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Reality Check--- Monday, March 13, 2006
I thought I'd been a Christian for years, but was I really following God?
by Myra Langley Johnson
"Mom,something's happened." It was my daughter, Julena, calling long-distance from college. "It's too complicated to explain over the phone. I'm sending a letter … but don't worry, okay?"  She was 500 miles from home, on her own for the first time, exposed to all the temptations every college student faces—and I wasn't supposed to worry? What a relief when her letter arrived! Julena wrote that she'd committed her life to Christ, was attending church, and reading her Bible. She'd turned her back on the college "party scene" and joined a Christian students' organization called The Prodigals.

As happy as her news made me, I was faced with some disturbing questions. Why—only now—was Julena learning to know Christ? Our family had always professed Christian faith, and we thought we'd done everything to pass this to our children. We'd taken them to church and Sunday school, prayed with them at mealtime and bedtime, encouraged their involvement in church youth groups, and sent them to Christian summer camps. Had she forgotten her Christian upbringing? Or had we, her parents, failed to be living examples of the faith we professed? The name of our daughter's new Christian group hit home. Could I be a "prodigal Christian," too?

For anyone familiar with the Bible, the word prodigal immediately brings to mind Jesus' parable about the son who demanded his inheritance, then walked out on his family and squandered everything on a reckless, decadent lifestyle.While I've never actually "walked out" on God, my words and actions haven't always honored Christ. It took my daughter's bold admission of faith and visible, ongoing pursuit of a changed lifestyle to make me realize I, too, wanted to become a child of God in more than name only.

But what's the difference between a professing Christian and a progressing Christian? Looking at the outward signs, it's hard to tell. I thought I'd done everything right. I've been a baptized member of a Christian congregation for the past quarter-century, attended Bible studies, sung in the choir, given financially to my church, taught Sunday school, sponsored the youth group, and served on church committees.

Yet 1 Samuel 16:7 states, "The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart." While I had all the outward appearances "right," I had to admit that inwardly I was the typical "Sunday Christian," someone who was often uncomfortable with her Christian identity in any setting except church.I realized God saw the reluctance and resentment with which I sometimes gave my time, talents, and resources. He saw how I judged others and withheld love if they didn't meet my expectations. God saw that I prayed mainly for my own wants and needs, and when I did pray for others, it was mainly with the hope of changing them in ways that benefitted me. And God saw how rarely I spared the time to read the scriptural "love letter" so tenderly written for me.

Somewhere deep inside I knew I wasn't living up to what I thought God expected of me. I wondered how he could possibly forgive me for my failures and selfishness, for all the hurtful things I'd done and said. Despite my professed belief that I was saved by God's loving grace, when others spoke confidently of eternal life with Christ, I feared I was such a bad person that God had no place in heaven for me.

I knew I wanted to get on the right track as a true growing Christian, but how? In those first several months after reading my daughter's letter, two things became crucial: the daily practice of purposeful prayer, and a commitment to read the entire Bible. I realized an intimate relationship with my Lord is the only source of power for lasting change and strength for living the Christian life.In the process of committing to prayer, my definition changed. I learned that it's more than "I ask, God answers (or doesn't)"; it's a conversation with God. Since conversations are two-sided, I need to stop and listen! I'm also learning the joy of praying for others, including the healing power of praying for those who've hurt me in some way.

Using a one-year Bible, I achieved my goal of reading the entire Bible in a year. I began to see the Scripture as a whole, not just random verses or stories to be interpreted out of context. I also "prayed the Scriptures," a practice I read about in Richard J. Foster's book, Prayer: Finding the Heart's True Home. Foster describes praying the Scriptures as reading a passage slowly, thinking deeply about it, and praying for God to use it to speak to you personally.

When I intentionally drew closer to God, studying his Word daily and allowing him to reveal himself to me, several changes occurred. Almost instantly, I found myself wanting to give more to my church and other charitable causes. I've experienced a new willingness to volunteer time and talents in God's service. And daily devotions are no longer the dreaded "homework assignment" they used to be; now I hunger for even more time to spend in prayer and the Scriptures.

