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   To Hannah, Jonathan, and Jeremy May you forever delight in God’s intimate embrace.
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Foreword
 
   The love of our great God and Savior has been a driving motivation in my life from the day I first met Him. I first encountered this incredible love as a young businessman who had dedicated his life to amassing wealth and living a life of comfort. As I grew in the knowledge of just how great and deep His love actually is, I began to grow in a desire to share it with others as well.
 
   In 1951, 24 hours after my precious wife Vonette and I decided to sign a contract to become His slaves, God gave me a vision for what now is Campus Crusade for Christ, a ministry dedicated to spreading His love all over the world. He has mightily blessed this vision, and now, with thousands of staff members and trained volunteers, we have preached the Good News in every country on earth. My joy has increased daily as I have seen many come to realize God’s love, given to us completely through His Son, Jesus, and His ultimate act of love on the cross.
 
   And yet, in the midst of my joy, I am saddened as I realize that many Christians who have tasted God’s love remain ignorant of how powerful, passionate, and all-encompassing it truly is. Having received forgiveness for their sins, they often turn to a life of self-effort, hoping their forced acts of devotion and religious activities will cause God to continue loving them, not knowing that His love is already theirs in its incredible entirety. Then, all they feel is frustration, emptiness, and a growing sense of disillusionment. They may even conclude that the love they experienced was nothing more than a desperate figment of their imagination.
 
   For those Christians, and for all others, I strongly recommend this book. Steve McVey has given us, in very clear and understandable language, a wonderful, indelible picture of just how beautiful, complete, and even startling God’s love for us really is. Steve is excited by it, and he makes us excited along with him. This is only natural, considering the subject—our Lord’s passion for mankind, which if fully comprehended, would make every person who ever lived fall to his or her knees in astonishment.
 
   Steve also shows how laughable we are to ever think there is anything we could do to earn it or retain it or think we have lost it. Hurting believers everywhere would experience healing and renewal if they would internalize the message of this book.
 
   Take these stirring words to heart. God is waiting to speak to you, and your life will be changed. That’s what His love does.
 
    
 
   Bill Bright
 
   Founder and Chairman Campus Crusade for Christ
 
   



 
  

1
 
   Too Busy for Love
 
   In a cabin beside a pond in southern Georgia, God started something that would ultimately turn my world upside down—or to be more precise, right side up. I had come to this country setting primarily to speak at a conference, but I arrived four days ahead of schedule so that I could catch up on some long-overdue work. My major goals were to complete a magazine article I had been asked to write and to get some solid work done on my next book, whose deadline crunch I was feeling more and more.
 
   Yet as I sat down to write, something seemed wrong. I couldn’t get started. My thoughts were deadlocked. For hours I tried to buckle down and get to work, but to no avail.
 
   “What’s going on, Lord?” I finally asked. “You know that I’ve set aside this time to write.”
 
   Someone has rightly said that if you want to give God a good laugh, tell Him your plans. I’m sure I must have made Him snicker that day.
 
   Then, in answer to my question, I heard God speak. It wasn’t an audible voice, but it was a thought that came into my mind that I knew was from Him. “That’s not My plan for you being here,” I heard Him say. And that was that. I spent most of my time for the four days sitting alone in complete solitude and silence. Although the rural setting was beautiful, the days there were long days.
 
   It’s hard for me to be still very long. I love being busy. When I go on vacation, it usually takes me a few days just to settle down and arrive emotionally and mentally at our destination. Even at home, I find it hard to sit still and do nothing. Sometimes my wife, Melanie, will watch me pacing from the computer to the television to the couch and back to the computer and will finally say, “Will you perch somewhere?”
 
   I thrive on activity. People often applaud that kind of attitude. Folks like me are seldom called lazy. “Driven,” yes. “Insensitive,” sometimes. “Impatient,” often. But one thing is sure: we get things done whether they need to get done or not.
 
   Sitting alone one evening in the country cabin, I began to read an article from a magazine someone had left there. The author was recounting a scene from the movie Coal Miner’s Daughter. She described a scene in which Loretta Lynn is on stage—a Loretta who did way too much, too soon, too fast. On the verge of a breakdown and wiping at a free fall of tears, she told her beloved fans, “Patsy Cline used to tell me, ‘Little gal—you got to run your own life!’ But I can tell you, my friends, right now, my life’s a runnin’ me.”
 
   As I read the article, my emotions were stirred. At the same time, I found it mildly amusing that God seemed to be speaking to me through the words of Patsy Cline and Loretta Lynn. (I’ve never been a big fan of country music.) My life’s a-runnin’ me. The words echoed in my mind all night.
 
   Less than four years earlier, I had established a ministry that focuses on teaching Christians about their identity in Christ and about resting in Him, allowing Him to literally live His life through each individual believer. From the outset, ministry opportunities had been phenomenal. As a result of the success of my first book, Grace Walk, an avalanche of speaking invitations had come, allowing me the opportunity to travel all over the world. I never thought for a moment that it was because of me, or even the book, that the opportunities were abundant. I saw it as a sovereign work of God, a decision He made to launch me into ministry in a way I had never imagined.
 
   I have preached in a leper colony in India; in illegal, underground house churches in China; in bullfighting rings and downtown plazas in Mexico. The invitations have poured in from across North America, Asia, Europe, Africa, and Latin America. I often tell my friends that I have felt like a child in a candy store with unlimited access to the inventory. My life seemed to be on cruise control with nothing ahead except more opportunities to do what I love doing.
 
   Then one morning something happened that seemed insignificant at the time. I woke up with an itchy scalp caused by a rash. After a few days, it went away, and I thought no more about it. A short time later the same kind of rash showed up on my ankle. It went away too, only to show up another time on my calf. After seeing this burning irritant reappear this many times, I finally went to the doctor. He took one look at it and said, “Tell me about your lifestyle.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.  “Is your work stressful?” he asked.
 
   “I love what I do,” I responded rather defensively. “That doesn’t mean it isn’t stressful,” he answered. Then my doctor proceeded to announce that this persistent rash was the result of nothing other than stress. Stress? Not a good diagnosis for a man who teaches others how to rest in Christ. The doctor recommended I slow down, so I left his office thinking that I’d try to take it a little easier.
 
   Intimacy Interrupted
 
   As I sat alone in my rural resort where God had led me, He began to show me some things about my lifestyle that were painful to admit. I began to realize that I had unknowingly fallen back into some of the same patterns of self-sufficient living I had experienced when I was a pastor who didn’t understand his identity in Christ. I had been living as if everything rises and falls on measurable results. How many conferences could I lead in a year? How many Grace Walk Ministries offices could we establish? How many foreign countries could I visit during the next twelve months? How much can I do? My motives were admirable, but my driven approach to life and ministry had set off an alarm through my unwelcome rash.
 
   God had already allowed me to face some not-so-subtle clues that something had jumped the track in my daily life. One day I was driving down the interstate, when somebody in the lane beside me suddenly cut in front of me. Instead of hitting the brake, I reached for the gearshift and almost put the car in park without thinking. Then there were the numerous times I walked into the office of my Administrative Manager, Cheryl, to tell her something, only to discover that I couldn’t remember what I came to tell her. There were many incidents like that. One morning I stood at the bathroom sink asking myself, “Did I brush my teeth yet?”
 
   In an effort to organize my thoughts and document my response to what God was showing me during my cabin encounter with Him, I opened my laptop and wrote the following words.
 
   I feel like Lucy Ricardo working on the production line at the candy factory. I can’t keep up, and I can’t swallow any more. What is God showing me to do? I believe that He is redirecting my life and ministry, leading me to focus on the things He has called me to and reminding me to not become distracted by lesser, albeit good, things. I need to remember that bigger is not necessarily better, that to be busier isn’t necessarily to be more productive. I need to learn that I don’t have to say yes to every “great opportunity” that comes along.
 
   I want to grow in my knowledge of God and His ways. I want to experience greater intimacy with Him. I want to be obsessed with Him, so that the things that don’t matter won’t matter. I want to be inwardly at rest. I want my mind to stop whirling all the time with thoughts, plans, and ideas. I want to be able to relax mentally and to feel an emotional calmness by default. I want to cry with joy over God’s manifest presence.
 
   Reading the words I had written, my problem became clear to me. I was hungry to experience deeper intimacy with Jesus Christ, but had become distracted by my hyperactive lifestyle. I had allowed the mechanics of ministry and “living a Christian life” to rob me of the exhilarating awareness of the indwelling presence of Christ. The enemy had used his classic weapon against me—enticing me to focus more on “the Christian life” than on Christ Himself. I sincerely loved the Lord, but had temporarily lost that sense of intimate union known only by those who are in love with Jesus.
 
   Can you relate to my dilemma? The specifics of our circumstances are probably different, but most of us in the modern church face this same basic temptation: allowing ourselves to become so busy with life that we miss the promised abundance of the Life that God has given us. (See John 10:10.) God has chosen you to be His bride for a specific reason—He wants to pour out His love on us. He wants to pour out His love on you.
 
   
 
  

A Covert Attack
 
   Jesus said in John 17:3 that the meaning of eternal life revolves around knowing God. The word is the same one used by the mother of Jesus when she questioned the angelic announcement of Jesus’ birth by saying, “How can this be, since I know no man?” The word denotes experiential intimacy with someone. God saved you because He wants to know you. He is consumed with a resolve to love you like you’ve never been loved before, with an intensity and commitment greater than you can possibly imagine. Meanwhile, in the modern church, most of us don’t have time for love-making. There are too many other things that need to be done.
 
   Since God’s greatest desire toward His bride is to love us with a love that is divine, it makes sense that our adversary’s greatest mission is to prevent us from experiencing that love. If a frontal attack from the enemy can’t make us turn away from Jesus Christ by seducing us back to the world, he will utilize another battle plan. He will cause us to become preoccupied with everything else—in fact, withanything other than Jesus Christ.
 
   Many believers have been taken prisoners of war through a covert attack from hell, and sadly, they don’t even know it. They are being held captive in a prison of busyness. They sincerely desire to advance spiritually and often wonder why they aren’t making more progress. But there is a reason they walk in circles: that’s all anybody in a prison cell can do.
 
   Author Richard Foster has said that in contemporary culture, our adversary majors in three things: noise, hurry, and crowds. While it might be argued that there is nothing inherently wrong with any of these three, it is possible for them to become enemies of our spiritual well-being. When we become so busy with our lifestyle that we forfeit the consciousness of who Jesus is in us and who we are in Him, we have unwittingly been taken prisoner.
 
   The ongoing awareness of His indwelling life in us isn’t a legalistic discipline that we grit our teeth and determine to practice. It is an underlying state of abiding in Christ at
 
   all times. To abide in Him is to assume a continuous posture of total dependence on Christ as the source of our life at every moment and in every situation. It is the default setting of one who is living out of the union he shares with God through Jesus Christ.
 
   Quaker missionary Thomas Kelly wrote in his classic book, A Testament of Devotion,
 
   There is a way of ordering our mental life on more than one level at once. On one level we may be thinking, discussing, seeing, calculating, meeting all the demands of external affairs. But deep within, behind the scenes, at a profounder level, we may also be in prayer and adoration, song and worship and a gentle receptiveness to divine breathings.
 
   Kelly describes the condition experienced by people when they first become Christians. Do you remember when you first became a believer how enamored you were with Jesus Christ? Even when you weren’t consciously thinking about Him, the reality of His presence rested just beneath your conscious thoughts. For the first time, you were aware that He was there inside you, loving you in a way you had never known until then. With the slightest provocation, you would find yourself whispering a prayer, witnessing to a friend, thinking of Jesus and what He meant to you. You were present to Him and He to you at every moment. As Kelly noted, you had “a gentle receptiveness to divine breathings.”
 
   Many who once knew the reality of that kind of faith have lost it. They didn’t lose it through an act of defiance. Instead it was lost through an attitude of duty. They became so preoccupied with duties at home, at work, and at church that somehow the love affair they once enjoyed with Jesus simply faded. Ask these people today if they love the Lord, and without hesitation they will affirm that they do. Ask them if they are experiencing the kind of intimate relationship with Jesus they once knew, and they will be forced to admit that things have changed.
 
   They aren’t unlike the young mom who responded to her husband’s complaint that she never wanted to make love to him anymore with the admission, “I’m just too tired.” It isn’t because most Christians don’t love Jesus that they have lost their sense of intimacy with Him. It’s just that they have become focused on so many other things that they simply don’t have any energy left for Him. When is the last time you sat alone in silence and pondered on how much you are loved by God? How many hundreds of acts of “Christian service” have you done since that last time?
 
   Service Without Love
 
   “So what’s wrong with the fact that I’ve been busy with my Christian duties?” one may ask. The Apostle Paul answers: “If I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:2-3). So much for “Christian service” separated from a love relationship.
 
   In the chapters that follow I want to present to you a certain kind of love. It’s a love that’s different from anything I understood for many years—a love different from anything most people have ever known. It would be impossible to explain it, so I’m simply going to try to describe it to you.
 
   Its depth and breadth extend far beyond the bounds of human reasoning. To the unenlightened eye, it would seem to be irrational, maybe even eccentric. Within the narrow confines of ordinary common sense, this kind of love makes nosense. Its object is so undeserving. Its Source is so unfathomable. And the medium of its expression suggests a sort of divine absurdity that defies anything understood by men and women.
 
   The conduit through which this love flows is a cross— a barbaric tool of revenge that for millennia has epitomized the greatest agony and the deepest shame one may know. Historically, the cross was reserved for the vilest of the human race. It was considered to be the place where the trash of the universe finally met the incinerator of justice. It was here that the baby-killer finally identified with the horror he had inflicted on pure innocence. It was at this place that the calloused and obstinate criminal would finally weep like a small schoolgirl. It was where the worst possible offenders would finally be joined with the worst possible consequence. It was on this bloody altar that agony and agape met and embraced. Since that day, nothing has been the same.
 
   Our relationship with God exists, not because we one day decided to “do the Christian thing,” but because God sovereignly chose us, then set all of His divine resources in motion to bring to pass what He determined to accomplish in us (see Romans 8:29-30). The cross changed everything for you. When, by the death of Jesus Christ on the cross, divine love satisfied the demands of divine justice, you became the beneficiary. When Jesus cried out “It is finished!” from the cross, He declared that believers owe God nothing.
 
   “Are you suggesting that we owe God nothing at all, even after all that He has done for us?” one pastor asked me.
 
   “Kurt, what could you owe God for all that He has done for you?” I asked. “How could we ever repay God for a priceless gift?”
 
   “Of course, I know we could never repay Him,” Kurt said. “But we can spend our lives trying to repay Him.”
 
   “And how do we do that?” I persisted. “What could we offer God that would even begin to repay Him for His goodness to us?” Kurt’s perspective isn’t an uncommon one, but my question to him begs an answer. How could we ever repay God for His great gift of eternal life in Jesus Christ?
 
   Adam and Joshua were best friends who served in Vietnam together, often fighting side by side during intense battles. One day Adam’s unit pulled out, and he was stuck alone behind the enemy line. He had been wounded and wasn’t able to stand to his feet. Upon discovering what had happened, Joshua rushed back into the heat of the conflict and battled his way to the foxhole where Adam lay without hope. Joshua threw his friend across his shoulders and began to run for safety. As he approached the protection of his own unit, Joshua was shot in the back. He collapsed forward into another foxhole where his allies immediately cared for both him and Adam.
 
   Joshua spent a month in the hospital, requiring back surgery and physical therapy. He had paid a great price to save his buddy. But to him, Adam was worth it. After all, they were best friends.
 
   One day after they arrived back home, Joshua came home to find Adam putting his lawn mower back into his garage. “What are you doing?” Joshua asked.
 
   “I just came over and mowed your lawn,” Adam answered.
 
   “Why?” Joshua asked.
 
   “Well, I was thinking about it,” Adam said. “You saved my life in ’Nam, and I thought maybe I could try to repay you by mowing your lawn.”
 
   How do you think Joshua felt when Adam told him that? I confess that this event didn’t really happen. I simply tell it to illustrate the folly of using insignificant gestures to repay someone who has sacrificed greatly on our behalf. For Adam to think he could begin to repay Joshua by mowing his lawn would be absurd. Worse than that, it would be an insult to Joshua, who had risked his life for his friend. Joshua didn’t save Adam’s life to get his lawn mowed. He saved him because he loved his friend.
 
   We are all born sons and daughters of Adam, destined for destruction—yet believers have been rescued by our Joshua—Jesus Christ. He didn’t simply risk His life. He gave His life for us. What could we ever do to repay Him?
 
   There is nothing that we can do, but to accept the fact that He loves us that much. Will His love make a difference in how we act? Of course it will! However, our behavior is the result of His actions toward us, not a repayment for them. Don’t try to pay a price for a priceless gift. To do so only demonstrates that we have no concept of the gift’s infinite value. Worse yet, it is an insult to the One who gave the gift.
 
   The word “gospel” means “good news.” And here’s the best part of the good news—you don’t have to try to repay God. To do so is to attempt to enter into some kind of mercenary relationship to Him, and that is not at all what He has on His mind! God’s desire is that you will grow in your knowledge of His love and your capacity to receive it. Forget what you think you owe Him and accept, by faith, that it has already been paid.
 
   Imagine a particular kind of life for a moment. It’s a life in which God requires nothing from you. In this life, His purpose is not that you should try to give Him anything. He, on the other hand, intends to give you everything necessary for your complete fulfillment. In this life, there is nothing you could ever do that would cause God to love you any more or any less than He does right now. Imagine that nothing you do could ever change how God feels about you in even the slightest degree. Think of Him loving you with a passionate, unconditional love that will never end.
 
   This life is not an imaginary one, but a real one. As His bride, you are one about whom He has dreamed for all eternity. The hopes and plans of Deity rest within you. Even if your past religious indoctrination or your sense of spiritual inadequacy causes your mind to resist such a life as the one I’ve described, something deep within your spirit may resonate with this description of the life God wants you to live every day. Thomas Kelly describes it this way:
 
   Deep within us all there is an amazing inner sanctuary of the soul, a holy place, a Divine Center, a speaking Voice, to which we may continually return. Eternity is in our hearts, pressing upon our time-torn lives, warming us with intimations of an astounding destiny, calling us home unto Itself. Yielding to these persuasions, gladly committing ourselves in body and soul, utterly and completely, to the Light Within, is the beginning of true life.
 
   I don’t believe that my experience as I have described it is unique. I served as a local church pastor for more than 20 years, and since resigning the pastorate in 1994, I have traveled many miles and spoken in many churches. I find that intimacy between Christ and Christians is often conspicuously absent in modern church life. Many of us are dutifully doing the disciplines we believe are indispensable to our faith, but we have lost the wonder of it all. We have lost the experience of sharing passionate love with the One who gave Himself for us so that we might enjoy that very intimacy.
 
   For years I prayed, asking the Lord to help me to love Him more. As I have grown spiritually, I have come to realize that the only way we can grow in our love for Him is to grow in the knowledge of His love for us. “We love, because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19). God’s love for us through Jesus Christ is the source of our love response toward Him.
 
   Do you long for a more intimate walk with God? Is there a yearning deep within you to experience a conscious intimacy with Him that runs deeper than every other experience of life? Your very desire for God is an act of His grace operating in you. Sadly, many people have no such hunger for God. If you have any doubt about your own hunger, the question must be raised as to why you would even be reading this book. You do hunger for Him. What then makes you so different? It isn’t because of some intrinsic virtue within us that we hunger for God. It’s because He has miraculously placed that hunger there so that He can then satisfy it. In other words, your hunger to know God intimately is proof that He is working in your life, and make no mistake about it, God will finish what He starts. “For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6).
 
   It is my prayer that the chapters that follow will cause you to see God’s love from a perspective and to an extent that you may not have seen it before. As you read the pages that follow, be mindful of the fact that no description of God’s love for the Christian can be exaggerated. To the contrary, “[His] loving kindness is great to the heavens and [His] truth to the clouds” (Psalm 57:10). “I love youthis much!” God says to you as He stretches out His arms across the clouds.
 
   God’s infinite love can never be fully described using finite words, but the Holy Spirit can speak to us beyond the medium of words. It is my prayer that God will say more to you than this book can possibly say. You may find it helpful in progressing through these pages to put aside your preconceived ideas about God’s love and imagine that you are a blank page, waiting for His Spirit to write a love letter in your heart. However big you imagine God’s love for you to be, it is bigger. Open your heart and mind now to receive what He wants to reveal and say to you. Allow the reading of these pages to be not only an exercise of the mind, but a journey of the heart. Be open to the possibility of having both your thoughts and emotions stimulated by the Holy Spirit. May your God-given faith and hunger lovingly push you toward a greater awareness of His passion for you until you are love struck in such a way that you never get over it—not for all eternity.
 
   Walking Together
 
   Let’s walk together with the Holy Spirit as we learn more of the depths of His love. Cooperate with God at each step where He reveals truth to you and works in your life. If the prayers at the end of each chapter express your heart, then affirm to God that they reflect your thoughts and desires. Pause before beginning the next chapter and interact with your Heavenly Father. Take time to let God make the truth of His love real.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   I have often become so busy in the details of my daily living that I have missed the joy of the love relationship You want to have with me. Open my mind and heart to discover the truths You want me to know. Reveal your love to me so that I understand and experience it in new and greater ways. Speak to me, dear Holy Spirit. I am listening.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
   A G.R.A.C.E. (Giving & Receiving Affirmative Christian Encouragement) Group is any gathering of people who meet together to encourage and strengthen each other in the grace of God. Use the discussion questions at the end of each chapter to facilitate further learning and discussion. The truths of this book will be worked further into your life as you consider these questions. If you’re not a member of a G.R.A.C.E. group, answer the questions on your own by writing a brief response to each one.
 
    
    	Describe the last time you heard God speak to you. Discuss some of the various ways in which God may speak today. Identify at least three different ways that God spoke in the Bible.
 
    	What are some of the distractions in modern church life which actually may interfere with intimacy with Jesus Christ? What is the one thing in your life that is most likely to interfere with your own sense of intimacy with God?
 
    	What is your favorite verse in the Bible which speaks about God’s love? Discuss how Romans 8:29-30 relates to the love God has for those who are in Him.
 
    	How would you define the meaning of intimacy with God?
 
    	Describe the lifestyle of a Christian who is experiencing intimacy with Him.
 
   
 
   



 
  

2
 
   Forgiven and Forgotten
 
   Recently someone told me a story that for many years of my life would have been very hard for me to accept because it contradicts much of what I had always believed. John (I’ll change his name to protect the guilty) and his wife, Sarah, were taking a trip in a foreign country. John had professed knowing the Lord for a long time and had even told his friends that he believed God was going to use his life in a big way.
 
   One day John and Sarah found themselves in a certain city at a place where they never should have gone, a place where they wouldn’t have gone if they had been trusting in God at the moment. In some ways, what they did wasn’t unique. Certainly, they aren’t the only people who have ever been to some places and done some things they shouldn’t have.
 
   However, in this instance John soon found himself in over his head. Sarah was a good-looking woman, and they weren’t exactly in an environment where the fact that they were married mattered to anybody. He looked around and saw tough, crude, strong men there, the kind that often frequent sleazy back street bars in the bad part of town. It occurred to John that these characters wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever they had to do to him for the chance to get at his wife. So John did the unthinkable—he told Sarah to do whatever the men asked. Maybe by doing what they wanted, the two of them could get out of this situation still alive.
 
   Circumstances unfolded exactly as John had feared. My friend who told me this story said that John actually let his wife go home with one of these men, while he waited there for her to return. What is even more difficult to believe is that after this situation happened, John continued on with his trip, still professing to love God and claiming to have a desire to follow Him. Some might say he couldn’t really be a believer and act that way, but John is a minister who is considered by many people to be a great spiritual leader.
 
   What are your thoughts about this man? Is there any way that he could indeed be a spiritual leader? I might add that what he did didn’t stay hidden. Eventually, everybody found out about it. Everyone who knows about him also knows about this incident. It’s also noteworthy that this sin didn’t happen before he came to the Lord. It happened afterwards, while he was professing to follow God’s guidance for his life.
 
   I encourage you to pause in your reading for a moment and identify in your own mind what you believe about this man’s circumstances. Can God use him in ministry to others, or did his actions permanently disqualify him from being used by God? Would you take spiritual advice from him? What would you say about the likelihood that God would ever use this man’s life? Would it make any difference to you if I told you that later, on another occasion, he used the same trickery to protect himself from another man? It’s true—he did! Knowing that, what do you think are his chances of being somebody who can ever have spiritual impact on others?
 
   The People God Uses
 
   Allow me to explain the missing details of this incident. The Friend who told me the story about this man is the Holy Spirit. He told this story in the Bible in Genesis 12. As I relayed the story to you I called the man John, but his real name is Abraham. The story is about how he and Sarah traveled to Egypt and committed this sin while they were there.
 
   It’s an amazing (and sometimes confusing) aspect of God’s grace that He will indeed use a man like Abraham. Not only was he used by God, but in Hebrews 11, as if He has completely forgotten that He already gave us the lowdown on this man in Genesis, the Holy Spirit lists Abraham as a hero of our faith. Most people wouldn’t even recommend Abraham as “Husband of the Year,” but God lists him as a man of great faith. Apparently there is something about the way God judges people that is very different from the way most of us view others or ourselves. He looks past behavior and into the heart more readily than we can even imagine.
 
   The application of this message is scary to many Christians. They’re afraid that this kind of illustration will encourage sin in people’s lives, but in reality most people don’t need encouragement in order to sin. There is already an abundance of encouragement to sin in the world around us. If anybody decides to sin, including the Christian, we don’t need encouragement to do it. People will sin with or without it.
 
   When, as new Christians, we move from the world into the church, there is much encouragement about how not to sin. One young Christian said, “The Christians at the church where I grew up sure weren’t interested in intimacy or spiritual growth. They were just interested in not drinking.”1 Most of us have been given list upon list of suggestions about how to keep from sinning. On the one hand, the world encourages us to sin. On the other, the church encourages us not to sin. However, I don’t find much encouragement anywhere for those who have sinned—which includes all of us. Don’t think you haven’t sinned just because your misdeeds don’t fall into the same category as Abraham’s sin. Adultery is a horrible sin, but as a local church pastor for more than 20 years, I saw a great deal of damage done in the church by gossip and murmuring. Adultery is sin—but so is gossip. It’s easy to identify the “hall of shame” sins in the lives of others and yet be blind to the insidious sins in our own life.
 
   There will always be those who sit in condescending judgment on the ones who have miserably failed. They are like the elder brother in the story of the prodigal son. They sneer at those who have foolishly sinned despite the fact that they are just as miserable after their faithful service as the “sinner” is after his folly. Licentiousness and legalism are two sides of the same performance-based coin. They both produce the same dryness of soul that cries out for the miraculous outpouring of God’s thirst quenching grace.
 
   This chapter is not directed to those who are held captive by the most serious sin—that of not seeing their own sins. Instead, it’s my prayer that the Holy Spirit will give comfort and encouragement to Christians who know they have sinned. To such people, God’s message is that His love for you is greater than your sins—far greater. Even if you have sinned in a big way, “where sin is big, God’s grace is bigger” (See Romans 5:20)! I’ll say it so plainly that it may sound shocking to a legalistic mind—you cannot out-sin the love of God!
 
   Don’t misunderstand. It’s not my intent to minimize the seriousness of sin. Sin is a serious matter. It was for our sin that Christ went to the cross. However, this chapter is addressed to those who have sinned and know it. It’s written with the hope that the Holy Spirit will release those who are conscious of their sins from self-condemnation and feelings of spiritual inferiority. Many believers have never enjoyed true intimacy with God because they are continually held in bondage by shame over their past sins. My intention here is not to be soft on sin, but to be soft on people who are hurting from sin!
 
   Having put to rest the fears of those who are afraid that undiluted grace may encourage sin, let’s turn our attention to you, the one who has sinned and knows it. Jesus said that those who are well have no need for a doctor, and that He can’t help them. But those who know that they have been infected by sin and need help are the ones whom He seeks. If you are like the overwhelming majority of Christians, you can point to incidents in your own past, or perhaps even in your present behavior, that make you feel ashamed. Know this: you are in good company.
 
   
 
  

An Unlikely Hall of Fame
 
   Hebrews 11 lists those people whom God considers role models for the community of faith. A quick glance at the names mentioned there might lead one to conclude that God isn’t very picky about whom He is willing to use. If the modern church were to form such a list, we probably wouldn’t have included many of those mentioned in that chapter. Or, if we had decided to list their names, at least we would have left out some of the gory details of the inconsistent and carnal behavior which marked their lives at times.
 
   There are exceptions, such as Abel, Enoch, Samuel, and a few others in whom we would be hard-pressed to find fault. Then there are the others, the majority in fact, whose lifestyles often looked more like a dirty movie than the biographies of Bible characters. Abraham is a prime example. Others are equally questionable by modern church standards.
 
   Noah is listed as a person of great faith, yet the man was found lying in a drunken stupor no sooner than the ground was dry enough for him to fall down on after leaving the ark. In Genesis 8:20, he is seen building an altar shortly after he stepped out of the ark, but in 9:21 he is drunk and naked, apparently involved in some kind of disgusting situation about which Bible scholars have argued for centuries.
 
   Study the lives of the heroes of faith mentioned in Hebrews 11 and take heart. There was Isaac, who committed the same sin as his father, Abraham (see Genesis 26:6-9). Then there is Jacob, who until this day is remembered as a sneaky and conniving man for much of his life. Moses is mentioned, despite the fact that he once killed a man (see Exodus 2:11-12). Samson and David are on the list, even though they both had adulterous affairs which are remembered to this day. Hebrews 11:31 plainly refers to “Rahab the harlot.”
 
   If you were to erase the names of those mentioned in Hebrews 11 who had committed shameful sins, it would be a very short chapter. However, God chose not to erase their names when He inspired the writing of Scripture, but instead included them with full knowledge that we would see both their glory days and their gory days. It’s almost as if there is a subliminal message contained in that list which says, “Don’t think that God doesn’t totally love you or that He can’t use your life if you have sinned. Look at these people!”
 
