Issue 14:2006


Gateway’s Women Believing God’s Word

Weekly Devotions For April 3rd through April 7th, 2006
Upcoming Women’s Events!

Desperate For Jesus Seminar, April 7-8,

Parkhills Baptist Church

Friday 5:45 pm, Saturday 8-2:30 p.m.

$20.00 Per Person; Transportation Provided
Mother’s Day Lunch, May 6th, 11-1pm

Special Guest Speaker: Tex Tippit!!!!

$6.00 adults/$4.00 Children; Free Nursery

LaMadeleine Restaurant on Broadway

Again, this week, I didn’t divide the newsletter into separate days, so that you can just read at your own pace. Enjoy!!
A New Dimension
Fresh ways to deepen your prayers for your loved ones
by Julie-Allyson Ieron; illustration by Liita Forsyth
	


I'd be lying if I claimed to be an expert on prayer. While it's natural for me to shoot up prayers for my friends' and family's health or progress in school or work, I know enough about God to realize this isn't all he desires when he invites me to carry my loved ones to him in prayer.

As I've begun connecting the things I readily pray about for the people in my life—their physical health, their success at school, their career advancement—with deeper, more eternal requests, my prayer life's become richer. And I've seen answers to my prayers beyond what I could have imagined! The following three shifts in the way I pray for my loved ones have deepened my prayer life and my understanding of God's higher ways.

From Physical Growth to Spiritual Growth
Although I'm not a parent, many of my close friends are. Some of them, such as my friend Nina and her husband, Craig, have taught me a great deal about how to pray for the growing-up people in my life.

Craig entered their marriage with two teenage children from a previous marriage, and together Nina and Craig adopted two children from Russia (a prayer odyssey in itself). Since the first days of their marriage, this couple has prayed regularly for their family. In fact, as parents to two active toddlers and two vibrant teens, they're quite practiced at it! But not only do they pray for their children's physical growth, they pray for their spiritual growth as well. Nina recalls one memorable answer to such a prayer for Craig's daughter Carrie.

When Nina sensed Carrie's growing commitment to Jesus, and saw her consistent participation in church activities, she felt Carrie was ready to make a profession of faith through baptism. "I wasn't sure how to mention it to her, because I wanted her to be baptized out of love for and obedience to God, not to please us," says Nina. "So Craig and I decided that instead of saying anything to Carrie, we'd make it a matter of daily prayer.

"Hardly a week went by before we received a letter from our church addressed to Carrie. Since Carrie was only with us on weekends, we usually opened that kind of mail for her and read it to her over the phone. When we read this letter, we learned it was from the youth pastor confirming Carrie's interest in being baptised!"

Nina concludes, "I believe God orchestrated that sequence of events to encourage me to pray more and speak less, and to pray specifically about our children's spiritual well-being. I also believe he planned it to confirm to Carrie she was hearing God's call and following him."

And so from my friends Nina and Craig, I've learned to pray my young friends will grow up strong and healthy in spirit—as well as in body.

From Intellectual Knowledge to God's Wisdom
Though I'm not in as frequent contact with my cousins as I'd like to be, I've prayed for them often over the years. Since dispersing to different universities is what initially separated us geographically nearly two decades ago, I've often prayed for their educational and career goals across the miles. Because I didn't know where each of them stood in their relationship with God, I paired these requests for intellectual wisdom with requests for spiritual wisdom. I prayed every night at bedtime that each would choose to build a relationship with him. For a long time I even kept a chart to be sure I covered each name at least once each week.

As my cousins graduated and built careers, their educational successes were easy to monitor. But spiritual growth isn't as readily evident. I wondered whether my prayers had accomplished anything, until one of my cousins and I met for brunch a couple years ago. She told me her husband, who grew up in a godly home, had been a great influence in drawing her to a deeper commitment to Christ. Today, they're raising their family on a strong spiritual foundation. I'm certain other people also have prayed for each of us cousins through the years. But somehow I feel as though I was a participant in this young family's spiritual growth simply by praying for my cousin's wisdom—both educational and spiritual.