Above all, each day I experience the security of my identity in Christ. I know that God loves me unconditionally, that God's forgiveness is total and forever, and that Christ is already preparing a place for me in heaven.My daughter's growth in her Christian faith eventually took her to Kenya on a mission trip with other college students. She was immediately struck by the Kenyans' candor when they introduced themselves, and she quickly learned to do the same: "Hello, my name is Julena, and I'm a Christian."

Not many people I know would be comfortable starting a conversation that way—least of all me! But it reminded me once more that we honor God not only when we willingly spend time with him, but when we take pride in our Christian identity. In the words of the apostle Paul, "I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes" (Rom. 1:16).  I've discovered progressing and professing Christianity go hand in hand. Now I'm not ashamed to say: "My name is Myra, and I'm a Christian."

Myra Langley Johnson is a freelancer who lives in Texas.
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A Good Cry---Tuesday, March 14, 2006
God can use anything we surrender to him—even our tears.
by Liz Curtis Higgs
I cry easily and often. Happy tears, sad tears, over-the-top tears, Hallmark commercial tears—you name it, I've leaked over it.Hankies up, girlfriends, if you're with me on this. Out of sheer joy, I cry at church more than anywhere else. When I hear a wondrous truth spoken or a glorious song lifted in praise, when I see a new believer step forward or an old saint read the Scriptures, I'm so overwhelmed with God's presence that tears flow down my cheeks. Not little drips—buckets. Sheets of water. A monsoon. Even after 16 years of marriage, this baffles my husband. He looks over at me, eyes wide with concern, and whispers, "Are you okay?"

"Oh, yeah." I smile blissfully as another waterfall plunges over my chin and pools on my silk blouse. "Couldn't be better."

While I've made peace with my non-stop tears, I know many women are ashamed of their tearfulness. One day I talked with a dear woman in Missouri named Marcia who thought her tears were a stumbling block to serving God. After hearing me teach about the woman in Luke 7 who anointed Jesus' feet with her tears, this leaking sister sought me out. Between sniffs she explained, "I want more than anything to help hurting people in my church who go to the altar for prayer. But the minute I hear their stories, I start weeping, which embarrasses me to no end. Now I just hide in the pew."

"Aha!" I gave her a big hug. "You have a ministry of tears."                                                                  "A what?"

"When you weep right along with people, your tears help keep them from feeling foolish. The Bible tells us to 'mourn with those who mourn' (Romans 12:15), and to 'comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God' (2 Corinthians 1:4). See, babe? Your tears don't hurt, they help!" Later, after I printed off all the Bible verses I could find on "leaking" and sent them to my new friend, I discovered that Marcia got the message loud and clear. She wrote back: "During this evening's service, a lady in our church knelt at the altar, praying and crying desperately. Guess who God shoved down the aisle to help her? After she shared her needs with me, I did my usual leaking and a whole lot of blubbering. I had a difficult time speaking above the sobs, but I prayed with her and loved her. And you know what? She knew my heart. And God knew my heart."

(Hang on a second, let me find a tissue.)

She finished with, "One of the verses you sent me said, 'He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow, will return with songs of joy' (Psalm 126:6). All my life, I thought my tears were a curse. I just wanted you to know, I'm reaping a harvest of joy in Missouri!" Marcia's experience shows God can use anything we surrender to him. Laughter and tears. Joys and sorrows. Victories and mistakes. Strengths and weaknesses. We minister to others best when we offer our true selves—"as is"—not waiting until we've cleaned up our act or dried up our tears, but right now, leaks and all.

My role model for crying isn't Mary or Martha from the Bible, it's Marcia from Missouri who bravely gave herself to God and trusted him to bring the tissues.

