away. Even if it braked immediately, it wouldn’t stop in time.

The father is forced to make a split-second decision. He can’t reach the boy in time. He can shift the tracks and derail the train, killing many of the people on board while saving his son. Or he can allow the passengers to continue safely, oblivious to the tragedy outside as the operator watches his son die on the tracks.

What’s the wisest choice in that terrible moment? Not “what’s the best choice,” not “what’s the most personal choice,” and not even “what choice do I want to make,” but what’s the wisest choice? What would bring the best possible result for the most possible people? Most of us would probably say that the hardest but wisest decision would be to let the son be killed and save all the people. Maybe so. I would suggest that we just don’t know.

What if that son was the next Billy Graham? What if fortythree people died on the train, but the boy’s ministry helped millions and millions of people spend eternity in heaven? Or what if the next great evangelist was on the train? Or what if the cure for cancer was on the train? The “what ifs” never end, but you and I will never have that much knowledge to juggle in decision-making. The only person who could make the wisest decision in this father’s horrible dilemma is the One who knows all things about all people, and how they will impact one another each moment and forever.

Our lives are like pebbles dropped into the lake of world history, and the ripples impact countless other people, generation after generation. It would take an incomprehensibly wise person to keep track of it all. The jumble of decisions, actions, and events that affect others is mind-boggling. Even the small part that we do see makes us think sometimes that the world is absolute chaos. But controlling his creation is like doing simple math for God. In one instant, he sees all relationships, all impact, all costs, all implications, and how it all fits into his wise plan in a fallen world.

And because you are his child, God orchestrates or allows only the best possible results, by the best possible means, to accomplish the highest possible purpose, for the longest time, for the most people in and around your life. Only God can make the wisest choice.

We get caught up in thinking we know what’s wisest because we get little windows into truth and life. We jump to conclusions about what must be done. Sometimes we’re right and sometimes we’re completely wrong. Unfortunately, we often put our hands on our hips and demand, “Hey, God, what about this situation? What about that problem? What about that person? If you had only done this or prevented that, everything would be so much better!” Our arrogance is stunning. Every time I catch myself beginning to question God’s judgment, I visit the last few chapters of the book of Job, where God responds to questions about his wisdom. He doesn’t argue or defend himself. He simply points out that in the grand scope of things, we know nothing. When it comes to divine wisdom, we haven’t been there and we haven’t done that.

I hate to admit it, but I know how easy it is for us to act as if we are wiser than God. We need to continually see ourselves in our proper place as creatures before our Creator. Tozer helps us move from humility to worship:



All God’s acts are done in perfect wisdom, first for His own glory, and then for the highest good of the greatest number for the longest time. All His acts are as pure as they are wise, and as good as they are wise and pure. Not only could His acts not be better done: a better way to do them could not be imagined.3





It takes time and repeated lessons to bring us to the place where we consistently treat God’s wisdom with awe and respect. It’s easier for us to define God’s wisdom than to willingly live under it. Part of our training will include reviewing the ways God has revealed and continues to reveal his mind to us. That will help us when we can’t immediately discern his wisdom in our surroundings or circumstances.

How Has God Revealed His Wisdom to Us?

We’ve learned the definition of wisdom: it’s the attribute of God whereby he will produce the best possible results by the best possible means. But how do we know? What evidence has he given us that we can trust his invisible hand even in our darkest moments?

[image: image] Through Creation

First, God has revealed his wisdom to us through creation. If you ponder the workings of creation, you will never cease to be amazed. From the inner workings of the subatomic universe to the vast reaches of space, this astounding creation functions like a finely tuned system. In fact, one of the things that amazes me is how much faith it takes to conclude that all of this occurred by accident. The cosmos displays an obvious design for all to see. The more we understand that behind every effect there is a cause, the more we will appreciate the greatness and the wisdom of the first cause, namely God.

God’s creation talks to us. “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge” (Ps. 19:1). How well are we listening? The heavens put on a show; are we watching? The rest of that psalm describes the wisdom of God’s creation and his law. Psalm 104:24 makes the connection between wisdom and creation clear: “How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the earth is full of your creatures.”

Our ecosystem displays all the signs of divine planning. We are only beginning to understand the intricate balance that we disturb with a little garbage here and there. The system is amazingly resilient—hundreds of years of old-growth forest can be incinerated in hours by a careless spark; yet weeks later, the first signs of renewed life sprout through the charred earth. But the world is also surprisingly precarious. If the tilt of the earth were off by just a fraction of a degree, some of us would be burning up while others would stay in a deep freeze.

A look at the planetary system and galaxies proves the magnificence of God’s work. My father was a science teacher, and he often took us out to gaze at stars through his telescope. “You know, you don’t find many astronomers who are atheists,” he would tell us. “You just don’t.”

We don’t have to go that far to contemplate the most wonderful system in creation. Have you ever marveled at the human body? What amazing testaments to creative genius and wisdom! We are, in the psalmist’s words, “wonderfully complex” organisms. The balanced and efficient ways our bodily systems operate is incomprehensible.

The body’s ability to repair itself is one of the most awe-inspiring aspects of God’s wisdom. Imagine someone who had never seen blood accidentally cutting his arm. He might be horrified, but that’s not a big deal to us. We would casually say, “Oh, don’t worry, it miraculously heals itself.” Did you know that a broken bone—even a compound fracture—will heal in such a way that it begins to fill in bone on the side where it is needed the most? How does the body know to do that? The DNA inside a single cell could stretch for miles, and somehow all your cells know exactly what to do at which times. And then the brain—our best computers don’t even come close!

I had a kinesiology teacher in graduate school who was not a believer. Yet, she would hold up a skeleton and talk about the human form and system as if she were a royal priestess of the body. She would look at it in complete awe because she just couldn’t fathom how wonderfully it was made and how effectively it worked. Even though she missed obvious glimpses of the Creator, she was entranced by the creation. It’s an amazing design.

[image: image] Through Providence

God also reveals his wisdom through divine providence. In theological language, that’s the term used to describe how God works all things together for good. He provides what is needed for his purposes. “The LORD foils the plans of the nations; he thwarts the purposes of the peoples,” says Psalm 33:10–11. “But the plans of the LORD stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through all generations.” The ebb and flow of history may appear out of control or random at times, but God is the final arbiter of success and failure. This theme is reiterated in the New Testament by Paul: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

History is littered with powerful nations that have said they were going to dominate the world. Some have even appeared to succeed for a while. The Persians, Greeks, Romans, and many more all the way up to the Nazis are empires that rose and fell. God foiled their plans. Meanwhile, like a thin thread that runs through history, a chosen people called Israel stubbornly remain on the world stage. God has pledged himself to their preservation. By his providence, they survive. Scattered, persecuted, and subjected to blatant genocide, Israel still thrives. Twenty centuries of distance from the Promised Land was not long enough to break the ties. And in 1948 they again became a recognized nation and the center of world attention.

The God who has a purpose for nations also has a purpose for people. I love hearing people tell stories about God’s wisdom in their lives. Something terrible happens in one person’s life, yet afterward she realizes she never would have met her husband if the event hadn’t happened. Others take a “wrong” turn and find a job. I heard someone tell how he shattered a leg, which caused him to be stuck in the hospital for days. During the down time, he read a book that led him to Christ. God apparently doesn’t hesitate to let you break your leg (or worse) if it will allow you to meet him.

I’ve seen God’s providence many times. I shared at the beginning of this chapter how I was ready to cash the whole Christian life in. God shut down my job and I got discouraged and desperate. At first, I just needed to put bread on the table. A little group of thirty-five people in a town that didn’t even have a stoplight invited me to be their pastor. Theresa and I sat in a Chinese restaurant talking about whether this was God’s will. “Please don’t take me there,” she said through tears of apprehension.

“Honey, I believe this is God’s will for our life,” I told her. She nodded her head and we both cried some more. We couldn’t feel God’s providence at the moment, but we learned. Today I know that some of the greatest people on the face of the earth are in Kaufman, Texas. My family and I needed what God ordained for them to give us, and apparently in some measure they needed what God ordained for us to give them. We could easily have said we didn’t think it was wise to go there at that point in our lives, and we would have been wrong. In his wisdom, God had a better plan.

[image: image] Through Redemption

God also reveals his wisdom through the plan of redemption. The word redemption literally means “to buy back.” It also refers to the wise process God used to reestablish a relationship with that part of creation that sold itself into slavery to sin—you and me.

Yet from the foundations of the earth, God purposed in his wisdom to redeem us for himself. Our own rebellious sin had to be judged because he is holy. His love wanted restoration. His justice demanded a settlement. His grace provided the willingness. And God’s wisdom—taking all other attributes into account—devised the plan. Our redemption begins and ends with God’s wisdom.

Sin and rebellion against the perfect, holy God required absolute satisfaction. There had to be a perfect sacrifice. Jesus, God in the flesh, died on the cross with his blood as the redemption payment for us. He described the transaction this way: “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

Here’s the rest of the story. God’s wisdom caught even the spiritual world off guard. Satan and the demonic angels saw the Son of God come, and they probably thought it was a foolish plan, doomed to failure. A teenage girl in a stable? A carpenter’s boy? Not a chance.

They were scoffing and scheming while Jesus was growing up like a typical kid. He passed through temptation in the wilderness, chose his disciples, and began his ministry. And Jesus didn’t exactly pick out the Einsteins of the world to be his closest associates. He chose a motley crew of fishermen, liars, thieves, a zealot, and an outcast.

Satan must have been thinking, “We’re going to crush him.” The evil scheme worked flawlessly, much to the delight of the forces of evil. They laughed while Jesus hung on the cross. “We trumped up charges, we killed the Christ, and now we’re going to win it all.”

That’s creature wisdom. In the wisdom of God, it’s better that one might die so that all others might live forever, so Jesus voluntarily paid that price. From the perspective of creature wisdom, he failed miserably. His enemies seriously underestimated what he meant when he cried, “It is finished!” from the cross. They thought he was finished. They were wrong.

Jesus went into the earth for three days. During that time he proclaimed victory over his enemies, he conquered sin, he conquered death, and he declared victory. Colossians 2:15 says he disarmed and embarrassed the devil. Christ turned the tables on the opposition and brought about redemption precisely as planned by the wisdom of God.

[image: image] Through Christ, His Son

The ultimate picture of God’s wisdom is Christ himself. First Corinthians 1:30 says, “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.” Christ is the wisdom of God. If you want to understand how life ought to work, get rightly connected to Christ and follow him, and you will be in the heart of God’s wisdom.

Not only will Christ affect you internally, his wisdom will overflow into people. “But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere” (James 3:17). When you begin to live out this wisdom, it produces awesome relationships, glory to God, and peace and well-being to you. So how can we tap into this supernatural wisdom for living?

How Do We Respond to the Wisdom of God?

When God allows, brings, or orchestrates circumstances in our lives—no matter how many relationships or other influences, factors, and decisions are involved—he knows all things about all people, actual and possible. God tracks the implications of all that happens in you, through you, around you and to everyone, forever. We think that’s not possible, but what’s not possible for us is child’s play for God.

Unfortunately, I can know all about God’s wisdom but fail to benefit from it. I can know he’s revealed it in creation, in providence, in redemption, and in Christ, but I still face the question: How does it work for me on Monday morning?

How does it work when my wife and I are not getting along? How does it work when I’m in a financial crisis? How does it work when I feel overwhelmed, overloaded, ashamed, and ready to give up? How do you and I respond to everything God allows into our lives? The answer to those questions is deceptively simple: we need to learn to live wisely. God advises us, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is” (Eph. 5:15–17).

Living wisely means living in accordance with God’s Word. If we are not cooperating—if we are not aligned with God, guided by his Word, instructed by his Spirit, in the community of his people—then we will be living an unwise life. If you are not walking in God’s wise path, consider the hardships you’re experiencing as guardrails. God set them up to steer you back to him. Hitting those guardrails hurts! Yet God says, “Would you please pick up this candle I’ve provided for you so I could give you clear direction about how to live my way in your marriage, in your singleness, with your kids, with your money, and in your decision making.” That candle is God’s Word—it’s a lamp to our feet and a light to our path (Ps. 119:105).

When you do pick up God’s candle (his Word), you will discover at least four prerequisites to wise living:

1. Wise living begins with reverence for God.

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” (Prov. 9:10). The fear of the Lord is basically this: you personally recognize that he’s the Creator, Master, CEO of the universe, he’s holy, and he’s awesome; in response you willfully choose to do life his way and to submit to the authority of his word. This process begins with a very important step of faith. The first, deepest, wisest decision you can make is to receive the salvation God offers freely. To paraphrase missionary Jim Elliot, it’s never foolish to exchange the sin-marred life you cannot keep for the eternal life you can never lose. You must ask Christ to be your Savior, a request you cannot seriously make unless you are also ready to say, “I am in great need of you, and I long to live my life in submission to your will.”

Without a fear of the Lord there is no wisdom. That’s the beginning. If you’re outside of Christ, get inside of Christ. Turn from your self and your sin and ask him to come into your life right now. If you are a believer, and you are out of line with God’s wisdom—and we’ve all been there—confess it and make it right. If you simply recognize that your reverence for God is at a low ebb, why not stop right now and do a personal inventory on your priorities? What has caused the leakage in your devotional life? Who or what has come between you and your love for God? Take a moment right now and ask him for help and a restored view of his worthiness and majesty in your heart.

2. Wise living grows by receiving his Word.

Wise living starts with reverence for God, and it grows by receiving his Word. Psalm 119:97–101 describes the process:

Oh, how I love your law!

I meditate on it all day long.

Your commands make me wiser than my enemies,

for they are ever with me.

I have more insight than all my teachers,

for I meditate on your statutes.

I have more understanding than the elders

for I obey your precepts.

I have kept my feet from every evil path

so that I might obey your word.

God gives wisdom but he doesn’t give it in a vacuum. God’s wisdom comes through his Word. As Paul reminded Timothy, “From infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:15–17). The old apostle was saying, “Timothy, you want the light to be able to follow God in every area of your life? God’s Word is the lamp.”

I have an aversion to reading instructions. Painful experience has taught me to beware of items that include the notice, “Some assembly required.” Crooked barbecue sets and wobbly bicycles testify to my lack of mechanical skill combined with my failure to read the directions.

But when it comes to life I cannot say, “I just don’t have time to read the instructions.” There’s just too much at stake not to pay attention to God’s instruction manual.

Spending regular time attentively reading the Scriptures is more important than the videos, ESPN, or any other TV show. It’s more significant than the Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, or any other newspaper. It’s more valuable than your daily diet and exercise. Next to breathing, it’s more essential to wise living than anything.

A decision I made over twenty-five years ago helped me develop some discipline in this area. Like many Christians, I struggled the first few years of my Christian life to get into God’s Word on a regular basis. So I determined: no Bible, no bread. Until I got in the Word each day, I wouldn’t eat. That’s not a legalistic requirement, just a personal decision that I needed to make. Since I love to eat, and I usually wake up hungry, I simply expanded my understanding of breakfast to include a daily portion of God’s Word. It’s been the best habit I ever formed in my life. Until I was feeding on God’s wisdom regularly, I wasn’t able to take the next step in wise living—asking God for his thoughts on my issues.

3. Wise living requires that we ask for it specifically.

It’s one thing to be exposed to God’s wisdom by reading his Word; it’s another to apply that wisdom in real life. Wise living involves asking God for wisdom specifically. “If any of you lacks wisdom,” James tells us, “he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. But when he asks, he must believe and not doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind” (James 1:5–6). As long as we live, we will have moments that expose our lack of wisdom. When we ask God for his, we are turning to the ultimate source. But we are to ask in confidence. James addresses the doubter: “That man should not think he will receive anything from the Lord” (James 1:7). The word doubt in these verses literally means “double-minded,” someone with a divided mind, a soul with split allegiances. We can’t ask God for his wisdom in order to evaluate our options and do whatever we want. That’s the kind of double-minded doubting James is referring to. Simply asking for his opinion will not get an answer.

Wise living is decisive dependence on the source of wisdom. We must learn to see every decision as an opportunity to ask God for wisdom. He doesn’t mind it at all when we admit, “God, I don’t know what to do in this marriage, I don’t know what to do with this big decision, I don’t know how to handle this kid, I don’t know what to do with our finances, I don’t know whether I ought to move, and I don’t know if I should take this job.” But we don’t stop there. Here’s the single-minded request: “I’m asking you to show me and I’m telling you in advance that I will follow your guidance. I’m signing the bottom of the work order. You fill in the directions above and I will obey them. Whatever you say, I will do.”

In those cases, God says, “One hundred percent of the time, I will give you wisdom.” He will give wisdom through his Word, he’ll give it through wise counsel, and at times he’ll give it through circumstances. Just remember that the wisdom you receive will not contradict what God has stated in his Word. The best advice in the world is worthless if it tells you to disregard what God has said.

I have often found that God uses wise counsel and circumstances to focus wisdom. I once had a problem relationship that I really needed to deal with. I thought about everything I could say to convince this person he was wrong, and I had my argument all lined up. After being challenged more than once in my daily Scripture readings, I sought the counsel of a couple of trusted advisors. These two men, with whom I spoke separately, offered the same basic response. Both of them focused on my need to be gracious to the person I was confronting. They helped me realize that maybe this relationship was highlighting some issues in my own life that I needed to deal with. Through the Bible’s instructions and the counsel of these godly men, God prevented me from opening my big mouth and really damaging a relationship. Why? Because I had been in the Word, I had asked specifically for wisdom, and I saw God confirm his wisdom through circumstances and godly counsel.

I spent many of the first ten years of my new life in Christ perplexed about his will and overwhelmed with important decisions. I felt like the weight of the world was upon me and I didn’t know what to do. Learning to take God at his word (James 1:5) and pray specifically for wisdom in each situation was a major turning point in my life. The hard part was being willing to do whatever he said, but as I learned to trust, I gradually saw God make his will clearer and easier to understand than I ever imagined.

So how about you? How are you doing in this area of wise living? Are you asking God for wisdom in big and small decisions? When you get it, are you acting on it? If you long to follow God’s wise counsel but still find it difficult, perhaps the last prerequisite will help you learn to hear his voice. It’s all about trust.

4. Wise living involves learning to trust God completely.

This last step really follows each of the previous ones. Reverence for God involves trusting him. Receiving God’s Word on a regular basis will have little impact if we don’t trust the truth and the source of that Word. Asking God for wisdom won’t mean much if we are double-minded and mistrust his willingness and motives. Ultimately, wise living demands a daily exercise of trust whereby we say in our heart of hearts, “All that comes my way is from the hand of a good and loving God, who, knowing all things actual and possible, is exerting his unlimited power to execute the best possible outcomes, by the best possible means, to fulfill the highest possible purposes for me.”

Talking about God’s wisdom has to be more than an interesting theological discussion. It is a truth that has the power to transform our perspective and our attitudes even in life’s most difficult situations.

To put it another way, what’s the most difficult circumstance in your life right now? Think of one that’s hard: a persistent problem, a wrecked relationship, a perplexing question, or an agonizing decision. What would it look like if you really believed that God is all-wise and has actually allowed that set of circumstances into your life for his purposes? May I suggest that God’s wisdom rightly understood delivers us from self-pity, a “victim mentality,” the blame game, and the negative emotions that accompany those unfruitful responses to adversity?