   My Sins Were Committed After I Became a Christian
 
   “You don’t understand,” Jess said. “I did my crimeafter I became a Christian. It’s not like I didn’t know what I was doing. I knew it was sin, but at the time I didn’t care. I just knew I was tired of feeling poor. As the accountant, I juggled the figures a little to get some extra spending money. Then, when I seemed to get away with it, I increased the amount I was embezzling. I thought my boss was oblivious to what I was doing. Then, for the first time since I had worked there, he decided to have an outside audit done on the company. I had stolen tens of thousands of dollars before I was caught.”
 
   Jess hadn’t been out of prison very long when I met him. In prison, he had begun to seek the Lord again and now had a great desire for God. As he explained his situation to me, the thing that troubled him was a debilitating sense of guilt about what he had done. He wondered how God could love him, much less use him in any spiritually meaningful way. After all, as he pointed out, he was a Christian when he chose to commit his sin.
 
   You probably haven’t been to prison for any of the sins you have committed, but maybe you have had the same kind of nagging accusations in your mind that Jess expressed. In the modern church, we are quick to dismiss sins committed by a person before he became a Christian. Whether the sin was murder, homosexuality, divorce, drugs, adultery, stealing, you name it—it makes no difference. The common response is, “Yes, but that was before he became a Christian.” The reasoning is absolutely correct. The sins a person committed before he became a believer have been forgiven. They have been permanently and irrevocably removed from us by the cross. God has separated them from us and from Himself as far apart as the east is from the west. It’s just like they never happened.
 
   Christians have little problem understanding and accepting that fact…but what about the sins we have committed since then? We aren’t so quick to forgive others or ourselves for the sins we have committed since becoming Christians. We have set up a double standard, and it’s not difficult to understand why. The reason has to do with our concept of time. It’s difficult for us to understand the totality of God’s eternal forgiveness for our sins.
 
   Albert Einstein once said, “The distinction between past, present, and future is only an illusion, however persistent.” As human beings we live on that illusory time line. Our lifetime is a short segment of a continuum stretching from the creation of all things to the end of time. As time-creatures, we experience events sequentially. However, Einstein was right about time being an illusion. Beyond the time continuum is God, who is not confined by it. He lives in the eternal present and sees all of history from beginning to end. He even sees beyond time, into eternity past in one direction and eternity future in the other. Living beyond time, God views all events as happening simultaneously.2 Before you were born, God saw the time line of your life. Being omniscient, He knew everything you would ever think, do, or say and yet still chose to save you from your sin and make you His own.
 
   Did God know what Abraham would do in Egypt when He called him to “Go forth from your country…to the land which I will show you” (Genesis 12:1)? Did God know that Noah would get falling-down-drunk as soon as he came off the ark when He told him to build it? Did He know in advance about the sins of Moses, Jacob, Samson, David? Does God know everything about everybody in advance? Of course He does, yet He still chooses to call people to Himself.
 
   God knew everything about you before you were even born. Living beyond the constraints of time, He cannot only see everything in your life, He can also deal with it all at once. When you became a Christian, it wasn’t just your past sins that were forgiven. All the sins of your lifetime were dealt with at the cross (see Colossians 2:13-14), and when Jesus bore them there, they were all still future as they related to time. When you became a believer, your sins were forgiven in totality. Every sin you ever have or ever will commit has been forgiven. It is just as if they never happened!
 
   When a Christian realizes that God’s love is so generous that we have already been forgiven for every sin we will ever commit, he begins to discover how His grace “[instructs] us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously, and godly” (Titus 2:11). Forgiveness of all our sins is a historical and eternal fact. Not only have we been justified, but we have also already been glorified with Christ in the heavens (see Romans 8:30)! How can it be that we have already been glorified and are seated with Christ? It is because it has been done in the eternal realm. We simply haven’t seen it in time yet, but make no mistake about it, it has already been done.
 
   The realization of this fact frees us from condemnation from our past sins and any obligation to future ones. We don’t have to walk through life as if we were in a minefield where we may step into temptation and have our faith blown apart. Christians who know their identity in Christ aren’t paranoid about sins and temptation. Our responsibility is to simply rest in Christ. How? Christ has called us to simply rest in Him, allowing Him to love us, to live His life through us, and to deal with sins and temptations as they approach us during the short time of our earthly life. He accomplishes His work in us, through the power of His indwelling Spirit who inspires us to respond to His love.
 
   God has forgiven your sins and forgotten them. It’s that simple. Don’t be hard on yourself—God isn’t! The sins you committed after you were born again are in the same category as the ones you committed before you became a Christian—forgiven and forgotten!
 
   How Could God Love Someone Such as Me?
 
   “I do believe that God has forgiven all my sins,” Wendy said. “But I’m still struggling about the sins that I don’t seem to have victory over yet. I can’t accept that He really loves me as much as He would if I turned away from my sins. I’m trying to do better, but I keep failing. I know I must be a disappointment to God.” Wendy’s perspective is very common among Christians who focus on areas of their lives where they see inconsistency. She believed that God would feel better toward her if she would clean up her act. Is it true that God’s feelings toward us are affected by how we behave?
 
   One aspect of the good news of the gospel is that we can bring our weaknesses and sins to God through Christ and openly acknowledge them. We don’t have to deny our sins. We don’t have to make excuses about them. We don’t even need to make promises about how we will try to do better. After all, many of us have learned that we can’t do better even when we try. When we think we can do better, we are guilty of self-effort rather than faith.
 
   Legalism insists that we must improve our behavior for God’s sake, but grace gently encourages us to simply own it and then lay it at the foot of the cross. When we see sins in our lifestyle, the best thing we can do with them is torun to our heavenly Father and lay them out before Him in all their ugliness with the assurance that “God is to us a God of deliverances” (Psalm 68:20).
 
   I was holding my baby grandson on my lap one day. I was laughing at him to see if I could get him to laugh. It worked. Every time I would laugh, Jonathan saw my delight in him, and he laughed too. As we sat on the couch laughing together, I was filled with emotion and thought to myself, “It’s amazing how much love I feel for him.”
 
   At that moment a thought came into my mind that I knew was from God: That’s nothing compared to the love that I have for you. I was overwhelmed by the realization that my heavenly Father loves me infinitely more than I could ever love my grandchildren or children.
 
   As we continued to play together on the couch, I became increasingly aware that Jonathan had “sinned against me.” It was a diaper problem—a serious one. Here I was, holding him on my lap, showering him with attention and affection, and he does something like that! What do you suppose I did? I didn’t throw him from my lap in anger, screaming, “Depart from me, you worker of iniquity!” Not at all. You see, I understand something about babies—they do that kind of thing. I wasn’t pleased with his behavior, but what he did changed absolutely nothing between the two of us.
 
   Jonathan will soon outgrow that habit and will begin to act maturely in that area of life. As I later thought about the incident, I was reminded of our Father’s patience and loving kindness toward us. He is always interacting with us with a divine determination to cause us to find pleasure in Him. Yet at the very same time, we sometimes sin against Him. We make a mess of things, despite His continuous commitment to cause all things to work together for our good.
 
   When we sin against Him, does He cast us off? Absolutely not! “For He Himself knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust” (Psalm 103:14). When Jonathan experienced his baby problem—that messy diaper—his mood soon changed from happy to sad. He began to cry, instinctively knowing that he needed some sort of help from somebody bigger than himself. That is what happens in the lives of believers when we sin. We know that Somebody bigger who loves us will take care of our problem and deliver us from whatever it is that we’ve gotten ourselves into at the moment. We just cry out to Him in dependence and anticipation and He does the rest.
 
   What to Do About Our Sins
 
   If God has forgiven every sin we will ever commit during our lifetime, then how does the Bible tell us to relate to sin? In a word, get over it! It’s astounding to see the preoccupation that the modern church has with sin despite the fact that Jesus came “to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” (Hebrews 9:26). What Jesus came toput away, many modern Christians enjoy discussing, studying, arguing over, rebuking, renouncing, outlining, participating in, and being obsessed with most of the time. If Jesus came to put it away, why do we keep trying to take it back out?
 
   Sometimes we try to take sin back out so that we can experience it. Even though believers now possess the righteous nature of Jesus Christ (see Romans 5:17,19), we still must contend with the law of sin, which exists in our bodies (see Romans 7:23). A grace walk enables us to experience victory over temptation, but it doesn’t eliminate the possibility of sinning.
 
   Is there a sin in your life that you cannot seem to break free from? Legalism offers a thousand answers for things you can do to find freedom, but in reality God loves you so much that He has already done everything necessary for you to walk in freedom continuously. The key to freedom is the indwelling life of Jesus Christ. If we are to agree with the finished work of Christ and put away sin, then we must understand that He alone is our victory.
 
   I recently received an e-mail from Stephen, whose mother committed suicide when he was ten years old. Early in life he turned to pornography in an attempt to ease his pain. He describes,
 
    
 
   By the time I was 11 years old, I had become heavily involved in pornography as an attempt to find relief from the pain of my mother’s death. But I didn’t see it as really that bad. “They’re just pictures,” I would say to myself.
 
   When I was in high school, a couple of my buddies explained the gospel to me, and for the first time in my life I saw that I was a sinner, and I needed a Savior. I received Jesus and made a commitment to live for God and obey Him in every area of my life. I sincerely tried to live right, but I was hooked on pornography, and I couldn’t will myself to stop. I tried everything. I prayed, fasted, memorized all the Scriptures that have to do with sexual sin, went to deliverance services, paid my tithes (as if I could buy my freedom), witnessed to as many friends as I could, blocked internet porn and 1-900 sex lines. These are just a few of the things I did, but when it was all said and done, I was still in bondage.
 
   I had decided to commit suicide when a friend of mine suggested I read your book, Grace Walk. As God began to teach me who I am in Christ, it began to sink in that the only answer is Christ and the cross. I finally saw it. It is only through the cross that I am free. I was, and am, elated. Thank God, the answer to my problem was not more religious rules (which only lead to condemnation and death), but instead it is simply God’s grace through Jesus Christ.
 
   Consider what Stephen said happened to him. “As God began to teach me who I am in Christ, it began to sink in that the only answer is Christ and the cross.” Stephen’s freedom from bondage came as a result of revelation.
 
   As he read the truths about Christ’s finished work, the Holy Spirit opened his understanding. A miracle resulted. Stephen went on to say, “I finally saw it. It is only through the cross that I am free.”
 
   Stephen discovered the reality of God’s grace in his own life. He believed that Christ’s life and victory over sin are what God the Father looks at when He sees Stephen’s life. By faith, Stephen suddenly saw himself for who he is in Christ. This revelation produced great joy and freedom from sin.
 
   Is there a besetting sin in your life? Look to Jesus Christ! He will supply the revelation and the faith that will bring you the same joy and freedom that Stephen experienced. God has promised to complete His work in us. Sometimes we try to take sin back out so that we can experience self-condemnation. It is an enigma that Christians sometimes seem to have an affinity for self-condemnation. An attitude of self-condemnation is nothing less than an assault on the finished work of Christ by punishing ourselves for our own sins. To punish ourselves by self-loathing is to imply that when Jesus declared, “It is finished,” He was wrong. “There is still something left for me to do—detest myself,” this attitude of unbelief insists.
 
   Self-condemnation is a sacrament to the Christian legalist. It’s one way he seeks to atone for his sins. His rationale may be conscious or unconscious, but it suggests that if he is sorry enough, if he feels bad enough, if he executes enough emotional self-flagellation and offers up the sacrifice of genuine self-contempt, then God will forgive him.
 
   While his demeanor appears to be one of contrition, in reality his attitude demonstrates the worst kind of pride, which is both gaudy and despicable. He actually thinks that there is something he can do to be forgiven. His self-centered attitude of paying his own way with the currency of guilt is an affront to the finished work of Jesus Christ.
 
   He talks a talk that sounds godly to many, but his licentious loathing of himself betrays a brazen and adulterous affair with the law. He may have died to the law so that he could be joined to Jesus Christ (see Romans 7:4), but his insistence on wallowing in the bed of self-judgment with the law suggests a religious hedonism that brings him great pleasure in the darkest places of his flesh.
 
   Jesus came to “put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself,” says the Bible. If He didn’t succeed at that, then our hopes are all in vain. If He did succeed, then any attempt to add our own words of self-condemnation to what the cross has already spoken will only dilute, and thus negate, its power.
 
   Have you sinned against God by allowing yourself to entertain self-condemnation about your sins, past or present? Not only is it unnecessary, but it is a sin itself. Brennan Manning noted, “We would not inflict on our dog the abuse we heap on ourselves.”3 Renounce your sin and run into the loving arms of your heavenly Father, giving up both your sins and your self-condemnation to Him. Lay it all at His feet and allow Him to simply love you. Judgment day for you is finished. It was over at the cross when Jesus declared it to be so. God has nothing to say to you now other than words of love and acceptance. How do you quit your sin? Ask Him to open the eyes and ears of your heart so that you can receive these incredible truths.
 
   I love the way Dr. Charles K. Robinson puts it:
 
   I know you. I created you. I have loved you from your mother’s womb. You have fled—as you now know—from my love, but I love you nevertheless and not-the-less however far you flee. It is I who sustain your very power of fleeing, and I will never finally let you go. I accept you as you are. You are forgiven. I know all your sufferings. I have always known them. Far beyond your understanding, when you suffer, I suffer. I also know all the little tricks by which you try to hide the ugliness you have made of your life from yourself and others. But you are beautiful. You are beautiful more deeply within than you can see. You are beautiful because you yourself, in the unique person that only you are, reflect already something of the beauty of my holiness in a way which shall never end. You are beautiful also because I, and I alone, see the beauty you shall become. Through the transforming power of my love which is made perfect in weakness you shall become perfectly beautiful in a uniquely irreplaceable way, which neither you nor I will work out alone, for we shall work it out together.
 
   My friend, your sin is gone. It is forgiven and forgotten. Past, present, and future sins have all been dealt with by the cross of Jesus Christ. There is now nothing to stand in your way or to prevent you from a continuous, intimate, loving relationship with God. It’s true that you are beautiful because by your co-crucifixion with Christ, everything that wasn’t beautiful was taken away from you.
 
   You are a new creation now (see 2 Corinthians 5:17) and all the old things that could have caused you guilt and anxiety are forever gone. The books have been reconciled on your sins, with an eternal declaration that they have been paid in full. God will never even so much as question you about them. You are free to let them go now.
 
   Don’t waste your energy on something which God has forgotten. Instead, simply enjoy Him, completely free from every trace of guilt and condemnation.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   Thank You for giving me the realization that every sin of my lifetime is forgiven. I turn to You completely, away from my sins—past, present, and future. I renounce any self-condemnation I have allowed myself to embrace. I thank You that when You said, “It is finished,” that was sufficient for all my sins. Empower me now to walk in the joy of complete forgiveness and to keep my eyes on You alone.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	Read the story of Abraham and Sarah’s trip to Egypt in Genesis 12:10-20. What are the implications about God’s grace in their story? Think of modern-day examples of people who have committed great sins and yet have gone on to be used by God. In what ways can you relate their story to your own life? 
 
    	Read the list of names given in Hebrews 11 as heroes of faith. Identify the specific sins committed by each one, as recorded in the Bible. How did they overcome those sins?
 
    	Discuss how the issue of total forgiveness for the sins of our lifetime can best be taught in church. Read and explain Colossians 2:13-14 in your own words. What other Bible verses substantiate that Christians are completely forgiven?
 
    	What was suggested in this chapter concerning what a Christian can do when he is aware of sin in his own life? What would you say to a person who is guilt-ridden about sins committed after he became a Christian?
 
    	Why is self-condemnation an insult to the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross? What Bible verses would you show a person who is struggling with self-condemnation?
 
    	Read Hebrews 9:26 and discuss what it means that Jesus came “to put away sin.” In what sense has He put it away? 
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   The Everlasting Arms
 
   A famous president of a fundamentalist Bible college once said that if he had his whole life to do over again, he wouldn’t change one thing he had ever done. I find his statement to be puzzling. I wonder how any man could say that and mean it! Was every decision he made the perfect one? I can’t speak for his track record, but I know that I’ve done some dumb things in my life, things I definitely would do differently if I had them to do over again.
 
   There was the time shortly after I was married that I decided I was being called to New York City to work with an organization that ministered to street people. I convinced my young bride, Melanie, that this was our divine calling, and then, as an “act of faith,” proceeded to sell every single item we owned except our bed and refrigerator (the two most important home furnishings for a newlywed). A few months later, when the New York ministry declined my offer to come and help, we found ourselves living in an almost empty house for quite some time.
 
   That’s only one of my many blunders in life. I won’t list them all, lest you think I’m a complete idiot. I share this one from my early adult life to illustrate the point that sincere Christians can sometimes make foolish decisions. Unlike my desire to move to New York, some of our impulsive decisions actually materialize. We act on them, then later wonder if we can ever be all that we could have been had we not made those foolish choices.
 
   Ruth approached me after I spoke at her church one day and said, “I have never felt the kind of closeness to God that I want. I believe the reason is my marriage. I married my husband at an early age. I had hardly even dated anybody else. Our relationship has been rocky for the entire 20 years we’ve been married. I had planned to be a missionary before I met him. I’ve sometimes wondered if my decision to marry was an impulsive mistake made by a young girl who really was experiencing nothing more than being in love with love. I have always felt that God was disappointed with me for not becoming a missionary.”
 
   
 
  

The Effect of Mistakes in Life
 
   Ruth believed that she had made a choice which would prevent her from experiencing God’s best for her as long as she lived. It’s not that she chose to sin against God. She believed it was an honest mistake, but thought that her one wrong choice would somehow negatively affect the rest of her life and that she would always have to settle for God’s second best, wondering what might have been.
 
   This attitude is a subtle trick the enemy uses to keep the Christian from experiencing deep intimacy with God. After all, how can we have a close, loving, and transparent relationship with someone who can’t forget a mistake we made, someone who reminds us that what we did can never be undone and that our action required him to change his plans?
 
   Intimacy with God is challenging if you believe that you’ve made an irrevocable mistake that has brought His disapproval. When we’ve made choices that we believe have fouled things up, it’s hard to have confidence that God will still give us His very best. We tend to think that even though He will bless us, it won’t be as good as it might have been. We blame ourselves, and thus, focus on our self. This kind of attitude will negatively interfere with how we perceive God’s love for us and His plan for our life.
 
   Have you made decisions that you believe might have messed up the way your life could have been? If so, there is good news that can set you free from that damaging perspective. The news is that God’s love is bigger than your mistakes! No mistake you have ever made or ever could make will cause your life to jump track.
 
   You belong to God, and it is His responsibility, not yours, to ensure that you stay the course. That fact is inherent to the very meaning of the word grace, which suggests it’s all up to Him, not you. You may make apparent detours in life, but God’s love for you is so great that He won’t allow you to veer off His assigned path and wander out of His will for your life.
 
   A Sovereign God
 
   The Psalmist said that “The Lord has established His throne in the heavens, And His sovereignty rules over all” (Psalm 103:19). This world doesn’t exist in a cosmic setting in which events happen by chance. Everything in existence functions under the superintending guidance of a sovereign God. On the grand scale, “By Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been created through Him and for Him” (Colossians 1:16).
 
   God is a big God who has everything under control. The stars don’t hang in the sky on nothingness. They are held there by the omnipotent will of a sovereign God. The tide on the beach doesn’t coincidentally stop at its boundaries and return to the sea. It is ordered back by divine design. The earth doesn’t keep spinning on its axis under its own momentum. God designed it that way.
 
   However, this same God who attends to the majestic details of the universe also gives meticulous attention to the minutiae of life. For instance, the Bible says that He has the hairs of your head numbered. That’s serious attention to detail! Not one baby bird falls out of its nest apart from His attention (see Matthew 10:29-30). He is God of both the macroscopic and the microscopic. Nothing is too big or too small to be beyond His direct control.
 
   When we consider that man is God’s crowning touch in creation and that Christians in particular are His divine workmanship (see Ephesians 2:10), we can be assured that God is “up close and personal” in the affairs of your life. The Bible says that God “ponders” all your goings (see Proverbs 5:21 NKJV). The word denotes the idea of somebody walking alongside you with His face inches away from yours, carefully examining, scrutinizing, analyzing every move you make. Not only does God ponder your actions, but He even ponders your attitudes and the motivations that cause you to do the things you do (see Proverbs 21:2). Make no mistake about it, God has His eye on you and always has and always will.
 
   There is not one person who is continuously on my mind, but you are never out of God’s conscious thought or away from His immediate attention. He has been obsessed with you for all eternity and can’t take His mind off you. He is so in love with you that He has committed all the resources at His disposal (which are considerable) to your well-being. God has never glanced away from you for a moment.
 
   The author of lies, the great Deceiver, Satan himself, would like you to believe that you have made choices which now negatively affect how God relates to you or limit the extent to which He can use your life for His glory. However, the Word of God teaches us just the opposite. The prophet Daniel saw it clearly when he said that all the inhabitants of the earth add up to nothing when compared to God’s divine determination. He wrote that God “does according to His will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of earth; And no one can ward off His hand” (Daniel 4:35).
 
   I remember a time before I understood this truth when I was scolding myself for a wrong choice I had made. I thought, Because of my own foolishness, God can’t do the thing He obviously had planned! At that moment, another thought popped into my head that answered, Don’t kid yourself. You’re not that strong. I think I know whose voice that was, don’t you? God will do what God wants to do, and we flatter ourselves when we think we are big enough to stop it.
 
   If God isn’t in charge of everything, then how can we know He is in charge of anything? Timothy said that He is the “Only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords” (1 Timothy 6:15). That’s a clear explanation of the fact that He is the One in charge. He asks nobody’s permission or advice for anything. He does what He wants and doesn’t have to explain His reasoning to us.
 
   There is much about God’s sovereignty I don’t understand—why He allows some things and prevents others. With no disrespect or irreverence intended, I’ll admit that if I were in charge, I would often do things differently. But I’m not in charge—He is. We will never fully understand His unseen motives and methods.
 
   If we were able to completely understand God and His ways, our minds could contain Him, and God can’t be contained. Contemporary religion generally presents a God who is forced to submit to modern rationale, values, and predictable patterns of behavior. It markets a manageable God, offering the commodity of a comfortable, devotional experience—warm fuzzies on demand. On the other hand, the God of the Bible isn’t like that. Our God is beyond our control, sometimes displaying wild passion for those He loves and at other times appearing to have gone on a permanent vacation when we need Him most. Regardless of how hard we may try, we simply can’t figure Him out.
 
   God exists in what an anonymous author from the fourteenth century called “The Cloud of Unknowing.” His frame of reference is so beyond ours that we simply can’t consistently understand His ways in this world or even in our own life. Even the most spiritually mature among us often find themselves asking, “What’s God up to here? What is going on in this situation? What does this circumstance mean?”
 
   Sometimes we can look backward in time, see what He was doing, and understand His ways, even though they didn’t make sense at the time. However, many of life’s mysteries are beyond our understanding. God’s grace equips us to trust in His sovereign control. Our faith then frees us from wallowing in constant frustration, confusion, and self-doubt. We can walk in His faithfulness and trust His ways even when they aren’t our ways.
 
   
 
  

The Arms of God
 
   We begin to trust God and His sovereignty as we understand the depth of His love for those who are in Christ. Because you are in Him, He has all the bases of your life covered regardless of what decisions you have already made or are yet to make. If the fundamental message of Scripture were to be reduced to two simple words, they would be “in Christ,” a phrase used 77 times in the New Testament.
 
   Contemporary teaching on Christianity often focuses onChrist being in our lives, but the emphasis of the New Testament is that we have entered into His life. “In Him we live and move and exist,” wrote Luke (see Acts 17:28). By the cross, God has put to death the old life we had (see Galatians 2:20; Romans 6:1-7; Colossians 3:3) and has now given us the very life of Jesus Christ to be our own.
 
   God loves you so much that He has brought you to Himself, where you will stay in Christ for all eternity. Your choices do not keep you there. It’s His decision. Through His grace, we have come home to rest in Him. When Moses announced God’s blessing on the tribes of Israel by promising to bring them into His place of rest, He told them that “the eternal God is a dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms” (Deuteronomy 33:27).
 
   Christians are in Christ, says the Bible, and underneath are the everlasting arms. Do you know what it means to have God’s everlasting arms underneath you? Whenever I read this verse, I associate it with a memory from my childhood.
 
   I was at a Sunday school class party, and everybody there except me seemed to know how to swim. My teacher, noticing that I was in the shallow end of the pool, asked, “Steve, can’t you swim?”
 
   “No,” I answered, embarrassed.
 
   “Do you want me to teach you?” he asked. I agreed, and he began his instruction. “The first thing you need to know,” he said, “is that you don’t have to be afraid of sinking and drowning. If you relax, your body will float. Just try lying on your back and relaxing in the water.” I lay back in the water, attempting to do what he had told me.
 
   However, every time I lay back and felt the water filling my ears, I would lift my head. Then I would begin to sink. “Don’t lift your head,” my teacher encouraged me. “Just relax and let your ears go underwater. You won’t sink.” Again I would try to take his advice, but when I felt the water rising above my ears toward my face, I would rise up and again begin to sink.
 
   Finally he said, “Lie back in my arms and I will hold you on top of the water so that you won’t sink.” I began to lie back, and true to his word, I felt his arms underneath me, holding me up. As he held me there and I felt the support of his arms, I began to relax a little. After a short time, I was comfortable. Finally, he said to me, “Okay, now I’m going to move my arms from your back so that you won’t feel me touching you, but they will still be beneath you, and I will catch you if you start to sink. Do you trust me?” he asked. I expressed that I did trust him, and he did exactly what he said. For the first time in my life, I floated on the water. I felt no fear because I knew that underneath me were his arms. I knew that I had his guarantee that he would not let me sink.
 
   There have been times in my life when decisions I made caused me to say to myself, “Oh no, I’m sunk now!” My assessment always proved to be wrong. Whether I felt them or not, underneath me were God’s everlasting arms, keeping me from sinking. The same is true of your life. You are where you are today because God has upheld you by His arms. The arms of God provide a lifetime guarantee that He will take care of the details of our lives, ensuring that we won’t make choices that cause us to sink to a place He doesn’t want us to be. You can relax and enjoy the water because God has you in His arms.
 
   What kind of arms does God have? The Bible speaks often about His arms and gives us some insight into the Person in Whom we are placing our trust. Consider these biblical descriptions of the arms of God:
 
    
 
   •         God has outstretched arms. This is the most common description of God’s arms used in Scripture. To say that the arms of God are outstretched is to suggest that God is not passive about the affairs of our lives, but is actively involved, orchestrating events for our good and His glory. The majority of times that the arms of God are described in Scripture as being stretched out refer to His works on behalf of those whom He loves, rescuing them from circumstances that could potentially destroy them.
 
    
 
   One day, when we get to heaven, we will finally recognize the many times God reached out His arms to rescue us from disaster. The Psalmist often wrote songs honoring God for the many times He had delivered him from danger. Have you ever paused to identify the times when God did the same for you? Sit down alone with a note pad sometime, and ask the Lord to show you the many times He has rescued you from disaster. You may be surprised by the swelling sense of joy and gratitude you feel as God reveals how often He has acted on your behalf. This simple exercise may cause you to feel a much greater sense of God’s loving concern for you.
 
    
 
   •        God has strong arms. Reflecting upon the frequent times God had delivered Israel, David wrote, “You have a strong arm [and] your hand is mighty!” (Psalm 89:13-14). Well-meaning people sometimes die trying to save others who are drowning. It isn’t that their intention isn’t good. They simply lack the strength to intervene and pull the person in distress from the water. Consequently, they both drown. Our God always knows when we have gotten in over our heads, He has the loving desire to rescue us, and He has the strength to get the job done!
 
    
 
   Have your choices brought you to the place where you don’t think you’re going to survive your circumstances? Take courage by knowing that the One who loves you has the muscle to deliver you and He has prepared these circumstances for your highest good! When the Apostle Peter found himself in water over his head, the Bible says that, “beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord, save me!’ Immediately Jesus stretched out His hand and took hold of him” (Matthew 14:30-31, emphasis added). The Lord was teaching Peter the lesson of faith and showing him the hopelessness of depending on self.
 
    
 
   The One who ponders your every move is always at work on your behalf. What if you failed to ask? He could never stand by and watch you drown in a sea of wrong decisions, despite the fact that at times you may feel otherwise. You can trust that God’s strong arm is always reaching out on your behalf.
 
    
 
   •         God has bare arms. Isaiah said that “The LORD has comforted His people, He has…bared His holy arm” (Isaiah 52:9-10). God’s involvement in your life is not casual. His arm is bare because He has rolled up His sleeves to go to work in your circumstances. Through the eyes of faith, see this all-powerful God—the One who spoke the world into existence, the One who with a word will destroy Satan, the One by Whom all things in this world exist—see that God working hard on your behalf!
 
    
 
   Don’t think for a minute that foolish choices you may have made can overrule the plans divinely devised by this strong bare-armed God who reaches out His strong arm into your circumstances to work out His purposes. While it is true that there is an enemy who would ruin the perfect plan God has for our lives, God will not allow it. As Martin Luther wrote in 1529,
 
   And though this world, with devils filled,
 
   should threaten to undo us,
 
   We will not fear, for God hath willed
 
   His truth to triumph through us:
 
   The Prince of Darkness grim, we tremble not for him;
 
   His rage we can endure, for lo, his doom is sure,
 
   One little word shall fell him.
 
   If you want to experience the depths of intimacy with God through Jesus Christ, it is important to know and believe the truth concerning God’s sovereign strength over your life. Although you may still have questions that begin with, “Yes, but what about…?”, I encourage you not to try to figure out all the answers before you affirm your total trust in God. Either He is in charge or He is not. Which do you believe? Perhaps it will be necessary for you to pause and pray, repenting of the sin of unbelief. Maybe it will be necessary to acknowledge that you have believed the lie that your choices are capable of thwarting God’s eternal purposes for your life.
 
   Many Christians continue to experience spiritual bondage by believing the lie that they have made wrong choices which cannot be overcome. Before I understood the truth of our loving Father’s sovereignty, I would sometimes say, “You can’t unscramble eggs.” But the truth of the matter is that God can unscramble eggs! He takes the choices you’ve made and orchestrates them into the symphony of life that He has written for you. I indicated at the beginning of this chapter that there are things I would do differently if I had them to do over again. It’s true, I would. However, I can’t write the story over again. Given that fact, I must choose to simply rest with confidence in the One who directs this unfolding McVey drama. I don’t understand some things about my own story, but one day I will. Until then, my only viable option is to trust.
 