From Our Will to God's Direction
Similarly, my friend Janet and her husband, Joe, have spent many hours praying for the educational and spiritual health of their now-grown children. What I find intriguing about these prayers is that Janet and Joe paired their requests for their children's academics and work with spiritual service to God. And they consistently asked for God's direction to be evident in their children's lives.

Recently Janet shared with me a list of requests she made for her son, Paul. Here are a few items from her list:

· "Give him discernment in choosing a career." 

· "Give him a dream of God's choosing to pursue." 

· "Let him find favor with God and his professors." 

· "Lead him to a school for post-doctoral work." 

· "Let him conduct his life in a way that brings honor to God." 

· "Keep him faithful to his calling and to God." 

What strikes me about Janet's list is what it lacks. There's no overtone of trying to control her son's decisions or exert her own wishes upon his life. Instead, Janet asks God to provide direction, goals, insights, and vision to Paul and her other children.

As I examine Janet's prayer list, I'm moved to re-examine my own. I'm struck by how often my prayers smack more of my desire to control my loved ones' decisions than to have God direct them. Janet's submissive prayers remind me of Jesus' prayer at Gethsemane: Not what I want, God, but what you want (Matthew 26:39). It's not that I don't mention to God the plan I think is best. But once I've voiced my opinion, I choose (sometimes through clenched teeth) to be content with the choice God makes. Even though I may ask for what I think is best, I remember to ask God for what he knows is best for my loved ones.

All these lessons became more real to me two years ago when my mother faced potentially serious health issues. When-ever a doctor refers you to a specialist and that specialist says "biopsy," chills run down your spine. That's the word the specialist used in relation to two growths found on my mom's thyroid. As we proceeded through all the prescribed tests, I spent endless hours in the hospital waiting room while Mom sat on a cold metal hospital table just beyond the waiting room doors. In those hours I prayed—or at least I tried to.

I didn't quite know what to say: "God, please take these growths away from my mother"? But what if he didn't? Or how about, "God, please don't let there be any cancer cells"? But what if there were? Or, "God, just let this be treatable"? But what if it wasn't? So here's what I prayed: "God, I don't want to go through this. And I don't want Mom to go through this. Yet you must have Mom and our family here for a reason. Help us depend on you during this difficult time. Now, God, I really don't want to lose her. But since I truly want your will above my own, I leave my mother in your loving hands—as difficult as that is to do. Amen."

One of the first answers to that prayer was a peaceful calm in myself and in both my parents. The second answer was the good report from the doctors: The growths were benign. But even if they hadn't been, my trust in God had been challenged to mature as a result of the prayer I'd learned to pray for Mom. As we pray in fresh ways for the ones we love, this kind of growth in our relationship with God can be one of the greatest benefits of all.

Julie-Allyson Ieron, an author and speaker, lives in Illinois. Her most recent book is Praying Like Jesus (Moody).
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The Secret to Joy
It's a matter of attitude.
by Carole Mayhall
I squirmed a bit as I forced myself to listen to my friend cataloging her problems. After three hours, I interrupted her gently to ask, "If you were to draw a circle to represent your life, what would be in the center?"

She thought a moment, then said, "My problems." My friend spoke the truth.

A week later, I sat across the hospital bed on which lay my younger sister, Joye, who had just been diagnosed with acute leukemia. Gray and perspiring, with a swath of bandages encasing her throat from a biopsy, Joye talked to a student nurse who was interviewing terminally ill people to see if there was any way she could help them.

"Oh, Jan, I'm a bit fearful of the pain and process of dying—but I'm not afraid of death! It'll just be a change of residence for me," I heard my sister, her face radiant from within, say to this student nurse. And for forty-five minutes, Joye explained the good news of Jesus Christ to Jan.