In fact, J. I. Packer captures the impact of grasping God’s wisdom in our lives:



God’s almighty wisdom is always active and never fails. All his works of creation and providence and grace display it, and until we can see it in them we just are not seeing them straight. But we cannot recognize God’s wisdom unless we know the end for which he is working…. God’s wisdom is not, and never was, pledged to keep a fallen world happy, or to make ungodliness comfortable. Not even to Christians has he promised a trouble-free life; rather, the reverse. He has other ends in view for life in this world than simply to make it easy for everyone.

What is he after then? What is his goal? What does he aim at? … He plans that a great host of humankind should come to love and honor him. His ultimate objective is to bring them to a state in which they please him entirely and praise him adequately, and a state in which he is all in all to them, and he and they rejoice continually in the knowledge of each other’s love—people rejoicing in the saving love of God, set upon them from all eternity, and God rejoicing in the responsive love of people, drawn out of them by grace through the gospel.4





We will never be able to trust what God is doing in our lives until we figure out and personalize his ultimate goal. His primary purpose is not to make us happy, healthy, wealthy, and wonderful. He doesn’t promise to make our lives easy and guarantee that things go smoothly. Though he is eternally committed to providing the best for his children, that “best” may or may not coincide with what many of us consider “making it” in life. God is good. He is sovereign. And even in a fallen world, we can rest in the assurance that he is actively working to bring about the best possible results by the best possible means, and in the end, to make you and me like his son, Jesus.

[image: image] Tools for Transformation

[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s wisdom gently pour over your soul.


 

 

The wisdom of God tells us that God will bring about the best possible results, by the best possible means, for the most possible people, for the longest possible time.

Dr. Charles Ryrie5

 



[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Romans 11:33 and meditate on that thought. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What would it be like if I really believed that God is all-wise and has actually allowed my circumstances for his good purposes? What if everything in my life is part of his wise plan?”


 

Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways! For Who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became His counselor? Or who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to him again? For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.

Romans 11:33–36 NASB



[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:



O Lord God, infinite in wisdom and knowledge, as I consider your purposes and your plans, grant that I might

live in total awe and reverence for you,

feast daily upon your Word,

ask for your wisdom in every situation, and

trust you completely when life doesn’t make sense.



Let me know your will and help me to follow it wholeheartedly, remembering that you already know every ripple of every action throughout history, now and forever. Because of your wisdom, you freely offer your best in every situation, and you provide it to all who ask. So today, I ask. In Jesus’s name, Amen.





 

 

A Personal Reflection on the Wisdom of God

The year was 2002. I had prayed, fasted, sought counsel, agonized over the implications, and even been given a promise from God with regard to the next big step in my life. Leave California, leave the church, leave our grown son, leave our home, leave the pastorate, uproot our daughter in the middle of high school, and move to Atlanta to assume the leadership of a Christian organization whose founder had led it for twenty-six years.

I knew what obedience looked like, but it didn’t look very wise. I saw the vast potential for spiritual fruitfulness, but felt God’s timing could not have been worse.

Days after making the decision, Theresa’s mother had complications after surgery that resulted in ninety days in intensive care and her home-going to the Lord. Our California house had termites, our shipped car was damaged in transit in an ice storm, our furniture arrived before the house was ready, our refrigerator was dropped and had to be replaced, the economy bottomed out, and donations were down 38 percent, putting the ministry in financial crisis. My wife was grieving multiple losses simultaneously while undergoing two oral surgeries in the first few months of our arrival in Atlanta.

Where was God? How could this be? Is this how you reward obedience, Lord? Did you not see this coming, Lord? Or worse, did you see it coming and let it all happen anyway? Have I made the worst decision of my life? Is there some dark, unknown sin of which I am unaware and for which I am being disciplined?

All those thoughts and more crossed my mind as I met God in the wee hours of the morning to gain perspective, hear his voice, and garner enough grace to make it through another day. It was the hardest year of my life. I cried out to God, and I also just plain cried. I felt as desperate and dependent as any time in my Christian life. Two things sustained me: that promise from God, and the knowledge of his wisdom.

I had longed to grow deeper in prayer, and the multiple crises drove me to my knees. Following a founder often means disaster for the next leader, but the economic downturn created a leadership team and staff that learned to fast, cut back, and sacrifice in a way that built unity. The daughter I was so concerned about didn’t just make the transition, she flourished in it. The challenges developed her faith, her gifts, and her leadership potential in ways that still amaze me. The grown son we left behind met his future wife, married, and went into full-time ministry in another city. My wife had a season to mourn, time to be restored, and the gift of a new church in which together we are privileged to take all we’ve learned in twenty years of ministry and dream dreams we never thought possible.

Life isn’t always easy, but God in his wisdom always brings about the best possible results, by the best possible means, for the most possible people, for the longest possible time. That truth and a promise kept me from giving up or giving in when life seemed utterly impossible.
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The Justice of God

“Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?”

Genesis 18:25

On a beautiful September morning, Jim boarded his usual commuter train for the city. When he left home, the kids were stirring, still getting used to the regimen of school mornings after a relaxing summer schedule. He had a special gesture for each of them: a shoulder squeeze for his teenage daughter, a ruffling of hair for the young boy who was rapidly catching up in height, and a tight hug from his little princess who still thought Daddy could leap over tall buildings in a single bound—even the very tall building he worked in. He kissed his wife and offered a muffled “I love you” around the toasted bagel he ate on his way to the station.

The subway was packed. He chuckled again over the good fortune of having his exit station right under the building that housed his offices. He strode through the station, up the stairs and into the lobby of the Trade Center, where a bank of elevators waited to take him and thousands of others to high floors. Jim arrived at his office and placed his coffee cup on the desk. He took off his coat and, as was his habit, paused before he sat down to glance out the window over New York City back toward home. A blur distracted him and he turned just in time to notice that an airplane was about to collide with the building. That was his last conscious thought.

We’ve all heard the stories. To avoid intruding on a specific family’s personal tragedy, I’ve combined in Jim’s story some common elements of real-life victims. Nearly three thousand innocent people going through their normal routines were killed that day in the attack. Thousands more survived. People of all kinds died, and people of all kinds lived. Who let those misguided fools commandeer two jetliners and fly them into those buildings? Who decided on the list of victims and the list of survivors? Those of us who watched the horrific scenes felt the questions bubble up along with our fear, anger, and confusion. Where was God in the middle of that carnage? Why would he allow such a bad thing to happen to so many good people?

Smaller tragedies provoke the same big question. I was walking up the aisle one night before a church service in which I was going to speak on this subject when a man got my attention. I leaned over to greet him and he pointed at the bulletin and said, “I’m glad you’re going to talk about this.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I lost my wife about two and a half years ago,” he sighed. “She was the picture of health. We were enjoying the greatest years of our marriage. Then she got cancer and boom, she was gone. I still struggle with why.” The question had been nagging him. How could something so devastating be allowed to happen?

It seems like that question comes up in conversation almost daily. So does its twin—why do good things happen to bad people? Sometimes that one bothers me even more than the first.

I vividly remember the sense of unfairness I had after our country’s recent corporate scandals. An executive leaves Enron with millions of dollars when the company implodes. Then reporters interview several grandmothers who had their entire life savings in Enron stock, and they have nothing. Wait a second! Time out, God! How can this be? One failure creates two results. First, a lady’s whole future goes down the tube. Second, a guy who had inside information about what was going on cashed in his stocks early. And, adding insult to injury, he had a bonus written into his contract to collect millions more in severance. How can dishonesty be so richly rewarded?

Even folks who have no interest in God shake their heads in amazement. We all come to the same conclusion when we think about these events: Life is not fair! Our gut feeling tells us it ought to be fair, and we’re deeply disappointed when it isn’t. Especially when we’re on the receiving end of the unfairness.

Those who don’t believe in God are stuck with their feelings. They don’t have anywhere to go with them, other than trying to work things out right now—which is often futile. They may want to hold someone ultimately responsible for injustices, but they have already decided there is no one. You can’t hold someone who doesn’t exist responsible for an unfair world.

Those of us who do believe in God often face two difficulties. We have to explain our own feelings of anger and disappointment, and we have to answer the questions others ask us:

[image: image] How can you believe in God, especially a good and just God, when there is so much lack of justice in the world?

[image: image] If life isn’t fair, and God created life, then how do we know he is fair?

[image: image] How do you know God is just and that you’re not going to get a raw deal from him?

[image: image] How can you believe in the wisdom of God when he allows bad things to happen to good people and good things happen to bad people?

[image: image] How can you trust God when the world he controls is so obviously unfair?

These questions resonate within us. Even when we have experienced years of God’s faithfulness and think our relationship with him is secure, one raw deal can make us ask those questions again. In order to answer them, we have to reach an understanding of some basics, and the attribute of God’s justice is one of them.

Defining the Justice of God

Dictionaries use the following words to define justice: righteousness, lawfulness, honesty, integrity, fairness, and impartiality. Justice involves an uncompromising and unwavering allegiance to a standard. Our understanding of justice tends to emphasize this idea of an external set of rules or laws that must be followed. When it comes to God’s justice, however, this understanding doesn’t work. Justice is not a standard God follows; he is the standard. He is not accountable to justice because justice flows from him. It’s part of who he is.

Notice what A. W. Tozer says about the justice of God:



Quick Definition

Justice embodies the idea of moral equity, and iniquity is the exact opposite; it is in-equity, the absence of equality from human thoughts and acts. Judgment is the application of equity to moral situations, and may be favorable or unfavorable according to whether the one under examination has been equitable or inequitable in heart and conduct.1





In other words, justice means that people are going to get what they deserve based on God’s clear and full understanding of what they did and why they did it. We may be accustomed to legal tricks, technicalities, and excuses in human courtrooms, but there will be none of that before God. He knows every intimate detail of the case.

In order to recognize God’s justice, we need to develop both a biblical worldview and a detailed understanding of biblical revelation. The priceless results from a study of justice will include a deeper grasp of what it means to worship a just God in a fallen world.

History and the Justice of God

Let’s review the biblical worldview. Imagine an infinite line that represents eternity past and future—it’s a line with no ends. Human history as we know it would be represented by a tiny oneinch segment on this line. Somewhere within an infinite eternity God chose to create the earth and humankind in space-time history on the one-inch segment.

The first two chapters in Genesis tell about the beginning of time and the universe. In those early days of the Creation, the righteous God judges justly over a perfect environment. The first humans have regular, direct access to God. The world is a paradise.

But in Genesis 3, Adam and Eve attempted a coup under the influence of a fallen and disgraced angel named Lucifer. Instead of lashing out against God with violence, they merely disobeyed his direct command. They challenged his authority over his creation. They ate forbidden fruit and caused the fall of Creation. Sin entered the world, and into every human who came after, and the whole history of humanity from that point in time forward became twisted and distorted. That was the first judgment, when God judged us for our rebellion. God’s special relationship with fallen humanity does not close again until we get to Revelation 20—the last judgment. Genesis 3 and Revelation 20 serve as the bookends of a long story about a just and loving God working out redemption for a fallen world. Outside of those bookends, perfection, holiness, and justice reign. Between them, a lot of things are unresolved—and unfair. When the book closes on sinful history, a new everlasting history will continue in a new heaven and new earth.

[image: image]

We are living in that brief segment of time during which a holy, just, good, compassionate, and sovereign God is interacting with a fallen world. Our world is already under judgment. Not a single moment of life is untouched by sin. Though God longs for us to see him accurately, our perspective between the first sin and the final judgment is distorted. Until we step out of this life into eternity, we will experience the effects of sin: decay and death on every side. That’s why it is so important that we understand how a perfect, just God operates within a system that has been corrupted by rebellion. For that we return to the Scriptures and pick up the story within the parentheses.

God’s Justice in History

God’s justice is clearly revealed in the Bible’s early chapters—God judges Cain for Abel’s murder, he judges the world for the epidemic of sin that led to the flood, and he judges the arrogance of Babel. But we get a unique view of his justice in Genesis 18:25, our theme verse for this chapter.

You probably know the story. God saw the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah and determined to judge them for it. We get a glimpse into the mind of God when he says, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?” (Gen. 18:17). He decided to let Abraham know about his plan to destroy the two cities. But there was a complication that affected Abraham. He felt that the welldeserved judgment of Sodom and Gomorrah would put Abraham’s nephew Lot and his family in undeserved danger.

As we pick up the conversation in 18:25, God has told Abraham of the impending judgment. Abraham responds: “Far be it from you that you should do such a thing. To kill the righteous with the wicked? Treating the righteous and the wicked alike? Far be it from you! Will not the judge of the earth do right?”

Remember that this is centuries before the Ten Commandments. The father of our faith, living in a polytheistic world and having no written revelation, instinctively knows something about the character of God.

“Will the judge of all the earth not judge righteously?” he asks. By faith, Abraham knew God’s character enough to know that there was a standard for how to treat both evil and good. And on the basis of that knowledge, he interceded in a way that allowed Lot and his family to be saved. God was willing to withhold judgment as long as there was an influencing core of righteous people. In this particular case, Abraham’s negotiations revealed that if ten righteous men could still be found in the cities, they would be spared. He understood what it meant to worship a just God in an unjust world.

The Scriptures consistently remind us that justice is among the attributes we can trust God to exhibit. “Clouds and thick darkness surround him; righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne” (Ps. 97:2). There are dozens of verses about God’s justice in the Old and New Testament, but I like this one because “clouds and thick darkness,” convey the idea of mystery. We can’t understand everything about God, but here’s what we can count on. His righteousness (truth and goodness) and his justice (fairness) are the foundations of his throne. And what does a king do from his throne? He pronounces his royal decrees and he executes judgment. God cannot be understood apart from his justice.

Life during the brief segment of human history may not always be fair. But when life inside and outside the segment are taken into account together, God’s justice will be perfect. In the big picture, he makes all things right. We can trust the decisions about immediate or delayed judgment to God’s wisdom.

J. I. Packer helps us face the fact that a central part of justice is the idea of retribution. God has structured reality in such a way that we understand that actions lead to consequences. Good actions bring good results; bad actions bring bad results. This truth in the basic pattern of life points us toward the Creator’s character. Packer notes:



It becomes clear that the Bible’s proclamation of God’s work as Judge is part of its witness to his character…. It shows us also that the heart of the justice which expresses God’s nature is retribution, the rendering to persons what they have deserved; for this is the essence of a judge’s task. To reward good with good, and evil with evil, is natural to God.

So when the New Testament speaks of the final judgment, it always represents it in terms of retribution. God will judge all people, it says, according to their works.2





The heart of the concept of judgment is this: everyone will get what he or she deserves. God is a righteous judge, and though the world is not fair, God is. Between this life and the life to come, you and I can know that no person who has ever lived will get a raw deal—even if it looks that way right now. God has proven and will prove that he is a righteous Judge.

How Does God Reveal His Justice to Us?

Inside the parameters of world history, we find—with the guidance of Scripture—several distinct ways in which God reminds us of his just nature. In fact, we ought to be humbled by the way God continually delays justice in order to give people abundant opportunities to turn to him. Any plan we have to stand before God and tell him we didn’t have enough chances to acknowledge him will be exposed in the harsh light of the truth.

[image: image] Through the Natural Order

God has left plenty of clues about justice in the natural order. In Romans 1:18, Paul lays out the case for the gospel as the only hope for a world awaiting sentencing by the just Judge. “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness.” When the Bible speaks of God’s wrath, it is referring to his righteous, passionate anger against evil. In this case, the standard of truth was deliberately ignored by the human race, so God turned his anger against the wrongdoers. The next verses provide the evidence behind God’s judgment: “What may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Rom. 1:19–20). Ignorance is not an excuse for shunning God’s character.

I played a lot of basketball when I was growing up. There are a few dirty moves a player can use to compensate for a disadvantage in size. Being very small and skinny, I quickly learned them. When a defender would reach for the ball, I would spin toward him and stick out my elbow so it would catch him right in the nose. I remember a very large guard whose nose began to bleed after my elbow hit it. Before he left the court, he warned me very clearly: “Just remember, everything that goes around, comes around.” The ref may not have seen my move, but the player was claiming a higher law.

That instinct is universal. In eastern religions, they call it karma—and since it clearly doesn’t play out in this life, there must be many lives to settle the score. In western religions, it’s a matter for the afterlife. In any case, it’s ingrained in us: there is a higher law of justice.

This basic understanding of cause and effect is written into our psyche from the time we were created. We are most prone to claim that law when we are on the receiving end of one of life’s unfair moments. Even a casual observer, regardless of culture or background, notices that same basic philosophy anywhere in the world: when you do good things to people, good things come your way; and when you do bad things to people bad things come your way. Although we can all cite exceptions to this principle of life under the sun, none of us can deny that it is the normal pattern—nor can we deny the personal outrage we experience when this life principle appears not to be operating consistently.

[image: image] Through the Human Heart

God has also revealed justice in the way he has made the human heart. One of the premises of Romans is that an intuitive awareness of God is built into the order of creation. Paul builds a strong case that all people, regardless of their religion or morality, know they have fallen short of God’s glory. Romans 2:14–16 focuses on people who have nothing but an internal sense of right and wrong:



(Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) This will take place on the day when God will judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares.





All people in all places—even those who have never heard a “thou shall not” from God—have an internal law that tells them right from wrong. When they violate that law, their conscience lets them know. They feel guilty.

There’s a good example of this principle in Acts 28:3–6, which records an event that occurred during Paul’s last trip to Rome. He was shipwrecked on an island filled with pagans. The frozen and soaked survivors built a fire. Luke describes what happened next:



Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put it on the fire, a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand. When the islanders saw the snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man must be a murderer; for though he escaped from the sea, Justice has not allowed him to live.” But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered no ill effects. The people expected him to swell up or suddenly fall dead, but after waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they changed their minds and said he was a god.





Seeing Paul’s misfortune, the local people immediately reached a natural conclusion. If justice went to such great lengths to get him, he must have been a very bad man indeed. Then when they saw that no harm came to him, they reached for the second conclusion available in their worldview—Paul must be a god! Even to unenlightened minds, the only alternative to the law of cause and effect involves the supernatural.

C. S. Lewis was probably the greatest Christian apologist of the last century. He frequently confessed that the unavoidable sense of ought-ness was a chink in his atheistic armor. It bothered him that he couldn’t explain humanity’s moral senses naturally. God used that chink in the armor to bring him to faith. In his book Mere Christianity he writes,



These, then are the two points I want to make. First, that human beings, all over the earth, have this curious idea that they ought to behave in a certain way, and they cannot get rid of it. Secondly, that they do not in fact behave that way. They know the Law of Nature, yet they break it. These two facts are the foundation for all clear thinking about ourselves and the universe we live in.3





The human heart personalizes what we see in the created order. Not only is there a law of cause and effect, a force for justice loose in the universe. There are also personal aspects to that justice. People who violate the rules will experience negative consequences, and those who play by the rules will be rewarded. We can probably think of many instances when we’ve heard someone say, “Well, I must be living right!” or “It serves her right!” This personal side of the law of cause and effect brings into the picture the possibility of someone personal backing up the law. And that brings us to God’s role as the source of justice.