   Someone has noted that even the most beautiful tapestries have dark threads interwoven within the pattern made by the designer. God takes the dark threads of foolish choices you have made and uses them in the tapestry of your life. He is not limited by anything you have ever done. Nothing catches Him by surprise. The Bible says that in God’s book there were “written all the days that were ordained for [you], when as yet there was not one of them” (Psalm 139:16). Someone once asked, “Did it ever occur to you that nothing ever occurs to God?” We simply aren’t big enough to spoil the story of our lives that God has written.
 
   When Christians get to heaven and enjoy by sight the reality of the union we now share with Christ by faith, we will clearly see that our lives are nothing less than a love story depicting the intimate relationship we have with Jesus. As with any love story, there are highs and lows while the story unfolds. There are times when one following the saga might wonder if the lovers’ relationship is going to last. Will he be able to keep her? Will she turn away and give her love to another? However, the author of the story knows full well how it is all going to end because he decreed it to be so. Those who watch may be alarmed at times during the telling of the tale, but not the author. He simply enjoys the expression of his own creative skills as the drama is played out before him. He knows that in reality, the story is already finished.
 
   While we move through the divine drama of our lifetime on earth, there will be peaks and valleys. There will be times when we think we have made choices which spoil the whole story, but the Author and Finisher of our faith has already completed His work and has sat down to enjoy the fruit of His labor. (See Hebrews 12:2.) As participants in the divine romance, we will enjoy this time bound segment of the story much more if we simply believe that He indeed has finished writing the script and will see to it we are on our mark and know our lines by heart.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   I recognize that You are indeed sovereign over my life. I acknowledge that decisions I have made in my lifetime aren’t more powerful than Your love for me. I give myself completely to You—my past choices, my  present  circumstances, my future life. I simply want to live out the love story You have written for You and me. From now on, I won’t flatter myself by thinking that I’m the one writing this story. I will simply look to You for direction from day to day and then trust Your loving guidance in my life. You are totally in charge. Thank You for causing me to understand that fact.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	Discuss a major decision that you would choose differently if you had it to do over again. List two positive results of that decision that God worked into your circumstances. Discuss the concept of God’s love being bigger than our wrong choices.
 
    	Read Psalm 103:19 and Daniel 4:35 and paraphrase what they say. How can these verses be reconciled with all the wrong present in the world today?
 
    	Read Deuteronomy 33:27. Describe a time in your life when you were acutely aware of God’s everlasting arms beneath you.
 
    	This chapter points to verses which describe God’s arms as being outstretched, strong, and bare. What other verses in the Bible mention God’s arms, and what do those verses teach us about Him?
 
    	Describe the highs and lows of your own personal drama (your life), and explain how you can see God’s presence in each of those moments.
 
   
 
   



 
  

4
 
   The Heavenly Hug
 
   September 11, 2001 will  forever  be  remembered as the darkest day in our nation’s history to date. In an instant, thousands of lives were snuffed out by cowardly actions orchestrated by one man on the other side of the world. When President Bush called our nation to prayer, one lady responded to a CNN news interviewer saying, “Pray? To whom? To a God who would stand by and watch something like this happen without stopping it? I will not pray!” As things progressed in the immediate days that followed the terrorists’ attacks, there were more public prayers said and more said about prayer than any time in recent American history. While this cynic’s attitude wasn’t representative of most of the people in our country, it did reflect a pervasive and nagging question in many people’s minds, including Christians’. It is the age-old question that asks how a loving God could allow such horror to happen to so many innocent people.
 
   Why does a sovereign God appear to sit idly by and watch while tragic events happen in this world? In a message at the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C., three days after the attack on our country, on a day our President designated as a “Day of Prayer and Remembrance,” Dr. Billy Graham said:
 
   How do we understand something like this? Why does God allow evil like this to take place? Perhaps that is what you are asking right now. You may even be angry at God. I want to assure you that God understands these feelings that you may have. We’ve seen so much on our television, heard on our radio—stories that bring tears to our eyes and make us all feel a sense of anger. But God can be trusted, even when life seems at its darkest.
 
   “God can be trusted, even when life seems at its darkest.” Do you believe that to be true? Can we honestly believe that God loves us when life itself seems to be imploding? Perhaps there is no time in our lives that we feel less loved by God than when we are facing days of overwhelming difficulties. It doesn’t take tragedy on a national scale for the average Christian to wonder about the legitimacy of God’s compassion.
 
   Facing a particularly hard personal problem in his life, a friend said to me one day, “I wouldn’t let my children go through something like this if I had the power to prevent it. So why is God allowing me to face this problem if He loves me and has the power to stop it?” The question is a legitimate one and deserves an answer. How can we experience genuine intimacy with a God Who allows us to go through personal circumstances that sometimes threaten to shake the very foundation of our faith? When a person is hurting and his faith seems to offer no relief from the pain, what is he to conclude about God’s love?
 
   Jesus once said, “You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (John 8:32). What is the truth about how God’s love for us is related to the personal pain we will experience in our lives? There are several strands in the cord of divine truth concerning suffering which offer a lifeline of hope for ongoing intimacy with God in the midst of life’s unavoidable adversities.
 
   Welcome to Planet Earth
 
   The seed of sin planted in this world in the garden of Eden continues to bear fruit to the present day. In the general sense, human suffering is a result of the fall of man. When we get home to heaven there won’t be any more pain (see Revelation 21:4), but for the time being we still live on foreign soil where pain goes with the territory. Living as a foreigner is not easy; we must learn how to adapt. For example, my wife, Melanie, has always detested seafood, but when we visit Asian countries, where fish is a staple of their diet, she simply has to deal with it. There is no other choice. When you are in the culture, you adapt.
 
   Pain is a part of the cultural fiber of this short earth-life, and no amount of faith is going to make it go away. Standing at ground zero in his own personal disaster, Job once noted that “man is born for trouble, as sparks fly upward” (Job 5:7). He recognized that, at best, life “is short-lived and full of turmoil” (Job 14:1).
 
   The fact that one may be a Christian doesn’t exempt him from problems. Jesus Himself said, “In the world, you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). Faith in Christ doesn’t insulate us from the stinging experiences of life. It does, however, equip us to face our problems with confidence that His loving attention will guide us through those difficult circumstances. Faith seldom answers the “why” of our problems, but instead offers the answer to “how” we can survive our circumstances.
 
   “Steve, you need to get to the hospital immediately. There’s been an accident.” The words caused my blood to run cold. “Andrew has fallen at work…broken back… brain hemorrhage…” My wife’s words trailed off beyond my conscious thoughts as my mind struggled to comprehend what I was hearing about my son. I hung up the telephone and rushed from my office to the hospital.
 
   “The situation is very serious,” the doctor told us. “Our hospital isn’t prepared to handle extensive injuries of this nature, so we are transferring him to a hospital that is better equipped.” In the moments that followed, we learned that our 20-year-old son had fallen through an open stairwell on the construction site where he was working. We were told that it might be days before the long-term effects of his injury would be known. He could be paralyzed; he might be mentally incapacitated; he may not even live. These were the possibilities outlined to us in a short conference with the doctor before we got into our car to follow the ambulance that carried him.
 
   As we drove across town in silence, tears streamed down our cheeks. I had commented at times over the years about how suddenly life can change, but this was one scenario I had never imagined. As we pulled into the emergency room parking lot and stopped the car, I reached over and took Melanie’s hand. She looked up at me through teary eyes.
 
   “We don’t know what’s going to happen in here today,” I said. “Andrew may not live. He may be a paraplegic. He might be mentally retarded from now on. But before we go in here, can agree on one thing? No matter what happens with all of this—can we go into this hospital agreeing that God is God, and God is good?” Melanie nodded her head, indicating yes. We got out of the car and walked into the hospital, holding hands.
 
   The days that followed were not easy ones. Andrew bled inside his swelling brain for several days. There was a 12-hour operation on his broken back. There were 30 days in the hospital, followed by three long years of therapy. To the glory of God, He did recover and today lives a normal lifestyle with little residual effects from the accident.
 
   “Why me?” we may sometimes be tempted to ask, but the more logical question is, “Why not me?” “Accidents” happen, people are injured, and sometimes they even die. Being a Christian won’t prevent these kinds of circumstances. To believe that trusting Christ will shield us from suffering is to misunderstand how life works. It is an erroneous belief which will cause doubt and confusion when troubles do come—as they most certainly will.
 
   
 
  

God’s Final Answer
 
   In the midst of painful circumstances, we can still know intimacy with God by recognizing an important fact—our circumstances are not an indication of how God feels about us. If we believe that our present situation in life is indicative of God’s love for us, we will become disheartened and wonder if God is absent when troubles come. Paul spoke to the issue of how our troubles relate to God’s love for us in Romans 8:38-39:
 
   For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
 
   God’s final word on how He feels about you is revealed by the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross, not by whatever circumstances you may face. Jesus Himself was “a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3). If you want to understand God’s attitude toward you, stare into the face of the Crucified One, Who proved that He would rather die than live without you. By choice, He committed Himself to the cruelty of crucifixion, driven there by a divine passion for you that set His heart ablaze with resolve to do whatever was necessary to ensure that you would be His forever. The strongest strand in the cord of truth that will sustain any Christian who suffers is the realization that Jesus Christ loves you with an eternal passion that can never be extinguished or even diminished.
 
   Experiencing Him in Our Suffering
 
   Salvation is not a matter of Jesus Christ coming into our lives. That perspective is egocentric because it makes man the focal point in regeneration. To become a Christian means that we enter into His life. Our old life is put to death (see Galatians 2:20; Romans 6:1-6; Colossians 3:3), and we then receive the indwelling Christ, in Whom we live from that day forward (see Acts 17:28).
 
   Few Christians resist the biblical teaching that Christ wants to express His life through them. We believe in living victoriously, possessing spiritual peace, and experiencing supernatural power. All of these are indeed characteristic of the lifestyle of those who abide in Christ, but there is another trait of His life that lacks luster to many modern Christians. It is the element of suffering.
 
   When you entered into Christ, you came into union with every aspect of His life. Suffering is not an insignificant part of living in Him; it is one of the most effective ways that the Holy Spirit teaches us our true identity in Christ. It is often through suffering that God carries us deeper and deeper into an understanding of who we are in Him and Who He is in us. How does this occur? Perhaps an illustration from my own life will help explain.
 
   Several years ago I had taken an early-morning shower. I slid the shower door open to step out, when somehow it suddenly jumped off its track. The door instantly fell with its edge landing straight across the top of my big toe like a guillotine (I probably wouldn’t become a war hero in battle if this experience is indicative of my potential).
 
   When the door hit my toe, I felt a mental jolt in my brain as if someone had just shot me in the head. I looked down at my toe and saw a deep gash, which was now pouring out blood. I jumped out of the shower and into the bedroom on one foot, and knowing I was going to need stitches, called for Melanie.
 
   I’m glad my wife already adored me, because when she walked into the bedroom and saw a naked, soaking-wet man with an anguished expression, jumping up and down on one foot while holding the other with both hands, blood gushing from between his fingers…it probably didn’t do anything to validate my masculinity to her. With Melanie’s help, I dried off, put on my clothes, and drove to the hospital emergency room, where the doctor stitched my toe.
 
   When that shower door cut my toe, everything else in life lost its significance to me. I didn’t care about conflicts in the Middle East, famine in Africa, or even the spiritual condition of our own country. Only one thing mattered to me at that moment. You might say that right then, my whole life was a big toe. My all-consuming thought was, “I need a doctor now.” I didn’t want to bleed to death and have to tell the martyrs in heaven that I got there because of a toe cut by a shower door. I’ve never read about anybody being laughed out of heaven, and I didn’t want to be the first.
 
   Seriously, though the incident seems humorous now, it wasn’t funny at the time. My pain served one purpose with extreme efficiency—it caused me to want to see the doctor. That’s the way real suffering works in the lives of Christians. Suffering causes the believer to become consumed with the desire to experience Jesus Christ! It makes us want to see Him, to hear His voice, to feel His touch in our circumstances. This strand in the cord of eternal truth about suffering will sustain the Christian who clings to it. Our pain points us toward Jesus Christ!
 
   Suffering brings the indwelling life of Christ into our lives in a manifest way, enabling us to sense Him, to see Him by faith in ways that are seldom experienced in calmer days. When I cut my toe, I became oblivious to everything except my immediate need and my desire for the one who could meet that need.
 
   So it is in our grace walk. God uses the severe problems of life to focus our attention on Jesus. The believer’s thoughts turn to Christ in times of suffering as naturally as my thoughts turned toward the doctor when I had my accident. Suffering has a way of immediately distancing us from the superfluous, incidental matters of life that distract us from Jesus Christ. When a believer hurts, deep from within, at the very core of his being, is the heartfelt cry, “Abba! Daddy!” (see Romans 8:15).
 
   When Abba’s babies hurt, He is intensively involved. Sometimes our pain is so great that it cannot be clearly expressed in words. At other times, we just don’t have the energy to speak. People who aren’t feeling well often want assistance, but when a person is critically ill, they sometimes want to be left alone despite the fact that they may need intensive care. When we cry out to Abba, He hears, but there are other times when we can’t even cry out for His help. At those times, the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words; and He [Abba] who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose (Romans 8:26-28).
 
   God loves you so much that He will always work in your circumstances when you suffer. Don’t think that because He doesn’t eliminate the problem, help isn’t being given. Sometimes His most helpful acts in our lives occur when He goes through our circumstances with us instead of delivering us out of them. I have sometimes prayed, “Father, this hurts too much for it to be wasted. Please accomplish the maximum good in this situation that can be done.”
 
   The Revelation of His Glory
 
   God’s goal when we suffer is that Christ’s life within us may be manifested. As Watchman Nee pointed out, it is only when the alabaster box containing the precious, aromatic ointment is broken that its beautiful fragrance can fill the environment (see Mark 14:3-9). God continually works to break us of any hope that we have life under control so that we will experience life under His control. It’s in this breaking process, facilitated by suffering, that self-reliance is set aside and the fragrance of Christ is released from within.
 
   If you have ever prayed for God to use your life for His glory, you shouldn’t be surprised when suffering comes. As in the days of John the Baptist, “He must increase and [we] must decrease.” That decrease only happens as we hand over to God the deed to our lives, surrendering complete ownership, including all our trials and suffering, to Him. God loves us so much that He will rescue us from ourselves. It’s often a cruel irony that the enemy whispers to us during our trials, telling us that God must not care when, in reality, the reason for our pain is that God does care.
 
   The Apostle Peter wrote:
 
   Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you; but to the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing; so that also at the revelation of His glory you may rejoice with exaltation (1 Peter 4:12-13).
 
   It’s normal for the believer who hungers for God to experience suffering, for in his pain he will come to know “the revelation of His glory.” What is this glory that Peter said will cause us to become so excited that we can’t contain ourselves once it is revealed to us? The Apostle Paul defined this glory when he wrote, “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27, emphasis added). This revelation happens when the Holy Spirit causes the Christian to supernaturally understand the reality of his union with Jesus. Christ is not simply in your life; He is your life!
 
   When we understand that Christ is our life, we can face anything. We come to realize that we can do all things through Christ, Who strengthens us. Our fiery trials become the backdrop upon which the life of Jesus Christ can be seen in us in the same way that a brilliant diamond best reflects its beauty against a black background.
 
   Sometimes suffering is renounced and rebuked under the guise of faith, but this approach is a contradiction of Christian orthodoxy. The Apostle Paul prayed to “know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His suffering” (Philippians 3:10, emphasis added). What Paul prayed for, many today pray against. Why did Paul pray to know His suffering? It’s because He knew that suffering is a greenhouse in which fellowship with Jesus Christ can flourish.
 
   Heavenly Hugs
 
   Suffering creates an environment which often proves to be extremely conducive for intimacy with God. There’s something about serious trouble that sensitizes us to God’s presence. Problems reduce life to its most basic elements. Our troubles often take us by the hand and lead us to the foot of the cross. In that sense, suffering may become our best friend at times. Never are we more fully participating in the life of Jesus Christ than when we share in His sufferings.
 
   When you hurt, Jesus Christ grieves with you in your pain. Don’t make the mistake of believing that if God really cared, He would deliver you out of your painful situation. Remember that He didn’t even rescue Jesus from the cross as He suffered, because He knew its ultimate purpose—our salvation. God loves you so much that He won’t take away the pain if it serves a greater purpose in your life. Instead, He will walk the path of pain with you, and in the person of the Comforter (see John 14:16 KJV) will sustain you each step of the way.
 
   One effective tool the enemy uses against the believer is the lie that God must not care about our problems. However, when we are in the midst of suffering, it’s important to affirm the truth declared by the Psalmist, “This I know, that God is for me” (Psalm 56:9). Reflect on that truth for a moment—God is for me. Do you really believe that? Once we have embraced the truth that God is for us, the details of our circumstances become subordinate to the realization that God both cares about and controls our lives.
 
   That foundational understanding of God’s concern for us then becomes the platform upon which intimacy with Him can rest. When we honestly believe that God knows and cares about every detail of our lives, when we understand that He is deeply touched by our weaknesses (see Hebrews 4:15), when we are convinced that He hurts when we hurt, when we know these things, intimate fellowship with Him will be the natural experience in our pain. Jesus Christ longs for you to feel His love at the darkest times of your life.
 
   A few years ago a dear friend of mine experienced a horror that would be every husband’s worst nightmare. Fred awakened one morning to discover that his young wife, Rachel, lay dead in the bed beside him. She hadn’t been sick and had no known health problems. She simply went to bed one night and never woke up.
 
   I shed tears when I heard the news of Rachel’s death and then immediately began to pray for Fred. I couldn’t help but project myself into his circumstance and wonder how I would survive if such a horrible thing happened to me. To awaken and find that your mate has died beside you during the night is beyond comprehension for most of us.
 
   Having lunch with Fred one day, I asked him how he was doing. I was moved by the story he told me about Jesus comforting him during one of his darkest days. “From the beginning, part of me has wanted to be alone, and yet at the same time, I have craved people and attention,” Fred said. “I have felt lonely even in a crowd. Like Job, I asked God why, but He was silent in my despair. I have felt His presence in the love of my family and friends.”
 
   He continued, “About a week after Rachel’s death, I had dinner in the home of close friends. They showered me with love and attention, and their young children lavished their affection on me. I left for home that evening encouraged and praising God for giving me so many close friends. But when I went to bed that night, my emotions changed. I couldn’t sleep. It was a very cold December, and I was shivering and praying, struggling with deep despair. All I could do was to cry out from my broken heart, ‘God, I need your help!’ ”
 
   Fred’s eyes brimmed with tears as he continued his story. “Suddenly, at that moment, I felt God’s presence beside me. I was lying on my side and I knew He was right beside me. His arms embraced me, and a warm ocean current flowed throughout my whole body. The sensation was brief, but I felt a closeness to Him that I can’t describe. I was at peace for the first time in over a week, and I was able to drift off to a restful sleep. I awoke the next morning, praising God for revealing Himself to me. From that moment, I somehow knew that I could trust Him in all of my sorrow. I realized that God hadn’t chosen to save me from my adversity, but would ultimately lead me out of it. I realize now that God was working and answering my prayer, when I could see nothing but darkness.”
 
   In the arms of Jesus, Fred found the peace He so desperately needed after his wife’s death. Have you ever experienced the hug of Jesus? He wants you to feel His love in every circumstance of life. I have heard some spiritual leaders caution believers about the danger of an overemphasis on feelings in our walk with God. While this may be a legitimate danger at times, I am convinced that many have gone to the opposite extreme andexcluded feelings from our relationship with Christ.
 
   The presence of the Christ who indwells us impacts us at every level of our being. To cognitively know that we are loved by somebody else is one thing. To feel that love is another matter altogether. Healthy, loving relationships impact our thoughts and emotions. At times when we feel like life has run over us, we need more than a rational answer. We need a hug. Jesus always stands ready to give us the emotional comfort we want.
 
   On the day that Billy Graham spoke to our nation after the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, he closed his remarks with these words: “My prayer today is that we will feel the loving arms of God wrapped around us and will know in our hearts that He will never forsake us as we trust in Him.” His prayer acknowledged the need we all have when tragedy comes—a loving embrace from our heavenly Father.
 
   When standing in the middle of troubling and confusing circumstances, choose to reflect on the reality of the love of Christ for you. Through the eyes of faith, envision Jesus wrapping His arms around you. He hugs you and softly whispers to you, “It’s okay. I’m here. I love you and promise you that everything is going to be alright. Just stay here in My arms. I’ll take care of you.” Nothing in life provides a greater sense of peace in the face of personal sorrow than knowing that we are being held in a never-ending heavenly hug. In his arms, we find a “peace that passes understanding.”
 
   In a hymn he wrote in 1876, George Robinson said:
 
   Things that once were wild alarms 
 
   cannot now disturb my rest;
 
   Closed in everlasting arms,
 
   pillowed on the loving breast.
 
   O to lie forever here,
 
   doubt and care and self-resign,
 
   While He whispers in my ear,
 
   I am His, and He is mine.
 
   While He whispers in my ear,
 
   I am His and He is mine.
 
   Jesus knows about your troubles. Perhaps it’s time for you to stop trying to figure out the why of your circumstances and recognize the who behind every situation of your life. Maybe answers will come to you at some point in life. Maybe they won’t. What really matters is not that you understand, but that you trust.
 
   God is for you. He loves you enough that He is going to allow whatever circumstances are necessary to bring the greatest good to you and the greatest glory to Himself.
 
   The strand that completes the cord of truth about suffering in your life is that He wants to hold you in His arms and go through your struggles with you.
 
   When my four children were small, occasionally the electricity would go off in our home at night. If they were still awake, I would hear a unified chorus cry out, “Daddy!” Melanie and I would walk through the dark rooms and collect them one by one and bring them back to our bed, where we would lie down with them. With all six of us in one bed, we would put our arms around the children and assure them that we were with them. Without fail, in a short time they would all fall asleep, secure in the fact that we were there, holding them in the dark.
 
   You can be confident of that same fact. Your heavenly Father has you in His arms. He is with you when you are in the dark. Feel His love and know that He cares for you (see 1 Peter 5:7). Be assured that, although it may be pitch black around you right now, the sun will shine again. Until then, just rest in Abba’s arms, knowing that He will never let you go.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   Thank You that in every dark moment of my life, You are present. I affirm now my trust in You even when I cannot understand Your ways. I know that nothing can separate me from Your love. Use the painful circumstances of my life to reveal more fully to me Who You are in me and who I am in You. I love and trust You, Father.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	How can the actions of terrorists in the world today be understood in light of the teaching of the Bible about God being a loving God? Find three national tragedies in the Bible and answer these questions: How did God act in the midst of the crisis? What was the people’s response? What similarities can be seen between their national crisis and those we witness in the world today?
 
    	Identify five New Testament Bible verses which speak to the subject of suffering. What are some of the reasons the Bible lists for suffering? How are Christians to respond to personal suffering? Show verses to prove your answer.
 
    	What was the last painful event you experienced in your life? How did you respond? Would you respond differently today, and if so, how?
 
    	What is “the revelation of His glory” that Peter mentions in 1 Peter 4:12-13? In what way might suffering be a tool to lead to this revelation?
 
    	How would you have tried to minister to Fred, whose wife died suddenly? What are helpful ways to minister to people who are suffering? Identify three people who suffered in the Bible and explain how others ministered to them.
 
    	Pause now, and pray for those in your group who are hurting. Ask them if there are other ways you can help them in addition to your prayers.
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   The Silenced Cry
 
   From the moment a child is born, he begins to cry. Doctors say that the physical act of crying clears mucus from his airway and causes his lungs to expand. That may be the physiological reason for his cry, but what is the psychological reason for a baby’s cry? What motivates him to cry out as if, from the moment he is born, there is an intense need that he insists be met?
 
   Perhaps the answer to why a baby cries can best be determined by identifying what causes him to stop crying. The single most effective remedy for a baby’s cry is to cradle him in the arms of his mother. Nurtured at her bosom, an otherwise hysterical baby will drift off into a peaceful sleep. One might conclude that babies come into the world screaming for loving intimacy. The gentle expression of intimacy from a loving parent quells the emotional storm and soothes a baby in a way nothing else can do. Watch a crying newborn as his mother takes him into her arms, speaks softly to him, and cuddles him. The result is universal.
 
   Our Hunger for Love
 
   There is a sense in which that baby’s cry for affectionate love will continue throughout life. By the time he reaches adolescence, the child begins to look to friends to validate his value as a person and to cause him to feel loved. During the teen years, the hunger for love explodes like fireworks, often straining in every direction in an attempt to be filled. The hunger to be accepted may take on the form of an extreme fashion statement or a shared affinity with his peers for the “wild music” of his day. It may be something as simple as using the popular lingo of his generation, always an amusing and puzzling practice to the older generation, despite the fact that their parents thought the same things about them. Over the years, what was “the cat’s meow” became “cool,” then “groovy,” then “bad,” and today, “phat”—none of which offer a better substitute for the old-fashioned word, “good.” But that’s not the point. The bottom line is that people have a “default setting” that causes them to do or say whatever it takes to meet their basic needs for love, acceptance, and value.
 
   Don’t think for a moment that this cry for love ends when a person “grows up.” No sane man today would be caught wearing a leisure suit, but 30 years ago you weren’t fashionably approved if you wore otherwise. One modern dad told his young son, “In my day, we wore our baseball cap with the bill of the cap on the front of our head.”
 
   “You wore it backwards?” the puzzled little boy replied. The truth is that in every generation, people will do whatever it takes.
 
   A young adult longs for intimacy and may even seek to find it through a promiscuous lifestyle. Dating services flourish as men and women search for a meaningful relationship with that special person of the opposite sex. Their dream is to find that right person who will make them feel loved, valued, and accepted unconditionally for the rest of their life.
 
   The hunger to feel loved never stops. When a baby is born, when as a small child he begs for his first popular toy, and even when he is an old man driving a big, luxurious car and trying to catch “the early bird special” at the old folk’s cafeteria, he wants to find a place where he is loved, valued, and accepted. The needs are normal. In fact, they are universal.
 
   These three needs—to be loved, valued, and accepted— are intrinsic in every human being from the cradle to the coffin. If they aren’t learned behavior, but are inherent to human nature from the time we are born, then why did God create man that way? Simply put, it is so that He could be the One to meet those needs. It’s as though humans possess a three-pronged electrical socket within us that can only be satisfied when the life of Jesus Christ is plugged into us. Apart from Him, nothing else can ever satisfy that longing, and we will always be unfulfilled, never escaping the gnawing sense that something eternally important is missing in our lives.
 
   Brennan Manning describes “the imposter” who lives inside each of us, vying for attention, affection, and acceptance. He writes:
 
   Imposters are preoccupied with acceptance and approval. Because of their suffocating need to please others, they cannot say no with the same confidence with which they say yes. And so they overextend themselves in people, projects, and causes, motivated not by personal commitment but by the fear of not living up to others’ expectations.
 
   While reading the honest acknowledgment of Manning’s own resident imposter, I began to wonder what the imposter who lives inside me really looks like. As I prayed, the Lord began to show him to me, and as He did, I responded to God’s voice by writing the following prayer in my personal journal:
 
   I, too, know that an imposter hides inside the real me. Nobody else knows him. He conceals himself so well that I only get a glimpse of him at times myself. Yet he is there nonetheless, hiding in the shadow of my consciousness, affecting the way I live and preventing me from fully knowing You to the degree that You want me to know You and that I want to know You.
 
   He is a person who is afraid, and therefore, must be in control. He demands perfection of himself and is often tense because he can’t reach it, so he sedates himself with busyness—with noise and activity, sometimes even with ministry. He cares far too much about what other people think.
 
   He sometimes whispers in the recesses of my mind, describing to me a future without Your blessing and guidance. He tries to scare me by causing me to imagine worst-case scenarios about my ministry, my health, my family, my finances. His motivation isn’t sinister. He’s just scared and needs to understand the depths of God’s love for him.
 
   Relationship Is Everything
 
   Ideally, life begins with a person being born into a home where he will be nurtured by loving parents and ends with one lifelong mate gently holding the hand of the other when the last breath is drawn. Between these starting and ending relationships are numerous others, each of which is intended to convey something of the relationship believers share with God.
 
   Every good aspect of every relationship you will ever have in this world stands as a divine witness. Whatever good you have ever found in any relationship has been a living picture of God’s love for you, drawn by His creative, artistic hand. This is why the enemy tries to destroy our relationships. He understands, better than we do, that human relationships are a display case intended to reveal the many facets of the relationship that God wants to have with us. No single human relationship can do it justice. It is the composite good in all of them that gives a glimpse of the believer’s relationship to God through Christ Jesus. Consider how God’s relationship to you is proclaimed through the human relationships He has established.
 
   
 
  

God as Our Father
 
   Jesus referred to God as “Father” 182 times in the gospels; it is by far God’s most common title of relationship in the New Testament. The word resonates with implications of loving protection and provision. Since the dawn of mankind, fatherhood has been associated with loving strength and supply. In the presence of their loving father, children feel safe. When a small child is threatened or feels afraid, the natural instinct of his heart is to cry out “Daddy!” One Bible dictionary defines a father as “the author or beginner of anything” and suggests that the word is “a title of respect for a chief, ruler, or elder.”
 
   The realization that God is our heavenly Father is a source of comfort to many people. If you grew up in a home where your father loved you unconditionally, expressed affection and affirmation, and gave gentle guidance and encouragement for you to be your best in every situation, then you already have a healthy mental matrix upon which your concept of God as Father can be built. A child’s first impression of God is shaped by the way he perceives his own earthly father. He will often carry that underlying concept of God with him throughout life.
 
   However, not everybody grew up in a home where there was a loving father. One man said to me, “In your teaching today, you talked about understanding our heavenly Father’s love and acceptance for us, but that’s hard for me. My father was never anything other than harsh and judgmental toward me.” His point is well taken. Some people grew up with an overbearing, authoritarian father, one who demanded nothing less than perfection from his children. Rewards were few, but punishment for failing to meet his standards came quickly. Others grew up in a house with an absentee dad whose lack of involvement communicated a lack of concern.
 
   God may be like your father, but it is also important to understand that God may be nothing like your earthly father. If you grew up in an environment that now causes the word “father” to evoke a negative response in your mind or emotions, it will be important to educate yourself about the fatherhood of God. What kind of Father is God?
 