Afterwards, I thought, Both my friend and sister have serious problems. Yet one's walking in despair, and the other in joy. What makes the difference?
Then I realized what it was: My friend's heart was occupied with her problems; my sister's heart was occupied with the Living God.

A heart occupied with god is a joy-filled heart. Yet I admit I often have days (weeks? months?) when I'm discouraged or disgruntled. The reason isn't because I don't understand the big picture. I can see clearly the mountains of God's faithfulness, sovereignty, and incredible love. But my joy is often ruined by small blotches on the canvas. I discovered one such mar early in my walk with God when I failed to obey a command found in Colossians 3:23: "Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men."

Soon after my husband, Jack, and I were married, the owner of the home we moved into informed us he'd decided to turn the efficiency apartments surrounding our house into a motel, and Jack and I were asked to be the rental agents for it. That meant someone needed to be at home twenty-four hours a day—and most of the time, I was that someone. Soon the person who cleaned the units quit and I found myself not only "managing" the motel but cleaning the rooms.

Scrubbing one of the motel toilets one day, I grumbled to the Lord. "You know, Lord," I said, "I could be leading a Bible study. I could be talking to the neighbors about Christ. I could be taking a meal to a shut-in. I could be doing lots of things that would be more useful and certainly more pleasant!"

And there, sitting on the floor, scrubbing that toilet, I heard his voice speak to my heart: Carole, whatever you do, do it heartily for me.
"Even cleaning motel toilets, Lord?"

Even cleaning motel toilets, child.
It dawned on me that I could scrub floors, cook meals, dust, chauffeur people, serve in a multitude of ways, and serve God heartily in doing so. If that was how he wanted me to spend my time, well, that was his business. I could do it for God! Knowing that made all the difference in my attitude.

I have an inkling this is one lesson God will continue reminding me of the rest of my life. If I'm not learning (and relearning) it, the "dailies" of life—those miserable, mundane jobs, those dirty, no-one-else-will-do-them tasks—become not just drudgery but downright depressing, and joy will disappear. But some of us resist learning. In fact, Jack says some people have twenty years' experience while others have one year's experience repeated twenty times! I inwardly wince when I hear him say that because I wonder if I'm one of the latter. I certainly don't want to be guilty of repeating experiences without learning from them.

It's hard to remember that irritating situations are allowed by God to train me to become more like his Son. A rough paraphrase of James 1:2-4 might read, "Good attitudes aren't developed solely through a relationship with God, but through testing." We may feel as though we have a good attitude when, in fact, our attitude hasn't yet been tested. I have a wonderful attitude when Jack and I experience a smooth, non-hassle flight. But when the plane is canceled due to mechanical problems, when my luggage is lost, when we have to run for connections and then miss them, when the plane's air conditioning doesn't work and they run out of ice … well, somehow I begin to have an "attitude."

When stressful situations and difficult times threaten to bring the scum of my life (a bad attitude) to the surface, it's my choice whether to stir that scum into my everyday circumstances, or maintain a joyful attitude and ask God to skim the scum from my life. A part of living joyfully rests on the decision to endure unpleasant situations as a sacrifice of praise to God.

I've found a great time to check why I'm doing something is when I do my best and no one notices. Or when, instead of a pat on the back, I get a kick in the rear! But, if I listen, I often hear God's voice saying, Beloved, for whom are you doing this? And I become aware once again that I've been doing it because I have no choice, I hope to please people, I want a challenge, or for some other no-good reason. I haven't really been doing it for God.

Author Paul Thigpen defines joy as "the sense of delight that arises within us in the presence of someone or something we love." He goes on to say, "Joy depends not on our acquisition of something, but rather on our encounter with something." I'd say Someone—a Someone who renews us every day.

To be more joyful, I need to drink in God's presence. When I spend more time in his Word, he reveals more of what I need for joy. As I was praying about this article, I said to the Lord, "Father, I want to do this—not just for the readers but for you. I want to write 'heartily' for you. But to do that, I need your help." It struck me then that in order to do everything for God, I must do everything with him. I need his help to have the kind of desire it takes to do whatever I do for him … alone. And doing it for him and no other person or reason indeed helps me to overflow with joy.