[image: image] Through His Role as Judge

We have a statue of a woman wearing a blindfold to illustrate the impartiality of justice. But when we think of a judge, we want someone who sees, hears, and thinks very clearly. It comes as no surprise that the Creator of everything—including that sense of justice in us—also claims to be the judge of all the earth. Scripture reveals not only his ongoing role as Judge in the midst of history, but confidently declares that God will eventually pass final judgment on all people in all of history.

The Bible allows no ambiguity about God’s position as Judge. According to Hebrews 12:23, “You have come to God, the judge of all men.” Recognizing God as Judge should be sobering to us, but if we know that he is also on our side and has intervened for us, we can face judgment with confidence. Paul expressed that sense of comfort and longing when he wrote to Timothy. Although Paul was ready to die, his last letter to his son in the faith included these upbeat words: “Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8). We can know that God has made a way to satisfy his just character as well as his loving, gracious, overwhelming goodness. We see this most powerfully when we see the cross of Christ.

[image: image] Through the Cross

Scripture explains that the central reason for the cross was for God to show the whole world his justice. “God presented him [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished” (Rom. 3:25, emphasis added). God presented his own Son as a sacrifice. The word atonement literally means a covering. Christ’s life, offered on the cross, accomplished something for us that could not be accomplished any other way. It “covered” our sin, not in the sense of hiding it or pretending it didn’t happen, but in the sense that our extreme offense against a holy God was replaced by that sacrificial offering. Instead of requiring us to experience his retribution for sin, God sent Jesus as our substitute. Our “faith in his blood” allows us to get under Christ’s atoning covering. We believe Jesus suffered, bled, and died in our place.

Paul anticipates a question about “what happens to those who lived before Christ” by describing God’s “forbearance” regarding past sins. The cross of Christ stands as the centerpiece of history; its shadow of forgiveness covers both the past and the future. Christ’s death atoned for those who trusted in God’s plan and mercy beforehand, even as it provides atonement for those of us who live centuries later.

Paul completes the thought in verse 26: “He did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” God didn’t experience an internal conflict of feelings over us, his justice demanding our punishment while his goodness longed to rescue us. He didn’t choose one attribute over another. He satisfied all of them in the same moment by placing himself on the cross. Through the cross, God’s qualities converged. He is shown to be supremely just in passing sentence over all human sin, and supremely merciful in being the justifier who covers those who trust him.

Perhaps you’ve thought you can never really understand what happened at the cross. It’s true that there will always be a mystery surrounding that central moment in history, but you can still grasp enough of the significance to change your life forever. Think about what occurred when Jesus was hanging there and cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

God the Father, who is holy and pure, who has an infinite relationship with God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, at that moment placed all the sin of all humankind on Christ and turned away. Then the Father’s just wrath was poured out on the Son. Jesus, who lived a perfect life, bore your sin and mine precisely when God executed judgment on it.

Allow me to give you a present-day picture that will help you grasp what the Scripture teaches. Suppose I had been convicted of a crime and sentenced to the electric chair. Imagine that just before the executioner pushed the button, Jesus said, “Stop! Ingram deserves to die, but I’ll take his place.” They would unstrap me and let Jesus take the seat. The executioner would turn on the juice, and Jesus would die. The judge would say, “Ingram goes free; his penalty has been paid.” Because God is a righteous Judge, that’s what Jesus did for us. He suffered judgment for sin and set us free from its awful consequences.

The awesome, uncompromising, unrelenting justice of God is completely satisfied by the cross. When we think we can “get right with God” in any other way, we fool ourselves and dangerously underestimate the grotesque nature of rebellion. The Christian life is not about going to church, learning to pray, reading the Bible, having a nice family, giving a little money, giving a little time, supporting the United Way, and making the world a better place. That’s a religion called moralism! There’s nothing wrong with these things in themselves. But if we believe they make us right with God, we’ve missed the whole point of our faith.

What God’s justice demanded, his love provided. And he provided it for you and for me at the cross. Jesus died in your place as your substitute. You can accept the free gift of his work on the cross by faith, have your well-deserved penalty be paid by Jesus, and trust that all his righteousness will come from him to you. Or there’s an alternative: you can say, “I’m going to live my way, and I don’t want God to have any say in it.”

This insistence on our own way can take the form of passive or active rebellion. Procrastination is a passive rebellion. Many people say to themselves, “Someday, some way, I’ll get around to Christ. I know God really exists but I’m doing my own thing for now.” This lack of response, this passive rebellion, is in essence rejecting Christ and his offer of forgiveness and a new life. Active rebellion is more blatant. It’s an adamant stance toward God. “I don’t believe in God and I don’t care about God. I deny creation, I deny the witness in my heart, I trust only in me!” In the eyes of God’s justice, both subtle and blatant forms of rebellion fall under judgment.

Seeing God as he longs for us to see him will always involve the cross. Unless we take shelter under the sacrifice of Jesus, we are exposed to God’s justice. Any other response than faith in Christ’s atonement receives God’s full judgment. Rebellion in any form eventually leaves a person with the devastating effects of God’s justice in the tragic form of eternal retribution.

[image: image] Through the Promise of Eternal Retribution

The final and most sobering way God’s justice is revealed is in the promise of eternal retribution. We already saw in an earlier quote from J. I. Packer that a significant part of our understanding of justice involves the principle of retribution. Retribution simply means you get something for what you do—the account is settled. It often carries a negative overtone and can be used as a synonym for vengeance. If our debts and offenses involve an eternal being, then retribution takes on eternal consequences. The Bible teaches that retribution applies both to believers and to unbelievers.

The retribution promised to believers has an important limit. Once we come to know Christ and have accepted the free gift of his atonement, the Spirit dwells within us, we’re a brand new creation, and our salvation is sealed. But the moment you begin to live your new life, God says,



I have an agenda for you. I’m giving you X amount of time, energy, money, spiritual gifts, background, position, and personality. And since you came to Jesus, you’re going to meet him as Judge when you get to the end of your life. I’m not going to judge you for your sin, because that was judged at the cross. You’re a believer, and you’re heaven bound. But I am going to do an evaluation of your life. I will ask, “Child, what did you do with everything I gave you?”





The One who knows every secret of our heart will evaluate us clearly and completely. Retribution will follow. We will either hear, “Well done, good and faithful servant,” or we will watch as our lifelong efforts get burned up. That’s a disturbing scene for Christians to think about, but it is solidly biblical. Paul describes it in 1 Corinthians 3:10–15:



By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.





If you really want to absorb the implications, read this passage carefully at least twice. The apostle was clearly speaking to believers. The “Day” to which he refers is judgment day. When gold, silver, and precious stones are exposed to fire, they’re purified. When wood, hay, and stubble are exposed to fire, they vanish. There will be fire on judgment day, and it will test everything. Every believer will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, and we will either be purified and rewarded or we will see the smoldering ruins of misused gifts. I’ll leave the details for the theologians to argue about, but this is what’s clear from Scripture—the fact of heaven for us will not change, but the quality of our heavenly experience will. It will be directly proportional to our stewardship in this life. In eternity, the principle of retribution will affect us one way or another.

As we mentioned above, retribution also applies to unbelievers. “It is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment” (Heb. 9:27 NASB). Death and hell may be unpleasant subjects, but that shouldn’t stop us from talking about them. They are unavoidable. In fact, death and hell are not even negative subjects when properly understood. Hell is the clearest evidence that God is serious about preserving the dignity and freedom of humanity. Because he respects our will, he has reserved a place for all those who say, “I am the captain of my own ship, I will live my own life, and no one can tell me what to do.” We can’t love someone unless we can choose to accept him or reject him. God treats us as free moral agents and will honor our rejection of him for all eternity. C. S. Lewis was right when he described only two basic views of life—those who say to God, “My will be done!” and those who say to God, “Thy will be done.”4 One of those statements represents your life. Hell preserves the dignity and the freedom of people who stiff-arm God. God’s justice says, “I’ll create a place of retribution so anyone who wishes to stay away from me can do so.” Hell is serious, and it’s as real as heaven.

Those who end up in hell know the answer to the question that’s often asked: “How could a good God send anyone to hell?” A good God doesn’t send anybody to hell. A good God sent his Son so that no one would have to go to hell. Anyone who goes to hell has said, “God, I don’t want your will or your Son. I want my will.” God honors that heartfelt desire. Those in hell have chosen to be there.

God has revealed and continues to reveal his justice in many ways. The clues are compelling, but they still require a response. We have looked at the big picture, but we now need to look at the immediate, practical response of your heart as you consider God’s justice. As you read the descriptions of the causes for negative retribution both for believers and unbelievers, you may have felt a shaft of truth pierce your soul. That insight requires a personal response from you.

How Are We to Respond to God’s Justice?

If you want to remain in a place of unbelief or do-it-my-way Christianity, that in itself is a response. I would simply remind you that if you stay in that frame of mind, there will be eternal consequences—negative retribution. If, however, you are longing to see God as he is longing to be seen by you, responding to his justice will certainly be a significant part of that change in your life. Here is how to do life God’s way:

[image: image] Choose to embrace Jesus.

As with every significant step of growth in the Christian life, we begin at the cross. It doesn’t matter whether you’re coming there for the first time or returning with a deeper understanding. Responding to God’s justice involves embracing Jesus as our Savior now rather than fearing him as our righteous Judge later. You are choosing to do what all people on the planet will eventually be compelled to do, even against their will. The Scripture tells us that you and I and everyone else will someday bow and acknowledge that Jesus is Lord (Phil. 2:9–11). For some it will be the most tremendous, awesome, and encouraging moment of their existence. They will finally get to see face-to-face the One they have trusted for years. For others it will be a terrible moment of bitter truth when they wonder, “Why didn’t I respond?”

Historically, that moment of truth may come years from now, but for any one of us, it could come in the next moment. The instant you die, you will fast-forward to that point of judgment. If you are living in obedient fellowship with Jesus as Savior, you’ve got nothing to worry about. If you are living apart from Christ or ignoring his presence in your life, an unpleasant retribution is waiting.

The invitation to choose to embrace Jesus is not about being better or being religious. Don’t be fooled by that dangerous detour. It’s considering life to the point where you can honestly say to God, “I understand that Jesus died to pay for my sin and to satisfy your justice, and today I turn from my sin. I repent, I ask you to come into my life and forgive me based on Jesus’s work, and I now want to follow you with all of my heart all the days of my life.”

Jesus himself offered a powerful confirmation of what just occurred if you prayed a prayer like that.



Moreover, the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father, who sent him.

I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life. (John 5:22–24)





Let those phrases ring in your soul—“has eternal life” and “has crossed over from death to life.” When someone asks, “What’s going to happen when you die?” you can answer, “I’m going to start fully enjoying the eternal life I already have!”

[image: image] Refuse to seek vengeance.

Beyond the cross, God’s justice takes on very practical implications for daily living in an unfair world. A second response to knowing that he alone is Judge is a decisive refusal to seek revenge.

There are Christians living with bitterness and unresolved anger towards former bosses, former mates, rebellious children, bad parents, and people who have abused them. As real as those feelings are, those responses are created when we take God’s place as judge over the injustices in life. It’s a wasted effort, and it’s sinful. God’s Word is clear:



Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. On the contrary:

  “If your enemy is hungry, feed him;

      if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.

  In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.”

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Rom. 12:17–21)





These may be some of the most neglected instructions among Christians. Holding on to offenses and seeking vengeance keeps thousands trapped in a cycle of bondage. Thirst for vengeance puts us in the dangerous place of playing God. It’s a form of idolatry. Why? Because it rejects God’s clear offer to take care of everything in due time. He has promised to balance the scales. If people need to go to the spiritual woodshed, he’ll take them there. Instead of seeking vengeance, we are to say, “Lord, you take care of that.”

If you’re like most of us, seeking vengeance won’t be your biggest issue. Thinking vengeance will be. When someone hands you a raw deal, your anger and bitterness may not drive you to revenge, but they can still prompt some pretty unwholesome thoughts. Many people envision bad things happening to someone who deserves them, or secretly celebrate when someone who once inflicted pain is now in pain himself. If you’ve ended up on the unfair end of a divorce, a broken contract, an abusive relationship, an insult, or a job cut, you’ve probably wrestled with vengeance in your mind, even if you’ve never considered acting it out. That’s a more subtle form of being “overcome by evil,” and God’s Word addresses it just as clearly.

When we harbor bitterness, we are harming ourselves, not the person we resent. God wants us to be at peace within as well as without. Whatever the issue is, let it go. You don’t have to settle the score in your own mind. Consciously and deliberately remind yourself that in his timing, God is able to take care of the situation fairly and fully. You can always trust him to do that.

Obviously, there are situations along the way that may require some kind of response from us. This is where a wise believer will use Scripture and godly counsel to take action that God would want. But there’s a difference between addressing a situation and taking revenge. Vengeance is God’s job—refuse to do it yourself, either psychologically or physically. Trusting a just God with that is a powerful way to worship him in a fallen world.

[image: image] Take comfort in God’s justice.

The third response goes hand-in-hand with the second. Instead of taking vengeance, Christians can take comfort when they encounter injustice, knowing God will eventually balance the scales. That knowledge is comforting when:

[image: image] people gossip behind your back

[image: image] someone hits your car and doesn’t have insurance

[image: image] you get ripped off financially

[image: image] you get passed over for a promotion

[image: image] your spouse walks out on you, and you find out he or she was shacking up with someone else

[image: image] a drunk driver hits someone you love and changes your life forever

[image: image] you get a raw deal

[image: image] you’re blatantly cheated

[image: image] a best friend betrays a confidence

Always take comfort in God’s justice when facing an unfair hardship.

For practical encouragement, go to Psalm 73. Asaph says he almost fell when he saw “the prosperity of the wicked.” Good things happened to bad people, and it really got under his skin. Then in verse 17, he entered God’s sanctuary and saw things from a better perspective. He quit looking only at life between the parentheses and got a glimpse of the whole picture. By the end of the psalm, he is content with God as his “portion.” God is his strength and his refuge, and he knows things will end according to God’s perfect justice.

Like Asaph, you can say, “Comfort me, God. I rest in your justice.” If there’s any person on the face of the earth that went through injustice, it was Jesus. He understands, so talk to him about it. He’ll cry with you about it, console you in it, and love you through it.

[image: image] Meditate on the effects of God’s final judgment.

The final response to God’s justice is to meditate deeply on the reality of the judgment seat of Christ—the promise of spiritual reward and loss. “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” (2 Cor. 5:10).

If you are a believer in Christ, I want you to do a heart check. Ask yourself this question: If I continue to live for ten, thirty, or fifty years with the same priorities, the same use of my money, the same use of my time, the same use of my gifts, the same passions, and my energy going where it has been going, will I hear a “well done” when I come and bow before Christ? Or will I hear, “What in the world did you do with what I gave you? How, in light of all eternity and what I did on the cross, could you live such a self-centered, self-focused, pleasure-seeking life and actually be one of my children? You are saved and forgiven and you will spend eternity with me, but you were an embarrassment to the kingdom of God.”

In other words, will Jesus point to your life as a beautiful building that honors him? Or will he point to a house going up in flames because it wasn’t built of anything eternal?

If you think that living the same way you’re living today is going to produce different results, you’ve been misled. Now would be the time to review your priorities, your relationships, your money, your focus, and your energy. This is a good time to adjust them in such a way that when you stand before the judgment seat of Christ, he will rise and embrace you as you have embraced him. You’ll hear him say, “Great to see you! Way to go. I’m proud of you!”

Does this mean you’ll be perfect? Of course not. You will experience ups and downs and lots of failures. God’s justice will help you see them clearly and humbly repent of them rather than excuse them. His justice will prevent you from being proud and hardhearted. It will shape you into a person who looks a lot like Jesus.

[image: image] Tools for Transformation



[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s justice pour over your soul.


God is just. That means all he is and all he does is accomplished with perfect integrity, fairness, righteousness, and impartiality. Justice is not a standard God follows; he is the standard. Though full of goodness, infinite in love, and merciful to the repentant, God’s justice demands moral equity and eternal retribution for deeds done in the body. God’s justice means no one will receive a “raw deal” in the final analysis. I can trust that he will one day balance the scales.



[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Romans 12:17–21 and meditate on that thought. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What would it be like if I really believed that God is just and will make everything right in the end? How would that change my attitudes and responses to others?”


Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

Romans 12:17—21 NASB





[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:





O Lord God, holy and just, as I consider your righteous judgments, grant that I might

   learn to treasure the sacrifice and atonement of Jesus, abandon all vengeance to you and refuse to seek it on my own terms,

   take comfort in you when life is unfair, and remember that I will one day stand before your judgment seat.

Help me to rest in your righteousness and defer to your justice. Because you are Judge of all the earth, I bow patiently before your authority in faith and in gratitude. In Jesus’s name, Amen.





 

 

A Personal Reflection on the Justice of God

The practical impact God’s justice can have on our everyday lives is amazing. While working on this chapter, God provided a graphic opportunity to rest in his justice, as two local characters “ripped me off.”

In Atlanta, pine straw is used for ground cover around shrubs, bushes, and open areas under trees. I had never heard of pine straw before, but I soon learned—with my wife’s encouragement—that we needed to cover those bare areas in our front yard.

So about a month ago, we spent a few hours working on the project. Unfortunately, we ran out of both pine straw and time. I had to travel for the next two weeks, so we decided to put the project on hold until I got back home.

When I returned from my travels, Theresa and I went on a breakfast date to get reconnected. On our way back home, two men in a badly beat-up pickup truck loaded with pine straw were parked on the side of the road. What a perfect time to communicate to my wife that I care about her world, I thought. So I stopped and asked about the pine straw. Although both men appeared dirty and unkempt and behaved strangely, I had them follow me around the corner to my house and bought thirty bales of pine straw from them. My heart went out to them, so I gave them each a good tip, a copy of a book I had written that I prayed God might use in their life, and I wished them well.

Hours later as we attempted to spread the pine straw, it was obvious that it was nothing like what we had purchased before. It was dried out, filled with debris, hard to spread, and grossly discolored. We had been taken. An attempt to reach out to a couple of surly figures with $100 and two books was repaid by one royal “raw deal.”

In years past, my response would likely have been intense anger and complaining followed by an all-out strategy to find those men and get my money back. But as I thought of the justice of God, I could rest in the facts that he knows the score and life is bigger than pine straw. I got to reach out to two men and give good for evil. I got to learn about the difference between good pine straw and bad pine straw. I was able to let it go and not obsess over the $100. Why? Because my God is good, he is sovereign, and in this case, I can trust that he is just.
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The Love of God

How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!

1 John 3:1

When you teach God’s Word as often as I do, you eventually get stumped when it comes to introducing a message. You want an introduction to capture the listeners’ attention, introduce your main subject, and get them emotionally engaged in the journey.