Liz Curtis Higgs, author of 19 books, including Mad Mary (WaterBrook Press), lives with her family—and many boxes of tissues—in Louisville, Kentucky.
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Encouraging The Beloved (Jude 17-23)--Wednesday, March 15, 2006

By Deanne Ruedemann*
Up to this point, Jude has established the “need” for his readers to contend earnestly for the faith, with reminders of God’s righteous condemnation of the ungodly (Jude 5-7), and with a vivid depiction of the ungodly men who have crept in unnoticed (v.9-16, 19). Now Jude provides a series of encouraging words (or exhortations) designed to make sure that his readers stand strong in the faith “once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 17-23).  Twice in these verses, Jude addresses his readers as “beloved” (Jude 17, 20), similar to other verses in the New Testament where the readers are also called “beloved” (see Romans 12:19, Hebrews 6:9, 1 Peter 2:11, 1 John 4:1,7,11, and Jude 3). 
So it is with such love in his heart that we find Jude giving the exhortations necessary to keep his readers from being misled by the ungodly. As we consider these same exhortations, or words of encouragment to the “beloved”, let us keep in mind that as God’s children we too are “beloved” and that these exhortations are therefore directed to us as well.  There are six such exhortations, including: 1) Remember the words spoken before (v. 17-18).  2) Build yourselves up in the most holy faith (v.20).

3) Pray in the spirit (v.20). 4) Keep yourselves in the love of God (v.21). 5) Look for the mercy of our Lord (v.21). 6) Be compassionate, with fear (v.22-23).  Let us now briefly consider each of these.

Remember the words spoken before (v. 17-18).  Jude says to remember who spoke these words of warning, including the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that because His disciples were sent out by Jesus Himself, that to heed them is to heed the Lord Himself.  In John 13:20, Jesus said: "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who receives whomever I send receives Me; and he who receives Me receives Him who sent Me."  Jude also says to remember what they said, including that there would be mockers in the last time (2 Pet 3:1-3) and that they would walk according to their own ungodly lusts (2 Timothy 3:1-5, 4:3-4).  For us today, we must remember what the apostles wrote, which means we are to diligently study God’s Word. This study is also implied in the next exhortation. . . 
Build yourselves up in the most holy faith (v. 20).  To “build up” suggests growth, and not just laying down one level of knowledge and understanding. We must continue to build upon it, as Peter said in    2 Peter 3:18: “but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Since Jude says to build up “yourselves”, suggests personal responsibility to make the effort to study and learn. These first two exhortations stress the importance of Bible study, but Bible study alone is not sufficient. There is also the need to . . . 

Pray in the Holy Spirit (v. 20)  Prayer is the necessary complement to the Word of God. By the Word of God, God speaks to us; by prayer, we speak to God!  The Word of God is a source of strength and comfort to us, but so also is prayer (Philippians 4:6-7). Think of prayer and the Word of God as the “two legs” upon which our spiritual well-being stands. Both are needed to be well-balanced in our spiritual growth. What does Jude mean by praying in the “spirit”? He doesn’t elaborate here, nor does Paul, who also uses this expression in Ephesians 6:18. I believe that to “pray in the Spirit” simply emphasizes that our prayer be in harmony with what the Spirit teaches in the Word of God, which is similar to what John wrote in 1 John 5:14: “If we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.”  While studying the Bible and prayer are certainly essential to keep ourselves from falling into sin, we also learn that there are more things we need to do . . . 
Keep yourselves in the love of God (v.21)  We see that we have a personal responsibility to keep ourselves in God’s love. Jesus taught that keeping the commandments is the key to abiding in God’s love. It is how we will be loved by our Father (Jn 14:21,23), and it is how we will be loved by the Son (John 15:9-10). Observing the commandments of Christ are an essential element of recognizing the Lord’s authority and keeping the Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20), not out of legalism, but simply out of a recognition of the importance of doing what God (and Christ) commands. In 1 Cor 7:19, Paul said that the only thing that “matters is the keeping of the commandments of God.”  It is also the ultimate proof that we love God and His children (1 John 5:2-3):  “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not burdensome.”  But to avoid turning our efforts to keep the commandments of God into legalism or thinking that we somehow earn our salvation, we need to heed the next exhortation. . . 
Look for the mercy of our Lord (v. 21).  We must always be looking forward to “the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus” (Titus 2:13), looking forward to “the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:10-12), and looking for the “new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells” (2 Peter 3:13-14).  We must look for the Lord’s mercy especially as it pertains to eternal life, knowing that eternal life is not something we earn, but something that is graciously given in Christ Jesus: “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23). So then, the prayer that Paul had for Onesiphorus should also be the prayer that we all have for ourselves:  “The Lord grant to him to find mercy from the Lord on that day” (2 Timothy 1:18).  
The final exhortation speaks not so much to what we can do to keep ourselves from falling, but what we should do to save others in danger. . . 