Many times, in many situations—from speaking to writing to scrubbing the kitchen floor—I inwardly scream, I don't want to do this! And I know those times will continue while I'm living on this earth. So I'm praying often these days that I'll be willing, even eager, to relearn this needed lesson every day. The apostle Paul tells the people in Thessalonica that he longs for their love to "increase" (1 Thess. 3:12). Not only that, but they are to increase in living to please God "more and more" (4:1, 10). And not only are they to increase "more and more," but they are to be sanctified "through and through" (5:23). I love that!

That's what you and I need—the ability to increase more and more, through and through, in living to please God. Obeying God's command—to "work hard and cheerfully at whatever you do, as though you were working for the Lord rather than for people" (Col. 3:23-24, NLT)—will help us overflow with joy, no matter what we're doing.

Carole Mayhall is the author of numerous books, including Come Walk with Me (Waterbrook Press) and Help, Lord, I'm Sinking: Lessons from My Rocking Boat (NavPress).
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Delilah
The Queen of Whine
(Judges 16:4-20)
by Liz Curtis Higgs
The hand-painted sign hanging above my desk reads, "Thou Shalt Not Whine." Not the eleventh commandment, but close. Guess who gave me the "no-whine" sign? My dear husband. He knows I need that daily reminder because I'm a world-class whiner. When life doesn't unfold as planned, I whine. When someone disappoints me, I whine. I'm working on changing, honey. Truly, I am. Because nothing wears out a man like a nagging woman. In Proverbs we're told, "A quarrelsome wife is like a constant dripping on a rainy day" (Proverbs 27:15). Come meet a woman whose whining made her rich, yet cost her everything. 

Secrets and Lies
The reluctant hero of the story was Samson, who "fell in love with a woman in the Valley of Sorek whose name was Delilah" (Judges 16:4). Big, strong Samson was a thorn in the side of the Philistines; they visited this valley girl and said, "See if you can lure him into showing you the secret of his great strength" (Judges 16:5). Delilah used her man's greatest weakness-his love for her-to cut him down. The sad truth is, we often gripe around those who love us most, as if testing their commitment: "Can you hear me now? Can you love me still?" Delilah had an added incentive for testing Samson's love: The Philistines offered her a boatload of money. Our girl went for it: "Tell me the secret of your great strength and how you can be tied up and subdued" (Judges 16:6). At least she was semihonest.

But when Samson made up a story about seven fresh cords being sufficient to hold him, then easily broke free of them, Delilah served him a bitter cup of whine: "You have made a fool of me; you lied to me" (Judges 16:10). Those of us adept at whining love to point accusing fingers-"this is your fault" or "you did thus-and-such to me"-instead of taking responsibility for our actions. True, Samson fibbed and made her look foolish. But Delilah was far from truthful about her motive. And very far from loving.

The High Cost of Nagging
After Samson played the game twice more, Delilah went for the jugular: "How can you say, 'I love you,' when you won't confide in me?" (Judges 16:15). Women have been singing this song for centuries: "If you really love me … " Sometimes it works. We get what we want. We win the argument. We taste sweet victory. But then it backfires. We damage our relationships. We belittle our loved ones. We grind their affection for us down to dust.

"With such nagging she prodded him day after day until he was tired to death" (Judges 16:16). Oh, have I been there, nagging and prodding until my husband couldn't bear another word. Worn to the nub, just like Samson. "So he told her everything" (Judges 16:17). Delilah gained her silver, but lost her man and disappeared from Scripture, while Samson rose from his ruined life to become one of the heroes of our faith "whose weakness was turned to strength" (Hebrews 11:34).