   Phillip once said to Jesus, “Show us the Father, and it is enough for us.” His request implied that he wanted to know what kind of Person God is. “Let us see Him,” he said. “Then we will know and be satisfied.”
 
   Jesus responded by saying to Phillip, “he who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). If you want to know what kind of Father God is, look at Jesus. Consider how He related to those He loved.
 
   ◆        He loved them unconditionally (see John 13:1).
 
   ◆        He was patient with their weaknesses (see Matthew 8:25-26).
 
   ◆        He hurt when they hurt (see John 11:33-35).
 
   ◆        He equipped them to do anything He asked them to do (see Matthew 28:17-20).
 
   ◆        He promised to never leave or forsake them (see Matthew 28:20; Hebrews 13:5).
 
   Do you get the picture of the kind of heavenly Father you have? Jesus said, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). Some people imagine God to be the harsh, judgmental Person in the Trinity and that Jesus is the “go-between” who calms God down on our behalf. However, the attitude of God is exactly the same as that of Jesus. He adores you and has committed Himself to you for all eternity.
 
   If you struggle with seeing God as a loving Father, it may be helpful for you to read the gospels slowly, pausing and writing down every positive quality you read about the kind of Father He really is. Nothing robs believers of joy like a faulty concept of God.3 As long as one believes that God is critiquing his every move, he will never feel free to relax and enjoy life. When we come to understand, however, that God laughs with delight every time He looks at us (see Zephaniah 3:17), we become like the little child who cries out, “Daddy, watch this! Watch this!” Your Daddy (Abba) is watching you, and He is thrilled with what He sees!
 
   God as Our Mother
 
   It was a difficult journey for me to begin to view God acting not only as my heavenly Father, but also as a Mother. I had a cultural hurdle to overcome. The very idea of God acting as a Mother evoked thoughts of liberal seminaries whose commitment to feminist theology was well-known. Having been reared in a solidly conservative tradition, I cringed to think about God in a maternal way. I had heard about those who used feminine pronouns when speaking of God, and I didn’t like it.
 
   My perception was that they insisted on using the feminine pronoun when they referred to God not because they wanted to express intimacy with Him, but rather because they were promoting an egalitarian approach to theology which served their own political agenda.
 
   However, I have come to see that God indeed does relate to His children in maternal ways as well as paternal. In the Bible, God clearly presents Himself relating to His children in a motherly role. Consider God’s words in Isaiah 66:12-13:
 
   And you will be nursed, you will be carried on the hip and fondled on the knees. As one whom his mother comforts, so will I comfort you.
 
   God promises that when His children need comfort, He will pick us up and hold us on His hip like a mother tends to her restless baby. He will put us on his knees, play with us, gently love us, and talk to us until we are comforted.
 
   In another verse comparing Himself to a mother, God says:
 
   Can a woman forget her nursing child and have no compassion on the son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget you (Isaiah 49:15).
 
   “Will a new mother abandon her nursing child?” God asks. “It’s unlikely, but even if she would, I would never do that to you.” It’s not uncommon for fathers to walk out on their babies. Mothers seldom do, and God never will.
 
   Most of all, God is like a perfect mother because He is our Comforter. His gentleness soothes the hurting Christian. The Psalmist understood the motherly aspect of God when he said, “Surely I have composed and quieted my soul; like a weaned child rests against his mother” (Psalm 131:2).
 
   When I was a small child, there was a particular practice my mother did that had an immediate effect on me. Maybe it would be after I had been hurt and was crying. Perhaps it would be at times when she was simply expressing affection to me. There were probably many different situations in which it might happen, but the experience was almost transcendent for the little boy I remember. It caused me to feel at rest in a way that few things in life have ever done.
 
   My mother would gently stroke my hair. It was that simple. I don’t remember what she said at those times. I can’t even clearly describe the surrounding circumstances at any of the times she did it. I just remember her doing it—stroking my hair gently. What does stand out in my mind is how I felt in those moments. I felt love from my mother. I felt safe, accepted, comforted. Regardless of the circumstances, I felt like everything was going to be okay.
 
   Maybe that habit comes with motherhood. I’ve seen Melanie do the same with our children and even noticed our daughter doing it to my grandchildren. It is a simple maternal expression of love that speaks volumes to a child.
 
   Dads don’t typically comfort their children in that same way, and even when they do, it doesn’t have the same effect as the loving comfort of a mother. When my children were very small and would get hurt, they would run past me, crying in an urgent rush for their mother. I understood. I was a kid once too. Sometimes, only a mother will do.
 
   You may find your concept of God is strengthened in a way that brings a deeper sense of intimacy into your relationship with Him if you begin to think of the maternal aspects of His affections toward you. Perhaps you are completely comfortable with approaching Him as a Mother. Maybe, however, you find the idea of God acting as a Mother to be uncomfortable due to the traditions in which you were reared.
 
   Spiritual growth often requires that we choose to rise above the traditions which have influenced our lives. At times in our journey of grace, it is necessary to embrace what the Bible teaches and what the Holy Spirit shows us even though it may be uncomfortable initially. I’m not trying to cause a doctrinal shift in your mind about God and gender. In fact, God is Spirit and therefore without gender.
 
   What I am trying to do is to encourage you to allow the Holy Spirit to broaden your understanding of God’s role in your life so that you will know the benefit of motherly love in your relationship with Him. Intimacy between a mother and child is a particular kind of experience unlike any other love relationship we will ever know. If you want to fully understand God’s love for you, it is important to know His fatherly and motherly qualities. It takes both to fully reveal who He is to us.
 
   God as Our Friend
 
   The French poet, Jacques Delille wrote, “Fate chooses your relations, you choose your friends.” None of us decided into which family we would be born, but we do decide who we want to be our friends. Nobody wants to be best friends with every person he meets. However, there are certain people who come across our paths whom we decide we would like to know better. We make the effort to establish a relationship with them, and over a period of time, deep friendships develop.
 
   My friend Debbie shared an amazing experience with me not long ago. She was a junior in high school during the time that Richard Nixon was President of the United States. In one of her classes, she had an assignment to write a report on the President’s wife, Pat Nixon. As she studied Mrs. Nixon’s life, Debbie gained a deep respect and appreciation for her.
 
   One of the coincidental details of Mrs. Nixon’s life that Debbie learned was that they both had the same birthday. She decided to write the first lady and express her respect and appreciation for her. In her letter, she made her aware that they both shared the same birthday.
 
   A short time later Debbie received a letter from Mrs. Nixon—not a form letter, but a personal, handwritten letter. Debbie decided to respond to Mrs. Nixon’s letter by writing her a second time. She did, and again Mrs. Nixon responded with a personal letter. The result was that the 17-year-old high school girl and the President’s wife became pen pals. Debbie and Mrs. Nixon wrote each other for several years.
 
   In March of 1974, the Nixons were invited to the opening of The Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, Tennessee. The opening day also happened to coincide with Mrs. Nixon’s and Debbie’s birthday. To her delight and surprise, the now 19-year-old Debbie received a letter from Mrs. Nixon, inviting her to be her guest at The Grand Ole Opry. Debbie went to Nashville, where she stood waiting with visiting dignitaries to meet President and Mrs. Nixon. One snobbish woman looked this young 19-year-old girl up and down and arrogantly asked, “And why are you here?”
 
   Debbie simply answered, “I’m an invited guest of Mrs. Nixon.”
 
   As Debbie told the story to me, she said, “I couldn’t believe it. There I was as the guest of the guest of honor.” Among all those who clamored to have a brief moment with Mrs. Nixon, 19-year-old Debbie Childers was her guest and her friend.
 
   It’s an amazing facet of the gospel of grace that God has chosen you to be His friend.
 
   You aren’t God’s friend in the same sense that Mrs. Nixon and Debbie were friends. Theirs was a casual connection, but God’s connection to you is very personal and deeply intimate. His desire is that the friendship you two share will be the closest relationship you will ever experience.
 
   Friends Know Each Other Intimately
 
   One benefit of an intimate friendship is that there is nothing that can’t be shared between them. True friendship doesn’t disconnect because of faults each person may have. Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “It is one of the blessings of old friends that you can afford to be stupid with them.”
 
   God is that kind of friend to you. Do you feel free to share the deepest and darkest aspects of your life with Him? You can because He is completely accepting of you. Understanding and believing in God’s complete acceptance is a vital key in developing intimacy with him.
 
   Five couples sat together one evening in our home. We had been singing choruses, laughing, talking, and sharing the snacks each couple had brought. As the time approached for us to pray together, one of the ladies in the group began to speak. Tears filled her eyes and her voice quivered as she said, “John (not his real name) and I need your prayers. We agreed before we arrived tonight that we would ask you to pray for us concerning a problem we have.” She then began to explain that she had committed adultery and had recently confessed her sin to her husband. Tears streamed down the cheeks of both of them. Those of us in the room began to cry too as Mary (not her real name) described what had happened and the impact it had on their relationship.
 
   After she had finished talking, my wife, Melanie, spoke first. “Mary,” she said, “the first thing you need to know is that there is nothing you could ever tell us that would cause us to love you any less.” As Melanie spoke, I am sure that everybody in the room felt what I felt—the manifest presence of God. When she ministered loving acceptance to our friend, we were all aware of Jesus speaking through her at that moment. His gracious acceptance and gentle Spirit permeated the room.
 
   We had John and Mary move their chairs to the center of the room, where we all gathered around them, and one by one, prayed for them. We then hugged them, held them, and assured them of our love. The healing had begun.
 
   Intimacy requires openness. You don’t have to put your best foot forward with God. He knows you—everything about you—and still loves you completely. There is nothing you could ever tell Him that would cause Him to love or accept you any less. The familiar quote is true: “A friend is someone who knows everything about you and totally accepts you as you are.” “The Lord’s loving kindnesses indeed never cease, For His compassions never fail. They are new every morning. Great is [His] faithfulness” (Lamentations 2:22-23, emphasis added). You’ll never have another friend like God.
 
   Understanding God’s total acceptance not only frees us from the prison of self-condemnation, but also empowers us to love others who have sinned. We are able to give them the same compassionate tenderness of Jesus that we ourselves have received. Those who don’t know they have received compassion can’t give it. It is natural for the one who has experienced the gentle acceptance of Jesus to tenderly share it with others.
 
   Lorraine Hansberry wrote A Raisin In The Sun, the story of an African-American man who makes mistakes that shatter his family’s hopes and dreams. When he confesses to his family and asks for their forgiveness, his sister responds in hostile anger, calling him horrible names.
 
   Her mother interrupts her display and says, “I thought I taught you to love him.” “Love him? There is nothing left to love,” the sister responds in anger. Then the mother answers:
 
   There is always something left to love. And if you ain’t learned that, you ain’t learned nothing. Have you cried for that boy today? I don’t mean for yourself and for the family ’cause we lost the money. I mean for him; what he’s been through and what it done to him. Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody the most; when they done good and made things easy for everybody? Well, then, you ain’t through learning—because that ain’t the time at all. It’s when he’s at his lowest and can’t believe in hisself ’cause the world done whipped him so. When you starts measuring somebody, measure him right child, measure him right. Make sure you done taken into account what hills and valleys he come through before he got to wherever he is.
 
   God has seen the hills and valleys of your life. He has seen you at your best and your worst, and yet still loves you unconditionally. He wants you to share yourself completely with Him with complete confidence that He will not respond in criticism. The score card on your life was torn up at the cross, and God has stopped keeping score on you. Your friendship with Him isn’t about how you behave. Ironically, the realization of that fact is the only thing that will cause your behavior to change. Friendship with God is about enjoying each other’s company. It is a union which will never end for all eternity. He wants you to tell Him everything, and He will do the same.
 
   Jesus said, “I have called you friends, for all things that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15). As you walk with Him, He will reveal more and more to you about the Father until the day you see Him face to face. He is the “friend who sticks closer than a brother” (Proverbs 18:24). Emily Dickinson once said, “My friends are my estate.” That’s how Jesus feels toward you. You are His inheritance, a gift from God to Him. Four times in the Gospel of John, Jesus refers to believers as those whom God has given Him.
 
   Enjoy the Relationship
 
   Empty religion focuses on laws, but understanding that God’s love is like that of a strong father, a nurturing mother, and a faithful friend can cause you to finally relax and rest in the relationship you have with Him. As a baby you came into the world crying for love, but now you can hear the voice of the Holy Spirit saying, “Hush now, child. Dry your inner tears. God loves you! He loves you with a love that is too big for boundaries. It’s a love that will never die.” God, alone, can silence your cry for love. All you have to do is believe Him and receive His love, then spend all eternity simply resting and reveling in Him.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   Your love is more deep and wide than I could ever fully know in this life. May the Holy Spirit show me the specific times in my life each day that You act toward me like a loving Father, a gentle Mother, and a dear Friend. Expand my understanding of Your love, and in response to that Divine love, may my own heart grow more in love with You each day.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	This chapter mentions three main needs that every person possesses. What are they? What are some ways that people try to meet these three needs at church? At work? At home? With friends?
 
    	What adjectives would you use to describe your earthly father? In what way did he exhibit the characteristics of God? Identify three verses that reveal characteristics of God as a Father.
 
    	Is there an “imposter” who lives within you? In what ways does he interfere with your relationship to God?
 
    	Read Psalm 131:2; Isaiah 49:14-15; 66:12-13. Discuss the way these verses relate to Christians today. Describe a time in your own life when God acted toward you like a mother would respond to her children.
 
    	List five important characteristics of a true friend, in order of importance to you. How have you seen God demonstrate these qualities in your relationship with Him?
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   The Dance of Grace
 
   It was December, and i was in the Chinese countryside, three hours outside Beijing. Temperatures were hovering around ten below zero. I could see my own breath in the cold air of the unheated storage room in the abandoned factory where I both slept and taught the Bible during my time in this poverty-stricken community.
 
   Fifteen people sat around me in a circle, having sneaked into the room one at a time in order to avoid detection by the police. “Aren’t you afraid of going to jail?” one of the believers asked me.
 
   “Are you?” I asked. It’s illegal for Christians in China to meet together as we were doing and we all knew that. However, these believers were so hungry for Bible teaching that they would risk their very lives to attend this Bible study.
 
   I had taught for 13 hours that day. Now it was the evening, and we were praying and worshiping God. These brave Christians had been singing Chinese hymns, offering praise to my God and theirs for His goodness. There was a lull in the room as we were all praying silently, when an 87-year-old woman began to sing alone.
 
   I had spoken to her earlier through my translator and knew her personal story. She and her husband had been separated during a war in China more than 30 years earlier. As Japanese and Chinese soldiers fought all around her, she hid in the corner of a building. Friends around her were being killed, but the soldiers all brushed past her, seeming not to notice she was there.
 
   Finally the shooting stopped, and the soldiers all left. She said that her immediate thought was, There must be a God because there is no other explanation for why I survived what just happened. I want to know this God. Ten years passed before she heard about an underground church service near where she lived. Taking her daughter by the hand, she said, “Let’s go to this church where we can meet this God who spared my life ten years ago.” They went to the house church that day, and there she met Jesus Christ.
 
   Now here I was, 20 years later, sitting in an abandoned factory where one family had secretly taken up residence. I had been teaching about intimacy with Christ, but this 87-year-old lady was about to make the lesson I taught even more real to me. She closed her eyes and began to sing.
 
   It was a soft and sweet-sounding song in the Mandarin language. As she sang, tears began to stream down her wrinkled cheeks and over her radiant smile. I couldn’t understand the words she sang, but I was aware that she was literally exuding the love of Jesus Christ. Suddenly, I sensed the manifest presence of God in a powerful way.
 
   I couldn’t hold back my tears, and as I looked around the room, I saw the others were crying too. I looked back at this saint who now appeared to be in a world of her own, seemingly oblivious to our presence. It was obvious—she was not singing for us. She was singing to Jesus.
 
   In a few moments, she finished her song and a holy hush lingered in the room. She paused for a moment and then opened her eyes and looked at me. “Every day He is looking forward to my coming,” she said with wet cheeks and an angelic smile. I felt like a little boy who was being taught a lesson he had never heard. Looking through teary eyes, I smiled and simply nodded.
 
   Our Honeymoon Home
 
   “He is looking forward to my coming.” Have you ever thought of that? Most people think about how happy we will be to see Jesus Christ face to face, but have you considered how anxious He is to see you? Christians are called the bride of Christ in the New Testament. One day He will come again, and those of us who are His bride will be united with Him in an eternal marriage. Jesus said,
 
   I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you unto Myself; that where I am, there you may be also (John 14:2-3).
 
   In the last chapter, you were asked to consider your relationship to God as your father, mother, and friend. However, the most intimate relationship by which we are identified with Christ is that of a bride. One day we will hear a resounding invitation echoing through the universe, “The Bridegroom is coming! Come out to meet Him” (see Matthew 25:6). In that moment, every Christian will see the One whose passion for them was so great that He thought it better to die for them than to live without them.
 
   Better than Cinderella
 
   You are familiar with the tale of Cinderella and how a handsome prince fell in love with her and changed her identity from a poor servant girl to a princess. Your own story causes hers to pale by comparison. Unlike the story of Cinderella, yours is true. The unabridged version of your story is told throughout the New Testament, but a short preview of how you have been rescued by your own Prince Charming is told in Ezekiel 16, in a parallel description of God’s history with His people in Jerusalem. He begins with a portrayal of what you were like when He found you. Cinderella’s humble beginnings were nothing by comparison to your own. God says:
 
   Your origin and your birth are from the land of the Canaanite, your father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite. As for your birth, on the day you were born your navel cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water for cleansing; you were not rubbed with salt or even wrapped with cloths. No eye looked with pity on you to do any of these things for you, to have compassion on you. Rather you were thrown out into the open field, for you were abhorred on the day you were born (Ezekiel 16:3-5).
 
   This is a description of a person who came into the world destined for disaster from the start. “Your father was an Amorite and your mother was a Hittite.” The tone of the statement even sounds like an indictment, doesn’t it? Indeed, it does point to a sordid ancestral past. The Amorites were a branch of Canaanite giants, steeped in idolatry and rebellion against God (see Amos 2:9). The depravity of the Hittites was so great that they were even known for their involvement in bestiality.1 “Don’t think for a moment that you were born with some inherent good in you that caught my attention,” God is saying to unfaithful Jerusalem.
 
   So it is with us. We came into the world from a spiritual family line which opposed God every step of the way. Born in Adam, there was nothing at all spiritually attractive about us. Unbelievers flatter themselves by thinking they possess any redeeming spiritual quality. On his very best behavior, man’s righteousness still looks disgusting in the sight of God (see Isaiah 64:6).
 
   During one meal I was served on a visit to a rural part of China, my hostess was about to drop a variety of chicken parts into my bowl of noodles. The problem with the parts was they were all from the inside  of the chicken—internal organs and mystery meat that Americans generally wouldn’t consider eating. As she reached across with the chopsticks holding something from the serving bowl that I neither recognized nor wanted to put in my mouth, she paused and looked at me as if to ask, “Would you like some?” I politely shook my head, indicating no. Immediately she put those parts back into the serving bowl, dug a little deeper, and without hesitation reached over and dropped a chicken foot on top of my bowl of noodles! (Maybe it is called a claw, but it was a foot to me). She beamed a bright smile at me as if she had just uncovered a hidden treasure in the bowl of food. I feebly smiled back at her, took a deep breath and began to eat the noodles, wondering how I was going to smuggle that chicken foot out of the room so that she would never know I didn’t eat it.
 
   When unredeemed man offers up his best to God, it turns His stomach. Even an unbeliever’s best religious effort is no more of an improvement than was my chicken foot. Whether we were religious or not, at best we were lying in our own filth when God first came to us.
 
   The Gift of Life
 
   Continuing with His narrative about how He saved His people, God said,
 
   When I passed by you and saw you squirming in your blood, I said to you while you were in your blood, “Live!” Yes, I said to you while you were in your blood, “Live!” (Ezekiel 16:6).
 
   The first and foundational action that God took in bringing you to Himself was to declare to you, “Live!” Many modern Christians believe that the most important thing in salvation is that our sins are forgiven, but as strange as it may seem, forgiveness is actually a secondary matter. The primary element of salvation is that we have received divine life. It was necessary for God to forgive us, but He gave us life so that He could accomplish His main purpose—taking up residence in us so that we might live in union with Him for all eternity.
 
   Regeneration is the quickening of a dead spirit, a spirit filled with sin, which at salvation becomes supernaturally made alive by the divine work of God. There was nothing about you that wanted God before you were a Christian. Nobody naturally seeks to know God (see Romans 3:11). However, despite the fact that you didn’t want God, He wanted you! For that reason, He sent the Holy Spirit to draw you to Himself with an irresistible love.
 
   Forgiveness of sins is a tremendous aspect of salvation, but equating Christianity and forgiveness has produced a generation of modern Christians who know they are going to heaven and are now simply waiting for it to happen. Their faith is defined primarily in terms of what has happened and what will  happen. “My sins have been forgiven, and I am going to heaven,” they reason.
 
   What about the meantime? Where is the abundant life Jesus promised (see John 10:10)? Authentic Christianity is not so much a transaction by which a person’s sins are forgiven as it is a love story between two people—you andJesus Christ. Do you daily personalize the redemption story, or do you simply see yourself as one in a great mass of people whose sins have been forgiven and who are one day going to heaven? Intimacy with Christ is only possible when we routinely personalize His love for us.
 
   
 
  

The Dance
 
   He entered into the room, which was filled with noise and activity. There was music, laughter, and talking. His eyes scanned the room, searching for that one whose very face caused his breath to quicken and his heart rate to increase. He loved her, yet it was more than that. He wanted her. He wanted her to be his, and not just tonight, but forever.
 
   Then he saw her. Across the crowded room, she stood—as if she had been unknowingly waiting for him all her life. She was beautiful. No, not beautiful—she was stunning. “God, I must have her!” every fiber of his being resonated. “I want to spend my life with her. I want to love her and cherish her and hold her. I want to take care of her and spoil her.”
 
   He walked across the room, never taking his eyes off her for even a moment. The room was filled with people, but his eyes were on her alone. As he approached her, his presence caught her attention and she looked upward into his penetrating eyes. This was the moment he had been waiting for, the time he had longed for as long as he could remember. Gently and lovingly he spoke: “Would you care to dance?”
 
   The description I have given is a true story. The two did begin to dance that day and they have never stopped. He asked her to marry him and she said yes. His plan is to do exactly what he intended from the beginning—to share his life with her and to love her so much that she will never regret the day she met him.
 
   Not only is the story true, but you actually know the people involved. The one He desired to have so much is you. The Person who wanted you so badly is Jesus Christ. One day He walked into the room of this world to find you. He was captivated by you and determined that He would make you His own. He knew in His heart that He must have you, that He wouldn’t live without you.
 
   If you doubt my words about His love, read the following marriage proposal that He wrote you. These aren’t my words, but His, copied here word for word exactly as He wrote them to you:
 
   How beautiful you are, my darling. How beautiful you are! There is no blemish in you! Arise, my darling, my beautiful one, And come along. You have made my heart beat faster with a single glance of your eyes. How delightful you are, My love, with all your charms!
 
   This note to you is recorded in the Bible, in the Song of Solomon.2 This book of the Bible is a love story about you and Jesus. Its words are sometimes so graphic, so intense, that throughout church history there have been those who have argued that it shouldn’t even be in the Bible. However, your Divine Lover has made sure it is there. The Song of Solomon is a love poem written for you. Its eight stanzas call you beautiful no less than 15 times!
 
   Lady Julian of Norwich was allowed to see the heart of God and the glory of the gospel. Her summary of what the Lord taught her was simply, “We are his lovers.”3 Jesus is consumed with you. Speaking about you, He said, “Who is this…fair as the moon, bright as the sun, majestic as the stars?” (Song of Solomon 6:10 NIV).
 
   You may not feel that way about yourself, but it makes no difference. What He says is an objective fact whether you believe it or not. If you don’t believe it now, rest assured that you will believe it because He is going to keep telling you how beautiful and precious you are to Him throughout all eternity. One day, either now or later, the reality of His words will transform you.
 
   Do you remember the day that He asked you to dance? It was the day you believed the gospel. Maybe it was in church, or perhaps it was when a friend shared his faith with you. Maybe it was when you were all alone and heard the voice of the Holy Spirit. Do you remember what you experienced then as He reached out to you? The bride in the Song of Solomon spoke for us all when she said, “My feelings were aroused for him” (5:4). That happened to us all when Jesus swept us off our feet, and we trusted Him.
 
   Don’t think it irreverent to view Christ in a romantic way. He is the One who calls us His bride. He is the One who wrote to us in terms of passion and romance. We simply respond to Him. “We love Him because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19 NKJV). We didn’t initiate or set the pace for this relationship; He did. We have simply responded to His irresistible charm, affirming by faith, “My beloved is mine, and I am His” (Song of Solomon 2:16). Like every new bride, our profession of faith in Him is nothing less than the thrilling realization that, “I am my beloved’s, and his desire is for me” (7:10, emphasis added).
 
   I didn’t dream up the idea of the dance as a literary metaphor to describe your relationship to Him. That is how He described it. In Zephaniah 3:17, the Bible says, “He will exult over you with joy” (emphasis added). Strong’s Concordance defines the word “exult” (sometimes translated “rejoice”) in the following way: “To spin around under the influence of a violent emotion.”
 
   One character quipped, “I grew up in a church so strict we were taught that premarital sex was wrong because it might (horrors!) lead to dancing, and now you tell me that the Lord dances over me?” It’s true, He does. The love of Jesus Christ for you is not just a “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” kind of love. It is a love filled with passion. It is a love that caused your Prince Charming to wield His sword (of the Spirit) and fight the dragon (the devil, see Revelation 12:9) for you!
 
   His love for you is great! One might say that the love of Jesus for you could be X-rated, not because of impurity, but because of intensity. Does that idea make you feel uncomfortable? It shouldn’t; He really does love you with an intensity beyond human comprehension. You are the pearl of great price for which He paid everything He owned to possess (see Matthew 13:45-46). Don’t be afraid of an intense love from Him. His love is intense, but His ways are gentle.
 
   Cheryl’s Story
 
   A young woman named Cheryl learned about God’s intense love for her after a season of adversity. Cheryl was a typical young mother who had been married for four years. She and Lee’s life together had seemed fairly normal early in their marriage, but then things began to change. Lee began to act distant toward her. She attempted to find out what the problem was, but Lee only became increasingly cold as time passed. The day finally came when, to her utter disbelief, Lee packed his bags, emptied the bank account, and drove away in the only car they owned, leaving Cheryl and their two-year-old son with nothing.
 
   A few weeks after her husband abandoned her, Cheryl discovered that Lee had been having a homosexual affair with his employer. To her shock and horror, she learned that her husband had made the decision to live an openly gay lifestyle. The weight of her burden was overwhelming. The next time Cheryl would see or hear from Lee would be seven years later as he lay dying from AIDS in a hospital bed.
 
   She became bitter toward God in the days that followed, viewing Him as an Enemy who, for reasons beyond her comprehension, was out to get her. The darkness of depression intensified until she finally found herself one night sitting alone with a bottle of pills in her hand. But the outcome of that night was like nothing Cheryl expected. She describes the scene:
 
   I had self-talked my way into a state of hopelessness and despair to a point of wanting to take my own life. One evening as I sat in a dark room with pills in hand, ready to end all of the hurt, the God who I had considered my “Enemy” quietly and gently reached out to me in love. I began hearing a soft voice in my mind that kept telling me to read Philippians 4:1. Finally, I got up out of my chair, found a Bible, and read this verse: [My beloved,] I love you and I long to see you, for you are my joy and my reward for my work. My beloved…stay true to the Lord. God was speaking to me, and these were not the words of an enemy, but were words of love, compassion, and acceptance for me, His beloved.
 
   That evening I knelt and prayed a prayer of total surrender to Him. This was not a prayer for salvation, but a prayer of brokenness. It was one of absolute surrender—giving up the right to live my own way. I didn’t fully comprehend all that it meant to totally surrender to Him, but somehow I knew I had to give up control of my life and allow Him to be my life. That evening, my “Enemy,” my Lord, proclaimed His love for me and told me that I was His joy and His reward, and I was His beloved.
 
   In the days ahead, Jesus Christ began to teach Cheryl that He alone was her sufficiency; that He was all she really needed; in fact, that He is allanybody really needs.
 
   An Old-Fashioned Love Song
 
   The New International Version of the Bible says that “He will rejoice over you with singing” (emphasis added). Can you imagine Jesus singing sweet love songs to you? The Bible says that He does. He is so enthralled because you are His that He can’t keep from singing.
 
   I was teaching from this verse one day when Helena came to me afterward and said, “I was reading that verse not long ago and noticed that it says the Lord sings over us with joy. ‘Lord,’ I asked, ‘Do you really sing over me? What could you possibly sing about me?’ Immediately,” she said, “one of my favorite old songs from years gone by popped into my mind, word for word. At first I tried to dismiss it, thinking, ‘This can’t be the Lord.’ But the song wouldn’t stop, and shortly I knew it was indeed the Lord singing a song to me.”
 
   Helena continued, “I heard Him sing to me, ‘You are my sunshine, My only sunshine. You make me happy when skies are gray. You’ll never know dear, how much I love you. Please don’t take my sunshine away!’ I realized then,” Helena said, “just how much He loves me! To think that I am the sunshine of His life absolutely overwhelmed me!”
 
   Someone might protest, “Why would the Lord sing a song to her like that one?” Don’t think that the only songs your Prince Charming knows are religious songs. He sang[image: ] the song to Helena that He knew would thrill her heart. He wasn’t singing to Himself, but to her. That’s how wonderful our Divine Lover is. He knows your favorite songs, your favorite places, your favorite everything. His plan is to see to it that you are able to enjoy it all—beginning now and reaching forward beyond this earth-life toward the nonexistent boundaries of eternity. Every good thing you enjoy in life is His love song to you.
 
   My favorite place on this earth is the British Virgin Islands. All of the Caribbean is beautiful, but there is something about the beauty of these particular islands that is almost hypnotic to me. As Melanie and I vacationed there one summer, I lay in a hammock at Cane Garden Bay on Tortola, unable to keep my mind on the book I had brought to read. I stared out over the powdery, white sand across the crystal clear, blue water. As I watched sailboats on the horizon, at one point I literally felt a deep sense of joy and prayed, “God, this is awesome! You did a great job here!” At that moment, a thought entered my mind as a still, small voice and gently whispered, “This is nothing. Wait until you see the rest I have for you!”
 