When I was preparing to teach the subject of this chapter at Santa Cruz Bible Church, I was stumped. After multiple futile attempts, crumbled pieces of paper on the floor, and some intense prayer, I sensed God giving me an idea for an introduction. Honestly, it seemed risky, even a little wacky. It could be a powerful way to launch the message on love. Or, it could bomb. But since the idea came to me as I was praying over the message, and I didn’t have any better ones, I decided to give it a try.

As I stepped toward the pulpit, I asked people to lean back in their chairs and relax. I walked around to the edge of the platform and said, “I’d like to try a little experiment. I’m going to sing an old song. It’s an oldie and a goldie with a great message. It isn’t a Christian song, but it ought to be. So join in if you know the words and want to sing along.” So with no accompaniment, I started in on my best rendition of an old Burt Bacharach song popularized by Dionne Warwick: “What the World Needs Now.” Within a few bars, hundreds had joined in. I thought they were going to start swaying back and forth. The spontaneous, eager response by young and old completely caught me off guard. I actually had to interrupt them to get them to stop.

Why? What was it about that song that so deeply resonated with every person in the room? What were the dynamics behind a group of people of all ages and backgrounds moving out of their comfort zone without warning to sing about one, singular subject … love? Could it be that love is really what the world needs today? Can you imagine what would happen in your home and among your friends if you started loving them more, and they started loving each other more? I don’t mean perfectly. I’d settle for 50 percent more than now. Wouldn’t that be awesome?

What if that happened at work—if everyone, believers and nonbelievers alike, started loving each other 50 percent more? But why stop there? What if everyone in the Middle East, in central Africa, in the Balkans, and in downtown Los Angeles or New York started loving each other more? What if United Nations meetings were characterized more by productive discussions on tough issues than by contentious and personal attacks? What if political campaigns were filled with mutual respect rather than mudslinging? What if everyone at family get-togethers—the in-laws, the squeaky wheel that every family seems to have, the estranged siblings and parents—actually enjoyed being together because they loved each other just a little bit more?

It would be a kinder, more generous, more caring and forgiving world, and I don’t think anyone would disagree with that. So what’s the problem? Why isn’t there more love? People say “I love you” all the time. Why hasn’t the world changed? There’s a problem, of course. Everyone feels love, but we don’t exactly understand it. We’re very selective about to whom we give it, and we’re very inconsistent with it over time. We try to describe it, but we have a hard time finding the right words for it. And when it comes to God’s love—the infinite, enduring, unconditional love of our heavenly Father—we really can’t relate. We always try to put it into our own human terms, and our terms always fall far too short.

When I began this study on the attributes of God, I thought love would probably be the easiest to write about. I was wrong. As I have thought about God’s love, I have felt more and more inadequate to put it into words. In seeking what God longs for us to see about his love, we walk on holy and mysterious ground. The idea of his love seems so familiar—until we actually start thinking about it.

I’m convinced that God’s love is one of the hardest attributes for us to get a handle on. I’ve seen glimpses of it, but like most of us, my understanding falls short. I’ve done my biblical homework, and I know what the passages say, but I find myself even more tongue-tied than when I try to explain to my wife what I mean when I say “I love you.” I never sense that I’ve done a very good job explaining it. In the same way, explaining God’s love always turns into describing what is far better, deeper, and wider than words can capture. I’ve benefited from what others have told me about God’s love, and I trust these words will encourage you to experience God’s love for yourself. An ocean of his love is available, and I’m convinced that the average believer, including myself, is not even close to tapping into it—at least not as much as he wants us to. If we don’t try to see God’s love more and more clearly, we will not be the kind of people who make a significant difference in the world.

Three facts drive me to do the best I can to communicate the love of God:

1. Everyone is looking for love.

This quest is around us every day in the music we hear and the movies we watch. The desire is woven into the fiber of our being. From the moment we came out of the womb, we have been looking for someone to feed us, hug us, care for us, affirm us, forgive us when we mess up, support us, and tell us that we matter just as we are. Regardless of what country we are born in, or what our racial, cultural, and religious background might be, there’s a universal need among human beings to be loved. Almost every one of our activities can actually be explained as an effort to preserve, enhance, or pursue love in some way. Marriages crumble because of mistakes people have made looking for love in all the wrong places. The evidence around us is clear; everyone is looking for love.

2. Just as there is a universal quest for love, there is a universal answer to that quest.

If everyone has the same problem, there must be a universal solution. If we all need the same kind of love, then the source of that love would have to be enormous and all-encompassing. Obviously, the only one who can love us that way is God. We may try to satisfy our need for love from other creatures like ourselves, but no one can give us the love our Creator can. God loves people everywhere, and he longs to meet our hearts’ deepest needs. The God who created this planet and sustains it, the God who wove our DNA together in the womb, is the same God who loves us unconditionally, totally apart from our performance.

3. There’s a tragic disconnection between the universal need and the universal answer.

On one hand, there are more than six billion people in the world who are desperate for love; and on the other hand, there’s a God with limitless resources who wants to love them. But the two hands are often far apart. The average person is not experiencing God’s love.

Imagine a vast crowd representing the entire population of the globe—North America, South America, Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe—gathered in one place, standing shoulder to shoulder. For the moment, all the basic needs have been supplied: air, food, and water. Now imagine that instead of the oceans and lakes being filled with water, they are brimming with liquid love. Every stream, pond, and river holds it while the countless multitude stands oblivious to it. The depths of love, plentiful and ready for the taking, are within its reach. But somehow there’s no connection between the need and the supply. That’s the world’s predicament.

There are still many people who haven’t experienced the love of God because they don’t even know it’s available. They don’t know God loves them because no one has ever showed his love to them. They would embrace it if they were aware of it, but tragically, they aren’t. Imagine a landlocked person who has never seen the ocean. Maybe he’s heard about it, but the words he has heard haven’t captured it. What would he think when he finally saw it? It would blow his mind, wouldn’t it? That’s the situation of billions of people in this world; they’ve never recognized God’s love, and it would blow their minds if they did.

Many people know about God’s love—they have visited that “ocean”—but they haven’t yet received it. Maybe they’ve stood on the shore and been told, “There’s God’s love.” They may even believe that God loves them, but it makes no more difference than the idea of any other stranger loving them. They’ve never jumped into the water. They’ve never immersed themselves in it. They’ve never discovered that the water of God’s love is sweet and satisfies the soul like nothing else.

There’s a third group who knows about God’s love and has even been to the ocean. They dove in and received a generous washing and drink from God’s love, but they climbed back out and continued living as if God’s love didn’t make a lasting difference. They seem to think that they aren’t allowed to keep visiting the beach. They have such emotional baggage and memories that they find it difficult to believe God’s love is unconditional, sacrificial, giving, and totally apart from their performance. They get his love mixed up with how their parents loved them or how someone else loved them, and they just can’t figure out on a daily basis how to experience a supernatural kind of love.

One noted Christian author, speaking about the problem some Christians have with receiving God’s love, wrote this:



Over the years I’ve come to realize that the greatest trap in our life is not success, popularity, or power, but self-rejection. Success, popularity, and power can indeed present a great temptation, but their seductive quality often comes from the way they are part of the much larger temptation to self-rejection.

When we have come to believe in the voices that call us worthless and unlovable, then success, popularity and power are easily perceived as attractive solutions. The real trap, however, is selfrejection…. Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the spiritual life because it contradicts the sacred voice that calls us the “Beloved.” Being the Beloved constitutes the core truth of our existence.1





This chapter will involve an eighteen-inch journey for most of us—from the head to the heart. It’s eighteen inches that makes the difference between standing on the beach and being in the waves. You can stand still and hope the tide of God’s love comes up and catches you, or you can dive in. And it’s a journey you can take wherever you are right now. My prayer is that the Spirit of God would personally take you on this trip, showing you in the next few pages how much God loves you and convincing your heart that his love is so certain that you can live by it and act on it. The trip will begin in your mind, as we clarify what we mean when we speak of the love of God and as we explore how God has revealed his love in this world. Then we will challenge our hearts to begin to beat with God’s heart, sensing how much he longs for us to be immersed in his love.

Defining the Love of God

Frankly, dictionaries don’t help much when it comes to defining God’s love. There are so many kinds of love, and so many of them are distorted by human misperceptions, that dictionary words just don’t do the job very well—at least not when it comes to God’s kind of love. Dictionaries get about as close to describing love accurately as I do when I’m explaining it to my wife. So I set the dictionary aside, collected some Bible passages and favorite quotes—from A. W. Tozer, J. I. Packer, and others—and eventually came up with this working definition:



Quick Definition

God’s love is his holy disposition toward all that he has created that compels him to express unconditional affection and selective correction to provide the highest quality of existence, both now and forever, for the object of his love.





That long sentence summarizes what I have learned so far about God’s love. Let me unpack it for you, highlighting certain key words.

We have already looked at the word holy as one of God’s attributes. It means “other” and “set apart.” God doesn’t love you like anyone else does—like your wife, husband, mom, dad, or one of your children. He loves you better. He loves you personally, specifically, and individually. His holy disposition, attitude, and choice is to know you by name and lean toward you.

If the kind of love that we have would barely fill a tiny vial, his would fill the oceans on a million planets. It’s completely different, both in quantity and quality. God’s holy disposition is directed toward all that he has created, not just the good or the obedient.

The source of this loving disposition is in God, not in the object. We don’t provoke, trick, convince, earn, or win God’s love. He doesn’t love us because of who we are but because of who he is. His nature and character compel him to express unconditional affection toward us.

God is affectionate and gracious when we are good, and he is affectionate and gracious when we are evil. His love is tough and complete, which means it includes selective correction. God cares so much that when we move in directions that would be harmful for us, he disciplines us and brings us back in line because he wants the very best for us. He is well disposed toward us. He wants the highest quality existence we can have.

Do you realize what that means for you personally? Whatever it means to be filled to the brim with goodness and life, that’s what God wants for you. He wants that for you now, in this life, and he wants that for you forever. When pleasures will move us toward that kind of life, that’s what he gives. When pain will move us toward it, that’s what he gives. God stands ready with whatever it takes to provide his children with abundant life.

In the Bible, we find a particular word used to name the love that God exhibits: agape. English uses one word (love) in dozens of settings, but Greek has several words that often end up being translated into our language as love. God’s agape-love is characterized by being giving, sacrificial, unconditional, and boundless.

Even those of us who didn’t grow up with a lot of Scripture usually recognize the classic verse about God’s love found in John 3:16—even if only on banners at football games: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Each of the characteristics listed above is illustrated by this verse. God gave sacrificially (“his one and only Son”) so that anyone who believes (“whoever”) could have boundless abundance (“eternal life”).

One of my favorite passages helps us think about the dimensions of God’s love. In Ephesians 3:17–19 Paul says, “And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.” There is no instrument that can measure how much God, out of his infinite being, cares for you and wants your best.

That’s hard for us to get our arms around, isn’t it? We struggle to comprehend God’s love. Because of our human relationships, we have been conditioned to measure love by what we do and how well we do it. Our loves are always characterized by “ifs,” “maybes,” and “becauses.” I’ll love you if you do this, or I love you because you did that. We can hardly imagine a love without conditions.

Theologian Charles Ryrie says that there are at least four words in the New Testament and Old Testament that fall under the category of God’s love: his goodness, his mercy, his longsuffering, and his grace.



Although distinctions are made, they are not exact. Goodness may be defined as God’s benevolent concern for his creatures (Acts 14:17). Mercy is that aspect of His goodness that causes God to show pity and compassion (Ephesians 2:4; James 5:11). Longsuffering speaks of self-restraint in the face of provocation (1 Peter 3:20; 2 Peter 3:15). Grace is the unmerited favor of God shown to man primarily in the person and work of Jesus Christ.2





Since God’s love is filled with goodness, his continual concern finds ways to bring good into your life. Since God’s love is merciful, anytime you’re hurt, struggling, discouraged, or just having a bad day, God’s love wants to step in and help you. He takes pity on you, hurts for you, and then he does something about it. And, since God’s love is longsuffering and gracious, when you do bad things, stiff-arm God, or hurt other people, his love responds with the perfect mix of restraint, patience, and discipline.

Frankly, it’s easier to ignore or doubt God’s love than to dive into it. But we lose so much if we don’t let him love us. He so desires for us to know his loving disposition that he went to extraordinary lengths to let us see it.

Five distinct implications of God’s overwhelming love help me focus that love on the details of my life. Read the following phrases slowly as you ask God to confirm in your heart and mind that this is exactly how he thinks and feels toward you. After each phrase, ask yourself, “What would my life feel like and be like if I really believed God thinks of me this way?” Realize that this isn’t how God thinks about a Billy Graham or a Mother Teresa or the next person you run into today. It’s how he thinks about you.

1. God’s thoughts, intentions, desires, and plans are always for your good and never for your harm (Jer. 29:11; James 1:17).

You can trust his intentions. When God thinks of you, he thinks only about goodness and blessing—what he wants to give you and not how he wants to harm you. No matter how the immediate surroundings may look, God sees the big picture and has plans specially designed for your benefit.

2. God is kind, open, approachable, frank, and eager to be your friend (John 13:12–15).

He wants to be your friend. He longs to hear everything that you’re going through and everything that’s going on. He is the most loyal, attentive friend you could possibly have. Sometimes he just wants you to sit down and talk with him. He wants to share his life and his heart with you.

3. God emotionally identifies with your pain, joy, hopes, and dreams, and has chosen to allow your happiness to affect his own (John 11:33–36).

Although he is the infinite God of the universe, your pain causes him pain, your joy gives him a lift, your hopes bring excitement to his heart, and when there is tragedy in your life, he weeps with you—just as he wept with his friends at the death of Lazarus. It’s an amazing thought that though the self-existing God needs no one, he has chosen to be so emotionally identified with your ups and downs, your dreams and hopes, that your happiness actually affects his. Scripture tells us we can actually grieve him. We can bring joy to his heart and we can bring sadness, because we matter that much to him.

4. He takes pleasure in you just for who you are completely apart from your performance and/or accomplishments (Psalm 139; Zephaniah 3, Rom. 5:8).

Even if you had never done anything since you were born, God would take pleasure in you simply because of who you are. Think for a moment about someone who delights you—whose eyes you love gazing into, whose conversation you enjoy, whose company makes you happy. That’s how God feels about you. He feels that way when you’re obedient, godly, disciplined, and righteous, and he feels that way about you when you’re irritable, sarcastic, selfish, and evil. In Zephaniah 3:17, God tells a rebellious people that he actually stands over them singing and rejoicing. The next time you feel like a failure, read that verse and enjoy the God who sings about you regardless of what you’ve done.

5. God is actively and creatively orchestrating people, circumstances, and events to express his affection and selective correction to provide for your highest good.

God is not way out there, unaware of and removed from your life, hoping things work out. He’s not a clockmaker who wound the world up and is casually watching it wind down. He is carefully sovereign over every single event, from stop lights and phone calls to career opportunities and relationships. Every part of your life has been designed specifically to express his love, affection, and correction so you can have the best life possible.

When you consider God’s love, how close are these five statements to your experience? Do you really think this is how God thinks and feels about you? If you’re like most people, you may hesitate to claim his love. You may be thinking, “I wish God was like that and I hope he’s like that, but how can I really believe he loves me?” God has revealed his loving intentions in a number of ways we can observe and examine.

How Does God Reveal His Love?

Before we look at the evidences of God’s love, I want to pose a question: What more does God have to do to show you that he loves you? In other words, are you open to be persuaded about God’s love? Or have you already decided that no evidence will ever convince you of it? At the very least, please look at the following six evidences of God’s love with an open mind and heart.

[image: image] Through Creation

God has revealed his love through creation. Genesis 1:26–27 describes the moment:



Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

  So God created man in his own image,

       in the image of God he created him;

       male and female he created them.





The purpose behind God’s creation of man and woman is to “rule over” the rest of creation. As the designated ruler, it makes sense to conclude that the actual ruler would design us to be like him in some way, or “in his image.” We are like God because we represent him in creation. But there’s more. Colossians 1:16 tells us, “For by him [Jesus] all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.” Not only are we created by him in order to represent him; we are created for him—so he can relate to us in intimate love.

Have you ever watched an artist create a painting or listened to a musician write a song? Have you ever seen a group of people create a great idea and then develop a strategy to make it work? Have you ever watched the way a mother looks at a newborn baby, created through her and her husband? Our “creations” reveal a lot about us, just as all of creation shouts certain facts about God—his power, creativity, and other attributes. And in Genesis, we human beings are the pinnacle of God’s creation; the way we were created tells us about his love.

[image: image] Through Providence

God’s providence—his general kindness to everyone—reveals his love. He bestows countless benefits on us every day, whether we acknowledge him or not. For example, think for a moment how many beats your heart has made today that you didn’t have to consciously hope for. His providence is so faithful that we take it for granted.

The fact of God’s unbiased providence troubles a lot of Christians. We may wonder whether or not God loves us, but we usually have a pretty good idea whom he shouldn’t love. The fact that he loves people who are clearly sold out to evil provokes some of the same questions that make us doubt God’s justice. Wouldn’t we know God loves us if our enemies shrivel up and die? We have a hard time accepting the fact that God practices loving compassion to many people who frankly don’t deserve it—including us. Do I mean that God loves Saddam Hussein? Absolutely. Hitler and Stalin, too. And he also loves you and me.

Where do we get that? Look at Matthew 5:44–45: “But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” He tells us to love our enemies because that’s what he is like! Paul develops the same point in Acts 17:24–27. He begins by acknowledging God as the Creator of all. He mentions the providence of God, who “gives all men life and breath and everything else.” The “everything else” covers a lot—births, weddings, sunshine, joy, and the full range of human experience. Paul also emphasizes the common heritage of all humans: “From one man he made every nation of men” (v. 26). All of God’s providence serves as his invitation to people to respond: “God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us” (v. 27). Long before we believed, God did wonderful, kind, and good things every day in this world, causing rain to fall and crops to grow, and bringing joy to the hearts even of people who were evil. Most people who reflect on their lives before they became believers are amazed to find how many examples of God’s outlandish love they can list. His providence draws us to him.

[image: image] Through the Incarnation

God clearly revealed his love through the incarnation. The fact that he took on human flesh to pursue us in our own environment tells us volumes about his compassion. We’ll look specifically at how the Son demonstrated the Father’s love in a little while, but just the fact that God incarnated himself in human flesh makes a powerful statement about his love.

Jesus described God’s purpose in the incarnation in Luke 19:10: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Four chapters earlier, Jesus used three parables to illustrate the love of God. These parables were a response to the arrogant comments of religious leaders who were appalled that Jesus ate with sinners (Luke 15:2). Jesus described what happens when a loved sheep wanders away, when a valued coin is lost, and when a beloved son strays from home. God is like a shepherd who will cross a treacherous countryside to find a single lost sheep, and then celebrates with his friends when the sheep is found. He is like a woman who looks in every nook and cranny of the house to find a missing coin, and then calls up all the neighbors to tell them how she found it. He is like a father who is so thrilled to see his wayward son coming home that he ignores all past insults and injuries, runs recklessly out to meet his son, and throws a wild celebration over his return. The longing in God’s heart to renew a broken relationship with us flows through these stories. He rejoices—not with a casual smile, but with singing and dancing—when we repent and turn to him.