"Thou shalt not whine." Good advice for those of us with a tendency to snip, snip, snip at the people we most love. When I'm tempted to complain, I hold my tongue-almost an aerobic activity-until I think of something kind to say instead. "The wise woman builds her house, but with her own hands the foolish one tears hers down" (Proverbs 14:1). Delilah tore down her man; I'm building toward a happier ending. How about you?

Liz Curtis Higgs is the author of 22 books, including her nonfiction best-seller, Bad Girls of the Bible (WaterBrook Press). She lives with her husband and their two teenagers in Kentucky. Visit her website: www.LizCurtisHiggs.com.

	1. Read Delilah's sordid story in Judges 16:4-20. Note three or four character flaws-OK, sins-besides whining that Delilah demonstrates. If you struggle with any of the same sins, how does your disobedience affect your relationship with others?  And with God?

2. Is whining really a sin? Read Proverbs 10:19, 16:24, and Philippians 2:14-16, then consider the ways not whining blesses the people you love and honors God.

3. In Judges 16:21-31 we discover what happened to Samson because of Delilah's treachery. In what ways does he become a hero? And how is he remembered in Hebrews 11:32-34? What hope does his story offer all of us who've been blinded by sin?
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Just Gotta Have It!
6 ways to help you develop cravings for God's Word.
By Katrina Baker
My kitchen was a mess. I'd dug through every drawer and cupboard, searching for the only thing that would satisfy me…chocolate! I was in the middle of a full-blown craving. You know the feeling: that insatiable, overwhelming desire for ice cream, chips, chocolate, or pizza. Only a few days after I'd torn my kitchen apart in search of chocolate, I came across a Bible verse that drew me up short: "Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk" (1 Peter 2:2). The New American Standard Version puts it this way: "long for the…word" (both emphases mine). As I thought about my desire for God's Word, I had to admit "craving" or "longing" didn't define my feelings about my current Bible reading. Yes, I tried to do it daily, but some days reading God's Word was more mechanical than marvelous, more out of duty than desire. Looking back over my life, I realized my desire for God's Word had fluctuated between the following degrees:

Having an insatiable appetite:  I'd eagerly anticipate reading God's Word daily, and make time for it no matter what else was going on. I couldn't get to sleep at night if I missed it. Eating my veggies: This is the mode in which I most often found myself. I'd read the Bible because I knew it's right, I wanted to obey God, I knew it's good for me, and I was always glad I did it. Being "force-fed." : In this mode, I'd hear God's Word at church, and would read the Bible every now and then—but usually not until I felt extremely guilty about my lack of time with him.  Starving: These have been the dry spells, thankfully few, when I've gone weeks without opening my Bible except at church. I've let busyness, distractions, or unconfessed sin get in the way.

Do you see yourself in the above descriptions? If you're like me, you've experienced each of these stages over the course of your walk with God. But you also wish that you genuinely and consistently craved God's Word. If my cravings for Scripture were anything like my cravings for chocolate, I would just have to have it. I wanted to wake up in the morning and not be able to focus on anything else until I'd spent time in God's Word. I wanted to dig in voraciously, instead of doing a half-hearted devotional. To discover how to develop a craving for Scripture, I looked back at the high points of my spiritual life—the times when I couldn't get enough of God's Word—and took note of the things I did, the habits I made, and the factors that contributed to the craving. Then I asked other women what helped them develop a craving for God's Word. Here are six things I discovered that can help you rekindle or strengthen your desire for time in Scripture:

1. Remember the Bible's benefits.
After my son's birth, I experienced a prolonged case of "baby blues." Although I found some solace in talking to other moms, journaling, and scheduling "me-time," I found the most significant source of peace and comfort in God's Word. I found particular reassurance in reading the Psalms—seeing how David cried out in fear, confusion, and even despair, but consistently returned to acknowledge God as his refuge and strength. At other times, I've turned to Scripture to find direction, wisdom, and encouragement. The Bible holds all this for us, and much more! Scripture tells us God's Word is "a lamp to [our] feet and a light for [our] path" (Psalm 119:105). Psalm 111:10 also reminds us "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; all who follow his precepts have good understanding."  Just as satisfying physical craving releases feel-good chemicals in our brains, satisfying a hunger for Scripture releases all kinds of spiritual benefits and blessings in our lives, such as increased wisdom, comfort, and peace.                                                                                                                                                  2. Ask God to give you desire for his Word.
What better way to obtain a desire for God's Word than from God himself? Each day, ask God to give you a deep-rooted desire to spend time reading and studying the Bible. Then be alert for those inner promptings and reminders to open his Word and dive in. I find that when I consistently ask God to give me a desire to spend time with him, he always comes through. I can't walk past the shelf where I keep my Bible and devotional book without feeling as though I should pull it out and dig in!

3. Make daily Bible reading instinctual.
Experts say it takes 21 days to develop a habit. I've applied this principle to exercise, drinking water, and even making my bed—so why not use it with Bible reading? Decide on a reading or study plan and commit yourself to spending time in God's Word every day, whether you feel like it or not. One thing that helps me is to use a daily devotional aid. After following that plan for a few weeks, I find I can't skip a day in God's Word without feeling like I'm missing out on something.                                     4. Keep a spiritual journal.
One of the best ways to strengthen and maintain a desire for God's Word is to keep a record of how Scripture has impacted your life. I kept journals throughout my college years. Looking back over them reminds me of how God has worked in my life and gives me the motivation to continue serious Bible study. Your journal doesn't have to be a special leather-bound volume; it can be a spiral notebook, or simply notes taken directly in your Bible. The point is to take note of how various Scripture passages have touched your heart, motivated change in your life, or given you insight into life's circumstances. When you've filled up a journal, notebook, or Bible, keep it as a record and reminder —one you can turn to time and time again to see how powerful God's Word truly is.                                                     5. Customize your Bible study to fit your personality.
For years I struggled with the inability to follow a "read through the Bible in a year" program. I've known friends and family members who have done this year after year, and I always felt I should be able to do this too. But I always gave up by March. Finally, I realized the Bible-in-a-year plan just didn't fit my personality. As a detail-oriented person, when I try to absorb four or five chapters of the Bible each day, I feel as though I'm going too fast. I get frustrated and give up. Now I tailor my study to my personality—more in-depth studies and careful reading of shorter passages. My friend Kathy also has found that customizing her Bible reading to fit her personality has led to more productive, effective, and consistent times in God's Word. "One of the most important things for me is variety," she says. "If I find my devotional time getting stale, I try to change it. Also, I occasionally set aside large chunks of time to really 'dig into' the Word by doing in-depth study that can't be completed in short bites of time."                                                                                                                                   6. Customize your Bible study to fit your circumstances.
Just as we all have different personalities that may require different approaches to reading the Bible, we all go through different life stages that demand a change in our Bible reading. A mother of three preschoolers might not be able to devote the same amount of time and energy to reading God's Word as she will when all her children are in school. Lori, a wife and mom from Nebraska, has been able to customize her time in the Bible throughout her adult life to fit whatever circumstances she finds herself in. During college, she carved out enough time to read through the Bible twice. In the early years of her marriage, while working full-time as a teacher, she fit in shorter reading times whenever she had the opportunity, such as reading some Scripture while stopped at traffic lights during her long commute. Now as a busy stay-at-home-mom, she does most of her Bible study late at night or when her children are in the tub. Take a look at your roles and responsibilities. Make sure you're not trying to do too much (and definitely not too little!) for your circumstances. Finding the method of study and reading that works for where you are right now will keep you from giving up in frustration. I know there still will be times when I don't "feel" the craving for Scripture I want to have. But I also know the important thing is for each of us to be aware of our desire for God's Word and always to be working to increase it. And another benefit is—satisfying our craving for Scripture will never make us fat! Now…where did I hide that chocolate?

Katrina Baker, a freelance writer, lives with her family in Pennsylvania. 
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