   He sings over you with joy! Your Prince Charming has prepared so much for you. “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him—but God has revealed it to us by His Spirit” (1 Corinthians 2:9-10 NIV). Your Bridegroom sings to you every day. Listen. Can you hear the music? Spirit-filled living is nothing less than a perpetual dance with Jesus.
 
   The background music is always there because He is always singing. Do you recognize the tune? Remember, He doesn’t only know religious songs. He knows everyromantic  song and sings a thousand stanzas to you everyday—in the laughter of children, in the beauty of a sunset, in the music that stirs you, in the flavor of your favorite food, in the intimacy of your marriage. He knows your favorite song.
 
   In her poem “Aurora Leigh,” Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote:
 
   Earth’s crammed with heaven,
 
   And every common bush afire with God;
 
   But only he who sees, takes off his shoes,
 
   The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.
 
   The song of God’s love for you resonates through the universe. Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Matthew 11:15). When you hear the tune, do you recognize His voice singing to you? Don’t waste your time plucking blackberries when the Lover of the universe is inviting you to the big dance.
 
   
 
  

The Wedding Gifts
 
   In Ezekiel 16, God said to those He loves, “When I passed by you and saw you, I could tell that you were ready to be loved. So I spread my garment over you to cover your nakedness. Then I made a solemn oath to you, entering into a covenant with you, saying, ‘You will be Mine!’ ” (paraphrase of Ezekiel 16:8). That was only the beginning.
 
   A covenant is an irrevocable commitment which cannot be broken under any circumstance, even if the other party fails to keep their part of the agreement. God has said to you, “Regardless of what you may or may not do, I’m going to fulfill what I plan to do. Nothing will stop Me from making you Mine forever. You will be My love. I will do everything necessary to ensure that it happens.” Consider the things described in Ezekiel 16 that the Lord has given to you, the love of His life:
 
   ◆        He has made you spiritually clean. “Then I bathed you with water, washed off your blood from you…” (16:9). Jesus said, “You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you” (John 15:3). The filth of your past is forever gone. It has been washed away by Jesus. In place of your past filth, by the abundance of His grace, you have been given the righteousness of Jesus Christ (see Romans 5:17). You are now holy (see 1 Corinthians 3:16-17) because Jesus Christ Himself has become your righteousness (see 1 Corinthians 1:30).
 
   ◆        He has given you His Spirit.“I…anointed you with oil” (Ezekiel 16:9). In Scripture, oil is a type of the Holy Spirit. Because Jesus loves you, He has placed His own Spirit within you to protect and guide you. No man sends the love of his life into dangerous places where she will not be protected. Jesus has promised, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).
 
   ◆        He has given you spiritual gifts. “I adorned you with ornaments, put bracelets on your hands and a necklace around your neck…” (Ezekiel 16:11). The New Testament affirms that when Jesus rose from the dead, He gave gifts to those He redeemed (see 1 Corinthians 12:4-11; Ephesians 4:8). You have been given spiritual gifts which equip you to live victoriously in this life.
 
   ◆        He has transformed you into royalty. “You were exceedingly beautiful and advanced to royalty. Then your fame went forth among the nations on account of your beauty, for it was perfect because of My splendor which I bestowed on you” (Ezekiel 16:13-14). God has given you a new identity. When you became a Christian you became a partaker of His divine nature (see 2 Peter 1:4). You are now a person of royal descent (see 1 Peter 2:9) and bear the very name of Christ.
 
   A Fairy Tale Come True
 
   The story of Cinderella is a fun tale for children, but it isn’t real. Your story, on the other hand, is absolutely true. Jesus loves you and has committed all of His divine resources to ensure that you will be His bride forever. He has gone to prepare for the wedding and will one day come back for you to take you to your eternal honeymoon home. In the meantime, every day He looks forward to your coming. He loves you so very much and can barely wait for the time when you and He will live together face to face in heaven. It won’t be long, so be ready.
 
   During the late 1800s, a young girl named Florence Martus lived with her brother in a lighthouse in Savannah, Georgia. His job was to serve as caretaker of the lighthouse that led ships safely into the harbor.
 
   One day Florence had to go into town to take care of some business. While she was there, she met a handsome, young sailor from a distant port. It was love at first sight and led to a short whirlwind romance. Knowing that he must leave, the young man quickly asked Florence to marry him. He promised to soon return to Savannah to claim his bride. Then he sailed off into the horizon.
 
   Every day Florence stood on the bank, waiting for her love to return. She waved her apron at each ship she saw approaching the harbor, in hopes that it might be his. She held her breath in eager anticipation, hoping that each ship would be the one to bring her love back to her. Florence kept up her watchful vigil for 44 years, rain or shine. Sadly, the love of her life never returned to her.
 
   Today on River Street, near the Savannah River, there stands a statue of Florence Martus, honoring her for never giving up hope. Florence was officially recognized as “Savannah’s Sweetheart” in the 1930s and remained so until her death in 1943. As ships enter the port of Savannah today, the statue of Florence Martus greets them, still waving her apron and guiding them into the harbor.
 
   Christians today stand on the edge of time, looking at the horizon toward the boundary between time and eternity. Sometimes, the rains are harsh, and the cold wind is bitter. However, despite what life may bring, we anxiously await our Love’s return for us. Unlike the waving girl of Savannah, we won’t be disappointed. One day you will see Him, and your heart will be thrilled when at last you hear Jesus say:
 
   Arise, my darling, my beautiful one,
 
   And come along.
 
   For behold, the winter is past,
 
   The rain is over and gone.
 
   The flowers have already appeared in the land;
 
   The time has arrived for pruning the vines,
 
   And the voice of the turtle dove
 
    has been heard in our land.
 
   The fig tree has ripened its figs
 
   And the vines in blossom
 
   have given forth their fragrance.
 
   Arise, my darling, my beautiful one,
 
   And come along…
 
   In that day we will meet face to face the One whom, “having not seen, you love” (1 Peter 1:8 NKJV). We will look into the eyes that have never looked away from us even once. We will be embraced by His outstretched arms and will hear His voice audibly. I’m not sure what His first words to you will be, but it wouldn’t surprise me if the first thing He says as He stares deeply into your eyes is simply, “Let’s dance.”
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   Thank You for loving me so much! With enthusiasm, I accept Your proposal to be Your bride for all eternity. Mine is a Cinderella story come true!
 
   I can hardly wait for You to return to take me to the home You and I will share for eternity. Even so, come quickly!
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
 
    
    	Jesus said that He has gone to prepare a place for you.
 
    	Being specific, describe what you believe heaven will be like. What are you looking forward to most about heaven?
 
    	Read Ezekiel 16:6. Describe the time in your own life when the Lord came to you and you heard His voice saying, “Live!” How did He speak to you? How has your life changed since then?
 
    	Find other verses in the Song of Solomon, not mentioned in this chapter, which indicate how Christ feels about you. Combine the verses to form a note from Him to you.
 
    	What song would you want to hear Jesus sing to you?
 
    	Read or recite the words to that song to the group. Why did you select that particular song? Other than songs, what are some other ways that you hear the voice of Jesus Christ singing to you?
 
    	Identify two spiritual gifts you believe that you have received from God. In what ways can you use those gifts for His glory?
 
    	Watch your favorite movie and note what stirs you. What do you find in common with the way the movie stirs you and how God stirs you?
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   From Must to Trust
 
   Sometimes I have wondered if I’m spiritually retarded. I hear some Christians describe how God shows them the need for a change of direction in their lives, and how they immediately make a course correction. I have often envied these people, because that has seldom been my experience. God often has to repeat what He says to me through various means until I finally respond, “Oh! Lord, that’s You talking to me!” It isn’t that I want to be insensitive to His voice, I just get so preoccupied at times with doing the things I think He has given me to do, that I don’t always hear Him when He speaks.
 
   Maybe I’m not actually spiritually retarded. It may be that I have some sort of Spiritual Attention Deficit Disorder (S.A.D.D.?). Children with A.D.D. have problems filtering out the cacophony of stimuli in their surrounding environment. Consequently, it appears that they aren’t paying attention to anything, when in reality they are paying attention to everything so that they are unable to focus on that which should have their undivided attention. That describes fairly well much of my Christian experience: I have often been distracted by many things and missed “the best part” (see Luke 10:38-42).
 
   Remember the story in chapter one about my time at the cabin by the pond? That wasn’t the first time God had spoken on the matter of my becoming too busy for the kind of intimacy with Him that He wants to share with those whom He loves. I have loved the Lord since I was a child, but it has often been on my terms and my timetable.
 
   At times my moments of loving interaction with God have been much like the husband who occasionally gives flowers to his wife to make himself  feel good. To be honest, at times I have sought intimacy with Him solely for my own benefit, for my pleasure. How healthy can a marriage like that be? Self-centeredness in any love relationship is at best a sign of immaturity and at worst an indication of a lack of serious commitment. There is certainly nothing to dispute in the Westminster Confession’s assertion that “man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever,” but a mature person knows that the best way to find pleasure for yourself is to bring pleasure to the one you love. The point is that Christianity is not intended to be egocentric, but Christocentric.
 
   It’s About Him, Not Us
 
   God doesn’t exist for us. We exist for Him and for His pleasure (see Revelation 4:11 KJV). If we would know Him intimately, it’s important to understand that He sets the terms of the relationship. Jeff Imbach notes, “This is God’s life and God’s purpose, a river of life within us. We did not start the flow and we will not provide the current.”
 
   If you want to dance with God, you had better be prepared to let Him lead. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself stepping all over your own feet. However, if you do learn to let Him lead, you’ll have the dance of a lifetime to the music of His never-ending love.
 
   In His goodness, God determines to take us to a deeper level of intimacy, to a place beyond our adolescent approach to intimacy with Him. We might still be content with the childish devotion of a little boy passing love notes in school. But God wants us to move past our superficial faith and into a much deeper love and more mature relationship with Him. If you sincerely hunger to know Him in the most intimate sense of the word, He will take you there. The fact that you hunger to know Him deeply demonstrates that He is already moving you toward greater intimacy.
 
   I realize now that God had been speaking to me for quite some time about impediments to intimacy with Him, showing me that His desire was to bring me greater pleasure in Him, thus fulfilling His pleasure in me. He had already spoken to me through a stress-induced rash, through my precious wife, through my loving, yet “concerned” (“Son, I worry about you”) mother, and through friends who saw more clearly than I did that my frenzied pace hindered a deepening intimacy.
 
   Richard Foster couldn’t have drawn me into A Testament of Devotion by Quaker writer Thomas Kelly any quicker if he had hypnotized me. His promise of a supernatural life without jammed schedules and frenzied days looked like a spiritual oasis to me. He writes in the introduction to Kelly’s book:
 
   Then my eyes came upon [Kelly’s] words of hope and promise: “We have hints that there is a way of life vastly richer and deeper than all this hurried existence, a life of unhurried serenity and peace and power. If only we could slip over into that Center!” Instinctively, I knew that he was speaking of a reality beyond my experience. Please understand me, I was not ungodly or irreverent—just the opposite. My problem was that I was so serious, so concerned to do what was right, that I felt compelled to respond to every call of service. After all, there were wonderful opportunities to minister in Christ’s name. The end result, however, was what Kelly described as “an intolerable scramble of panting feverishness.”
 
   I can certainly relate to Foster’s and Kelly’s dilemma, and I am convinced that many evangelical Christians today find themselves in the same place—sincerely serving the Lord from a heart of love, but trying to do so much so quickly that they miss the depths of intimacy He longs to share with them. “Panting feverishness,” Kelly called it. That might be an accurate slogan for many modern churches. The sad part of it is that some Christians would view it as a positive slogan for the church.
 
   One morning, I read the prayer that Jesus prayed on the night before He was to be crucified. He said, “I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work which You have given Me to do” (John 17:4). For some reason that didn’t make sense to me, my eyes filled with tears as I read that verse. I prayed, “Father, that’s what I want to be able to say to You when I’m facing my hour of death. ‘I have glorified You on this earth. I have accomplished what You gave me to do.’ ”
 
   The intent of my prayer was to express the desire to leave nothing undone that God wants me to do during my lifetime. From my childhood, my paradigm for Christian living was that God has a detailed plan of things for us to do during our lives. I believed that we could leave this world knowing that we had “fought the good fight” if we accomplished everything on that list. For some years now, I have understood that the doing of the Christian life is the result of His life flowing through us and not our own determination. However, only recently did it occur to me that we also glorify Him by not doing the things He doesn’t lead us to do. For some of us, “doing” comes much easier than “not doing.”
 
   As I prayed when I read the prayer of Jesus, it proved to be one of the times when I immediately heard God speak through a thought He placed in my mind. “You need to recognize what it is that I have given you to do and focus on that,” I heard Him say. The word that He put in my mind illuminated the busyness of my current lifestyle like a bright camera flash showing the clutter inside a dark closet.
 
   In that moment, I realized it wasn’t that He wanted me to be sure to accomplish the things on some Divine To Do list He had written for my lifetime. To the contrary and to my surprise, He wanted me to erase some of the things on the list I had unconsciously made in an attempt to accomplish as much as I could do. “Cease striving and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:8) is the most difficult command some of us will ever encounter.
 
   I have understood that life is “in Him” and not “for Him,” but in spite of knowing the truth, I still sometimes find myself with a propensity toward doing more than being. In moments of frustration I have said to Melanie, “I can teach truth about resting in Him. I just can’t live it.” The fact is that old habits die hard. Christian growth is a process in which we gradually advance, sometimes almost imperceptibly. As the old saying goes, “I’m not where I want to be, but thank God, I’m not where I used to be.”
 
   I long lived with the philosophy of an old man who once told me about the pills the doctor had prescribed that he take once a day: “If one will do me good, two will do me twice as much good.” In his own convoluted logic, that kind of thinking seemed to make sense. I have used that type of ridiculous reasoning about my own lifestyle many times in life. In reality, taking more than the Great Physician has prescribed isn’t better—it’s toxic and will eventually create problems which ultimately destroy our spiritual health.
 
   
 
  

Less May Be More
 
   It blasphemes one of the most sacred tenets of some evangelicals to suggest that perhaps they need to do less, not more. Grace is already susceptible enough to the recurring charges of passivity without people being told that they may need less activity in their lives. The “Just Do It” dogma is just as important to many contemporary Christians as is the deity of Christ.
 
   The fact remains, however, that religious hyperactivity is a tick that slowly sucks the lifeblood out of our intimacy with God. God didn’t invite you to be His maid, but His bride. Do we serve Him? Of course, but it always is to be the natural expression of our love for Him. Otherwise, it becomes a barrier to genuine intimacy.
 
   Well-meaning Christians often find themselves in a place similar to the man adrift at sea in a life raft. Because he is dying of thirst, he begins to drink the seawater around him. The salt water causes him to become more thirsty, and his thirst causes him to drink even more seawater. This vicious cycle will ultimately bring death.
 
   Thus is the fate of the Christian who believes that doing more is the remedy for his thirst. Sometimes the answer to our deepest need is met when we understand that the best way to advance may be to retreat, remembering that God’s ways are not our ways. Blaise Pascal said, “The sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room.” It isn’t frenzy, but faith that facilitates intimacy.
 
   Lost in the Woods of Busyness
 
   One time I found myself lost in the woods alone. It was late at night, and a friend and I were going fishing. We had left our car parked on the side of a road and had gone through the woods down to the water’s edge where our boat was tied. The plan was that we would load the boat with the supplies we had brought from the car; then he would take the boat across the lake to a bridge on the other side where I would drive the car, park it, and meet him.
 
   I pushed the boat off, moving it away from the shoreline, and turned to go back through the woods to my car. However, as I began to make my way back, it didn’t take long for me to become disoriented. The night shadows and muted colors caused every path to look the same. After walking for 30 minutes on a course that I knew would have only taken ten if it were the right one, I began to realize that I was probably lost.
 
   I was a little nervous at first, but I told myself that I would eventually come upon the road and the car. An hour later, I knew I was in trouble when I found myself off the path and fighting my way through thick undergrowth filled with night sounds I didn’t recognize. I had absolutely no idea which direction to head anymore. Instinctively I began to walk faster…and faster…and faster. After a while I realized that increasing my speed wasn’t accomplishing anything except to make me tired.
 
   I sat down to rest for a moment, telling myself that I needed to calm down and think this situation through more carefully. As I sat there, I glanced up toward the sky. Above me I saw my answer. It was a power line. I reasoned that the line had to lead somewhere and that I would simply follow it until it led me back to civilization.
 
   That is exactly what I did, and my plan worked. After a long walk, the line led me back to a side road, which I then followed to the highway and to my car. It was a scary experience that to this day has kept me out of the woods alone at night.
 
   My trek through the woods parallels the journey of many Christians’ lives. Because we aren’t sure how to get where we want to be, we simply walk faster and faster. In the process, we are accomplishing nothing but exhausting ourselves. In an effort to reach our goals, we become driven to increasing activity and effort, which only serves to exhaust us physically, emotionally, and spiritually. We seem stuck in a phase of spiritual growth that Kelly called “adolescent development” and “an awkward stage of religious busyness in the kingdom of God.”
 
   What we need to do is stop running, sit down, and rest. Whenever we take that simple step, God will show us the “power line,” which has been there all along. Only then can we follow it and find our way out of the woods and back to the main road of resting in Christ.
 
   Gifts Gone Amuck
 
   This compulsive drivenness of our culture certainly finds fertile soil within the modern church. Some of the fastest-growing churches in America are built around the premise that it is better to burn out for God than to rust out. Such a philosophy ignores the fact that either way, you’re out. We have often been so obsessed with doing the activity of the Christian life, that we have lost Jesus in the shuffle of our busyness.
 
   Even the most basic characteristics of a grace-filled life sometimes become routine, driven by discipline instead of desire. God allows us to experience His grace through spiritual gifts that He intends to be conduits through which He pours out His love into our lives. They don’t create the intimacy, but provide an environment in which we can enjoy it. For example, consider these three: the Bible, prayer, and the church. Each are meant to be settings—as inviting as a candlelight dinner—in which we experience His love. They are gifts to us from Him. They are ways in which we can sing the love songs of our hearts back and forth with Jesus.
 
   The Bible isn’t an instruction manual. It’s a love letter with personalized notes to each of us that can only be really seen as the Holy Spirit shows them to us. Prayer is a supernatural and mystical action by which two lovers whisper to each other. Church life is a kingdom party where we come to the dance and celebrate this unbelievably rich life He has given us—at no cost to us whatsoever.
 
   Legalistic religion denies all of that and turns His gifts into our obligations. It strips us of joyful intimacy and has the gall to turn God’s grace gifts to us into religious duty. It causes you to feel like you would upon finding out that a neighbor has given your young child a puppy. Your neighbor may call it a gift, but you’re the one who has to take care of it. Legalism may call the “spiritual disciplines” a gift, but that is as far as it goes. Now you are expected to maintain it, and nothing so quickly destroys inspiration as obligation.
 
   Consider the three gifts I have mentioned, and note how performance-based legalism addresses each of them:
 
    
 
   ◆        Bible study: Who wouldn’t acknowledge that the Bible is God’s revelation to us? God speaks through His written Word. Is it unreasonable that He should expect that we must spend time every day in His Word? A daily devotional time in God’s Word would seem to be a must for sincere Christians. Are you spending time reading the Bible every day of your life? How much time do you give to the Word of God? Do you hurriedly read a short passage just so you can know you have done your duty for the day, or do you commit yourself to the discipline of ongoing Bible study? You must study your Bible if you really want to experience spiritual growth.
 
   (Are you motivated to get into the Bible at this point?)
 
    
 
   ◆        Prayer: Few believers would argue that at the very least, we must be faithful in prayer. How often must one pray? The Bible says that we must “pray without ceasing.” Would less than an hour a day qualify as constant prayer? Consider the needs of your family and friends. What about the needs of the world? How much time do you spend praying each day? Don’t you think that we must pay the price in prayer if God is going to move in our circumstances?
 
   (Are you inspired yet?)
 
    
 
   ◆        Church life: While many have forsaken the church, most Christians would agree that to be a good Christian, one must attend church faithfully. If a man comes home to his wife most of the time, but spends the night with somebody else now and then, is he considered faithful? Are you faithful in church participation? It is commonly recognized that we must come together with God’s people since the Bible does say that we are not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together. Attending church isn’t an option, it is a must.
 
   (Ready to go yet?)
 
    
 
   Legalism says we must read the Bible. We must pray. We must attend church. How do the previous three paragraphs affect you? (It is embarrassing for me to admit that they were easy to write because that’s the way I preached for so many years.) Do you feel edified by those three paragraphs? Encouraged? Uplifted and motivated to do better? I doubt it. If so, legalism doesn’t offend you at all— which should be a wake-up call. Remember that I asked you to consider these three areas as legalism would address them.
 
   I intentionally used the word “must” ten times in those three paragraphs to illustrate the effect that a performance-based perspective on life in Christ produces. Legalism causes one to feel beaten down, judged, condemned (see 2 Corinthians 3:6-9). It takes the gifts which God has given us and turns them upside down, telling us that those very things are our gifts to God.
 
   Enslaved by legalism, we read the Bible for Him. We pray because we think He is pleased by it. We attend church because He wants us to do it. We think we are doing God a favor when we do these things. In reality this is foolishness. It’s Christianity turned inside out and made into an empty superstition, born of a belief that’s completely out of sync with divine reality.
 
   Aspects of Spirit-filled living, which flow naturally from the lifestyle of one walking in grace, become a millstone around the neck of one ensnared by legalism. I have used Bible study, prayer, and church life as examples because they tend to be primary targets of legalism. It takes what God intended to bring us real pleasure and turns it into nothing more than a religious performance.
 
   You aren’t doing God any favors by reading the Bible, praying, going to church, or doing anything else in an effort to please Him. It goes without saying that each is an integral part of authentic faith, but once these grace gifts have been submerged beneath the stagnant waters of dead religion, they lose all life. They no longer have legitimate meaning, neither to the believer nor to God.
 
   Bible study no longer is a joy, it’s a job. Prayer is no longer a romantic conversation. It becomes a “quiet time” which we must observe like the misbehaving child who is sent to his room for a “time out.” Church attendance becomes nothing more than a weary responsibility or a social event.
 
   Driven religious fervor becomes a one-night stand repeated over and over and over again. There may be a shallow gratification in one-night stands, but nobody would ever mistake such fleeting pleasure for genuine intimacy. God offers you much more than that. He wants you to experience Him and all of His gifts as a natural part of the soothing rhythms of grace. However, to know that kind of intimacy, we must stop our religious hyperventilating, calm down, and stop to smell the roses. God doesn’t need you to break the three-minute-mile barrier for Him. He just wants you to enjoy Him, knowing that everything else in your life will flow out of that.
 
   Jesus didn’t come to make us religious superstars. Far from it—He came to deliver us from empty religion, even orthodox, time-honored religion. Jesus came to bring us into intimacy with God through Himself. In His earthly days, as in our day, those most offended by Him were the religionists who built their reputation by keeping their golden idols polished to a brighter shine than anybody else’s in town.
 
   The idols are their own particular rules of the road that must be observed as they speed down the highway they call “Christian living.” Their display case is filled with the specific idols that most easily fit their own personality and temperament, and they judge everybody else by whether or not they live up to their own personal standards. People are incidental. What matters instead to the legalist is people’s behavior.
 
   Even Jesus wasn’t a good churchman by the standards of the religionists of His day. He didn’t live up to what they thought He ought to be. To them, He had no convictions. He appeared to compromise the purity and integrity of their values by doing things like healing people on the Sabbath, by eating with the crooks (publicans) and party-animals (sinners) of His day. He was a friend of the hookers and homeless. He didn’t separate Himself far enough from the riffraff like every good churchman knew one should do. Consequently, He lost His testimony with the Pharisees, an incidental matter which didn’t seem to bother Him at all. Jesus cared more about relationships than reputation. He still does.
 
   A legitimate Christian lifestyle gently flows like water along a riverbank, refreshing all who happen to stumble upon its banks. It isn’t a flash flood of activity that honors God. He doesn’t lead us that way, but instead He has chosen to make “[us] lie down in green pastures. He leads [us] beside quiet waters [where] He restores [our] soul” (Psalm 23).
 
   God loves you so much that He wants to deliver you from the misery of must into the triumph of trust. You have nothing to prove by a frantic pace. It isn’t possible to hear the still, small voice whispering when you’re running at breakneck speed. God invites you to stop and rest. Understand that the Bible, prayer, and church life are His gifts to you, not yours to Him.
 
   It was a strange thing to me that I seemed to hear God speak to me while I was taking a shower more often than any other time. I commented on that fact to my wife one day. Melanie pointed out that it might be because that was the only time in my day when I consistently became relatively quiet and still.
 
   I have decided that I’m not going to make God take a shower with me just to talk to me. My life has begun to change in many ways since I determined to rearrange my priorities, as reflected by my schedule. I want to move beyond the adolescent stage of religious busyness and begin to plumb the depths of my loving Father who has patiently nurtured me along.
 
   Are you hungry to know Him more deeply? Then leave the religious rat race and let the only race you run be the one that takes you straight to Him. I’m discovering that even if we are spiritually retarded or have Spiritual Attention Deficit Disorder, there is a Great Physician who can cure any problem. All we need to do is trust Him, and He will do the rest.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   So many things in my life compete with You for my attention. Enable me to prioritize the responsibilities in my life so that intimacy with You isn’t choked out by less-important things. Cause me to live righteously, not just religiously. May all that I do be motivated by nothing less than love for You.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	This chapter lightheartedly mentions potential spiritual disabilities such as “spiritual retardation” and “Spiritual Attention Deficit Disorder.” What other “spiritual disabilities” can you identify in the modern church? Which ones do you experience?
 
    	What are some impediments to intimacy with Christ that threaten the modern church? How can Christian ministries help people overcome these impediments and develop real intimacy with God?
 
    	“Panting feverishness” was mentioned as a possible slogan for some churches. What are other possible slogans which reflect the type of ministry present in churches you have attended?
 
    	Read John 17:4. What will be necessary for you to be able to say these words when you come to the end of your earth-life?
 
    	This chapter describes the way that performance-based legalism would address the matters of Bible reading, prayer and church participation. How are these areas to be viewed from a grace orientation?
 
    	One paragraph in this chapter begins with this sentence: “Even Jesus wasn’t a good churchman by the standards of the religionists of His day.” How would He be viewed in the typical church of today if He disguised Himself so that the people didn’t know who He was? What positive qualities would your church appreciate about Jesus if He were a member there? What would they find hard to accept about Him?
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   The Fire Burned
 
   On the day of Pentecost when God’s Spirit came upon His people, He presented Himself to them as tongues of fire, resting on each one (see Acts 2:1-3). Fire—the word itself is charged with imagery of unbearable intensity and unquenchable force. The writer of Hebrews plainly says, “For our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:29).
 
   When Moses was on the mountaintop alone with God, the only thing the people down below could see when they looked toward the top of the mountain was a consuming fire (see Exodus 24:17). Later, when he described God to the people, he said, “For the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God” (Deuteronomy 4:24).
 
   God’s desire for you is that you would be consumed by Him. His love rages for you as a passionate inferno which refuses to be quenched until He has subdued every part of your being. He is jealous for you and will not rest until you are so engulfed in the flames of His love that everything else in life is incidental by comparison.
 
   It isn’t without reason that a sexually charged person is called hot. Even an animal is considered to be “in heat” at the time when the urge to mate is greatest. The word carries the idea of being possessed by desire that cannot be hidden and that can only be restrained with great effort.
 
   At the risk of sounding irreverent, it must be pointed out that God is hot for you. Don’t be offended by such an application. It isn’t about sexuality, but it is about the essence of sexuality—union. God wants you to find complete pleasure and total fulfillment by understanding and experiencing the union you share with Him (see 1 Corinthians 6:16-17). His purpose is that you should live in union with Him in the fire of His passion for you.
 
   After the fire of God consumed his life, Thomas Kelly was repeatedly heard to say, “It is wonderful. I have been literally melted down by the love of God.”1 Others who have attested to intense moments of awareness of God’s presence have done so using terms associated with heat, sometimes metaphorically and occasionally literally.
 
   Catherine of Siena prayed, “O fire surpassing every fire because You alone are the fire that burns without consuming!…Yet your consuming does not distress the soul but fattens her with insatiable love.” The French mystic Madame Guyon wrote, “I slept not all night, because Thy love, O my God, flowed in me like delicious oil, and burned as a fire…”2 On the night of his conversion to Christ in 1654, Blaise Pascal wrote: “Fire. The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob…Certainty, certainty, emotion, joy, peace, God of Jesus Christ.”3 Transformed by the intimate love of Jesus Christ, St. John of the Cross wrote a book entitled, Living Flame of Love.
 
   Knowing God’s Love at Every Level
 
   The point isn’t that you should experience the same thing that others have experienced. God’s expression of love for His bride is universal, yet at the same time it is deeply personal and unique to each of us. The key is in understanding that God has a burning love not only for Christians in general, but also for you specifically.
 
   It isn’t enough to simply acknowledge intellectually that God loves you. To restrict God’s love to the intellect alone will greatly limit our ability to enjoy Him. The raging fire of His love seeks to permeate your mind, your emotions, and your will. Then, having ravaged yoursoul, His love will leap from your life, through your actions, onto those around you, like a forest fire that jumps from one tree to another.
 
   God wants you to both know and feel His love. There seems to be a tendency in many circles to either focus on experiencing God through the mind to the exclusion of the emotions, or vice versa. One group accuses the other of emotionalism, while the second views the former as being either afraid or ignorant of the Holy Spirit. One may claim to be led by the Bible, while the other professes to be led by the Spirit, but neither extreme is a biblical position.
 
   God wants His love to invade every part of our being. A balanced life is one in which we clearly understand His love intellectually, deeply experience His love emotionally, and purposefully live out of His love volitionally. With life in balance, the written Word guides us objectively and the living Word within guides us subjectively.
 
   From out of the center of His love, we are then able to live the carefree, abundant life that Jesus Christ came to give us. God wants you to enjoy life. He wants you to gulp it down by the gallon! Isn’t that the real desire of every Christian?
 