Do you remember a time when you personally were pursued? Maybe in high school, some girl or some guy got interested in you and the word spread—Bob heard and told Mary, who told Jane, who told Phillip that she or he liked you. Or maybe you’ve had the experience of a coach recruiting you, or you’ve been asked to take a job because two or three people described you as competent and recommended you. Do you remember how good it felt to be pursued and wanted? That’s what the incarnation was about—God pursuing you. The incarnation is a hint of how the God of infinite feelings feels about you. That’s why he went to such great lengths to reach you.

[image: image] Through Discipline

God also reveals his love when he chastens and protects us from self-destructive behavior. This is particularly true when we suffer the consequences of our actions. “The Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son” (Heb. 12:6). We almost instinctively suspect the love of a parent who ignores a misbehaving toddler. If a child is endangering his or her life, we expect parents not only to intervene but also discipline and point out unacceptable behavior if they love their children.

One of the greatest evidences of love is when you care enough to confront, correct, and prevent those you love from self-destructive behaviors. God cares like that! You can be hardheaded like me, of course, and you can keep moving in the wrong direction. So he’ll hit you a little bit harder. But he always does it in love. He uses the appropriate discipline in the appropriate amounts to express his concern. Our hardships are proof of his love.

[image: image] Through the Holy Spirit

The fifth revelation of God’s love comes through the Holy Spirit. Our awareness of God’s love will be a direct result of the work of God’s Spirit in our lives. Romans 5:5 describes part of the process: “And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” The moment we trusted Christ as Lord and Savior, several events happened almost simultaneously: We were born again, sealed by the Spirit, adopted into God’s family, and given a spiritual inheritance. Then the Spirit of God took up residence in us. The word pour here literally involves being tipped over, overflowing, and gushing out into our life. The Holy Spirit is like liquid pouring into us, filling us to overflowing—and the flavor of that liquid is love.

The Holy Spirit carries out several tasks in our lives.



Those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. (Rom. 8:14–17)





The Spirit is working when you read God’s Word and sense his voice speaking to you from the pages. The Spirit is acting when you’re discouraged and you get a timely phone call from a concerned member of the body of Christ. Through the Holy Spirit, God pours out his love in your heart so you can experience it intimately. The Spirit is present when you feel relaxed and loved in God’s presence and find yourself calling him a name as familiar as “Dad.”

[image: image] Through His Son

As with every attribute, God’s ultimate expression of love did not come in words; it came in a person: Jesus. That’s a crucial point to make because there’s such a huge gap between the way that God longs to be seen and the way he is actually seen. A lot of people believe in God but reject Jesus. In order to do that, they have to redefine God, and they worship a figment of their own imagination. How do we know? Because according to the Bible, Jesus is the exact representation and fullness of God (Heb. 1:3; Col. 1:19). Jesus is how God defined himself. No one can accept God while rejecting Jesus. If we really want to see him with 20/20 vision—in other words, if we are ever going to see God as he really longs to be seen—we have to embrace God incarnate. God is invisible, and people can (and do) speculate widely about what he’s like. But Jesus is visible. We can see all of God’s attributes, including his love, in him. Jesus demonstrated the reality of God’s love by coming to the world, and he revealed the nature of that love by the way he lived.

Jesus modeled God’s love. Jesus touched the untouchables, spoke to the forsaken, and reached the unreachable. In retrospect, the disciples remembered seeing Jesus love everyone. But in the warm fellowship of Jesus’s presence, the disciples seemed too immersed in Jesus’s love to appreciate what it meant. One of the most frustrating moments for Jesus came during the Last Supper. Moments after he “showed them the full extent of his love” (John 13:1) by putting on a towel and washing their feet, the disciples showed their lack of understanding. First, Thomas admitted he didn’t see the point of it all (John 14:5–7). Then Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us” (v. 8). I can imagine this being one of those moments when Jesus felt like pulling his hair out. The disappointment and longing in his words is telling: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:9). In other words, “What is it about this you don’t get?! When you’ve seen how I respond to a prostitute, a leper, or the sick and hungry, you’ve seen the Father!”

When you and I want to know what God is like, all we have to do is look at Jesus. He has modeled the passion and the grace and the truth of the Father himself.

Jesus’s teaching revealed God’s love. A few paragraphs back, we looked at Luke 15 and the three parables about God’s love. Those stories are examples of God’s pursuing love. They are also examples of God’s unconditional love. The story of the lost son reverberates with unconditional love, releasing a son intent on going his own way, faithfully waiting for that son while he strays, and then joyfully welcoming that son when he returns. Does God love us when we are good and nice, clean and spiffy, tithing and praying, avoiding bad thoughts, and managing not to “lose it” in weeks? Of course he does! But that’s not why. These stories tell us that he loves us when we get lost, when we squander all he’s given us, when we reject him, when we run away, when we get involved in immorality, when we hurt other people, when we’re sarcastic, and when we are completely self-focused. His love doesn’t casually overlook these things; we need to repent of our sins to experience it. But the love is always there. It’s unconditional.

The Father is searching every day, waiting for us to come home. Our repentance doesn’t generate the love he has for us; it brings us into an experience of his love. Jesus taught that the Father feels compassion for you every single moment of every single day. His arms are open and he’s going to kill the fatted calf and put a ring on your finger and sandals on your feet to let you know you’re a beloved daughter or son. He’s got a warm coat of blessings to put over your shoulders when you step in from the cold. He wants to show you how much he has loved you all along.

Jesus demonstrated on the cross the depth of God’s love. First John 3:16 says, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.” If someone asks you how you know God loves you, there’s no better answer than this one: Because Jesus died for me. God’s Word even says it this way in Romans 5:8: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Because we were sinners, we needed a demonstration. In spite of our sinfulness, God gave it to us by sending Christ to die for us. God doesn’t love us because we are good. When we were still hostile to him, Jesus died on the cross to pay for our sin and to demonstrate the full extent of his love.

An object’s value is always determined by the price paid for it. The item on an auction block might look like a worthless piece of wood to some, a potential wall decoration to another, or an inexpensive instrument for a beginning violin student to another. But the one who realizes that the violin was crafted by Stradivarius will bid a seemingly exorbitant amount. Why? Because to that person, it’s worth a lot. It’s value correlates to the price paid for it. The value of God’s payment for us tells us how much we are worth to him. We are worth the life of his Son.

In 2002, a drawing was discovered in what used to be a maid’s room in one of the Smithsonian’s museums. The chalk drawing of a candelabra was one of five drawings sold collectively to the museum in 1940 for $60. For decades, it sat in storage until one day a visiting scholar recognized it for what it was: an original Michelangelo. Today, it is valued at more than $12 million.

What was the difference between the drawing in 2002 and the drawing now? Nothing. It’s the same drawing it has always been. The only difference is that the artist is now known and demand for it is high. It is highly valued because there are numerous collectors who would pay millions for it.

Maybe you’ve felt like a humble sketch stashed away unnoticed in a storage room. The cross should convince you otherwise. In his sacrifice, Jesus clearly claimed you as his own. The artist has been revealed and the demand for your redemption is high. The crucifixion is the evidence of love: there’s a Collector—in this case the Artist himself—who was willing to pay an enormous price for a beloved work of art.

The Question

Earlier I said I would come back to this question: What more does God have to do to show you that he loves you? I meet people all the time who have never seriously looked at the evidence but are convinced God doesn’t love them. They have come to the wrong conclusion because they assume God’s love operates the same way ours does—conditionally. Even people who have tasted God’s love often revert to spinning their wheels to prove that they are worthy. We try to use the same tactic with God that we use with others—we hide, protect, manipulate, and image-cast in order to let everyone know that we are a little better than we really are. I know because I’ve seen it in my own life.

People who try to demonstrate to God that they are worthy of his love are eventually going to have a major problem with stress. I know, because it’s human nature and we’ve all done that. But a person who allows God’s grace to transform him or her from the inside can just relax and be loved. When we really believe that we are loved and accepted, we no longer have to be the best, to compare ourselves to others, to strive to make a good impression, to compete for attention, or to run around looking for love in all the wrong places. And if you think about it, those games we play are the source of the vast majority of our anxieties.

When I finally realized that the eternal God of the universe has a holy pleasure when he looks at me, that he doesn’t want to harm me but to do good for me—and that his opinion of me is not contingent on anything I do—it revolutionized my life. And he gives every one of us the same promise: his love is unconditional, it’s free, and all we have to do to experience it is accept it and rejoice in it. That truth will set you absolutely free, and then you’ll be free to love people instead of play games with them to get them to love you. It’s time for us to stop trying to earn God’s love and let ourselves experience it. It’s time to stop coming up with ways to deserve his love and learn to respond to the love he has already clearly shown us.

How Do We Respond to the Love of God?

Once we realize that God has done more than enough to demonstrate his love, the next move is ours. God has said, “I love you” in countless ways. How do we say it back to him? How do we respond to his love?

[image: image] We Must Receive

First, we receive his love into our hearts by faith. Too often we read a verse like John 3:16 as if we are reading a generic Valentine’s card in the store. We need to realize the card has already been delivered and it has our name on it. If you plug your name into it—not just “God so loved the world,” but “God loved you”—you’ll begin to understand the personal message in it. You’ll realize God gave his Son for you so that eternal life might be yours.

God’s love has been delivered, but too often the card lies unopened, or opened but not really read, or read once and not reviewed very often. Jesus is God’s living expression of love, willing to walk every moment of every day with us, continually reassuring us of God’s love. If God’s promise of love has always been like a card mailed to someone else, stop right now and receive it as if it had your name on it—because it does.

[image: image] We Must Believe

The next step in responding to God’s love is not only to receive it, but to believe it. By faith, we can take his love to heart. The receiving happens in a moment; the believing goes on for a lifetime. In 1 John 4:13–16, the old apostle John is writing to those who have already received Christ.



We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God. And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.

God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.





John’s summary statement says that we “know and rely on the love God has for us.” We experience his love, feel it, understand it, depend on it, trust in it, rest in it, and live by it. God’s love repeatedly travels back and forth on the eighteen-inch trip between heart and mind. The journey is marked with moments of loving God back with everything we’ve got.

Relying on God’s love is not about performance, not about earning our keep, and not about getting brownie points. The Christian life involves understanding his love and letting it transform us into loving people. It’s not about religion, rules, or doing; it’s about a relationship with the eternal God, by the power of the Holy Spirit, who takes the redemptive work of Jesus Christ and births new life in us. Out of that relationship, transformation occurs, and it affects everything! But the changes are by-products of—not conditions for—his love in our hearts.

How can we get that from our head down to our heart and back again? We practice “knowing” and “relying” in at least three different ways:

1. Saturate your mind with the truth of God’s love for us.

Consider the remarkable character of God’s love as seen in Scriptures like Romans 8:38–39:



For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.





God wants us to know that nothing—not even our own junk—can separate us from his love.

Soak your mind in that truth and others. Let John remind you, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” (1 John 3:1). Saturate your mind in the reality that you’re loved.

2. Ask God to help you grasp his love.

Memorize God’s prayer for the Ephesians and pray it for the people in your life. Include yourself in the prayer:



When I think of the wisdom and scope of God’s plan, I fall to my knees and pray to the Father, the Creator of everything in heaven and on earth. I pray that from his glorious, unlimited resources he will give you mighty inner strength through his Holy Spirit. And I pray that Christ will be more and more at home in your hearts as you trust in him. May your roots go down deep into the soil of God’s marvelous love. And may you have the power to understand, as all God’s people should, how wide, how long, how high, and how deep his love really is. May you experience the love of Christ, though it is so great you will never fully understand it. Then you will be filled with the fullness of life and power that comes from God. (Eph. 3:14–19 NLT)





Ask God to apply this prayer to your life and he will. It’s a prayer that the God of love could not refuse to answer.

3. Refuse to seek love in cheap substitutes.

One of the easiest mistakes to make is looking for love in the wrong places. Our craving for love leads us to many false, unworthy substitutes. God’s Word warns us of such futile efforts in 1 John 2:15–16:



Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world.





God knows why we’re so drawn to the bigger houses, stuff, and toys. He understands why we’re drawn to visual sexual images. He recognizes why we want everyone to think we’re so cool, strong, and smart. We think if we had the right possessions, skills, or looks, then we would be loved, affirmed, and valued.

But “the world and anything in the world” are just cheap substitutes, and that’s why God warns us not to love them. We can enjoy them as good gifts, but we are not to love them. They can remind us of the Giver, but should never become a substitute for him. They will never be able to love us the way we desperately want to be loved. Only our Creator can love us that way.

We Must Give It Away

The best way we know we have received and believe God’s love for us is when we begin bestowing God’s love, giving it away to others. Trying to hoard it for ourselves is a fruitless effort and demonstrates that we still don’t understand it. The more of God’s love we give away, the more he supplies. It’s the ultimate gift that keeps on giving.

God’s Word tells us that bestowing his love on others is an act of our will, by faith. We really believe God’s love is inexhaustible when we try our best to give it away. If we really think there’s enough to go around, we won’t try to keep it to ourselves. Giving it away is a command. It was one of Jesus’s last instructions to his disciples: “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34). This isn’t just a nice request to feel good about others, it’s a command to love as he did—sacrificially. The ultimate test that we are Jesus’s disciples is whether or not we love each other (John 13:35).

John makes it a special point to remind us that the command to love is also a calling.



This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. (1 John 3:16–18)





John was not talking about ooey-gooey sentimentalism. He was describing a radical love that costs. This kind of love notices a need and gives sacrificially to meet it. This love sees a hurt and steps in. If the need involves money, love gives money. If the need requires time, love gives time. If someone needs to hear about Christ, love shares faith.

Terms like “command” and “calling” sometimes make us fear that bestowing God’s love on others sounds too one-sided. But God promises that he will make love worthwhile. One of my favorite biblical promises is found in Luke 6:38, where Jesus says, “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” As we’ve already seen, love can’t be hoarded. God’s love is dynamic and flowing. Giving it away never exhausts it. The returns we experience correspond with the investments we make. If we lavish a teaspoon full of love on others, we’re going to get a teaspoon back. If we continually fill a tanker load from the ocean of God’s love and provide a constant flow into the lives of others, we will be overwhelmed by the love of God pouring back into our lives.

That doesn’t mean that enjoying and bestowing God’s love makes everything else easy. God never promises that. It means that it will be fulfilling. In the midst of hurt, pain, and struggle in a fallen world, you will have a deep sense of significance and affirmation, being eternally valued and accepted. You will experience God’s love.

[image: image]Tools for Transformation

[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s love pour over your soul.


 

God’s love is his holy disposition toward all that he has created that compels him to express unconditional affection and selective correction to provide the highest quality of existence, both now and forever, for the object of his love.



[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Romans 8:38–39 and meditate on that thought. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What would it be like if I really believed that God loves me regardless of what I have or have not done? How would that change how I see myself and how I relate to others?”


 

I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Romans 8:38–39



[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:





O Lord, the God who is love, as I consider the infinite nature of your compassion, mercy, and favor, grant that I might

     grasp and accept the reality of your love,

     abandon all the things I’ve tried to use as substitutes, and

     sacrificially demonstrate your love to others.

Let me rely on and rest in the certainty of your unconditional love, even when I don’t feel it. Help me to see it even in difficult times, to know that it’s always there regardless of my performance, and to thank you for it constantly. Let it really sink into my heart as I’ve never known it before. In Jesus’s name, Amen.





 

A Personal Reflection on the Love of God

It had been a stressful month for our family. Theresa and I had both been running on empty and felt like we just couldn’t keep going. We were looking forward to Thanksgiving, with all of the family getting together just to relax and enjoy each other for a couple of days. But on Thursday morning, we got a call from Theresa’s mother’s doctor, who told us she had congestive heart failure, was very weak, and if we wanted to see her we needed to come right away.

Our day of refreshing vanished. It was like getting to the last mile of a marathon and being told there’s another mile to go. So instead of relaxing, we spent Thanksgiving getting plane tickets for Theresa and her sister and working through all sorts of issues. I got really low.

Saturday morning I went to my favorite donut store like I usually do to review my Sunday message. But I wasn’t in the mood to pray, to read my Bible, or even to get ready to preach. That’s not a good sign on a Saturday morning, but it was reality. Obedience isn’t a feeling, I told myself. So I wrote a few things in my journal, tried to pray a little, and told God I needed to experience his love. Then I read a couple of chapters of my Bible. Nothing dramatic there. Then I read a little devotional Theresa had given me. It had a phrase that started playing over and over again in my mind: “the God of all comfort.” I pulled out my journal again and wrote, “If you’re really the God of all comfort, will you comfort me today?”

I started to review my notes for my message, and one of my closest friends walked in. We sat there for forty-five minutes while I poured out my heart and he just listened and loved me. It didn’t even occur to me that there might have been a connection between my prayer and my friend showing up.

A little later, another friend called, and even though I didn’t say very much, he knew me well enough to detect the discouragement in my voice. “Tell me what’s going on,” he said.

So I told him I wasn’t doing very well, we talked for half an hour, and I still didn’t realize God had showed up.

I got home and my son asked me how I was doing. “Not very well, Ryan,” I told him. “I’m discouraged and just can’t get out of this funk.”

“Do you want to pray?” he asked.

Honestly, I wasn’t in the mood, but when you’ve raised a child to respond that way, what can you say? So I agreed, of course, and this twenty-one-year-old kid really prayed his heart out for me.

Then I found a note on the table that one of my friends had called just to say hello. I called him back, but couldn’t talk long since I was about to drive my daughter Annie somewhere. He asked if he could ride along. On the way back, we stopped in a coffee shop and talked for an hour, and he just listened and loved me.

I got home again and shot some baskets with Ryan, and we ended up having one of those talks that you always dream about as a dad.

Do you see a pattern? It took me until about the fourth person, but I finally saw it too. The love of God is real, and the Spirit of God will be poured out into your heart and prompt you to cry out to your Father. And at your deepest times of need, when you feel most unlovable, worthless, and weak, his grace will show up.

God’s love for me was there, even when I didn’t feel it. It had been there all along, and through his Word, a devotional, and a succession of people who cared, he showed it to me.

He longs to show all of us, even in our times of deepest need. Especially in our times of deepest need. All he asks is that we open our eyes and see it, and then live in the reality of his infinite love.
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The Faithfulness of God

Because of the LORD’S great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.

Lamentations 3:22–23

The desolation of the city is so complete that witnesses find it hard to blame human destructiveness. Maybe an earthquake would better explain the chaos. Clearly, God’s anger has been unleashed. Large buildings and massive walls have been toppled and scattered like toy blocks. Streets are filled with evidence of hurried and unsuccessful departure; bodies lie drying in the sun. The scavengers have already had their fill.

A broken man, pacing in the dimness of a dusty room, dictates his words to another who sits with pen in hand. There is bitter devastation in his voice; his lament is filled with pain. He sobs and groans as he voices the anguish of his heart. His audience is the handful who escaped the destruction. His subject is God.

Pausing for a moment, his grief over the city turns inward:

I’m the man who has seen trouble,
trouble coming from the lash of God’s anger.

He took me by the hand and walked me
into pitch-black darkness.