Be compassionate, with fear (v. 22-23)  First we need to be compassionate to save ourselves, for mercy will only be shown to the merciful (James 2:13), but also to save those who are in danger. Compassion is needed to move us to action (Matthew 9:36-38; 10:1), and to properly handle those in danger (Galatians 6:1, 2 Timothy 2:24-25). The need for fear is to keep us from being caught up in the same error of the wicked (Galatians 6:1), and that we might be motivated to persuade those in danger of being lost (2 Corinthians 5:10-11).
We could call these exhortations “How to Keep From Falling”, because that is what Jude is trying to do in writing these words of exhortation. Don’t we see the same need for us to do these same things? Don’t we face the same dangers as Jude’s readers did in his day? Don’t we desire the same blessings promised to them?  I pray that these words of Jude will serve as a guide for us today. Imagine being in a church where every member followed these exhortations! Imagine the blessing of seeing everyone in this same church receiving the mercy of the Lord on that Day!  “Beloved”, are you keeping yourselves in the love of God today by keeping His commandments?
*Unless stated otherwise, all scripture references are from the NASB
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	                 Start Spreading the News---Thursday, March 16, 2006
                                      Why it's important to reach outside your Christian clique
                                                                         by John Ortberg

A Few years ago, while I was visiting my parents in California, I decided I needed a haircut. So I went to the shop where my mom goes to get her hair done. As Jim, the owner, trimmed my hair, we started talking about spiritual things. The more we talked, the more intrigued Jim became, and the more of my hair he cut. I ended up with very short hair, but our conversation about what I believed about Jesus Christ was worth it! Later I suggested to my mom, who knows Jim and his wife, Pam, that the next time she got her hair cut, she should invite them to the church group my parents host.
"There's no way they'd be interested. Not a chance," my mom replied. "Jim and Pam lead a pretty wild life. I don't know two people who are further from God than they are." But I persisted. So the next time Mom went to the salon, she shot up a silent prayer: God, I don't think these people are interested in you. So if you want me to say anything to them, you'd better make something happen. Right then Pam, who was styling my mom's hair, said, "Jim and I understand you're in a group that talks about spiritual things. We'd like to come."

Pam and Jim started going to the group and eventually prayed with my folks to give their lives to Christ—all because of a conversation prompted by a relationship that had developed over a series of haircuts! Unfortunately this kind of interaction rarely happens. Most Christians spend virtually all their time with other Christians. They're not significantly connected with people who are far from God.But when it comes to the important matters of life, people don't usually put themselves in the hands of strangers. They listen to people they trust. This is especially true when it comes to the ultimate issue in life—our spiritual destiny. If people are going to be reached for Christ, for the most part, they won't be reached by strangers but by friends.

I have one friend whose kids are in the "soccer years." She's developed friendships with nonbelievers at her kids' practices, and struck up meaningful conversations by caring for people while she does what she'd be doing anyway. It can be that easy.Try cultivating a relationship with somebody who works at a restaurant you frequent. Meet people at your health club. Have the neighbors over for dinner. Get to know them. Pray for them. Developing relationships with non-Christians is possible. As you follow Christ's example and learn to befriend people who don't know God, there are three things to remember.

1. Never say "no" for anyone. Jesus reached out to people everybody else gave up on—tax collectors, lepers, sinners, Gentiles. The religious folk of Jesus' day were sure these people would say no to God, but they surprised the religious establishment by saying yes. We never should say no to God for these people because we never know what the Holy Spirit can do.