   Here’s how author Jeff Imbach expresses it:
 
   We have a powerful innate drive to drink deeply of life and of God—to come to the end of our lives saying that we’ve truly lived. That this urge belongs at the heart of a person’s spiritual life makes the circle complete. Life is good!
 
   There is, however, another side. While we long to live this way, most of us are actually terrified to do so. Confronted with the opportunity to dance with life, we cling to our inhibitions and fears and our little ways of skulking in the shadows of uninvolvement. We may tap our toes, but we’re firmly glued to our chairs. We aren’t easily persuaded to get up and dance.
 
   
 
  

Get Up and Dance
 
   I have long felt the urge to dance with life. I’m not sure if it is a sad commentary on the state of modern Christendom or of spiritual deficits in my own life, but the first time I found the desires for an authentic life articulated in the way that most closely fit my own was from a source outside the church. In fact, it was from one outside the faith.
 
   As I read Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, the irony of the fact that he wasn’t a Christian didn’t stop me from hearing the clarion call from within my own heart to experience the deepest and fullest that life has to offer. His desire to “suck the marrow from life” described my own zest for living. What Thoreau thought he could find in nature, I knew could be found in Jesus Christ.
 
   Imagine a life in which the fire of God so consumes you that you lose all inhibitions, a life in which you charge forth confidently into every day with the assurance that God is guiding every step you take. This life isn’t imaginary, it’s real! We experience it when we live from the blazing glory of His love for us.
 
   Tony Campolo once said, “Most of us are tiptoeing through life so we can reach death safely. We should be praying, ‘If I should wake before I die.’ Life can get away from you. Don’t be satisfied with just pumping blood.” There is an abundant life for the taking for those who have the assurance of God’s unconditional love and commitment to those on whom He has set His passion.
 
   When consumed with the fire of God’s love, you can say with the Psalmist, “Our God is forever and ever; He will guide us until death” (Psalm 48:14). With the confidence of David when he was surrounded and outnumbered in battle by the Philistines, we can shout to the world with assurance, “This I know, that God is for me!” (Psalm 56:9).
 
   What is the key to living out of this fire, this Divine force which empowers us to rise above the mass mediocrity of the modern church? How can we reclaim our God-given experience of the supernatural life which is our birthright? How can we be in this turbulent and transient world and still live in a way which demonstrates that we are firmly anchored in the Eternal?
 
   The answer, of course, is Christ. The answer is always Christ. Knowing who we are in Him and who He is in us is the cornerstone upon which everything else in life is set. I have written other books which specifically focus on the believer’s identity in Christ.5 Consequently, I won’t be redundant on the foundational aspects of our identity at this point. However, it is necessary to clearly state that what follows in this and the next chapter has the potential for greatest results only if these truths are grounded in your identity in Him.
 
   Knowing our union with God through Christ is of paramount importance to the abundant life. However, one question I am continually asked is, “How do we consistently abide in Christ, allowing Him to live His life through us?” The question is loaded in one sense because it easily lends itself to an answer which delineates particular steps one may take to abide in Christ. We must tread carefully when we approach the word how in the Christian walk lest we drift from the Who, namely Jesus Christ—the Source and Center of an authentic Christian lifestyle. How isn’t unapproachable under grace, but should be attended to with caution.
 
   We are getting dangerously close to legalism when we begin to list steps for a life of faith. While it is true that the Apostle Paul clearly laid down “the how” of day-to-day living, he did so only after clearly establishing the foundational truths of identity. For instance, his letters to the church at Corinth are filled with instruction about how to live, but the very first words he wrote pointed to the identity they already knew (see 1 Corinthians 1:2-9). Only on that foundation were the practical applications for life made.
 
   Even when the steps aren’t intended to be taken in a legalistic way, people interpret information through their own unique paradigm. If their grid is one of legalism, great momentum works against a clear understanding. We know we are being pulled away from grace by the undertow of legalism when we become more engulfed in “ought to” than “want to.” Law scolds people into submission, but offers no strength by which they can respond. Grace always encourages and energizes us to live the life to which God has called us.
 
   Abiding in Christ isn’t achieved by successfully following certain steps. It’s an act of faith by which we simply choose to believe that He is our life, that He will express Himself through us, and then act as if He is doing that very thing at this very moment. Abundant living isn’t found in a plan, but is found in the Person of Jesus Christ. That fact can’t be overstated or emphasized too many times.
 
   God’s Grace in Solitude and Meditation
 
   Having made that point, there is one element in the grace walk that I have found to be an amazing conduit through which I often experience His indwelling life and love. It is an act of grace which strengthens my sense of union with Him in a wonderful way. I’m talking about the biblical practice of solitude and meditation. The matter of solitude will be considered in this chapter and the practice of meditation in the next. I have found these two to be grace gifts from God which have strengthened me immeasurably in my pursuit of intimacy with Him.
 
   Solitude is often avoided at all costs in contemporary culture, despite its biblical and historical precedent as an integral part of communion with God. Contemporary society has been inundated by a torrent of words. Hearing God speak in our crowded lifestyles is like hoping to hear a person across a crowded room speak over the unintelligible chatter that surrounds us.
 
   Henri Nouwen describes our “wordy world” this way:
 
   Wherever we go we are surrounded by words: words softly whispered, loudly proclaimed, or angrily screamed; words spoken, recited, or sung; words on records, in books, on walls, or in the sky; words in many sounds, many colors, or many forms; words to be heard, read, seen, or glanced at; words which flicker off and on, move slowly, dance, jump, or wiggle. Words, words, words! They form the floor, the walls, and the ceiling of our existence.
 
   To enjoy quiet intimacy with God, we must withdraw by intention from our crowded, wordy world. The Bible records occasions when Jesus Himself withdrew into a solitary place (see Mark 1:35; Luke 4:42). If Jesus thought it necessary to withdraw from the demands on His time and ministry to commune with God in quietness, how much more important must it be to us?
 
   An incident in the gospel of Mark brings into focus the importance of solitude. The disciples had just returned from a successful ministry trip where they had seen tremendous results through preaching, casting out devils, and healing. No doubt with great enthusiasm “the apostles gathered together with Jesus, and reported to Him all that they had done and taught” (Mark 6:30).
 
   What would you think the response of Jesus would be at a moment like that? If He had learned how to respond from the preaching I did for many years, He might have said, “Good job! Don’t quit now! Our momentum is going, and let’s keep it that way! Boys, get out there and preach the kingdom!”
 
   That’s the kind of leadership I gave for a long time. After all, I reasoned, the devil never takes time out, so why should we? However, the response of Jesus is different from the kind of response I would have given.
 
   He said to them, “Come away by yourselves to a secluded place and rest a while.” For there were many people coming and going, and they did not even have time to eat. They went away in the boat to a secluded place by themselves (Mark 6:31-32).
 
   At a time when the disciples reported on how well things were going, Jesus said, “Great! Now, rest awhile.” That kind of advice hasn’t typically fit my personality type or the way I’ve been wired to live my Christian life. Even now, it doesn’t come easily to me. Something inside me feels like I’m wasting time when I rest, unless it’s at night when I’m in bed—and even then I sometimes find my mind racing like a Pentium computer.
 
   Jesus said to His disciples, “Rest.” Do you hear that word resonating somewhere deep inside you? For many, it’s easier to be busy with activity than to patiently wait on the Lord in solitude. It’s a lesson some of us must learn and relearn all our lives. It’s a lesson I am just beginning to learn.
 
   After being clearly shown by the Holy Spirit that I needed to realign my schedule to allow time for solitude, I had responsibilities to attend to in our office in Mexico.7 It was during that time that the deadline for this book was quickly approaching. I determined that in order to escape potential distractions and to be able to work on the manuscript with no interruptions, I would spend an extra week in Ajijic, a small town on Lake Chapala, about an hour from Guadalajara. I emailed close friends and asked them to pray for me while I was there that the Lord would enable me to accomplish much.
 
   God surely has a sense of humor. For several days, the time I spent writing flowed in such a way that made it clear God was blessing my work. Then one morning I awoke early and turned on the laptop. When lunchtime came, I was still sitting there staring at a blank screen. I felt brain-dead. “Uh, Lord…what’s going on?” I asked. “You know, I have a deadline coming soon. This sure would be a good time for You to enable me to write.”
 
   Once again, just as He had done in that small cabin in Southern Georgia, God refused to endorse my deadline. My writing stalled, just as before.
 
   I decided to eat lunch and walk around the quaint community’s cobblestone streets and picturesque environment to clear my mind. A couple of hours later I went back to my room and sat down. Nothing. Didn’t God know that I was on a mission? Hadn’t I set this time aside to do the work He had led me to do? For the rest of the day—zero. Not a word.
 
   At nine o’clock that night, I called Melanie, who was back at home in the states, and I whined like a spoiled child about my day. “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said, “but if something doesn’t happen tomorrow, I’m coming home.” I hung up the telephone and sat down, opening my Bible. “Lord,” I prayed as I opened it, “please speak to me. What am I doing? What am I not doing? You know I’ve tried to get this work done today. What do you want me to do?”
 
   I feel a little self-conscious describing what happened then because it’s not something I recommend as a way to hear from God. It’s a childish approach to the Bible that will cause serious students of Scripture to cringe (maybe the Lord spoke through this method because I was acting like a child). I opened my Bible and it fell open to Psalms, which I had been reading from for months. As I looked down at the opened page, my eyes fell on Psalm 4:4, where the following words seem to jump off the page in response to my question, “What do you want me to do?” The verse says, “Meditate in your heart upon your bed and be still” ! (emphasis added). I couldn’t help but snicker out loud, all alone. Here I was trying—no, struggling to write about resting in Christ in solitude, yet even alone in a foreign country I found myself predisposed to live on the fast track. God wouldn’t jump through my hoops, and when He did speak, all He said was, “You go to bed and think about this.” The purpose for this self-disclosure is to assure you that the lessons about solitude and meditation aren’t fully mastered by many, if any. We are all in process. Perhaps we all will spend our lifetime learning the lesson little by little.
 
   The Sound of Silence
 
   Noise may be our worst enemy. Our environment seems to demand our attention, distracting us from that which really matters. Thomas à Kempis said at the beginning of the fifteenth century, “For that is the cause why there are so few contemplative persons to be found, for that few can wholly withdraw themselves from things created and perishing.” He thought they had it bad! Over a half a millennium later, things have only become worse.
 
   Gordon MacDonald describes our dilemma well:
 
   Few of us can fully appreciate the terrible conspiracy of noise there is about us, noise that denies us the silence and solitude we need for this cultivation of the inner garden. It would not be hard to believe that the archenemy of God has conspired to surround us at every conceivable point in our lives with the interfering noises of civilization that, when left unmuffled, usually drown out the voice of God. He who walks with God will tell you plainly, God does not ordinarily shout to make Himself heard. As Elijah discovered, God tends to whisper in the garden.
 
   The fire of God’s love for you cannot be extinguished, but perhaps nothing so quickly douses out the flame of our awareness as noise. Jeremiah said, “The LORD is good to those who wait for Him, To the person who seeks Him. It is good that he waits silently for the salvation of the LORD” (Lamentations 3:25-26, emphasis added). Intimacy with God and continuous noise are mutually exclusive. If there are to be times of conscious intimacy with Him, there must be times of silence and solitude. God will not shout over the clamor of our cluttered lives.
 
   Do you really want to explore the depths of intimacy with God? Do you hear an inner voice calling you to a simpler, quieter place? The Divine Lover is calling you to your own secret place, shared by you two alone. Thomas Kelly writes:
 
   You may see it over the margin and wistfully long to slip into that amazing Center where the soul is at home with God. Be very faithful to that wistful longing. It is the Eternal Goodness calling you to return Home, to feed upon green pastures and walk beside still waters and live in the peace of the Shepherd’s presence. It is the life beyond fevered strain.
 
   There is an awakening among many believers today who are no longer satisfied with the hustle and bustle generally known as the Christian life. Call it the deeper life, the contemplative life, or whatever you will. By any name, this quality of Christian life is conceived in divine intimacy and born in quiet moments spent between two lovers. Many Christians who are dissatisfied with the emptiness of the noise are hearing His gentle call to something deeper, richer.
 
   One day, my friend Barry gave me a copy of Christianity Today which contained an article about Leighton Ford and his “new ministry.” Ford is the brother-in-law of Billy Graham and worked with the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association for 30 years. The magazine article described him as being “known for his revival evangelism, sweaty preaching, and making thousands of new coverts in a single night.” His ministry was the type that almost every preacher I knew wanted to have, but the article went on to say that, “After a globetrotting lifetime of service to wherever God—and brother-in-law Billy Graham—called him, the 70-year-old Ford now spends most of his time listening to God’s still, small voice.”
 
   Listening to God’s still, small voice? Leighton Ford’s ministry was well known. I knew he had been very successful, according to most people’s standards. Now, after all of his preaching, with so many conversions, and after such global impact, he decided to give himself to a contemplative lifestyle focused on mentoring and being mentored? It must have been a gentle, sweet Voice to lure a man away from his previous lifestyle.
 
   Reading about his life choice only reinforced what I knew God was telling me about slowing down my own pace to allow time for solitude and meditation. I had already revised my calendar for the following year, canceling some of the things I had previously scheduled. Now, reading about his discovery of a new way only fanned the flame of my desire to know more.
 
   The words of Thomas Kelly further intensified my desire. He wrote:
 
   I wish I might emphasize how a life becomes simplified when dominated by faithfulness to a few concerns. Too many of us have had too many irons in the fire. We get distracted by the intellectual claim to our interest in a thousand and one good things, and before we know it we are pulled and hauled breathlessly along by an over-burdened program of good committees and good undertakings. I am persuaded that this fevered life of church workers is not wholesome. Undertakings get plastered on from the outside because we can’t turn down a friend. Acceptance of service on a weighty committee should really depend upon an answering imperative within us, not merely upon rational calculation of the factors involved. The concern oriented life is ordered and organized from within. And we learn to say No as well as Yes by attending to the guidance of inner responsibility.
 
   The Fire Burns in Stillness
 
   Stillness. It was into the stillness of an empty void that God spoke and said, “Let there be,” and all that is came into existence. It was in the stillness of a barren desert that a man met God at a burning bush and was commissioned to lead His people to freedom. It was in the stillness of the night that a baby’s cry could be heard in Bethlehem, announcing salvation to the world. It was another still night when that same child would cry to His Father in a garden, “Not my will, but Thine be done.” It was in the stillness of an early morning that a stone was rolled away and an occupied tomb would forever be emptied. Stillness—God’s showcase.
 
   The fire of God’s love burns brightly in the stillness. It’s in that stillness that the distractions and cares of the world fade away in the same way that outside noises are muted when we make love to our beloved. It’s in that stillness that we’re able to give our thoughts, our feelings, and our will completely to Him in uninhibited abandon.
 
   It’s in that stillness that we are able to meditate—tomuse on the Person and the loving words of the One whose passion burns for us—until we are irreparably and eternally ignited by the Flame. It’s in that stillness that we gasp with delight along with the Psalmist, “My heart was hot within me; while I was musing, the fire burned” (Psalm 39:3, emphasis added).
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   My desire is for You to free me from the noise that drowns out Your voice and the music of Your love. I want to experience quiet, intimate moments with You. Teach me to “come apart and rest” as You instructed Your disciples. Show me how to structure my responsibilities so that Your fire can consistently burn within my heart.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	Read the account of the day of Pentecost in Acts 2. List four characteristics of God which could be compared to fire.
 
    	What does it mean to you to “get up and dance with life?” What are some common reasons why people are reluctant to live in carefree abandon? What does a person’s life look like who has abandoned himself completely into the life of God?
 
    	Read Mark 1:35; Luke 4:42. What do you believe were Jesus’ reasons for withdrawing to a solitary place? What benefits can Christians today expect to experience by embracing times of solitude in their lives? Are you comfortable with solitude in your own life? Why or why not?
 
    	Read the quote in this chapter from Gordon MacDonald about the “conspiracy of noise” in our culture. What are the noises that are most likely to interfere with your time of solitude with Christ? Read Lamentations 3:25-26 and explain what God is saying to you from that passage.
 
    	List three things not mentioned in this chapter that God did in an environment of stillness. What is the most significant thing you have experienced from God in times of stillness in your own life?
 
    	Set aside two days during the next month to do nothing but spend contemplative time with God. Ask Him to speak to you, revealing His heart to you.
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   The Holy Hideaway
 
   The frustrations of daily routine fade like shadows disappearing under the brilliance of a midday sun. Demanding urgencies are made to lie down and be quiet like a whining child who finally goes to bed. Issues which ordinarily insist on a place of high priority are rearranged so that, at the moment, they become trivial. There are still matters which will need to be handled, and they will be— in time. But for now, you are invited to a secret garden which transcends time. Life outside this place will once again clamor for attention. However, for now, none of those things matter in the presence of the Divine Lover. Time seems to stand still before His timeless beauty.
 
   This garden is a place to which you are invited; to which you are enticed by the Holy Spirit. It is a place of prayerful meditation. It is a secret rendezvous in a sacred place shared by two lovers whose greatest joy is to be alone together, reveling in each other’s love. It is your own holy hideaway where you and Jesus have the opportunity to celebrate your union together in the privacy of a sacred center where nothing and nobody can disrupt your intimacy.
 
   It is in those private moments together that we find ourselves so secure in His acceptance, so aware of His love, that the issues of our innermost being begin to surface in prayer. We empty our hearts in the presence of the One who will never reject us for any reason. Like lovers who lie awake talking through the night, we find ourselves sharing our darkest secrets and our deepest hurts. We talk about the dreams that we cannot let go and the disappointments that will not let us go.
 
   In complete awareness of His genuine interest in us, it isn’t necessary to fluff up our language with religious jargon. In the presence of His tender acceptance, there is no need to try to suppress the issues of our lives which are uncomfortable to discuss. In this holy hideaway, we have the deep abiding sense that we are home at last. We know that this is a safe place, where love prevails. It is a place where we want to be absolutely vulnerable and transparent.
 
   What is this sacred place where we may meet Jesus Christ? It is a place of prayer, but it’s more than that. It is a place ofmeditation. For many years I found consistency in prayer to be a challenge. It was a discipline, something to do because the Bible says to do it. I felt guilty about not particularly wanting to pray much of the time. I wanted to want to pray, but when I prayed it was often an intellectual exercise aimed at producing a positive spiritual outcome. It was classic legalistic prayer—put something into it just to get something out of it. Make spiritual progress based on what I do, like a person does sit-ups because he knows it is good for him even if he doesn’t particularly enjoy it.
 
   Sometimes I would try to get “psyched up” to feel God’s presence. There certainly were genuine moments of His awareness, but I still generally felt that in some unexplainable way my prayer life was deficient. There was a shallowness to my prayers that left me wanting more.
 
   Since beginning to understand prayer within the context of meditation, things have changed. I have come to understand that Jesus has never called us to a religious “quiet time,” but has invited us to join Him in a private rendezvous where He can lavish His love on us.
 
   We identify with the young bride who said,
 
   Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest,
 
   so is my beloved among the young men.
 
   In his shade I took great delight and sat down,
 
   And his fruit was sweet to my taste.
 
   He has brought me to his banquet hall,
 
   And his banner over me is love
 
   (Song of Solomon 2:3-4).
 
   Perhaps you have begun to experience Jesus Christ revealing Himself to you in more intimate ways. Maybe you hear His loving voice calling you to come, sit down, and let Him spread His love over you in moments of supernatural intimacy known through prayerful meditation.
 
   You aren’t being called to fulfill a religious discipline. Instead, you’re invited to a time of loving interaction when Jesus Christ pours out His affection upon you. Once you become aware of His loving embrace, you can’t get enough. From that moment on, you aren’t simply seeking to have questions answered or needs met. From that moment forward, you will find yourself seeking Him.
 
   Meditation Misunderstood
 
   The whole concept of meditation is shrouded in mystery to many Christians. For some reason, the word evokes a negative connotation to many believers. Someone rightly said that “we tend to be down on the things we’re not upon.” Many Christians aren’t “up on” the subject of meditation. Writer Buck Anderson accurately describes the perception many of us have held:
 
   The word probably brings to mind a dimly lit, incense-filled room. On the floor sit several dedicated disciples in what must be very uncomfortable positions. Together, hoping to become “one” with their god, they incessantly chant their secret mantra, “Ommm, Ommm, Ommm.”
 
   That certainly was my perception. Meditation seemed like something done by people involved in strange religions, folks not playing with a full spiritual deck. I grew up to be a good Protestant Christian and was leery of anything outside my own frame of reference. I heard the word “meditation” thrown around at times, but generally it was connected to reading the Bible, not meditating in the true sense of the word. The only people I knew of who practiced real meditation had bald heads, ate tofu, and wore strange robes, none of which appealed to me. Anderson continues:
 
   No Christian wants anything to do with the scene just described. We know the one true God is reached only through the “one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5 NIV). We recognize that any attempt to reach God outside of Christ is pagan.
 
   In recognizing this fact, however, I wonder if we have tossed the proverbial baby out with the bath water. I wonder [if], by our correctly rejecting meditation as described above, we have incorrectly believed that any form of meditation is wrong and not for Christians.
 
   A Biblical Precedent
 
   The Bible teaches the place of meditation in the lives of those who love God. Consider the following passages and what they have to say about meditation:
 
   Psalm 27:4 One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek: That I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, To behold the beauty of the LORD And to meditate in His temple.
 
   The presence of the physical tabernacle where God met His people was an Old Testament type which foreshadowed a future inner tabernacle in which God would live inside His people under a new covenant. There is an inner place where God lives and longs for us to enjoy Him. The Lord is in His holy temple. The Apostle Paul described this temple saying, “Do you not know that you are a temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?” (1 Corinthians 3:16, emphasis added). God lives within you and desires that you not look to outside sources to fulfill you, but to look to Christ who resides within you.
 
   ◆        Psalm 63:6 When I remember You on my bed, I meditate on You in the night watches, For You have been my help.
 
   ◆        Psalm 77:6,12 I will remember my song in the night; I will meditate with my heart, And my spirit ponders…I will meditate on all Your work and muse on Your deeds.
 
   ◆        Psalm 119:15 I will meditate on Your precepts and regard Your ways. (See also Psalm 119:27, 48,78,148.)
 
   ◆        Psalm 143:5 I remember the days of old; I meditate on all Your doings; I muse on the work of Your hands.
 
   A definition of meditation drawn from the Psalms could be this: “The act of focusing our undivided attention on God’s indwelling presence, His works, His ways, and His words.” It involves the emptying out of everything else that would interfere with our ability to be completely focused on Him. Biblical meditation exists when our whole being is intently riveted on Him.
 
   Meditation as a form of prayer is simply emptying our busy minds of everything else so that we can be filled with nothing but Him. Eastern religious forms of meditation are wrong because they neither start nor finish with Jesus Christ. They simply stress emptying the mind. That’s their goal—to be empty. Biblical meditation, on the other hand, is the act of emptying our minds so that we can be filled with the awareness of Christ Jesus.
 
   This practice isn’t a one-sided monologue in which we present our shopping list to God of all the things we want Him to give to us and do for us. (It’s amazing how often Christians seem to get God confused with Santa Claus.) Instead, it’s a dialogue in which we interact with Him, sometimes with words, at other times without words. It’s a place where we leave the cares of the world outside the door and enter into a private room with God, andHe sets the pace for what happens between us. We simply respond.
 
   There is a passage in the New Testament that, although it doesn’t specifically mention meditation, seems to point to its substance. In John 4, Jesus is talking to the Samaritan woman about her own spiritual needs. As unbelievers often do, she attempted to shift the focus off herself and her spiritual condition by trying to provoke a discussion about where a person should worship.
 
   “Our fathers worshiped in this mountain, and you people say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.” Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe Me, an hour is coming when neither in this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But an hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for such people the Father seeks to be His worshipers. God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:20-24).
 
   Jesus said that genuine worship isn’t tied to a physical location, but is spiritual in essence. He said that God is seeking for people who move beyond the veneer of empty religious ritual, and into the place where worship is grounded in spiritual reality and ultimate truth. Is this the way you would describe worship in your own life? Meditation, prayer, worship—while distinctions certainly can be made between the three, there is a sense in which they are all ingredients in the same recipe for intimacy with God. Animated by the Holy Spirit, each will reach out to encompass the others, integrating them into our lives so that we experience God, not casually, but in a deep way that brings transformation to our lives.
 
   How does one learn the kind of worship that Jesus described? A worship which flows from our spirit and is guided by truth? The Lord, Himself, must teach us. Jean Nicholas Grou wrote:
 
   Since prayer is a supernatural act, we must earnestly ask God to produce it in us, and then we must perform it tranquilly under His guidance. We must draw down divine grace by our favor and then we must cooperate with it without interfering with its effects. If God does not teach us, we shall never know thoroughly the nature of prayer.
 
   Do you want to experience the reality of Jesus Christ in prayer? As you read these pages, do you sense a swelling desire within you to experience greater intimacy with Him? Then be encouraged! That desire is the stirring of the Holy Spirit within you. It wouldn’t be there otherwise, and the fact that He is stirring your desire isn’t an indication of what He wants you to do. It is an indication of what He is going to do in you. Yield yourself to Him with a simple acknowledgment of faith, saying, “Yes, Lord! My desire is the same one expressed by your disciples—teach me to pray!”
 
   Thomas Kelly writes:
 
   There is a last rock for your soul, a resting place of absolute peace and joy and power and radiance and security. There is a Divine Center into which your life can slip, a new and absolute orientation in God, a Center where you live with Him and out of which you see all of life, through new and radiant vision, tinged with new sorrows and pangs, new joys unspeakable and full of glory.
 
   An Invitation to Intimacy
 
   There is nothing you can do to develop the grace of prayerful meditation. Like every other aspect of our lives, prayer is a work of God. To believe that by our own self determination we can create a sense of intimacy with Him is to embrace a legalistic approach to spiritual growth. Legalistic efforts never give life, but always produce nothing but death and condemnation (see 2 Corinthians 3:7,9). Many Christians have sought to establish a strong prayer life, giving it their best effort with complete sincerity, only to ultimately come to the familiar place of inconsistency and discouragement.
 
   Perhaps, however, you are sensing the invitation of the Divine Lover to join Him in a private place to which He wants to lead you. Maybe you can hear His voice saying about you, “I will allure her, bring her into the wilderness And speak kindly to her” (Hosea 2:14). If you sense a desire for this type of intimacy, be assured your desire is an invitation from Jesus Christ delivered to you by the Holy Spirit. Do you want to accept His invitation? He is whispering to you, “Come with me. There is so much I want to tell you!”
 
   Each of us can live such a life of amazing power and peace and serenity, of integration and confidence and simplified multiplicity, on one condition—that is, if we really want to. There is a divine Abyss within us all, a holy Infinite Center, a Heart, a Life who speaks in us and through us to the world. We have all heard this holy whisper at times. At times we have followed the Whisper, and amazing equilibrium of life, amazing effectiveness of living set in. But too many of us have heeded the Voice only at times…We have not surrenderedall else to attend to it alone.
 
   
 
  

Redefining the Meaning of Prayer
 
   For many years, my prayer life was an activity that occurred primarily in my intellect. Prayer consisted of words formed in my mind and presented to God either vocally or mentally. Words are a fruit of our minds. Jean Nicholas Grou noted that, “We need words to make ourselves intelligible to other people but not to the Spirit.”6 The Apostle Paul said the same when he noted that “the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words” (Romans 8:26).
 
   Jesus said that true worship exists “in spirit and in truth.” We pray from our spirit when we speak to God with what Grou calls “the voice of the heart.” He says,
 
   You ask me what this voice of the heart is. It is love which is the voice of the heart. Love God and you will always be speaking to Him. The seed of love is growth in prayer. If you do not understand that, you have never yet either loved or prayed. Ask God to open your heart and kindle in it a spark of His love, and then you will begin to understand what praying really means.
 
   If it is the heart that prays, it is evident that sometimes, and even continuously, it can pray by itself without any help from words, spoken or conceived. Here is something which few people understand and which some even entirely deny. They insist that there must be definite and formal acts. They are mistaken, and God has not yet taught them how the heart prays.
 
   Not only are words unnecessary in prayer at times, but they may actually interfere with intimate communion with Jesus Christ. Even in the most intimate moments between a husband and wife, words are sometimes not spoken. They simply aren’t necessary at the moment. As you share intimate moments with Jesus, you may discover several ways words may get in the way of intimacy.
 
   Sometimes we hide behind words.
 
   Words sometimes actually may be a way we try to protect ourselves from complete honesty. A person who is stopped by the police for driving under the influence will often “give himself away” by his incessant talking. It’s obvious that he’s trying to hide something.
 
   Sometimes we unconsciously do the same with God. We may seek to conceal our true selves by hiding behind many words. In the midst of silence, God may show you some things about yourself that have been hidden. Things which He wants to surface in order to deal with them, thus bringing you greater spiritual health and overall wellbeing.
 
   Sometimes words restrict our prayer.
 
   Another fallacy in believing that prayer requires words is that it restricts prayer to the mind and mouth. Apart from words, God’s Spirit may touch deep places in our emotions or may give new direction and resolve to our will. Our mind may not know our deepest needs, but the Holy Spirit knows. “A plan in the heart of a man is like deep water, But a man of understanding draws it out” (Proverbs 20:5). God has infinite capacity to draw up from the depth of our hearts the issues which need His healing touch. As His love washes over us during meditation, “deep calls to deep” (Psalm 42:7), and we find ourselves being miraculously refreshed in dry places that we didn’t even know were there.
 
   The benefit of healing that comes through prayerful meditation as we simply bask in the love of God can’t be overstated. The frustrations and pains of our routine lifestyle quietly bow in humble submission before the Eternal Now and we see them for what they are—transitory, a puff of smoke, here today and gone tomorrow. Everything falls into its proper perspective in the presence of Eternal Life. Things that seem so important when we clutch them in the tight grip of our self-sufficient hands are revealed for what they are when we open our hands to Him in submission and adoration.
 
   Sometimes words give us a false sense of spirituality.
 
   A final reason why we may need to redefine the meaning of prayer is that when we believe we have prayed because we have said the necessary words for the appropriate amount of time, we might gain a false sense of well-being. Just because one may “say prayers” doesn’t mean he prayed. Jesus described two men who went to the temple to pray one day:
 
   Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and was praying this to himself: “God, I thank You that I am not like the other people: swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.”
 