Yes, he’s given me the back of his hand
over and over and over again.

He turned me into a scarecrow
of skin and bones, then broke the bones.

He hemmed me in, ganged up on me,
poured on the trouble and hard times.

He locked me up in deep darkness,
like a corpse nailed inside a coffin.

He shuts me in so I’ll never get out,
manacles my hands, shackles my feet.

Even when I cry out and plead for help,
he locks up my prayers and throws away the key.

He sets up blockades with quarried limestone.
He’s got me cornered.

He’s a prowling bear tracking me down,
a lion in hiding ready to pounce.

He knocked me from the path and ripped me to pieces.
When he finished, there was nothing left of me.

He took out his bow and arrows
and used me for target practice.

He shot me in the stomach
with arrows from his quiver.

Everyone took me for a joke,
made me the butt of their mocking ballads.

He forced rotten, stinking food down my throat,
bloated me with vile drinks.

He ground my face into the gravel.
He pounded me into the mud.

I gave up on life altogether.
I’ve forgotten what the good life is like.

I said to myself, “This is it. I’m finished.
God is a lost cause.”

I’ll never forget the trouble, the utter lostness,
the taste of ashes, the poison I’ve swallowed.

I remember it all—oh, how well I remember—
the feeling of hitting the bottom. (Lam. 3:1–20 Message)

What a picture of disillusionment! Have you ever felt that low? Did you identify with some of the words in that eloquent lament? Maybe you thought, “I can relate. I’ve felt like God is against me. I’ve been depressed about life and I’ve had my face rubbed in it. I know the taste of gravel and ashes. I’ve wondered if God is a lost cause.”

You may be surprised to learn that the passage above comes from the heart of the Bible, penned by one of God’s prophets, Jeremiah. When it came to talking to God and about God, Jeremiah didn’t believe in holding anything back. When he had something on his mind, he unloaded it completely. He dumped on God like few other people in history—and lived to tell about it.

We might think a passage like this was written by someone who no longer cared what God thought or who was prepared to suffer divine wrath. But though Jeremiah, “the weeping prophet,” lived a long and mournful life, he never lost sight of God’s faithfulness. Regardless of the immediate circumstances, his confidence in God was unshakeable. The passage above is simply one of many in which Jeremiah pours out every last drop of anger, sorrow, and shock. Still, there’s a glimpse of hope:

But there’s one other thing I remember;
and remembering, I keep a grip on hope:

God’s loyal love couldn’t have run out,
his merciful love couldn’t have dried up.

They’re created new every morning.
How great your faithfulness! (Lam. 3:21–23 Message)

What helps us “keep a grip on hope”? Do we, like Jeremiah, freely voice all our feelings to God, clearing the air so we can focus on his agenda in our difficulties? Or do we conclude that our feelings of despair and sadness accurately reflect ultimate reality? It depends on the object of our hope. In fact, the grinding hardships of life do us a great service, in spite of how much we dislike them. Difficulties reveal what kind of hope we have.

Oxygen of the Soul

Before we look at God’s faithfulness, let me begin by making three observations about the role of hope in our lives:

[image: image] We all depend on something or someone to “hold us up” inside.

All human beings depend on something or someone to make us feel significant and to keep us going—even if it’s just ourselves. Whether you are a believer or unbeliever, you are counting on something or someone to support your life and provide significance. That someone or something is your hope.


[image: image] When that something or someone is “coming through for us,” we experience a sense of peace, satisfaction, and optimism about the future.

Hope takes on an amazing variety of forms. People find hope in sports, success, money, family, beauty, and ability, to mention a few. When things are clicking and life is going well in the area of your hopes, you feel peaceful and optimistic. You say, “Life is good!” But we experience wide swings between contentment and disappointment because what we place our hopes on often doesn’t prove dependable.

[image: image] When that something or someone “fails to come through for us” we experience a sense of anxiety, dissatisfaction, and ultimately despair.

Hope can vanish in a heartbeat. When a pro athlete has a careerending injury, hope based on ability proves empty. Or when a biopsy report comes back positive, and three weeks later you bury someone you dearly love, hope based on health proves futile. When your hopes are in your job and suddenly you don’t have one because the economy turned sour, hope vanishes. If whatever holds you up—a thing, a person, or a plan—for whatever reason doesn’t come through, your sense of peace and satisfaction is gone. Instead, you experience anxiety, concern, and despair.

Someone has said that hope is the oxygen of the soul. We can live for weeks without food and survive days without water. But without oxygen, we are only minutes from death. If hope is oxygen for the soul, we can’t live long without it. When what we’re really hoping in is gone, we die.

Most of us don’t like to think about what we are depending on because when we do, we usually have to admit our hopes are temporary and less than reliable. The instability of everything around us makes us anxious. Wouldn’t it make sense, if possible, to find something or someone that would always come through for us in any situation?

That would be a great deal. The question is, where do you find that kind of person, or that kind of hope? What do you do when it seems like life isn’t worth living, when whatever is holding you up suddenly gets pulled out from under you?

Jeremiah had an answer. He left us written proof of how bad things got, yet also how hope prevailed. If we want to face life with the kind of honesty and hope that we find in Jeremiah, then, like him, we’ve got to discover the faithfulness of God.

God’s faithfulness offers hope for every person, no matter what’s going on in your life and how bad it is right now—stress, health problems, financial problems, marital problems, problems with your children, loneliness, desperately wanting to be married, desperately wishing you weren’t, or any other issue you might have. Wherever you are and whatever pain you are in, God’s loving compassion toward you will never, ever end. If you are feeling helpless and hopeless, the answer is his faithfulness. And if you are feeling unbeatable and successful today because of something other than God’s faithfulness, your happiness is temporary.

The secret to a life of unending joy and peace involves finding something or someone who will “come through” for you 100 percent of the time in any and every situation forever. So let’s discover together that “someone” who promises to come through for you always in every situation the eternal, unchanging, faithful God of the universe.



The secret to a life of unending joy and peace involves finding something or someone who will “come through” for you 100 percent of the time in any and every situation forever.





Defining God’s Faithfulness

Dictionaries define faithfulness as steadfast in affection or allegiance. In other words, someone faithful is loyal, dependable, and firm in adhering to promises or observing duty.

When a person who has proven faithful says something, we know it’s binding, true to the facts, and up to a standard. It’s constant. We can imagine faithfulness for years or sometimes even decades and even then, there are occasional lapses. But we have to remember that God is not like us. When the Bible speaks of his faithfulness, it speaks in terms of eternity and perfection. If we apply our definition of faithfulness to God, we realize that he is dependable, trustworthy, loyal, staunch, resolute, constant, reliable, and true to his word always and forever. When he speaks to you from Scripture, you can take it to the bank.

God’s Word is true regardless of any circumstantial evidence to the contrary. He keeps his promises, he’s consistent with his character, and he will come through for you 100 percent of the time. In fact, God’s faithfulness applies to everything else about him. It shines through all his other attributes. Tozer writes, Ultimately, we need to see all the attributes working together. If we do not understand and trust God’s faithfulness, we will not trust the rest of his character either.



Quick Definition

All of God’s acts are consistent with all of his attributes. No attribute contradicts any other, but all harmonize and blend into each other in the infinite abyss of the Godhead…. God, being who He is, cannot cease to be what He is…. He is at once faithful and immutable, so all His words and acts must be and must remain faithful.1





When we hurt, we need to know that God is faithful. We always need to count on that, whether circumstances are going up hill, down hill, or have even hit rock bottom. We need to be firmly grounded in the fact of his faithfulness. His character does not depend on our emotions, thought, or rapidly changing events. Apart from God, everything is changeable, passing, and unworthy of our hope. God is different. He is unwavering, and he welcomes our trust.

God is faithful to his Word, to his promises, to his people, and to his character because he cannot be otherwise. You can depend on him 100 percent of the time. He will never let you down. He may not do what you want him to do exactly when you want him to or even how you want him to. He may not orchestrate it in a way that you can understand it now, or perhaps ever. But he will never let you down.

How Does God Reveal His Faithfulness?

Just as all the attributes of God flow from a consistent character, they are also revealed in consistent ways. The same ways God has used to reveal his goodness, sovereignty, holiness, wisdom, and other attributes can also tell us about his faithfulness.

[image: image] Through His Creation

God reveals himself through creation. God’s Word is filled with exclamations like Psalm 119:90: “Your faithfulness continues through all generations; you established the earth, and it endures.” Or Psalm 145:13–16:

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures through all generations.

The LORD is faithful to all his promises and loving toward all he has made.

The LORD upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down.

The eyes of all look to you,
and you give them their food at the proper time.

You open your hand
and satisfy the desires of every living thing.

Creation demonstrates God is faithful. He has fixed the planets and balanced the solar system. We discover far-flung galaxies and give them names, but they were there all along, carefully placed by our heavenly Father in their exact location.

The precision of creation is illustrated by ancient civilizations. Structures like ziggurats and temples were often positioned by the astronomical observations of their builders. We can still see the results: at certain intervals, often measured in years, these structures cast shadows, display the alignment of stars, or demonstrate some other universal rule. If the tilt of the earth were off by just a little, not only would these kinds of architectural tributes to an exact Creator be impossible, the world itself would be a hostile place—the north pole would be hot, the equator would be cold, and we’d all be dead.

God has demonstrated through creation that only in rare times does he circumvent the “laws” of nature. Science exists not because physical laws have a personality of their own, but because the Person behind them has put them in place and runs them with remarkable, observable regularity and precision. That’s faithfulness. We see consistency in nature because the God of the universe is utterly consistent. The result is a creation full of laws—gravity, the speed of light, thermodynamics, and the like—that you can bank on. The cause (God) created the effect (creation) to reflect his character. He longs to be seen in his creative glory!

[image: image] Through His People

Second, God has revealed his faithfulness through his dealings with his people. The biblical story of the chosen descendants of a chosen man named Abraham is a shining testament to God’s faithfulness. It is also a sad record of the offenses that people commit in spite of his goodness. God kept his promises, followed through on his warnings, and persevered in his plan to use a nation to bless the world. The promise God made to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–3 has not been broken to this day.

Numerous Old Testament passages illustrate God’s ongoing faithfulness to his people. “You will be true to Jacob, and show mercy to Abraham,” Micah 7:20 affirms. “The LORD swore an oath to David, a sure oath that he will not revoke,” Psalm 132:11 pledges. His faithfulness is clearly seen in Israel, and it carries seamlessly over into the church. When Jesus said, “And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it” (Matt. 16:18), he included two promises related to God’s faithfulness: he committed himself to building his church and to preserving it. God has steadfastly fulfilled these promises in a frequently hostile environment. Whether opposition has come through attempts to wipe out Israel or to destroy the church, God has proven faithful.

I love to hear believers talk about the way God has demonstrated his faithfulness in their lives. The stories are amazing and heartwarming. God overcomes obstacles, does miracles, opens doors, and comes through in ways that go above and beyond our wildest expectations. God is sometimes embarrassingly obvious in his lavish commitment to his promises. As a pastor, I have led my congregation to cry out to God to help us find a way to survive—only to discover that he wanted to provide abundantly so we could thrive!

One of the earliest and most powerful experiences in my time at Santa Cruz Bible Church came when we needed $363,000 in less than forty days. If we didn’t get it, our building program, already in progress, would be shut down. We had hit brick walls with the city, setbacks on the design, and now it appeared that what we all had believed was God’s will would not materialize.

Financial counselors met with our elders and told us to contact our top ten contributors to see if they could bail us out. As we prayed, God made it clear that this was not his answer. Instead, we were led to trust, pray, and fast together as a church. Each week we corporately asked God, for the sake of his name and his agenda, to demonstrate his faithfulness. Like the ending to a great movie, $369,000 arrived by day forty. Though I hate crises, I’ve learned they are often the windows through which God shows his faithfulness in our lives.

[image: image] Through His Spirit

Not only does God keep his promises externally, on the stage of history, he is also faithful internally. He demonstrates his reliability through his Spirit, maintaining his promises in ways that are not as obvious, but that yield life-changing results. Jesus promised:



If you love me, you will obey what I command. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. (John 14:15–18)





Our ability to obey Christ’s commands depends on our willingness to rely on the Spirit’s power in our lives, every moment of every day. The presence and work of God’s Spirit produce certain results, some of which are listed in Galatians 5:22–23: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.” God exhibits his faithfulness by the ministry of the Holy Spirit producing those characteristics in us.

[image: image] Through His Character

God reveals his faithfulness through his character. When it comes to the issue of faithfulness, God makes it clear that his reputation is at stake. The honor of his name is on the line. Regardless of our shaky experiences with anyone else, God longs for us to have complete confidence in his integrity. “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” (Num. 23:19). This was Isaiah’s insight: “O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you and praise your name, for in perfect faithfulness you have done marvelous things, things planned long ago” (Isa. 25:1). The twenty-third Psalm underlines God’s motivation: “He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake” (v. 3, emphasis added). Anytime God’s name is mentioned in Scripture, it ought to make us think of his perfect character and sterling reputation. He is utterly trustworthy and unwaveringly steadfast. His name represents his perfection.

[image: image] Through His Word

Because God’s character is faithful, the statements he makes are always true. That applies not only to his words but to his actions. The Bible is the record of God’s complete reliability. Not only does the Word say he simply cannot lie (Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18), it proves it. The Bible is a lengthy demonstration of God’s perfect track record.

One of the clearest statements of the faithfulness of his Word is in Isaiah:

As the rain and the snow

come down from heaven,

and do not return to it

without watering the earth

and making it bud and flourish,

so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater,

so is my word that goes out from my mouth:

It will not return to me empty

but will accomplish what I desire

and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.

(Isa. 55:10–11)

Where God’s Word falls, crops grow. When we take in God’s Word like the soil absorbs rain, God tells us we can count on good results. When Jesus prayed for us in John 17, he made it a point to emphasize the importance of God’s Word in our lives. “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). Jesus was asking his Father to “sanctify them”—make them (and us) holy. “Make these followers of mine followers of yours by your word. Your word is truth,” he prayed. When God’s Word makes an impact on our lives, we become part of the demonstration of his faithfulness.

God reveals his faithfulness through his truthfulness in his covenants (Deut. 7:9), his promises (Heb. 10:23), and his prophecies. He never breaks a covenant or a promise. They are rock-solid guarantees, more certain than money in the bank. And his predictions never fail; they always—without exception—take place.

This record of predicting the future is one of the distinctive qualities of Christianity. His prophecies are never guesses—He always knows.

I am the LORD; that is my name!

I will not give my glory to another

or my praise to idols.

See, the former things have taken place,

and new things I declare;

before they spring into being

I announce them to you. (Isa. 42:8–9)

God gave us hundreds of prophecies—about the Messiah, about specific historical developments, about Israel, about the future. Some of them were written hundreds of years before the fact, and yet every one that has come to pass has been fulfilled to the very details. Not a single one of God’s prophecies has failed. The ones that have not yet been fulfilled are just as certain. We can count on them because he is faithful.

[image: image] Through His Son

As with each of God’s attributes, the ultimate example of God’s faithfulness comes to us through his Son. Isaiah 11:5 describes the Messiah: “Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist.” In other words, when you see Jesus, the character traits of righteousness and faithfulness stand out as clearly as a belt or sash. When the elderly apostle John was given a vision of the end of time, he reported how the Messiah will appear in his glory: “I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True.” (Rev. 19:11). At the culmination of history, Jesus could choose from among dozens of titles to describe himself. At that critical moment, Jesus chooses to be called Faithful and True. We will begin the eternal celebration of his victory with a reminder that he has treated us faithfully.

[image: image] Through His Shaping of Our Lives

The final vehicle God uses to reveal his faithfulness may not be the most dramatic, but it is certainly the most personal. He demonstrates his faithfulness in the way he shapes our lives.

This is where the rubber of God’s truth meets the road of our experience. So far, the evidence we’ve looked at for God’s faithfulness has been rather objective. But his personal dealings with us are subjective; our daily experiences allow us to get an intimate, inside look at his faithfulness firsthand. The objective channels of revelation are good for training and steadying our confidence in God, but the knowledge must also travel that eighteen-inch journey from our minds to our hearts. That’s where the personal, one-on-one nature of our relationship with God comes in.

There are at least four recurring instances in our lives when God reveals his faithfulness:

1. God demonstrates his faithfulness when we are weak.



No one admits this truth more clearly or unexpectedly than the apostle Paul. This spiritual powerhouse had one of the greatest minds in the first century, but he humbly admitted his weakness:



To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Cor. 12:7–9)





Paul trained under the famous Jewish rabbi Gamaliel. By reputation, he was a Pharisee of the Pharisees, a prime example of righteousness and knowledge. He eventually wrote thirteen books in the New Testament. But this spiritual superhero had bad days. A weakness tormented him, and he cried out to God for relief. Calling it a “thorn” doesn’t tell us what it was, but it does let us know that the pain and discomfort were continuous—just like the kind many of us have. But Paul knew what to do. He turned to God in prayer. And God answered his prayer: “Paul, get used to this. You are not going to be delivered from this thorn; you’ll get delivered through this thorn.”

In Paul’s weakness, God proved his faithfulness. We who avoid discomfort like the plague have a hard time accepting this aspect of God’s dealings with us. Our reluctance doesn’t faze him for a moment. There are bigger issues at stake than our comfort. God says to us what he said to Paul: “My grace—my unmerited loving presence, compassion, character, my Spirit’s manifestation of the life of the eternal God—my grace is sufficient for you for my power is made perfect in weakness. When the world sees that I sustain you in spite of your utter weakness, it will know that it’s all about me instead of all about you.”

Paul’s response is amazing: “Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9–10). What a remarkable way of handling life’s inevitable problems! “I delight in—I thoroughly enjoy myself when I’m reminded of—my weakness, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, and in difficulties.”

Can you say that? We usually say, “I’ll hang in there, I’m trying to handle this, I’ll keep a good attitude as long as I can, but you’ve got to understand.” Paul wasn’t a “barely making it” kind of guy. He was an overcomer in the face of the things that tend to overcome the rest of us. How can he say this? Here’s his reason: “For when I am weak, then I am strong.” He doesn’t say, “For when I am weak I act like I’m strong.” He’s very clear on the source of weakness and the source of strength. The point of admitting weakness is not to wallow in defeat but to allow God’s strength to be displayed in us.

When God lets difficult circumstances into your life involving health, relationships, money, jobs, or family, it’s easy to get so desperate that you just throw your hands up and say, “O, God, I can’t take one more minute of this!” But if you come to him, he will manifest his power and grace. The rest of us will look at your life and ask, “There’s no human explanation for this. How are you doing it?” We will know it isn’t your ability—it’s God in you, the hope of glory. It’s God longing to show us that he is faithful.

2. God reveals his faithfulness when we’re tempted.

There is a difference between temptation and sin. Being tempted means you are distracted and have desires. You recognize a lure to do something—to indulge in a lustful thought, to steal, to be critical, to gossip, or to indulge in any other aspect of our vast opportunities for disobedience. Temptation occurs when all the circumstances suddenly align into an attractive opportunity. The moment you are tempted, you’re like a fish eyeing a lure. The item looks glittery and promising. Unspoken whispers say, “This will make you feel good, it will take care of your problems, it’s just what you need.” It’s like being on a diet and seeing a piece of chocolate cake right in front of you, inviting you to sample it. You may walk around it again and again, looking at it from every angle—and if you do, you’re daring temptation to get the best of you. But until you stick that fork in and take a bite, you’re just being tempted.