I was at a banquet once and this slick guy sat down by me. We talked about a variety of topics, including religion. He said his family stopped going to church when he was 12. He seemed disinterested in church now, and I was hesitant to invite him to my church, but I did.
Imagine my surprise when he ended up visiting the next week. He started reading the Bible and soon began to contemplate accepting Jesus as his Savior. The last time I saw him he was with a friend, and he introduced me as "the man who led me to Jesus."

I wouldn't have missed that for anything! The sad thing is, I almost deprived him of the opportunity to become a Christian because I erroneously pegged him as someone who wouldn't be interested in Jesus. Think of your world. Is there anybody so far from God you're ready to give up? Maybe it's someone in your extended family who ridicules your faith. Maybe it's an old acquaintance who's resisted for years. Maybe it's somebody so deep in sin you think there's no hope. Don't ever say "no" for anybody when it comes to spreading the good news of the gospel. You never know when someone's heart will soften and how God's Spirit will work.

2. Put yourself in the shoes of the person you invite to a Christ-centered function. A few blocks from my parents' home in California is the largest Buddhist temple in America. I went once to check it out and received amazing insight into how intimidating it can be to go into a place of worship as a stranger who doesn't know the customs. So when you invite someone to a Christian function, offer to pick her up instead of just telling her where it is. The likelihood she'll come is much higher if you suggest going together. Offer to go eat or have coffee afterwards. That's a gesture of friendship, and it gives you a chance to discuss what's taken place.

3. Be the hands and feet of Jesus. In Mark 1:40-45, a leper approached Jesus and begged to be made clean. The law said lepers couldn't have contact with non-lepers. They had to cry out "Unclean!" and stay outside the village. But when this leper came to Jesus and asked, "Would you make me clean?" Jesus didn't turn away.

To everyone's amazement, Jesus reached out to touch this man who hadn't been touched in years. Jesus didn't have to do that; he could have healed the man through the spoken word. But instead, he reached out his hand to touch the man, then said, "Be clean." Was Jesus infected by leprosy? No, it was the other way around! Jesus was so full of life and health that he "infected" the leper with the good news of the kingdom of God. Jesus was more contagious with God's power and love than the leper was with his disease.

If the Spirit of God lives inside you, you're like that. You can be a contagious Christian who infects others with God's power and love as well. Take a look at your hands for a moment. How often are they extended in service to someone who's far from God? The kingdom of God never has spread primarily through preachers speaking to unconnected strangers. It's never spread primarily through the mass media. God's kingdom is spread by the same method it's been spread for 2,000 years: through Christ-followers so convinced the life Jesus offers is the pearl of great price that they reach beyond their circle of Christian friends, develop meaningful relationships, and bring people to Christ—one life at a time.

John Ortberg, a teaching pastor at Willow Creek Community Church in Illinois, is the author of If You Want to Walk on Water, You've Got to Get Out of the Boat (Zondervan).                                                            Copyright © 2002 by the author or Christianity Today International/Today's Christian Woman magazine.  July/August 2002, Vol. 24, No. 4, Page 22


	

	Rediscovering Holiness---Friday, March 17, 2006
If you think it's just a set of rules, you may be surprised.
by Ruth E. Van Reken
Holiness. What a strange word. Sounds a little fanatical. What does it even mean? As a teenager, I would have answered that question, "No dancing, no drinking, no movies. Read your Bible in the morning, pray every day, and you'll be fine. The rules are clear. Keep them and thou shalt be pronounced holy." My idea of holiness, however, didn't stay that simple. During my twenties, I saw many of those rules for "How to Be the World's Best Christian" cited as examples of legalism by fellow Christians. After all, didn't King David dance before God (2 Samuel 6:14)? And didn't Jesus turn water to wine at a wedding (John 2:1-11)? As I began to consider these things, my perspective on holiness started to change.