   But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, “God, be merciful to me, the sinner!”
 
   I tell you, this man went to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted (Luke 18:10-14).
 
   Legitimate prayer isn’t defined by words, but by what is happening in the heart. A rote, routine, religious, rigor mortis-affected “quiet time” that is dutifully done right between brushing your teeth and heading out the door for work may be an insult to God. It’s not the time given or words spoken that matter; it’s the heart. The best prayer is to bow our heads and simply wait in quiet humility for God’s Spirit to guide us in what to say or not say. Repentance and surrender can be forfeited and lost in flowery words that don’t spring from the heart.
 
   The modern Pharisee asks: Did I take my vitamins? Check. Did I feed the dog? Check. Did I take the trash out? Check. Did I have my quiet time? Check. And off he goes into his day, assured that everything is well with his soul because he had his “quiet time.” If only he would wait before God, he might discover some things that would forever change his life.
 
   Love Deeper than Words
 
   Jesus wants you to experience His love to the fullest. The deepest expressions of love between a husband and wife aren’t known through idle chatter. Sometimes the act of holding each other in silence speaks love most profoundly. That simple act may transcend words of love and convey its essence at the deepest levels.
 
   Jesus Christ wants you to have more than cognitive knowledge of His love. He wants you to enjoy Him, to experience the fullness of His life within you. He wants to express Himself to you in such a way that you experience a supernatural chemistry that causes your relationship to be fulfilling for you both. He isn’t simply the core of your religious beliefs. He is your life.
 
   Brennan Manning expresses it well:
 
   The Christ within who is our hope of glory is not a matter of theological debate or philosophical speculation. He is not a hobby, a part-time project, a good theme for a book, or a last resort when all human effort fails. He is our life, the most real fact about us. He is the power and wisdom of God dwelling within us.
 
   Nine days before suffering a fatal heart attack, Thomas Kelly wrote the following words that describe well the spiritual neighborhood in which God calls us all to live:
 
   Life from the center is a life of unhurried peace and power. It is simple. It is serene. It is amazing. It is triumphant. It is radiant. It takes no time, but occupies all our time. And it makes our life programs new and overcoming. We need not get frantic. He is at the helm. And when our little day is done we lie down quietly in peace, for all is well.
 
   Any loving relationship is characterized by specific moments of loving interaction. If you want to experience the intimacy that your heavenly Father has for you, know that His heart longs for you even more. His heart’s desire toward you burns with a single desire: “Allow Me to guide you to a deeper level of intimacy with Me. I will hold you continuously. I will fulfill the deepest desires of your soul because I have placed them there. Come to me just as you are and know without any doubt that you will be accepted. You will be loved and nurtured. There is a secret hideaway that I want to share with you. Come with me—I want to whisper something to you, something you will never forget.”
 
   



 
  



 
   Lord Jesus,
 
   The thought of You inviting me to a secret place where You will share Your love with me is overwhelming! I am amazed at such a thought, but I do want to know You in that place. Teach me to enter that place, to be still, to talk to You—even without words at times. May Your heart and mine beat as one. Hold me, Lord Jesus. With You, I am safe.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	How would you have explained the concept of meditation before reading this chapter? Has your understanding been changed in any way? If so, how? List three benefits of prayerful meditation.
 
    	Read the passage in John 4:20-24 and discuss what it means to worship “in spirit and in truth.”
 
    	Identify other verses from the Bible about meditation that aren’t mentioned in this chapter. What practical implications for believers today are found in those verses?
 
    	Describe what your own “prayer time” looks like. On a scale of 1-10, how satisfied are you with your prayer life? How has the Holy Spirit shown you that intimacy with God can be strengthened as you pray?
 
    	Discuss the concept of praying without words. How can this be done? What are the ways mentioned in this chapter that words can sometimes actually interfere with intimacy with God? What other ways might words hinder our pursuit for intimacy with Him?
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   Kiss Me Big
 
   Any effort to reduce the love of God into words is an attempt destined to fail from the start. Those things which are infinite in scope can never be measured by finite tools. One would sooner successfully count the grains of sand on the beaches and in the oceans of the world than adequately enumerate the vastness of God’s eternal love.
 
   God loves you. The words have been spoken so many times by so many people that there is the danger that they have lost their edge, like a worn-out blade that no longer has the ability to cut. However, there is no alternate medium by which a book can communicate other than words. Don’t come to the end of this book and allow the words to flow through your consciousness like a movie you watch and then forget as soon as you walk out of the theater.
 
   Think about these words: God loves me. Meditate on them. Be transformed by them. Linger on each word, reflecting on its implication. Focus on each individual word until you experience its meaning. Allow the Living Water of divine affection to wash over you, healing you in the deepest recesses of your mind, your will, your emotions.
 
   Don’t rush past the words of this final chapter like an eager athlete pushing for the finish line. Read these pages slowly. If necessary, put the book down at points along the way and allow the Holy Spirit to forever seal your certainty about the passion of your Divine Lover Who will eternally be obsessed with you.
 
   Know His love for you. Feel His affection toward you. Be embraced by Him and embrace Him in return. Fall into His arms and resolve to never leave again as long as you live. Sigh the sigh of relief that can only be known by those weary ones who, at last, have cast themselves unreservedly and with total abandon upon the eternal Resting Place. Inhale His peace, His tender acceptance, His gentle Presence. Revel in the oneness you share with Him. Bask in the realization, “God…loves…me.”
 
   
 
  

GOD Loves Me
 
   Do you understand the implications of the amazing truth that God loves you? Human love is volatile, unpredictable, and always subject to outside influence. Relationships can end through adverse circumstances or through death. Human relationships last only as long as there is one who is able and willing to give love and another who is able and willing to receive it.
 
   The greatest love you will ever know from another human being is, at best, tentative. No loving relationship in this world lies beyond the reach of death. The terrain of human relationships can become a wasteland through the tragedy of terminal disease, bitter divorce, or even sheer boredom. Despite the promises of poetry and song, human love can wither and die.
 
   Divine love exists in a category unto itself. The emotions that accompany human love may wax and wane, but God promises, “I, the LORD, do not change” (Malachi 3:6). “For the LORD is good; His loving kindness is everlasting And His faithfulness to all generations” (Psalm 100:5). God loves you, and He will never change His mind. His love for you isn’t stronger at some times than it is at others. It is constant, without wavering.
 
   On a summer day at the beach, people often enjoy being tanned by the ultraviolet rays of the sun. A common mistake many make is believing that they aren’t as exposed to the effect of the sunlight during cloudy times as they are when the skies are completely sunny. It only takes one cloudy day at the beach to learn that whether the skies are cloudy or clear, the sun’s effect isn’t diminished. The sunlight cuts through clouds as if they weren’t even there. Maybe the light can’t be seen, but its ultraviolet rays are there in full force, at all times refusing to be squelched.
 
   Nothing can shield you from the love of God. No clouds of discouragement, sin, doubts, negative feelings, trial and tribulation—nothing. God loves you. His love for you doesn’t depend upon your spiritual consistency, dedication, or even your faith. Each of those are gifts from Him which develop as a result of His love for you. You neither give birth to them, nor maintain them. That’s His business. Our role is to simply believe that we are loved by God regardless of our past or future track record.
 
   Brennan Manning notes:
 
   Sometimes we harbor an unexpressed suspicion that he cannot handle all that goes on in our minds and hearts. We doubt that he can accept our hateful thoughts, cruel fantasies, and bizarre dreams. We wonder how he would deal with our primitive urges, our inflated illusions, and our exotic mental castles. The deep resistance to making ourselves so vulnerable, so naked, so totally unprotected is our implicit way of saying, “Jesus, I trust you, but there are limits.”
 
   By refusing to share our fantasies, worries, joys, we limit God’s lordship over life and make clear that there are parts of us that we do not wish to submit to a divine conversation.
 
   You may fall down, give up, turn your back, or just decide you’ve had enough of spiritual living. But the sun still shines on you, and nothing you do or don’t do is going to change that fact. People may tire of our deficiencies, our irritating ways, and our self-centeredness, and they may give up on us. But God loves us, and He’s not going to give up on us, no matter what.
 
   Some years ago I became discouraged with God because of difficult circumstances I faced at the time. Ultimately, I turned my heart away from Him and, in a sense, walked away. For a while, I went through the motions of ministry outwardly, but inwardly I was angry. I pouted. I fussed and fumed. I rebelled. After some time had passed, I came to my senses and recognized that when you’re a Christian, there’s nowhere else to go but to God.
 
   One day I literally got on my knees and prayed, “Father, I’m sorry.” Although this happened decades ago, I still remember clearly what happened. In my mind, I was turning around to come back to God. After all, I had left Him. However, when I turned around, He was there. It was as if I saw Him standing beside me. I came to realize that when I walked away, God came with me! When I saw Him through the eyes of faith, I then heard Him speak, “Are you finished (with your childish temper tantrum) yet? Good! Come here and let Me hug you!”
 
   God loves us! How different His love is from that known by human beings! Irritable, whiny behavior won’t do anything but cause Him to hug and comfort you. Even when we rebel and try to walk away from Him, He comes with us.
 
   One day, after this experience with God, I paraphrased the Apostle Paul’s words from Romans 8:38-39 to fit my own behavior:
 
   It’s true! Nothing shall separate us from the love of God! For I am convinced that neither whining, nor pouting, nor unbelief, nor things we have done, nor things we are going to do, nor lack of spiritual consistency, nor failures of any kind shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord!
 
   Clouds may cover our perception of His divine passion, but with a love brighter than a thousand suns, He is “the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow” (James 1:17). God loves you and He will never change. Never.
 
   God LOVES Me
 
   Catherine of Siena was a fourteenth-century Christian who wrote much about intimacy with God. She was once asked to describe the God of her journey. The brilliant, fiery Italian woman whispered in response, “He is crazed with love, drunk with love.”2 How would you describe the God of your own spiritual journey? Have you come to know Him primarily as the One who has revealed His love for you?
 
   Todd expressed his own experience when he shared the following with me one day: “I believe intellectually that God loves me. After all, He is God. He is love. But although I know in my mind that He loves me, it doesn’t do me a lot of good on a day-to-day basis. I’m trapped in poor personal habits. My marriage is shaky and, because of my busy work schedule, my children hardly know me.
 
   I drag myself to church on Sunday, throw myself into the pew, and sit there thinking only one thing—tomorrow it all starts over again. What do I need to do to experience God’s love in a meaningful way?”
 
   The answer to his question rests in understanding that God’s love isn’t like any other love Todd has ever known. It’s not like the eros of passionate love shared between a man and a woman being swept along by raging hormones. It’s greater than the phileo brotherly love known by members of the same family. It far surpasses the storge love which suggests a warm relationship between two people who are completely familiar and comfortable with each other. Although these are certainly good, they are human types of love.
 
   God’s love is in a class of its own. It is agape love. It is divine in nature, needing no external catalyst to activate or perpetuate it. It isn’t generated by some resident virtue in its recipient. It flows from an internal river known only to itself. It’s a love that springs from the throne of God into this world through the fountainhead of Golgotha’s cross.
 
   It is a love that Todd and you and I did nothing to bring into existence. Therefore, because we did absolutely nothing to cause it, there is nothing we can do to stop it. It is a roaring river of raging passion rolling right over the righteous—those of us called by God.
 
   We aren’t to try to swim in the current, but just to yield to it and allow it to carry us wherever it will. Ironically enough, when we ultimately reach our downstream destination, we will find that we have been carried right back to the throne of God. In the meantime, the trip along the way is really just a Jesus-journey commonly known as “the Christian life.”
 
   How can we experience this outpouring of divine love in meaningful ways? We can’t manage or manipulate its flow. We can only submit to it in what Robert Capon calls “the second rule of the life of grace.” He explains:
 
   Your part is just to make yourself available. Not to make anything happen. Not to achieve any particular intensity of subjective glow. Certainly not to work yourself up to some objective standard of performance that will finally con God into being gracious. Only to be there, and to be open to your Lover who without so much as a by-your-leave started this whole affair. And your attendance upon Him can include literally everything you do, because he has accepted it all in the Beloved: all good acts because they are vindicated in him; all rotten acts because they are reconciled in him; and even all religious acts because, in him, they have ceased to be transactions and become celebrations of something already accomplished.
 
   It is an immutable fact—God loves you. The divine love of our unchanging God will motivate Him for all eternity to lavish His goodness on you. There are no negotiations on your life and your future. The deal has been closed. You have been bought with a price and are at this very moment on your way home.
 
   
 
  

God loves ME
 
    
 
   In 1981, the trial of Josephus Andersonan, an African American charged with the murder of a white policeman, took place in Mobile, Alabama. At the end of the trial the jury was unable to reach a verdict. The failure to reach a conviction stirred up members of the state chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. Two men decided that this wouldn’t be the end of the matter.
 
   On Saturday, March 21, 1981, Henry Hayes and James Knowles decided they would get revenge for the failure of the courts to convict Andersonan. They drove around Mobile in their car until they found 19-year-old Michael Donald walking home. Michael was a student and worked part time at the Mobile Press Register. After forcing him into the car, they beat Donald mercilessly with tree limbs, cut his throat, and then took him into the next county where they hung him by the neck until he was dead.
 
   After a short investigation, both men were arrested, and in June of 1983, Knowles was found guilty and was sentenced to life in prison. Six months later, Henry Hayes was tried for murder, where he too was found guilty and sentenced to death. In a poignant moment at the close of his trial, Hayes turned to Michael’s mother, Beulah Mae Donald and began to cry. “I can’t bring your son back,” he said. “God knows that if I could trade places with him, I would. But I can’t.”
 
   In that situation, how would you respond to the person who had savagely murdered your teenaged child? Beulah Mae Donald’s response brought the presence of Christ to the forefront in an Alabama county courtroom that day. With eyes brimming with tears, she quietly spoke these words to the man who had hung her son. “I already forgave you…from the day I found out who you all was. I asked God to take care of you, and He has.” As she spoke, one reporter said there wasn’t a dry eye in the courtroom. Beulah Mae Donald’s forgiveness toward Henry Hayes melted the most hardened heart.
 
   Like Henry Hayes, there is nothing any of us can do to reverse the sins we have committed. All have sinned against God (see Romans 3:23) and every person stands guilty before the cross of Jesus Christ. There aren’t enough words or works by which we can undo our guilt. The element that makes grace so amazing is that the crucified Son of God, hanging from a Roman cross, beaten beyond recognition, bore the full consequence of your sin.
 
   It’s your guilt that served the wrath of God upon Jesus Christ until He had fully digested the bitter retribution for all your wrongdoing. It was for love of you  that He remained there until He was engulfed by the eternal darkness of separation from God. He wanted you so badly that no price was too great to pay.
 
   Do you remember the day when by faith you cried out in repentance, “I am so sorry! Please forgive me.” On that day, the voice of Jesus gently spoke, “I already forgave you. From the day I first knew who you were, I asked my Father to take care of you, and now He has.”
 
   Because of the finished work of Jesus Christ, you can now relax. God loves you and has taken care of everything concerning you. Regrets about yesterday and fears about tomorrow vanish with the revelation that Christ is now your life, that “in Him [you now] live and move and exist” (Acts 17:28). Jesus Christ is the center and source of all things to you. Residing and resting in the realization of His love is your inheritance. You can now live out of His Life, the center of all things.
 
   Allow this thought to incubate in your mind each day: “God loves me.” Your relationship to Him isn’t based on anything you have done or not done. Its basis is grounded in what He has done because of the great love He has for you.
 
   “Why would God love me?” a new Christian wondered aloud to me one day.
 
   “I have asked the same question about myself,” I responded. It’s a question every believer wonders about at times. God’s decision to love you is hidden within the mystery of His providence and His infinite goodness. Perhaps we will never understand it, but we certainly canbelieve it and live our lives in light of that truth.
 
   Do you really believe that God loves you? Perhaps the greatest breakthrough most Christians can ever experience is to accept God’s acceptance. It’s only when we’re firmly grounded in the assurance of His unshakable love that we can really live freely. Until we understand the unconditional, irrevocable love of God for us, we will be doomed to a lifestyle focused on our own behavior. Your Divine Lover wants you to be focused on Him, not yourself.
 
   How you progress through life will be determined in large part by how you view God’s love for you. You can rest in Him and enjoy the journey, or you can anxiously struggle to stay in His good grace, a pointless and unnecessary endeavor. Robert Capon writes:
 
   Your life in grace is the life of a cripple on an escalator: as far as being able to walk upstairs is concerned, you are simply dead; there is nothing for you to do. But then you don’t need to do anything, because the divine Floorwalker has kindly put you on the eternally moving staircase of Jesus—and up you go.
 
   What you do and think about yourself as you ascend will be delightful, or sad, or terrifying— depending. Delightful, insofar as you celebrate your free ride. Sad, insofar as you fight the escalator. Terrifying, insofar as you forget you’re on it and go back to dwelling on your own inability to walk. But while all of that will matter to you, none of it will count against you. You’re on your way. And all you have to do is believe it, and even the sadness and the terror become part of the ride up.
 
   And therefore the last rule of the life of grace is that nothing can separate you from it. Not your faults, not your vices, not your being a brat about refusing the cross—not even your rubbing salt in the wounds of Christ or kicking God when he is down. Because he took you by a voluntary crucifixion for your sake, and he takes it all as the price of taking you. Eventually you will cry about that, and those tears will be your repentance. But there isn’t even any rush about that. He knows he loves you, and that’s all that counts. You can catch up as you can.
 
   God loves you. It’s so simple, yet so profound. Strangely enough, although God’s love is the central message of the Bible, it’s also the most difficult aspect of faith with which many Christians struggle. Trapped in the shallow waters of natural love, many simply cannot see the vast ocean of divine affection with its waves of agape billowing over them.
 
   “But what if I were to turn my back on God and renounce Him? Surely you aren’t suggesting that He would still love me!” “How can you believe that God could still love someone who committed that sin?” “Yes, God loves us, but you can take this too far. After all, what we do still matters to God!” “It’s true that He is a God of love,but He is also a God of wrath and justice!”
 
   Thus goes the litany of objections to divine love. Maybe you struggle with your own questions. Perhaps you can’t reconcile certain things you believe to be true with this whole concept of a kind of divine love that is immeasurable, unconditional, and irrevocable.
 
   I’m on the same side of the line as you are. There are aspects of God’s love which I don’t understand either. His love is too big for me to get my arms around and mentally manage. As hard as I’ve tried, I can’t sort it all out. I still have unanswered questions about His love.
 
   However, I have made a decision that continues to transform my life. I have chosen to apprehend what I can’t comprehend. I refuse to allow my limited ability to understand God’s unlimited love to insulate me from enjoying it. Yes, there are still unresolved questions. Let the theologians figure them all out. Until they do, why not choose to believe in His love and receive it as something bigger and better than anything you’ve ever known?
 
   John Eldredge offers a good example: 
 
   What is the truth of a kiss? Technically, in a modernistic sense, it is two sets of mandibles pressing together for a certain duration of time. Those of you who have experienced the wonder of a kiss will know that while true, this description is so untrue. It takes away everything beautiful and mysterious and passionate and intimate and leaves you with an icy cold fact. Those who know kissing feel robbed, those who don’t are apt to say, “If that’s what kissing is all about, I think I’d rather not.”
 
   I can’t imagine such a perspective in a human relationship. Like myself, many people travel extensively with their work. Can you imagine a person returning home from a business trip, and in anticipation of being with his mate, getting hung up on trying to understand the intellectual meaning of a kiss?
 
   While there certainly are psychological and physiological factors associated with kissing, that is the farthest thing from my mind when I come home to Melanie. Tennessee Ernie Ford summed up the basic elements of such a moment in his old song, Kiss Me Big. No talk from him about “mandibles contacting each other for a certain duration of time.” His assessment was both simple and practical: “Pull down the shades. Unhook the phone. Pucker up, baby. Daddy’s comin’ home!”
 
   That attitude expresses the heart of Jesus toward you. He wants your relationship with Him to thrill you. You are His bride and He is head over heels in love with you. He plans to spend eternity proving His love to you in ways beyond your wildest dreams. His love is pure, yet passionate. It is an objective fact with profound subjective implications for your life. He longs for you to know how much He loves you, to feel how much He loves you, tosee how much He loves you.
 
   Some will be quick to caution against the dangers of shallow emotionalism. Indeed, there is a legitimate risk that some will reduce their understanding of the relationship they have to Christ to the place of emotionalism. Few would deny that, but there is an equal or perhaps even greater risk that many will spend their lives relating to Christ exclusively through their intellect.
 
   The deepest human relationships of our lives permeate our mind, our emotions, and our choices. Our relationship to Christ is no different. He is not just a propositional truth to be learned, nor a mystical feeling to be experienced. He is greater than all of that.
 
   He is the Father who falls on the neck of returning prodigals and with tears of joy streaming down His cheeks, kisses them and shouts with laughter, “My son is home! Let’s have a party” (see Luke 15:20-24). He is the Mother who smothers Her babies in kisses as they snuggle against her breasts (see Psalm 131:2). He is the Lover who says, “I love you so much that I’ll kiss you right out in public, and I don’t care who sees me! In fact, nobody would blame me!” (see Song of Solomon 8:1). He is the Artist who points to you and declares proudly to the universe, “Look what I made!” (see Ephesians 2:10). He is the Composer who sings love songs to you! (see Zephaniah 3:17). He is the Wealthy Merchant who sold everything He had so that He could make you His own (see Matthew 13:45-46). He is the King of kings and Lord of lords who left the glory of His exalted throne in heaven, waded through the filth of this sinful world, and descended into the horrors of hell—all for one simple reason. He looked beyond the horror and saw you standing on the other side, waiting for Him to rescue you.
 
   With the kiss of grace He awakened you from your sleep of spiritual death. He swept you off your feet and is now carrying you toward the eternal honeymoon home He has prepared for you (see John 14:2-3). Having already conquered death and hell, nothing stands in His way. Nothing will deter Him from His mission.
 
   The marriage feast has been prepared. The table has been set. You stand in the corridor of time at the place where the door of eternity is about to swing open to receive you. Just beyond the door is singing. It is a great multitude of wedding guests who have anxiously awaited your arrival. As you soon step across the boundary from time into eternity, you will hear their song:
 
   Hallelujah! For the Lord our God, the Almighty reigns! Let us rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him, for the marriage of the Lamb has come and His bride has made herself ready (Revelation 19:6-7).
 
   In that moment, all the cares of the earth-life will have disappeared. You will turn, look into the eyes of the One who set His heart on you an eternity ago. He will look deeply into your eyes with a penetrating gaze and gently whisper your name. With a heart flooded by His love, you can only speak a single word. But that one word will embody the essence of all that exists in time and eternity. With tears of joy and a realization that everything is complete, you will simply whisper, “Jesus…oh Jesus!”
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   I eagerly await that day when this earth-life will be over and I see You face-to-face. Your love for me overwhelms me. You really do love me more than I could ever imagine! May I grow in my understanding of Your love. You are precious to me. I give myself completely to You from this point and throughout eternity. I do love You so much.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	In one paragraph, write what you believe God would write if He were to send a personalized love note to you.
 
    	Identify three Bible verses which speak of God’s loving kindness and patience. Paraphrase the verses in your own words.
 
    	Read the story of the prodigal son in Luke 15 and name three comparisons between the love of the father in the story and the love God has for you.
 
    	When Jesus Christ comes to take you home to your eternal honeymoon home, what is the first question you will ask Him?
 
    	Read Romans 8:38-39. Paraphrase the verse to reflect the history of your own life experiences.
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   As He Is, So Are We
 
   I was standing outside in the small village of Matfuseni in Swaziland. I had just met with Chief Mabuza and his council, where we had discussed the horrible conditions of this small country situated between South Africa and Mozambique. My heart had churned within me as we heard the details of the plight of this tiny nation. A leading official in the Ministry of Health for Swaziland had already told me that “apart from a miracle from God, our country will become extinct.” As I prayed together with them at the end of our meeting, several wiped tears from their eyes.
 
   The life expectancy of a child in Matfuseni is thirty two years old. That number is getting smaller every year. The HIV/AIDS pandemic sweeping Africa has ravaged Swaziland where around forty percent are estimated to have been infected. Despite the noble efforts of the government there, it appears to be too little, too late.
 
   Those who have not been infected have been affected. There are over seventy thousand orphans in this country of 1.2 million people and that number is rapidly increasing. The government of Swaziland has asked local communities to assume responsibility for the multitude of children left without parents. Consequently, many homes have swollen to ten or twelve in number as the elderly assume responsibility for little children left alone due to the deaths of extended family and neighbors.
 
   Drought and poverty in Swaziland have placed these large blended families in dire circumstances where there is little or nothing to eat. Medical care is negligible. The hospitals are equipped to handle 2000 AIDS patients each year while 20,000 are dying from AIDS. As they approach death, many are experiencing unspeakable suffering because of dehydration when all it would take to bring comfort to their dying moments is an inexpensive rehydration kit.
 
   Education is woefully lacking in Swaziland. Misinformation about HIV/AIDS abounds. Witch doctors have told people that having sex with a virgin will cure AIDS, which has led to countless young girls being raped. There are many children with HIV giving birth to children who are born infected. Many even believe that AIDS can be avoided by taking vitamins.
 
   In Mafutseni, Chief Mabuza is doing an admirable job in caring for the children in his chiefdom. He donated several hectors of land to be used to house some of the children. Across the Kingdom of Swaziland, countless heads of homes are twelve or thirteen year olds who are doing their best to care for even younger siblings. They need a miracle every day just to survive.
 
   It was a Saturday afternoon when I stood before the group of orphans sitting on the ground listening to every word I spoke. “When you are afraid at night, remember that you have a Father in heaven that is with you. He loves and cares about you,” I told the children. “You can talk to God and He will listen,” I continued. “He sees you and knows your situation. He is with you at this very moment.”
 
   Though I knew that every word I was speaking was true, somehow it all sounded hollow to me. These children hadn’t eaten. It was likely that more than half of them already were infected by HIV. They have nothing. Apart from divine intervention, their future is bleak.
 
   As we left the village that day, I saw a large group of men sitting under a tree. One man, wearing a feather on his head, stood speaking to the group in the SiSwati language. With great animation, he made sweeping gestures with both arms. “What are they doing?” I asked one of the men with us. “Talking about the affairs of Mafutseni,” he answered. I wondered what the man was saying. What answers could they possibly find in a situation like this?
 
   “I want to do something about this,” I thought. I knew that to simply tell these people about God’s love without showing it to them was bizarre. A man preaching to these destitute children about a loving God and then leaving with no intent of doing anything else was a garish picture in my mind. I determined that, by God’s grace, I would not be that man.
 
   I have written A Divine Invitation to touch you. My prayer has not been that you would finish this book with a hunger to know God’s love experientially. Rather, I have prayed that you would consciously experience His love as you read the book.
 
   In the first edition of this book, I wrote nothing about expressing our Father’s love to others, but only wrote about experiencing it yourself. Although I don’t see that fact as a deficit, at this point in my life I feel the need to say more. I have grown in my own grace walk to a place of greater maturity and, as a result, I’ve learned some things that I want to pass along to you.
 
   One of those things is that when our Father touches us in love, we find ourselves wanting to touch the lives of others in the same way. It isn’t something we see ourselves as having to do, but is a normal response to the divine love we ourselves have experienced. When I was in Swaziland, I wanted to do something to help those children. When we are confronted with the pain of others, that is the normal expression of the Christ who indwells us.
 
   Make no mistake about it—experiencing the intimate love of your Father is the foundation for the Christian life. It is only when we personally experience His love that we are able to fully enjoy the abundant Life He has given us. Too many Christians have been suffocated by the demands of loveless religion and are desperate for the pure oxygen of grace. I hope you have breathed in the love of your Father as you have read this book.
 
   There is, however, a level of maturity in grace that many who are in Christ have yet to reach. It is to that place that God’s Spirit wants to lead you through the growth you experience in your own grace walk. As the love of Christ consumes us, we will find ourselves supernaturally growing in love for others.
 
   Crawlers, Toddlers and Walkers
 
   There are three developmental stages in the life of those who experience the grace of God. Sadly, many in the modern church have never moved beyond the first stage. The Apostle Peter admonished the church to “grow in grace and in the knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). Growth denotes progress. Consider the following growth stages and identify where you are in your own journey.
 
   
 
  

Christ and Others For Me
 
   The most elementary level of a Christian’s life is the baby Christian stage—the crawlers in the church. Babies view the world around them based on how it affects them. To a baby, it’s all about me. Others have importance to the extent that they are able to meet my wants and needs.
 
   It should be noted that there is nothing at all wrong with being a baby. It is impossible to be born at any other level than that of a baby. That fact is as true when we are born again as it was when we were born physically. It is normal to be a baby. What isn’t normal is to remain one.
 
   When a person first becomes a Christian, he is overwhelmed by all that God has done for him. “He saved me. He forgave me. He lives in me.” There certainly is nothing wrong with this perspective. It is exciting to think of all that God has done for us though Jesus Christ. Paul wrote:
 
   In Him we have redemption though His blood, the forgiveness of sins. According to the riches of His grace which He made to abound toward us… (Ephesians 1:7-8).
 
   God’s grace has abounded (been made exceedingly abundant) toward us! Our sins have been forgiven! John wrote in 1 John 2:12, “I write to youlittle children because your sins are forgiven you for His name’s sake” (emphasis added). Baby Christians (little children) simply can’t get over that fact. Our sins are forgiven! No wonder they call it “amazing grace.” It is proper and normal to rejoice about what God has done for us by His grace.
 
   Having been forgiven, a new Christian then wants to be with other people who know what he knows and have experienced what he has experienced. Typically, he will connect with other believers and discover Christ’s church. There’s nothing like the experience of finding out that there are others who are equally as excited about Christ as he is! He gathers with other Christians to worship because he wants to be there. He can’t wait to get there and goes fully expecting to be blessed. Seldom is he disappointed. His heart is stirred as he meets people who encourage him in his faith. It seems that every week, the sermon is directed straight to him.
 
   He is elated about all that Christ has done for him. He is greatly encouraged by the blessing that other Christians provide for him  as he connects to them. To the baby Christian, life couldn’t get any better. We all remember what it was like to be a baby Christian, when everything was about us and the blessings we enjoyed. It is a wonderful phase of life.
 