One of the most common excuses for giving in to temptation is a sense of uniqueness—“I have a special weakness when it comes to that sin,” or, “No one’s had to face that kind of temptation before.” God’s Word gives a disarming response: “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it” (1 Cor. 10:13). One hundred percent of the time, you can overcome temptation—not because you’re strong, but because God is faithful. There is a way out of every temptation every time, if you’ll take it. Like everyone, you’re going to be tempted millions of times in your life. At that point you can try to rely on your own strength, or you can depend on God to provide a “way out.” His way is not a matter of your willpower. Be honest about your struggle and ask him to show you the escape route that he has provided, and he will. It’s guaranteed. He will demonstrate his faithfulness by helping you “stand up under” any temptation that comes your way.

3. God longs to show his faithfulness to us when we sin.

Even when we have failed to take advantage of his way of escape from temptation, God doesn’t give up on us. He shifts to the next opportunity to demonstrate faithfulness toward us. First John 1:9 gives us the specifics: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” Accepting our confession, God remains true to both his faithfulness and justice, and he forgives us.

You became a believer when you put your trust in Jesus, his work on the cross, and his resurrection. At a moment in time, you realized you needed a Savior, repented, changed your mind about sin and life, and turned to God. Christ came into your life and his Spirit took up residence in you. Now you have a new relationship with him.

But you find something amazing in this new relationship—you still sin. The battle rages, flesh against spirit. Believe it or not, God is not surprised. He included an “in-case-of-failure” component in your relationship with him. When you realize you have sinned, you stop, come to him, confess that what you did was wrong, and accept the consequences and his forgiveness. He is faithful.

For many of us, this process is familiar, but we tend to think it only applies to “little sins.” We’re quick to ask God for forgiveness for a glance at pornography or a lustful thought, but I know Christians who are trapped in affairs, captive to cyber-porn, or deeply mired in deception. They believe they are beyond the reach of God’s faithfulness. People carry terrible secrets and wounds and deal with nightmares for years, partly because they believe God refuses to handle such filth.

Perhaps you’ve had thoughts like these: “I know God forgives me, but I just can’t forgive myself,” or “I can’t see how God can ever forgive me for what I did. I knew better. I feel such shame, I feel so bad, I feel so dirty, and I feel so sinful.” If those quotes reflect your feelings, here’s an important theological lesson that can set you free: The issue of your past sin and forgiveness has nothing to do with you being able to forgive yourself! If you agree with God about your sin, he is faithful and just to forgive you. When Jesus died on the cross, a transaction occurred. He covered your sin once and for all. The issue is whether you will accept that God’s solution for sin is true in your case. If God is faithful and just, then Christ’s blood atoned for your sin, and forgiveness is available to you. It’s really not about you forgiving you; it’s about you accepting what God has done. Not to do so underestimates the blood that Christ shed for you. When Christians claim that Christ forgave their sin in general but can’t forgive their specific sins, they are saying that his work on the cross wasn’t quite good enough.

If the Scripture says God has faithfully removed our sins as far as the east is from the west, we can’t bring them back home. We can be free and clean by asking the Spirit of God to give us a sense of what’s already occurred in our lives. We don’t need to forgive ourselves. We need to trust what has already happened.

God is faithful, and he wants to show you that he is not just faithful when you’re a good boy or a good girl. He’s faithful all the time because that’s who he is, and that is how he longs for you to see him.

4. God wants to show us his faithfulness even when we utterly fail.

When it comes to our relationship with God, it’s impossible to overestimate the importance of one person in the relationship being absolutely faithful. One of the Bible’s favorite adjectives about God’s attributes is “unfailing,” as in unfailing kindness and unfailing love. By contrast, one of our most consistent traits as humans is failure. Every time we fall short in measuring up to God’s standard, his faithfulness offers to make up the difference. In Paul’s last letter to Timothy, he highlighted the challenge to “be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 2:1 NASB). In other words, depend strongly on God to do what you cannot do for yourself. In order to illustrate the way God handles our relationships with him, the apostle describes four scenarios in 2 Timothy 2:11–13:

It is a trustworthy statement:

For if we died with Him, we will also live with Him;

If we endure, we will also reign with Him;

If we deny Him, He also will deny us;

If we are faithless, He remains faithful; for He cannot deny Himself. (NASB)

The symmetry of the first three scenarios creates a rhythm: died/live; endure/reign; disown him/disown us. We almost have to read the fourth exchange twice because the previous ones lead us to expect a different response than Paul wrote: our faithlessness is met with God’s faithfulness. The listed consequence in each of the previous scenarios all have the same thing in common with the last—God is faithful in every one. If we died with him, we can count on his faithfulness to let us live with him; if we endure, he will faithfully share his reign with us; if we deny him, he will deny us. In this last contrast, Paul is talking about blessing, not talking about salvation. But then comes the entirely unexpected: in spite of our faithlessness, God remains faithful because that’s who he is. Paul makes the same point in 1 Corinthians 3:12–15, where he assures believers of their salvation, yet makes clear the consequences of their wood, hay, and stubble (denying him)—the actions and motives that were contrary to him.



Paul makes the same point in 1 Corinthians 3:12–15, where he assures believers of their salvation, yet makes clear the consequences of their wood, hay, and stubble (denying him)—the actions and motives that were contrary to him.





I distinctly remember when Christ “came knocking on the door” of my life. He offered to come in, and I opened the door.

At first, I felt euphoria and relief that God had taken care of my sins. But about two years into the Christian life, the bottom began to fall out. I got so frustrated with sinning all the time and struggling with junk that I finally said, “If I can’t live this life consistently, I’m going to quit.”

So I quit. I took my Bible and my “To God be the Glory” poster and shoved them in the bottom drawer of my dresser. I announced to no one in particular, “I’m done. I quit the Christian life. I’m out.”

Even though I had opted out, I couldn’t stop thinking about God. He wouldn’t go away. I didn’t read my Bible for days, but he continued to convict me of sin and bring parts of his Word to mind. He brought person after person into my life to encourage me. And I kept having positive thoughts about his love.

“You don’t understand,” I told him. “I took myself out of the game. I’ve turned in the uniform. I can’t handle this kind of life.”

And God responded in ways that reminded me of the passage in 2 Timothy. “You know, Chip, on my team, the reality of our relationship is unilateral. If you died with me and you understand that, then you’re going to live with me and you’ll experience me. If you endure hardship, there’s a reward—you’re going to reign with me. And if you deny me and decide not to live the life, then I’m going to deny you. You’ll experience the discipline of my love and the consequences of your actions, and you’ll miss the blessings of a righteous life.

“But Chip, if you just say, ‘Hey, I’m out of here,’ guess what—we made a deal. Even when you don’t keep your part, I’ll always keep mine. I’m God, and I change not.”

He had me. I couldn’t beat him, so I had to join him. In hindsight, I’m grateful for his persistence. Over time, I began to realize that God had allowed my crisis of faith for his faithful purposes. He didn’t want me to remain passively committed, so he let me get miserable to the point of quitting. Then he confronted me with the painful truth—I could let go of him, but he was not going to let go of me. I decided I might as well get on the right side of the team and walk with him.

All of which brings us to the need for a response. If he is unilaterally faithful, we may wonder what our role in the relationship is. For example, if we already know that God is going to remain faithful, then how do we avoid careless faithlessness? And how do we deal with those times when we are faithless?

How Do We Respond to God’s Faithfulness?

No matter how shocked we are over our own faithlessness, God is neither surprised nor diverted from his purposes in our lives. He longs for us to know at the deepest level of our hearts that he is faithful. He wants us to see that he really loves us, not because of who we are but because of who he is!

Now, are there consequences for living a life that’s disobedient? Of course! But God faithfully uses everything—even those hard consequences—to lovingly, gently draw us back. He simply will not give up on us. He wants us to know that when we blow it, he’s faithful. When we are weak, he will be faithful. Even when we deny him, he remains faithful.

Remember Peter, who managed to blow it completely all in one night? He made rash statements, acted impulsively, ran under pressure, and denied knowing Jesus. As much as we want to avoid Peter’s sin, he’s a good example of how badly we often blow it. That’s why he’s also a good example of how God handles us. Peter was so ashamed that he quit and went back to fishing. He wasn’t trying to find Jesus to make things right; Jesus went looking for him. Jesus helped him unpack his guilt and set him free. And that’s exactly the way he is with us. He pursues us after our failures and leads us to restoration.

God’s Word provides us with instructions for how to respond when we discover faithlessness in our lives.

1. Put your past behind you today.

If there’s a skeleton in your closet, if you have sin in your life, or if you’re not a believer, confess your sin. Claim the truth in 1 John 1:9: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” Agree with God about your sin and accept his remedy. Say to him, “I’ve blown it. Yes, I had an affair; yes, I am a workaholic; yes, I’ve made idols of my children; yes, I’m consumed with myself and my appearance; yes, I’m hooked on porn; yes, I abused that child; or yes, I had an unbiblical divorce. Yes, yes, yes, Lord. I blew it.”

But don’t stop there. God’s purpose for repentance isn’t to get you to beat yourself up with guilt and confession, but to move on to freedom. Pray, “I also acknowledge that what I’ve just confessed are the very reasons Jesus had to die on the cross for me. Jesus, I accept your shed blood, once and for all, wiping my slate clean. Thank you, Lord!”

Put your past behind you. God has taken care of it. The only one holding on to the past is you. In Christ, God no longer remembers your sin.

2. Bring your present problems, pain, and failures to Jesus today.

Paul did just that in 2 Corinthians 12 when he turned to God with his troubling weakness. He brought his problem in an attitude of complete trust. His response to God’s answer demonstrated his trust. It turned Paul’s hardship into an honor.

In Matthew 11:28–30, Jesus invites you today to let him comfort you. “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” Is this the kind of God you are worshiping? If you’re worshiping a different kind of god, stop and take another look. God is the kind of God who, when you’re tired, distant, and burdened with guilt, gives this invitation: “Just come to me and I’ll give you rest.”

He also says, “Take my yoke upon you.” The words create a picture of two oxen sharing a yoke, which isn’t a bad situation if one of the pullers is God Almighty. When you feel like you’ve blown it as a Christian, Jesus says: “Why don’t you team up with me and learn from me. I’m gentle and humble. I’m not going to come down on you. You’ll find rest for your soul. Why don’t you get out of the rat race and quit trying to live this life on your own?”

This is powerful imagery in an agricultural society, but it often doesn’t translate well in an urban-centered culture. People wonder what God means by a yoke, and they aren’t sure where the “rest” is.

One morning I was tired to the bone. Even sleep didn’t offer relief. I closed my eyes and began to pray my version of Peter’s “Help me, Lord, I’m sinking!” prayer. “Lord, help me,” I began. “Help me fight and help me pray, help me to be thankful, to trust in you, and to get my focus off myself, my problems, my demands, and my pressures. Help me focus on who you are and how faithful, strong, powerful, willing, and loving you are to fulfill your highest and best purposes in and through my life.” As long as I was talking to God, the darkness seemed to roll back. But as soon as I took a breath, the tide came rushing in and I felt suffocated. “O Father,” I cried, “I can’t remember feeling this low for this long. I’m discouraged over small things, I’m doubting my decisions, and I’m tired. Please give me your perspective and renew me. Please show yourself faithful, kind, and merciful.”

My prayer wasn’t fancy or pretty. It was ugly and desperate—as honest as I could be. That’s the way God likes it. That’s how we need to come. Impressive prayers only impress other people. God wants to hear your heart speak. He understands the confusion that you can hardly put into words.

For me, writing it down gets it clean and clear. I often record my prayers in my journal because that keeps my mind from wandering and keeps my soul on track. That’s particularly important when I start making requests of God and voicing my commitment to him.

That morning I wrote, “Please forgive me, Mighty God, for not trusting you. Forgive me for my short fuse and my focus on myself instead of the needs of others. Forgive me for inwardly whining and outwardly complaining, and failing to be thankful when your blessings abound everywhere. Forgive me for the shallowness of my prayers, and my lack of concentration and mental discipline when I pray. Please give me a desire to trust and enjoy you and others rather than simply wanting to get bad stuff off my plate and focus on good stuff. Father, I want to entrust to you everything that is weighing me down. I come right now to cast all my anxieties on you, because I believe you care for me.”

I wrote them down: my moods, my struggles, my inner condemnation, and my self-focus. I then gave the list to God and said, “I accept your forgiveness and cleansing right now.”

Then I was amazed at how my mind began to fill with the faces and needs of other people in my life. I was able to entrust Theresa to God for safekeeping in a particularly difficult time she was facing. As my attention shifted to the needs of others, my sense of God’s faithfulness began to push back the darkness in my life. I filled several pages with prayers and praise for what God was doing for me and others, evidences of his overwhelming faithfulness. By the time I closed my journal, I was out of the depths I had been in. None of my circumstances had changed, but just coming, owning my issues, and confessing my sin opened my eyes to God’s gentle, humble love. I am convinced you will find God’s faithfulness equally available to you.

3. Place your hope for the future in the One who will never let you down.

We began this chapter with a glimpse into the dismal conditions that surrounded Jeremiah’s life and his feelings of despair. The old prophet brought his problems, pain, and failures to God and laid them bare, in all their bitterness and anger. But, the higher he piled all his complaints on the table, the more apparent it became to him that no matter how dark or bad his circumstances, they did not match God’s faithfulness.

Yet this I call to mind

and therefore I have hope:

 

Because of the LORD’S great love we are not consumed,

for his compassions never fail.

They are new every morning;

great is your faithfulness.

I say to myself, “The LORD is my portion;

therefore I will wait for him.” (Lam. 3:21–24)

We taste God’s faithfulness when we begin to trust him with our tomorrows and then watch to see what he does. Every morning presents us with an opportunity to experience a brand new creation, beyond the unique design of the day itself, unlike any other in history. Jeremiah learned to greet each day with an assurance that the Lord was his “portion”—that God is the one solid, unmovable, reliable part of any day. No one else delivers like he does. We must learn to place our hope in Christ—not in stuff, not in good health, not in the future, not in the stock market, not in the ups and downs of dating life or marriage.

Every other basis for hope will let us down. Only in Christ do we find the secret to a life of unending joy and peace, because he is the only one who will “come through for us” 100 percent of the time in any and every situation forever. The more we allow God to do what he longs to do—show himself faithful and powerful in our lives—the more we will be inclined to respond to him.

4. Tell someone each day how God has been faithful to you.

We can verbally respond to God’s faithfulness two ways: we can tell him what we think of his compassionate consistency toward us, and we can tell others about what he has done for us. The Psalms are filled with examples we can use to train ourselves in both forms of response; the psalmists were constantly telling God how much they appreciated his faithfulness and inviting others to recognize his attributes. Jeremiah recognized that there are new things to notice about God’s faithfulness every morning, so if we decide we’re going to make a daily practice out of telling someone else about God’s character, we’ll never run out of things to say.

Here are some of my favorite examples in the Psalms:

But I will keep on hoping for you to help me;

I will praise you more and more.

I will tell everyone about your righteousness.

All day long I will proclaim your saving power,

for I am overwhelmed by how much you have done for me.

I will praise your mighty deeds, O Sovereign LORD.

I will tell everyone that you alone are just and good. (Ps. 71:14–16 NLT)

I will sing of the LORD’S great love forever;

with my mouth I will make your faithfulness known through all generations.

I will declare that your love stands firm forever,

that you established your faithfulness in heaven itself. (Ps. 89:1–2)

 

Sing a new song to the LORD!

Let the whole earth sing to the LORD!

Sing to the LORD; bless his name.

Each day proclaim the good news that he saves.

Publish his glorious deeds among the nations.

Tell everyone about the amazing things he does. (Ps. 96:1–3 NLT)

Every day, tell someone how God came through and that you’ve seen his faithfulness. Give people in your life permission to ask you frequently about God’s faithfulness. Practice will improve your ability to spot examples. Remember that there will always be events around you that tempt you to doubt. Recognize that these temporary circumstances may claim your attention and your emotions, just like the terrible setting that faced Jeremiah that we looked at in the opening of this chapter. Like Jeremiah, don’t hesitate to tell God what you see, but make sure to allow God’s faithfulness to have the last word. When all is said and done, you will still have good reasons to sing with the old hymn writer: “Great is thy faithfulness, Lord unto me.”

[image: image]Tools for Transformation

[image: image] Write the following definition on a 3″ x 5″ card and place it where you will read it when you get up in the morning and when you go to bed. Don’t try to memorize it. Simply read it in a spirit of prayer and let the reality of God’s faithfulness pour over your soul.


Upon God’s faithfulness rests our whole hope of future blessedness…. Only as we have complete assurance that he is faithful, may we live in peace and look forward with assurance to the life to come.

A. W. Tozer2

And so today, I choose to place my hope in you, Lord Jesus; because you have promised to “come through for me” 100 percent of the time in any and every situation forever.



[image: image] On the opposite side of the card, write Lamentations 3:21–24 and meditate on that thought. Each time you read it, begin by asking, “What would it be like if I really believed that God loves me regardless of what I have or have not done? How would that change how I see myself and how I relate to others?”


 

This I call to mind and therefore I have hope: Because of the LORD’S great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. I say to myself, “The LORD is my portion; therefore I will wait for him.”

Lamentations 3:21—24



[image: image] Join me in making the following prayer your own for the next seven days:

O Lord, my faithful, unfailing God, as I consider your faithfulness and remember its newness each and every morning, grant that I might

put all my sin behind me, covered by your faithfulness to forgive,

bring every detail of every problem to you,

abandon all false hopes and place all my hope in you, and be zealous to tell of your faithfulness.

Let the certainty of your faithfulness sink into my heart. Help me always to trust that you will come through 100 percent of the time in every situation, now and forever. In Jesus’s name, Amen.

 

A Personal Reflection on the Faithfulness of God

Santa Cruz Bible Church was cruising along. God was blessing the congregation and its ministry. I had the incredible privilege of ministering with about ten other pastors during a ten-year period in which we saw God’s hand work beyond our wildest dreams. Two of those pastors reported directly to me. We were not only best friends, but they were responsible for 90 percent of the ministries in the church. Then one day, Steve, my friend and associate of eighteen years, told me God had called him to be a senior pastor.

After we both cried, I told him how sorry I’d be to see him leave our church, but knew he could make a greater impact as a senior pastor. I wanted to help him fulfill his calling any way I could.

Not long after, the other staff member who reported to me was asked to preach in a nearby church. He came back and told me God had spoken to him. “Chip, I’m called to be a senior pastor, too.” He handed me his resignation and asked me to deliver it to the elders.

I was shocked. “Fred, there’s a good time for news like this and a bad time for news like this. This is a really bad time.” Still, how can you argue with what God’s doing in a guy’s life? I knew Fred to be a man of impeccable integrity. He was leaving a secure, high-profile position in a large church to turn around a small, struggling congregation. Against my own preferences, I gave him my blessing.