   The time comes, though, when we are to grow and our focus changes. Crawlers mature into toddlers. At that point, it stops being about “me.”
 
   Others and Me For Christ
 
   As a Christian matures beyond the place of spiritual infancy, he begins to recognize that while we are most certainly beneficiaries of God’s grace, the focal point of salvation isn’t us. He will begin to realize that what God does is for His own glory. Christianity is Christ-ianity. There’s a good reason I don’t call it Steveianity.
 
   As he moves to this toddler stage, the Christian begins to understand the deeper implications of his relationship to Jesus Christ. It is at this phase in growth that he starts to see that life isn’t about himself after all. It is about Christ.
 
   This advance in spiritual growth is a great step forward. I remember when I came to understand that Christ is life. Until then my life verse could have read, “For me to live is for me to live like Christ,” but that’s not what the Bible says. It says, “For me to live is Christ” (Philippians 1:21)
 
   Toddlers begin to see that the essence of life is Jesus, not me. He also begins to realize that the church isn’t there to bless him. He, along with other Christians, is there for Christ—to glorify Him. It continues to be the case that we are blessed by God and others, but the toddler knows that isn’t what it’s all about anymore. Now it’s all about Jesus.
 
   Have you grown to the place where it isn’t about you anymore? Baby Christians are always interested first and foremost in their own wants. With maturity, that changes. I used to think that a successful church service was one where I received a blessing. Then the day came when I found myself wanting to be a blessing to the God who saved me. As we grow in our response to the Divine Lover’s affection for us, we find ourselves wanting to be a blessing to Him as much as we want to enjoy the blessings He has given us.
 
   Even this phase of growth is not the place of full maturity. How, you may ask, could we move beyond the place where it is all about Jesus? The answer lies in understanding the nature of our union with Him. The final growth phase is the pinnacle of the Christian life to which the Holy Spirit is working in you to bring you at this very moment.
 
   Christ and Me For Others
 
   As we move from one level of maturity to the next, we don’t lose what we have gained in each phase of life in Christ. Growth isn’t replacement, but advancement. Mature Christians are still thankful for all that Christ has done for them. They still recognize that “it’s all about Jesus.” However, they don’t stop at either of those places, but instead go on to understand the ultimate privilege of being in Christ. That privilege is to act as Christ in this world for the sake of others.
 
   Am I suggesting that we are Christ? That we somehow become deified? Of course not. That would be ridiculous. What I am saying is that there is a level of maturity that will cause a person to function as a “co-laborer together with Christ” and not just as a servant. (See 1 Corinthians 3:9)
 
   John said that “as He is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). That’s it! As He is, so are we in this world. When we advance from the level of being a toddler to becoming a mature grace-walker, our lifestyles find their expression in Christ in the way a glove finds its expression by the hand that possesses and fills it. If a woman wearing a white glove picks up her purse, what picked up the purse? Her glove or her hand? The answer is “yes.” They function as one. The life of the glove is the hand.
 
   “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” is the best way to describe it. (See Galatians 2:20). There comes a time on our grace growth continuum when we realize that we function in conjunction with a divine unction! (See 1 John 2:17, 27) The indwelling Christ is a constant divine enablement (unction) for us to be as He is in this world.
 
   A mature grace walk will bring you to the place where you stop asking God to do many things. Instead you will realize that you have been fully equipped to “do all things through Christ who [lives inside you and] strengthens you.” The early disciples didn’t ask Jesus to cast out demons. They did it—by the power He had given them. They didn’t ask God to heal the sick. They did it by that same power. Of course their source of authority was Christ, but they were “the glove.”
 
   I once read a sermon by an old African-American preacher who said, “One day a crippled man way sitting by the gate of the temple when along came Jesus all dressed up as Peter and John.” What a great description! Do you get it? As you grow into maturity, it’s time to stop begging and start being Jesus all dressed up in you! We already have everything we need (See Ephesians 1:3). Let’s just start acting like who we are—containers and conduits of Divine Life.
 
   The point I’m making here isn’t about healing or casting out demons, so don’t get distracted by those topics. The focal point is that we have the potential to live as He is in this world. The implications of that fact should cause your sanctified imagination to run wild.
 
   So What Does It Look Like?
 
   How, then, does it look when mature grace-walkers bring the presence of Christ into their environment? What does it look like when we are as He is in this world? In a word—love. God doesn’t just love. He is love (See 1 John 4:8), so when our lives are an expression of the union we share with Him, what will be expressed will be a supernatural, unequivocal, unconditional, irrevocable, and indiscriminate outpouring of love on everybody else.
 
   The truths in the other chapters of this book are vital because it is only when you understand how deeply you are loved that you will be released to pour out agape on others. 1 John 4:19 says “we love because He first loved us.” We don’t just love Him for that reason. We loveeverybody for that reason. When my grandchildren visit our home and dip their beach pail into the Gulf of Mexico, the pail can’t contain the Gulf so the water spills over the edge on every side. That’s how it is when we have received God’s love. It’s just too much for us, so everybody around us gets wet too.
 
   This is where grace becomes practical. When we have fully experienced the loving grace of God, we will faithfully express it. As He is, so are we in this world. Jesus loved. He loved the down-and-outers (the Samaritan woman) and the up-and-outers (Matthew). He loved the unrighteous (Zaccheus) and the self-righteous (Saul of Tarsus). He loved the rogues (Peter) and the religious (Nicodemus.) He loved the horribly immoral (the woman taken in adultery) and the highly moral (the rich young ruler). Jesus just loved. He said, “I and my Father are one” (John 10:30). He shares the same DNA as the One who is love. What else could he do?
 
   Peter says that you have now become a participant in that same divine nature (See 2 Peter 1:4). To love profusely is the normal way of life for a grace-walker. Jesus said that it is “by this [that] all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:25). If you have the spiritual DNA of Jesus Christ and His is the same as His Father’s DNA, and if the very essence of God is love…you get the point. It isn’t hard to connect the dots here. It is your nature to love. It’s that simple.
 
   The focus of most churches today is on how to live, but the focus in the modern church needs to be learning to love even as we are loved by Him. Empty religion is preoccupied with right behavior defined by doing the right things and avoiding the wrong ones. The lifeblood of an authentic expression of faith in Christ is loving people the way He does. Behavior can be elevated no higher than that.
 
   As you near the end of this book, I pray that you will recognize that your Father is indeed extending a divine invitation to you. It is an invitation to both experience and express His love. Maturity in grace brings us to the place where “as He loves, so do we love in this world.” (See 1 John 4:17).
 
   Many have written me since A Divine Invitation was first released. They have often shared how they personally felt the Father’s love as they read this book. I am so very thankful to hear reports like that because as I wrote the book, that was my constant prayer for my readers—that you would experience His love as you read.
 
   Have you experienced a sense of His love as you have read? Did you feel the love of Jesus as you finished the previous chapter and imagined yourself responding to Him, “Jesus, oh Jesus!” If so, stop for a moment and think about this question:What if it were possible for you to spend the rest of your life causing others to feel God’s love in  the  same  way  you  have  experienced? Don’t  move quickly past that question without reflecting on it.
 
   Is not the fundamental purpose of the relationships we have with others in this world to express the love of Christ? Jesus told His disciples that He had come so that they might know the love of God in the way He had always known it. He prayed in John 17:4 and said to God, “I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work which You have given me to do.”
 
   What was the work that God the Father gave Him to do? It was to make the Father’s love known. On his last night in this world before being crucified, while praying to His Father, Jesus said these words in the presence of His disciples:
 
   In the same way you gave me a mission in the world, I give them a mission in the world. I’m consecrating myself for their sakes so they’ll be truth consecrated in their mission. I’m praying not only for them, but also for those who will believe in me because of them and their witness about me. The goal is for all of them to become one heart and mind—just as you, Father, are in me and I in you. So they might be one heart and mind with us. Then the world might believe that you, in fact, sent me. The same glory you gave me, I gave them. So they’ll be as unified and together as we are—I in them  and  you  in  me.
 
   Then they’ll be mature in this oneness and give the godless world evidence that you’ve sent me and loved them in the same way you’ve  loved  me. Father, I want those you gave me to be with me, right where I am. So they can see my glory, the splendor you gave me, having loved me long before there ever was a world. Righteous Father, the world has never known you, but I have known you and these disciples know that you sent me on this mission. I have made your very being known to them—who you are and what you do—and continue to make it known so that your love for me might be in them exactly as I am in them. (John 17:18-26 The Message, emphasis added)
 
   Jesus asked His Father to cause those who believe in Him to give the world we live in evidence that the same love God has for Jesus is inside us. Our goal is to reveal that love to them too. That is our “mission in the world,” given to us by Jesus Christ Himself. What a wonderful mission we have been given! To reveal the love of God to the whole world is anything but a burden to those of us who have experienced His love ourselves!
 
   The last thing Jesus prayed on the night before He was crucified was that the very love that He shared with His Father would be experienced and expressed by you in the exact same way He knew and that your life in this world would be the ongoing evidence of that love. Our goal, then, is the one Jesus had when He was here before and continues to have as He expresses His life through us—to make the love of God known.
 
   I know what it is to experience my Father’s love, don’t you? Having been touched by Agape, I find myself sensing an increasing desire to share His love with others. The focus in the modern church on the imperative nature of the great commission becomes a moot point when people have really experienced the love of Christ. The early disciples of the church said, “we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).
 
   Nobody has to scold or shame us into caring about the lost, the least and the last of the world. We cannot do otherwise. We love because He loves us with such intensity that we can’t keep it to ourselves. We don’t want to keep it to ourselves!
 
   As He is, so are we in this world. Having experienced His transforming love, we now want to express it. Like Jesus, we want to make the love of the Father known to the whole world. We don’t want to simply be religious in the way we do it. In fact, those who have been truly touched by the Divine Lover find themselves loving others to such an extent that it seems radical to the religious mind.
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   You know that my desire is to grow in grace and in the knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ. I want to love other people as Christ loves them. I don’t want to only talk about Christ’s love. I want to show it to people by the things I do and say.
 
   Show me ways to express your love to others and give me the courage to act on what you show me.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
    	Describe what your Christian experience was like when you were a “crawler” in grace. Which of the three stages discussed in this book characterizes where you see yourself today? Why?
 
    	What is the difference between someone who is a toddler in their grace walk and one who has grown to the place of a mature grace walker?
 
    	How might Christ more fully express His life and love through you in your home? In your work? With your friends? Be specific in your answer.
 
    	How would you describe your level of desire to show the love of Jesus Christ through your actions?  In what ways are you doing that already? How might you move forward in this area of life?
 
    	Explain what the Bible means in 1 John 4:17 when it says that “as He is, so are we in this world.”
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   Radical Love
 
   The French Easter liturgy says, “L’amour de Dieu estfolie”—the love of God is foolishness.” For the person who seriously considers the depth and breadth of divine love, there can be no other conclusion. From the human perspective, the love of God is foolishness. It makes no sense in an ordinary human paradigm of love. The presence of human love is generally evoked by positive qualities we find outside ourselves. It is a response to something that attracts us. It may be the helplessness of a child, the beauty of a woman, the personality of a friend. People typically love because they see something to love. They find some quality in another person which calls forth feelings of desire and devotion.
 
   However, God’s love is totally different from man’s. It is literally otherworldly. “You thought I was just like you,” (Psalm 50:21) God said. But He is not. Divine love isn’t precipitated by outside influence, but finds its cause within the mystery of God’s abundantly-loving nature.
 
   The love of God is so different from what man generally knows that to call it by the same word almost seems irreverent. At the very least, the self-centered residents of this world have diluted the word. Generally speaking, mankind has so polluted the divine meaning of “love” that it must seem to angelic onlookers that humans have unmitigated gall to use so sacred a word to describe such a shallow and pale experience.
 
   God’s love is in a class by itself. To attempt to impose a human paradigm of love on the God of the Christian is to reduce it to a whimsical emotion held captive by the behavior of its recipients. People sometimes stop loving. A man becomes involved with a younger woman at work and, like a tender plant suddenly drenched with weed killer, his wife’s love for him may completely wither and die. Betrayed by a trusted friend, we may find that love is replaced by cold ambivalence. Natural human love can be tentative. Love at one time thought to be forever can go away under the right circumstances.
 
   Many Christians have brought their anemic human experience of natural love into their relationship to God. Consequently, they are never able to totally rest in the kind of love He has for them. In fact, many have never even begun to understand the nature of divine love.
 
   The greatest thing that can happen to the Christian is for God to reveal the nature of His love to us. I pray that has happened to you as you have read this book. When a person understands God’s love, he experiences a supernatural sigh of relief from the lifetime burden of trying to measure up in order to qualify for being loved. When we really understand God’s love, we know that His love is incomprehensible to our sense of what is right and wrong. He loves us, no matter how wrong a person has been or even is at this very moment. In light of that revelation, only one response is possible—a lifelong and heartfelt “Thank you!” which will saturate our every thought and deed from that day forward.
 
   Having accepted our acceptance, the logical progression for the Christian is then to begin to supernaturally express Agape to everybody else. In the last chapter you learned that “as He is, so are we in this world,” but I must now caution you about the further implications of that statement. “To be like Jesus” is the mantra of the modern church but, sadly, many don’t stop to think about what that really means.
 
   Jesus didn’t get the seal of approval of the religious world of His day for one simple reason—He didn’t meet their religious expectations. If you go around just loving everybody, you may invoke the same disapproval from the self-righteous of our day. The hollow world of religion may talk about love but they are, in fact, very discriminating about whom they will and won’t love.
 
   The authentic church of Jesus Christ loves, but the religious caricature of the church is a different matter. Their version of love is predicated by specific requirements that must be met. Their so-called love couldn’t be any further removed from the agape of Christ because His love requires nothing of its recipients.
 
   Jesus often got Himself into trouble with the religious crowd for showing love to the wrong people. The consensus of the religious leaders of His day was, “This man accepts sinners and even eats with them.” (See Luke 15:2) It’s ironic how that Jesus repelled the hyper-religious while attracting the very people they rejected. Follow the steps of Jesus through the New Testament and you will find Him loving the immoral, the ignorant, the poor, and the lepers— those who were the social rejects of the elite and sophisticated Roman Empire in which He lived. If Jesus loved such people as He did, what does that say to us?
 
   
 
  

The Curse of Religious Judgmentalism
 
   It is tragic how the same spirit that caused Jesus to be despised by the religious leaders of His day still exists in the modern church world. In some congregations, the spirit of self-righteousness brazenly exposes itself through the blatant judgmentalism of modern day Pharisees, but in some instances it lurks in the shadows of our own past. Don’t underestimate the possibility that the residue of self-righteousness may be lying dormant in your own life. After teaching the unconditional love of God for decades, I was recently ambushed by a dormant religious attitude that surfaced in my own experience.
 
   It was when I was in a poverty stricken area in Swaziland that I visited the sick church member of a local pastor. Like many in his country, the man was dying of AIDS. He appeared to weigh about sixty five pounds and had the sores on him which are characteristic of those whose body has been ravaged with AIDS. He was a gentle man who was willing to talk openly about his disease.
 
   As I spoke with him, I felt great compassion rising up within me. To see somebody in the final stage of AIDS will touch anybody’s heart. It is horrible to witness. As I sat beside his bed, I held his hand and assured him of my concern. I told him that I would remember to pray for him. We talked about my desire to show the love of Christ to the destitute people of his country. I tried to encourage him and his wife, who is HIV positive too. They have two children.
 
   Before we left, we prayed together. With wobbly faith and rock-solid compassion, I asked the Lord to heal this man. I prayed from the depths of my heart. As I prayed, he lifted his shaky and twig-sized arms and hands heavenward. I felt love for him and his wife and so wanted our Father to grant our request. After praying, I assured him of our ongoing prayer and commitment to help him and the countless others in Swaziland who are in desperate situations.
 
   When we left his home and drove down the road, the pastor began to give me more details about the man. He shared how that he had been a strong and faithful member of the local church. The pastor spoke of the man’s love for Christ and his contributions to the church when he was well.
 
   Suddenly, as I was listening, a thought came to my mind. I didn’t choose to think it. It just popped up from somewhere deep within me: If the man has been such a committed Christian all this time, how did he get AIDS? Thankfully, before I could even consider an answer, the voice of the Spirit of Jesus spoke in my mind. The Holy Spirit responded with a simple question: Does it matter?
 
   I immediately understood what He meant. What God’s Spirit was showing me was that He loves that man and whatever he has or hasn’t done has no effect at all on that love. At this point, what difference does his past behavior make? Would I not love him if I discovered details about choices he might have made? God loves him as much as He loves you or me, or Billy Graham, or the Apostle Paul. In fact, God loves that AIDS ridden man as much as He loves Jesus Christ! (Why else would Christ have died for him?)
 
   Is that too much for you? Do you find “yeah-but” objections bubbling up in your own emotions or thoughts? Does it sound to you like this kind of radical grace might minimize the importance of right behavior? I hope not because if so you are missing the point. I’m not writing now about what is and isn’t appropriate behavior for Christians. I am writing to you about the importance of loving people wherever they may find themselves, regardless of what took them there.
 
   A Jesus Kind Of Love
 
   Is that not the way of Jesus? Did He have the father of the prodigal caution him about his bad behavior so that he or others wouldn’t get the wrong idea? Was a commitment to live a pure lifestyle a prerequisite before He showed love to the woman taken in adultery? Jesus just loved people, irrespective of their behavior. He loved them.
 
   The agape He showed often became the catalyst that led to a change of behavior in their lives, but he loved them whether they would change or not. For instance, the Bible tells us about the rich young ruler who came to Jesus and asked how he might inherit eternal life. Jesus told him to sell all that he had and give it to the poor. The man refused to do that and, instead, “went away very sad.” (See Mark 10:17-22) There is an interesting aspect of this story which is provided in Mark 10:21. The Bible says there that “Jesus looked at him and loved him.”
 
   Jesus knew full well that this man wasn’t going to sell all that he had and give it to the poor, but He loved him anyway. If you are going to “be like Jesus” in this world, you won’t love people just so they will receive eternal life. Like Jesus, you will love them because that is who you are and you can do no less. You will love them even if they never change. It’s easy to talk about loving people, but there comes a time in our lives when our profession is put to the test to determine its legitimacy.
 
   The notion, that loving people without at least mentioning their bad behavior implicitly gives a license to sin, isn’t going to go away. The religious world will see to that. Let’s just love people anyway.
 
   I have been accused of being “soft on sin” more than once since I started teaching grace. Don’t confuse being soft on sin with being soft toward people. To love people unconditionally isn’t an endorsement of their sins, but is a gracious and loving acceptance of them as those loved by God.
 
   When Jesus told the parable commonly called “The Story of the Prodigal Son,” he had the boy come home to a party without being given the chance to even mention the wrong he had done. The son intended and even tried to ask for forgiveness and rededicate himself to his father, but his dad wouldn’t allow it. The story is really “The Story of the Loving Father,” who unconditionally accepted and loved his son no matter how he had behaved.
 
   I know this kind of story scares people. “Where is repentance in your message?” I am sometimes asked. I propose that the repentance of “the prodigal son” didn’t happen when he left the pigpen, and it certainly didn’t happen when he rededicated himself, because his father never gave him the chance to give his prepared speech. The son’s repentance happened when he melted in his Father’s embrace, having given up the silly notion that his past bad behavior or his promises about future good behavior had anything at all to do with his father’s love and acceptance.
 
   Jesus didn’t seem concerned that some might get the wrong idea and think He was being soft on sin or making people think behavior doesn’t matter. The point Jesus wanted to communicate was that we have a Father who loves us, no matter how far or how low we have gone. If our Father loves us that way, can we do any less toward each other?
 
   I’m not so sure that the greatest potential for a mighty movement of God in our world during these last days requires “blatant sinners” to repent of their evil ways. The greatest catalyst for spiritual awakening on planet earth might happen if Christians would repent of their diluted and, consequently, polluted concept of the nature of God’s love. What would happen if we were to really believe that God’s love is indiscriminate and unconditional? Can you imagine the impact the gospel will have in the world when we began to share love from that viewpoint as we live our daily lives?
 
   Here’s a radical idea: Let’s act like Jesus, even if the Pharisees don’t like it. Let’s just love people indiscriminately. Let’s love them whether they are pimps or preachers—whether they are crack-heads or corporate heads—whether they are drug addicts or deacons, whether they are immoral or moral. Let’s just love them all!
 
   Do you want to live the Christ life? Then love people who may cause you to be criticized because you love them. Be radical about gracious love. Stop worrying about people thinking you are endorsing their sinful behavior. I can assure you that, given the judgmental attitude those trapped in sinful behavior see among many Christians, the likelihood that they will think that you believe sin is okay is a very unlikely possibility.
 
   When I one day considered the fact that Jesus was constantly criticized for loving the people He did, and realized that I had never, even once, been criticized for loving the wrong people, it pricked my heart. Not in a self-condemning way, but in a way that made me think, “I want to love people like Jesus does! I want to love indiscriminately and unconditionally!” Do you sense that desire too?
 
   Our God given goal is simply to reveal His love to others. If we began to accept people wherever they are and love them the way Christ loves them, we might be surprised what happens in their lives. While we certainly don’t condone sinful behavior, we must remember that we are to express the love of the one “who came not into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved” (John 3:17). We neither condemn nor condone those who sin. We just love them as God loves them.
 
   Radical Love
 
   I am in Buenos Aries, Argentina as I write these words. Since being here I met one of the most kind and loving pastors I have come across in a long time. Ernesto is one of those Christians who almost looks as if he has a glow of love in his countenance. He immediately strikes you as a gentle and humble man, but that hasn’t always been the case.
 
   For many years, Ernesto lived the lifestyle of a hardcore legalist. He served as a heavy-handed pastor with an authoritarian style of leadership, both in his church and in his family. He and his wife have six daughters, who each suffered the brunt of his former self-righteous regime. As a pastor, the rules he had for his children were strict and unbending in every area of life.
 
   As often happens in families like this, his children rebelled against the rules of home. Four of his daughters married and things worsened with the two left at home. Ernesto, in full belief that he was acting on God’s behalf, exerted increasing pressure on his daughters to conform.
 
   The situation finally reached the place where he told the girls that they couldn’t stay in his home without changing. So they moved out. When they left, he told them that if they ever found themselves in trouble, they could call him. That statement was followed by five years of silence. Not a word from either of them.
 
   One day the phone rang and Ernesto recognized his daughter’s voice on the other end. “You said that I could call if I ever needed you. Well, I do.” She went on to explain that her sister was hysterical and trying to jump out a window to her death. “I can’t keep her from jumping much longer,” she said.
 
   Ernesto immediately left home and rushed to their side. “When I went into the room where my daughters were, I could feel the heaviness, the despair that was there,” he said. Seeing his distraught daughter lying on the floor, he began to weep. He picked her up in his arms and, for the first time in years, hugged her and expressed his love to her.
 
   A miracle happened that day. A rebellious daughter and a legalistic pastor were both loved back to life. In the days that followed, Ernesto’s relationship to his daughters was to change. The daughter who attempted suicide said to him, “I have forfeited the right to have a relationship to you.” But he would not hear of it. He loved her. She still made some bad choices along the way, but he just loved her.
 
   Today, Ernesto’s children still haven’t fully recovered from the loveless religion in which they were reared. Sometimes the daughter still makes bad choices, even shameful ones. Ernesto, however, is a different man.
 
   As we sat together in his office, he spoke to me with tears streaming down his cheeks. “I love my daughter. She still makes shameful choices at times, but it is my privilege to share in her shame because I love her.”
 
   As I listened to Ernesto speak, my own eyes flooded with tears. Here is a man who neither condones nor condemns the sins of his adult child. He just loves. What a Jesus sort of thing to do!
 
   That’s what I call upon you to do as you close this book. Receive the love of your Father. Fully receive it. Revel in it. Like His son, Ernesto, your heavenly Father has taken your shame upon Himself. He walks with you whether you make right choices or wrong ones. He holds you in His arms and whispers “I love you” even when you do things that would destroy you. When you have been unfaithful, He remains faithful still. Rest in His love, and then love others.
 
   Love people. Just love them. Love them radically. You don’t have to have an opinion about everything everybody else does. Just love them. You don’t have to condone or condemn them. Just love them. Love them when they don’t deserve it. Love them if they act responsively or if they act repulsively.
 
   Let’s become radical in our love. Let’s love others to the point that the world won’t understand and the Pharisees will think it is ridiculous. When we love that way, we are in good company and, if you listen carefully, you may hear a still, small voice whisper, “I’m so proud of you. You look and act just like Me! I love you so much. Now, together let’s love the world.”
 
   



 
  



 
   Dear Father,
 
   I want to become radical in loving people. Lead me to people I can show your love who other Christians may resist loving. Pour out your affectionate grace through me so that they may see you for who you are and find healing in your loving embrace. Give me a heart of compassion and tenderness toward all, especially the least, the last and the lost of our world.
 
   
 
   G.R.A.C.E. GROUP QUESTIONS
 
    
 
    
    	Define the meaning of religious judgmentalism. How have you seen its damaging effect in people’s lives? Have you seen it in your own life? In what ways?
 
    	What is the meaning of “a Jesus kind of love?” How well does your church do in showing this kind of love to your community?
 
    	How do you explain the tension between loving people unconditionally without giving the impression that you condone the sinful choices they may make?
 
    	This chapter talks about loving people indiscriminately. What does that concept mean to you? Do you agree or disagree? Why?
 
    	Discuss a few of the times that Jesus was criticized for loving the wrong kind of people. How would that translate into the modern church? Who would He love today that would invoke the criticism of religious leaders?
 
    	What will it look like in your own life when you love people radically?
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The Song of Divine Invitation
 
   by Cheryl Buchanan
 
    
 
   In a room filled with darkness and people in despair  I sit in filth with clothes of rags, without a will to care. Then a Man dressed in scarlet walks into the room;
 
   The air that once was stale and cold is filled with sweet perfume. His eyes are filled with searching, among faces pale and ashen; He makes His way among us with a heart compelled by passion. Then suddenly His eyes meet mine, my heart begins to race,
 
   I find myself longing to feel His warm embrace.
 
   He stops and stands before me as if He has found a prized possession. His eyes are tender, filled with joy, with sweet and calm compassion.
 
   With gentleness He takes my cheek within His soothing hand; He turns my face towards His, I feel I know this Man.
 
   His tender gaze pierces through the darkness of my soul, I feel He knows all about me, every secret that I hold. With a voice like a whisper that sounds just like a song,
 
   He speaks the words of love for which my heart has longed.  “Come dance with Me, My darling, Come dance with Me, My love; Come dance, My bride, My chosen one, Come dance with Me above.”
 
    
 
   As I rise from my darkness, the room is filled with light, And as we dance, His robe is turned from scarlet into white. He holds me close and tenderly within His warm embrace, Somehow I know He loves me and know that I am safe.
 
   All around me I hear music that reaches deep within my soul, My spirit feels alive—reborn with joy—for now I’m whole.  We slowly dance around the room as He holds me to his side, With gentleness and tenderness, He tells me I’m His bride.
 
    
 
   And as we dance He sings a song that fills my eyes with tears, Of love that heals a hardened heart and quiets every fear. He tells me I’m His treasure, I’m His joy and His reward,
 
   His unique beloved creation, the one He loves and He adores.
 
   His song is like a poem that He is singing just to me, His face is filled with joy and it sets my spirit free.
 
    
 
   Then gently He leans over and places a kiss upon my cheek,  And with words that fill my heart with gladness, He softly begins to speak.
 
   He tells me of a gift that’s been made especially for me, Woven by loving passion, it will clothe, set me free.
 
   As we stop He takes a hold on both my outstretched hands,   He then speaks with boldness, and to the host of heaven commands:
 
    
 
   “Bring Me her silk garments, bracelets and golden crown. Bring Me her leather sandals and white embroidered gown, Bring Me the necklaces, the earrings and the wine,
 
   Bring the oil that I will use to cleanse and make her Mine. For this is My bride, My chosen one who brings My heart delight,
 
   This is the one I died for, My beloved beautiful bride.”
 
    
 
   And instantly my garments are changed from rags to robes,  For He has dressed me in His splendor, for all of heaven to behold.
 
   As He stands in front of me, joy beams across His face, For today He has made me holy, pure, and filled with grace.
 
   He takes my hand, pulls me close and gently sings to me, Of how this dance of love will last through all eternity. Of how I am His holy, pure, and beautiful creation,
 
   And once again He sings the song of divine invitation.
 
    
 
   “Come dance with Me, My darling, Come dance with Me, My love, You are My bride, My chosen one, Come dance with Me above. I’ve paid the price to have you, to hold you to My side,
 
   My joy, My one, My only, beloved, beautiful bride.”
 
   



 
  



 
    [image: ]A Personal Word
 
    
 
   If your life has been influenced by reading A Divine Invitation, I would be happy to hear from you. The purpose of Grace Walk Ministries is to share the liberating message of the believer’s identity in Christ through teaching and preaching, radio, television, books, tapes, and mission outreaches. For a complete list of available resources, please contact me at the following address. I also invite you to visit our web site at www.gracewalk.org.
 
    
 
   Dr. Steve McVey Grace Walk Resources
 
   P.O. Box 3669
 
   Riverview, FL 33568
 
   800-472-2311
 
   Email: info@gracewalk.org
 
    
 
   May God continue to bless you in your own grace walk as you come to “know Him, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings” (Philippians 3:10).
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    [image: ]GRACE WALK
 
   What you’ve always wanted in the Christian life…but never expected. Learn to push selfsufficiency aside and let Christ live through you. Experience the grace walk, and know the spiritual fulfillment you have been striving for all along.
 
   Trade Paper (192 pp.), 1-56507-3215
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ]GRACE RULES
 
   Understanding the concepts of law and grace can help Christians live out their identity in Christ. By discovering how Jesus’ grace can consistently flow out of our lives, believers can experience a satisfying and abundant Christian life.
 
   Trade Paper (208 pp.), 1-56507-8977
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ]GRACE AMAZING
 
   (formerly Grace Land)
 
   McVey shows that, through God’s amazing grace, Christians have every spiritual blessing in Christ; they have true rest in Jesus; and the Father is in love with them because He’s in love with His Son.
 
   Trade Paper (192 pp.), 0-7369-1177-4
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