The problem of two critical leaders leaving nearly simultaneously—even at God’s command—seemed insurmountable. How would we ever get through the departure of these two essential staff members?

Well, they moved and we regrouped. Someone inherited the adult ministry, and over the next year we offered more classes and had more people involved than before. Then another guy stepped up and started doing leadership development. Then out of the blue came a retired pastor with years of experience and a desire to mentor me, and somehow we grew and God continued to bless. We didn’t just survive, we thrived.

As for Fred, our church got a letter from him eighteen months later. “Your permission to recruit leaders and staff, your encouragement from the pulpit, and your financial backing were all part of a successful beginning. In eighteen short months, we’ve grown from about sixty people to four hundred, we’re planning to add a third service, and our budget has soared as God has given us signs of his affirmation. We have a new office and a little place where we can take people who are hurting from off the streets. Most important, we saw forty-one people come to Christ recently, and God is changing lives.

“As for me,” he continued, “I’m convinced that I’m right in the center of God’s will, serving in the right place at the right time. I find the ministry to be a perfect fit for my skills, heart, training, gifts, and passions. I marvel at God’s faithfulness. Thank you for your support. You will always be remembered as we tell the story of our beginnings to the generations that come.”

And then there’s Steve. Shortly after we got Fred’s letter, we heard that Steve’s church was up to a thousand people, they had added a third service, and were beginning to start a building program. My best buddy was surpassing even my highest expectations. God used him to do in two years what normally takes ten. He not only built the church but became pivotal in drawing pastors together in his area to reach out to the entire community.

But how in the world could God be faithful to our church without Steve and Fred? The questions we had in the beginning didn’t take the faithfulness of God into account. He had a plan, not just for our church, but also for Fred’s and Steve’s and for all of us individually. We’re still not sure exactly how he accomplished it all, but “how” really isn’t the point. He did. Why? Because he’s faithful—100 percent of the time in every situation.





Conclusion

She made her way down the back streets and alleyways, carefully peering around corners before she turned them, making sure no one was around. At noon, even the narrowest passages offered no relief from the sun, but she didn’t mind. Shade was a luxury for others, and it kept them inside during her daily, discreet visit to the well. It was the only way to avoid their stinging whispers.

The large jug dug into her shoulder, and it would dig even deeper on the trip home when it was full of water. Even so, it was the least of her burdens. There was nothing heavier than having to make this trip through the morning crowds. She would gladly carry the weight alone if doing so would avoid the condemnation she felt from their stares. A heavy load of water was nothing compared to the shame.

To her dismay, a man was at the well—a Jew, from the looks of him. She set her empty jug on the ground and pulled her head cloth closer around her face. She didn’t think the stranger knew her, but saw no sense in taking chances. Besides, if he were respectable, he’d never even acknowledge her presence. She could fill her pot quickly and head back home in peace.

But he spoke. Shocked by the sound of his words, it took her a minute to realize what he said. “May I have a drink?” he asked again. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure he wasn’t speaking to someone approaching behind her. No, no one was there. Just her and, by the sound of the accent, a Galilean.

But there was no hint of contempt in his voice. That was unusual—and a good sign that the stranger had no idea who she was. Still, for a man to speak publicly to a woman and with such dignity! And for a Jew to speak to a Samaritan at all! Her curiosity got the best of her.

“You’re a Jew and I’m a Samaritan,” she said bluntly. “Why exactly are you asking me for a drink?”

He smiled and paused. She braced for a rebuke—or at least a pointed answer to her question.

“If you really knew who I was, you would have asked me for a drink. And I would have given you living water.”

That wasn’t an answer at all, but it did make her more curious. Here was a lone Jew, tired and helpless, without even a jug to hold water. Maybe he was teasing her. She decided to play along.

“What would you draw it with? Where would you get this living water? Besides,” she said proudly, “this is Jacob’s well. It doesn’t get any better than this.”

“Everyone who drinks this water will get thirsty again,” the Jew said cryptically. “But I have water that quenches thirst forever and even springs up into a well of its own—a well of eternal life.”

She had never heard such intriguing words and such extravagant claims. The awkwardness of the conversation was forgotten. If she could have what this man offered, she would be happy. That was certainly worth the scorn of getting caught at the well with a Jewish man. So she asked for some of that water.

Again, he redirected her. “Go get your husband.” Was that ancient protocol for a water-cooler discussion? It would have made the conversation more socially acceptable in most cases. But her case was different. She had several husbands—or none, depending on how one looked at it.

“I don’t have a husband,” she decided to answer. That would be the easiest way out of the predicament. Then maybe this stranger could get on with the living water he claimed to have.

“You’re right,” he said. No condemnation, no guilt trip. Just the truth. “You’ve had five, and the man you’re with now is not your husband.”

How embarrassing! How could he have known that? He saw right into her soul. She had gone to great pains to get to the well without being noticed, and now a complete stranger could apparently expose everything about her. Was this a divine setup to shame her? No, there was no hint of accusation in his voice. He must have been a prophet, a real authority from God. And surely prophets have more important issues to deal with. Maybe she could get his eyes off of her shortcomings and onto a bigger problem: the rivalry between Samaritans and Jews.

“Samaritans worship on Mount Gerizim, and Jews worship on Mount Zion. One of us is right, and one of us is wrong. Which one is it?”

Apparently, the answer was not that simple. This Jew affirmed Jewish worship, but not in its present form. Worship isn’t about mountains, he told her. It’s about what’s in the heart, and more than that, it’s about God.

Deep down, that interested her. Like everyone, she longed to know her Creator. And the prophet’s refusal to be sidetracked made it clear: her Creator longed for the very same thing.

Jesus told her:



Believe me, the time is coming when it will no longer matter whether you worship the Father here or in Jerusalem. You Samaritans know so little about the one you worship, while we Jews know all about him, for salvation comes through the Jews. But the time is coming and is already here when true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth. The Father is looking for anyone who will worship him that way. For God is Spirit, so those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth. (John 4:21–24 NLT)





Jesus used the word “worship” or “worshiper” seven times in his conversation with the Samaritan woman. He made it clear that worship isn’t about place. It doesn’t happen simply because we know the right things about God. Rather, worship flows from spirit and truth—from knowing God himself.

In those moments by the well, Jesus radically altered a woman’s view of God. She began to think of him in wider, deeper, and truer terms. She also began to think of herself in different terms. She started the conversation as a shamed sinner desperately avoiding the reality of her sin, and she ended up a joyful worshiper eager to tell everyone about someone worth meeting. Her encounter with Jesus transformed her into a persuasive witness. She began to know and worship God in spirit and in truth.

We started this journey into God’s attributes by making the point that the way we think about God is ultimately the most significant aspect of our lives. Jesus opened the eyes of the Samaritan woman to realize that there was so much more to knowing God than her local tradition had taught her. He gave her an answer for the deep longing in her own soul.

He also gave her a glimpse of God himself. Jesus, the exact representation of God (Heb. 1:3) and the embodiment of the fullness of God (Col. 1:19), showed God’s character to someone who just went out to get some water. He was good to her, genuinely concerned for her welfare. He was sovereign, knowing the details of her past and aware of the divine appointment that led to their conversation. He was holy, confronting her sinfulness. He was wise, demonstrating the ability to draw her in without rejecting her as everyone else had done. He was just, not letting the judgments of men affect his mercy for this sinner, and dealing with her honestly and fairly from an eternal perspective. He was loving, patiently answering her questions and seeking her salvation above all else. And he was faithful, carrying out his will for an entire community through the witness of one redeemed sinner.

This story is one of many in which Jesus powerfully reflects the attributes of God. If you ever questioned whether God wants for you to see him, Jesus is the clearest answer. Not only has God spoken to us through his Word; the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. What greater evidence could we ask for? That would never have happened if God were casual about our knowing him. God clothed himself in humanity in order to demonstrate exactly who he is. He wants us to see him—and to see him as he really is.

The chapters you have just read have been prayerfully written to help you sense that. I hope they have done more than increase your factual knowledge about God. You may be able to recite the seven attributes I chose to highlight, and that’s a great start. But I don’t want you to stop until you have experienced those attributes in their breathtaking glory. I pray you will eagerly seek to let your knowledge make that eighteen-inch journey from your head to your heart, so that you can intimately, personally, and deeply know the God who loves you as only your Creator can. I trust you have been filled with a longing to worship the Father in spirit and truth. As you have turned these pages and lingered around the well of God’s attributes, hoping to satisfy your thirst for deeper understanding, I pray that God has approached you unexpectedly and offered you repeated drinks from his soul-quenching spring. If you know Christ as Savior and Lord, that spring is actually welling up inside of you. Through him, you are becoming more intimately aware of the God who longs for you to see him.





Appendix: Vision Test

“I know football!”

“I know quilting.”

“I know CPR.”

“I know computers.”

“I know you.”

When we talk and think about knowing God, the first hurdle we have to overcome involves our language. We use the word know in almost as many different ways as we use the word love. We can refer to three basic types of knowledge when we use the word know: factual, experiential, and personal. Factual knowledge is about facts, figures, and anything measurable. Knowing the multiplication table or the periodic table of basic elements are examples. They have little to do with knowing my wife and children, though my brain engages in both functions.

Experiential knowledge is the education we receive from the various circumstances of our lives. It grows out of our time in the “school of hard knocks” or the “college of life.” We can learn all the facts about driving a car by reading booklets and watching our parents, but the learning is experiential only after we sit behind the wheel for the first time. We can read all about swimming techniques, but we haven’t learned how to swim until we’ve gotten in the pool. Likewise, we can learn all about prayer by reading the Bible and watching others, but when we become still and begin to talk to our Heavenly Father on our own, we have moved into the area of experiential learning and knowing.

Personal knowledge has to do with people, and it is always open-ended. We know people, but we never know everything about them. Relationships usually stop growing when people conclude they have figured each other out. This principle is magnified when it comes to knowing God. If we can’t even know another person completely, it’s obvious that we will never know God completely, though we can know him “in spirit and truth” (see John 4:21–24). We can know God intimately, deeply, and open-endedly because he allows us to know him. He longs for us to know him that way.

The following “tests” or measurement tools will help you begin to think about your present levels of factual, experiential, and personal knowledge of God. All of these areas are significant in our relationship with God. If you are looking at this at the beginning of your journey through this book, as recommended in chapter 3, I hope you will return to this test at the end to consider how your view of God has changed. Testing yourself on these four scales can be helpful at any stage of your spiritual growth.1

Energy

Those who know God have great energy for God. When you have an accurate view of God, you have energy to get into his Word. When you see things that are wrong in the church, you have energy to lovingly fix them. When you see people in need, you have energy to move in for God, you have energy for prayer, and he becomes the priority in your life. If you have energy for God, you have a pretty accurate view of him. Where do you fit on the continuum today? Mentally circle the number that represents you.

[image: image]

Thoughts

Those who know God have great thoughts of God. When you know God, there will be times in your prayer when you will hear yourself talking about his majesty, his glory, his righteousness, his holiness, and his purity. You will sit in quiet silence, overwhelmed with his greatness. You will discover that it is possible to love God with your mind. On the scale below, where do your thoughts about God fall? What comes to your mind when you bow your head and start to pray? Do you find your mind stimulated as you anticipate thinking about God? Mentally circle the number that represents you.

[image: image]

Boldness

Those who know God show great boldness for God. When you have an accurate view of God in a fallen world, you have to continually choose between what the world thinks and what God says. People who really know God are bold in their choices for God.

Among the early apostles, the greatest evidence of being filled with the Holy Spirit had nothing to do with gifts, but rather with boldness. Hebrews 11 is filled with references to great women and men of faith, and the examples used to describe them almost always have something to do with their confidence in God. Knowing God, they went boldly.

If you are bold about your convictions and are not controlled by what other people think, you have an accurate view of God. Fear of exposure indicates low knowledge of God. Mentally circle the number that represents you.

[image: image]

Contentment

Those who know God have great contentment in God. When you have an accurate view of God, you understand that he is allknowing, all-seeing, all-powerful, and thoroughly good. He is for you. You can have difficulties, but you’re not uptight and you’re not anxious and you’re not worrying because your life is under his care.

You say, “This tribulation is a struggle, but the King of the universe with all his resources, who gave his Son for me and dwells in me, will work this out. It may be hard and I may have some ups and downs, but I have a peace that surpasses understanding.” Those who have great contentment in God reveal an accurate view of God. How does your present level of contentment measure up? Mentally circle the number that represents you.

[image: image]

By the way, if you think I did my evaluation and got all tens, you’re out to lunch. I looked at this list and I knew immediately that I had a lot of room to grow. You will too. The way you answer these four tests isn’t so much about where you put yourself on the continuum, but about where you plan to go from here.

So, how did you do? According to J. I. Packer’s vision test, how well do you see God at this time in your life? Take a moment to look back at each of those points of the spiritual eye chart: Energy, Thoughts, Boldness, and Contentment. If you put a dot on the line to identify your present location, add an arrow pointed in the direction you are moving. Please don’t be discouraged. No matter what your “starting point” right now, I can assure you that God desires your view of him to get clearer.





Notes

Introduction

1. A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: HarperCollins, 1961), 1.

Chapter 2 Seeing God with 20/20 Vision

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 1.

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

Chapter 3 God Longs for You to See Him

1. The tool referred to here and included in the appendix follows closely the pattern outlined by J. I. Packer in his peerless book Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993).

Chapter 4 The Goodness of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 82.

2. Packer, Knowing God, 162, emphasis in original.

3. Ibid.

4. Ibid.

5. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 82–83.

6. Ibid.

Chapter 5 The Sovereignty of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 108, emphasis added.

2. If you want to examine God’s remarkable revelation through Christ more thoroughly, spend some time pondering these passages: on his birth—Galatians 4:4, Matthew 2:3–6; on his prophecy-fulfilling life—Matthew 4:14, 12:15–21; on his power over the natural order—Matthew 8:23–27, 9:1–26, 14:15–21; on his teaching—John 8:48–58; on his death and resurrection—John 10:17–18; on his ascension and reign—Acts 1:9–11, Revelation 19:11–21.

Chapter 6 The Holiness of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 104.

2. Ibid.

Chapter 7 The Wisdom of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 63.

2. Ibid., 60.

3. Ibid., 60–61.

4. Packer, Knowing God, 91–92.

5. Dr. Charles Ryrie (class notes, Dallas Theological Seminary, Dallas, TX, 1982).

Chapter 8 The Justice of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 87.

2. Packer, Knowing God, 142.

3. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1952), 7.

4. C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (New York: Macmillan, 1946), 72–73.

Chapter 9 The Love of God

1. Henri J. M. Nouwen, Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World (New York: Crossroad, 1992), 27–28; quoted in Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child: The Cry of the Heart for Intimate Belonging (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1994).

2. Charles Ryrie, Basic Theology (Chicago: Moody, 1999), 44.

Chapter 10 The Faithfulness of God

1. Tozer, Knowledge of the Holy, 79.

2. Ibid., 81.

Appendix: Vision Test

1. The tool included in this section follows closely the pattern outlined by J. I. Packer in his peerless book Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993).





Chip Ingram (Th.M., Dallas Theological Seminary) is president and CEO of Walk Thru the Bible in Atlanta, Georgia. His popular radio program, Living on the Edge, can be heard on hundreds of stations nationwide and on the Internet at www.lote.org. Chip serves as the teaching pastor for “The Bridge” Church in Atlanta. He is the author of I Am with You Always and Love, Sex, and Lasting Relationships. Chip and his wife, Theresa, have four children and two grandchildren.





[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]



images/00011.jpeg
Arso sy CHIP INGRAM

When you need a I‘efuge

A« shelter
\ personal encounter-i: God

Where can
you run?

Whether you are gripped by
fear, troubled by a crisis or tran-
sition, or simply fecling that ife
has handed you a raw deal, /

Am with You Always will help
you find the safe haven in your
storm,

Pastor Chip Ingram explores
well-known chapters in
Psalms, revealing how you can
encounter God and his shel-
tering care in difficult times.
His candid discussion of
today's most pressing needs,
as well as personal storics and
examples, will point you
toward the One who hears
your heart’ ery and is there
for you, time and again.

]\(,I\'\\l






images/00010.jpeg
Low: Conteniment £ VEgus Knowieoge

Hign sonenkmant 7 Ciear Knowedge

[ T T T T
0 1 5 3 a





images/00013.jpeg
RESOURCES TO HELP YOU GROW

Walk Thru the Bible”

LIVING

on e (S/GEE

stry of Walk Thru the Bible

Walk Thru the Bible encourages discipleship
among believers by partnering with local
churches worldwide. Their mission is to trans-
form the way people think about God, the veay
Clhistian leaders serve, the way churches
impact their communities, and the vay believ-
ers live out faith in the real world of work,
school, and home life.

Walk Thru the Bible offers cutting-edge
resources for today’s Christians that can help
effect lasting change. Their reproducible and
user-fiendly materials can be found on-line at

Chip Ingram’s teaching ministry can be heard
daily on the nationally syndicated radio pro-
gram, Living on the Edge. Check the website
for a station in your arca or log on and listen
on the Tabsnet &t www:lobsofe.






images/00012.jpeg
Avso py CHIP INGRAM

v Is there such a thing
as true love?

Chip Ingram says yes, if you forget
Hollywood's hype and follow God's
prescription for a reationship. He
help you create a durable love
stands the fest of time, dis-
e, and dificuly: A rlationship |

i it | AND LASTING
Gt (e v a i

Tiving without
N |

“With a proper understanding of |
sehat it means to love and be

loved, you can begin doing your
relationships differencly, or cven
improve a good one,” writes
Ingram. “God loves you and
weants you to learn how to share
your life in a significant way with
a person of the opporite sex”

LOVE SEX.

AND LASTING
RELATIONSHIPS

Whether you're single
or married, happy or
searching for hope, with
God's help, you can enjoy
enduring love, sex, and
relationships

CHIP
INGRAM






cover.jpeg
“The principles in this book will inspire, encourage, and empower you.
~RICK WARREN

CHIP INGR AM






images/00002.jpeg
=

BakerBooks

3 division of Baker Publshing Group
‘Grand Rapids, Michigan





images/00001.jpeg
“The principles in this book will inspire, encourage, and empower you."
~RICK WARREN

CHIP INGR AM






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
Time:

Etemitypast | Gen. 1-2 Gen. 3-Rev. 20 W Rev.21-22 | Eternity future

T t——Faerrworld—— T





images/00005.jpeg
T





images/00008.jpeg
Low Yirignts / Vaguer Eneatecge: g Thougris £ Cies Fraiwedge

T T T T T T T T T T 1
0 1 5 EY 5 c 6 M & 9 10






images/00007.jpeg
LowEnergy / vague Knowsage

Fhai Energy 7 Cear Knowiedge

[ T T T
0 1 5 3





images/00009.jpeg
Low Boxnese ] Vague KTioussane: High Sokngns 1 Ui Rnoiecge

r T T I T | T T T T \
0 H 5 ke i o 6 M - 9 10