For example, as a young mom, I felt relieved to learn God didn't require a specific time for devotions, such as first thing in the morning. With my new freedom I soon went from feeling guilty if I missed my morning quiet time to often going to bed without having spent any time with God that day. How easy it was to slide from legalism to license! Yet, in the midst of my liberation, unease gnawed at my soul. If holiness only meant keeping certain rules and now the rules were gone, was the idea of holiness extinct? If not, what did it mean to be holy without being legalistic? Was such a thing possible?

I asked my wise friend Barb her thoughts on holiness. Barb instantly replied, "It attracts me like a magnet." I was shocked. This obviously hadn't been my picture of the word. When I asked her why, she replied, "Because it's so beautiful. Holiness shines in the darkness to remind us of how things should have been and what they will be one day." Back to square one for me! If holiness was indeed beautiful (as Psalm 29:2 also says) rather than oppressive (as I'd thought), I needed to ask God for fresh eyes to see it.

First Peter 1:16 says I'm to be holy as God's holy. If holiness relates to purity and being set apart, how could I achieve it? May-be the strict rules of my past were correct after all. But returning to them didn't feel like the right answer. Scripture clearly teaches that I am to live a life distinct from the world (James 4:4). But such a life is far different than keeping a few rules. Why? First, holiness starts with God—not me. I enter the realm of holiness by accepting Jesus as my Savior. In this process, God not only forgives my sin (John 1:29), but he tells me I've been bought with a price—the precious blood of Jesus (1 Corinthians 6:20). God set me apart for himself and moves me from the world's kingdom into his kingdom (John 3:5).

But then there's my part in the "holiness plan." While true holiness originates with God, he asks for my response as well. Initially I'm asked to receive God's grace through faith in Jesus Christ (John 3:16-17). But that's not all. My actions matter. God wants me to live a pure life according to his standards. Why? Because as his follower, I represent God to those who don't yet know him. God designed his kingdom—made up of his followers—to reflect his character. For instance, while the world says to curse my enemies, God instructs me to bless them because his character consists of blessing people. He declares that greatness is found in servanthood, not in human power. God says my body's his temple, and I'm not to use it for immorality. His principles for how I'm to live are clear and definite, but most significantly—and surprisingly—they aren't specific rules for every possible situation.

That takes me back to my first question. If holiness isn't about following a group of specific rules, but it does relate to my behavior, what's the practical difference between holiness and legalism?

Holiness calls me to live by faith, not by sight. Because God gives us principles rather than specific rules for living a holy life, his kingdom can be lived in some measure here on earth in all generations, in all cultures, in all times. How these eternal principles are applied will look different in each circumstance, but God's principles never change. One person may be a vegetarian, for example, while another eats meat, yet both honor God (Romans 14:2-3). To live a holy life means I must constantly go back to God for direction on how to live out these principles.

Legalism, however, occurs whenever a legitimate application of a certain principle is turned into an absolute. Soon this rule replaces the principle itself and one of two things usually happens. First, those who faithfully follow the rule can become self-righteous, easily forgetting to consider further applications of the underlying principle. For example, Philippians 4:8 tells us to think on whatever things are true, lovely, admirable, or pure. As a teenager I didn't attend movies in the theater lest I violate that principle, but I conveniently overlooked how some tv shows and books could feed my mind with far more impurity than certain movies might.

On the other hand, when the legalistic rules themselves are exposed as the non-absolutes they are, it's easy to believe that there are no absolutes. Not only is the legalism discarded as irrelevant, but the eternal principle initially behind it is often discarded as well. Take the "no dancing" edict of my high-school days. It began as an attempt to help us follow scriptural injunctions to avoid sexual temptation. When the rule was tossed, it became easy to forget that God's command to flee sexual immorality (1 Corinthians 6:18) still stands—forever. Once God's absolutes are ignored, our liberty quickly turns into license. We become so proud of not being legalistic, we forget to wonder if we're being obedient.

Being holy isn't always easy. God often exposes an area in my life in which I still hide sin. He shows me I need to repent. Other times holiness is liberating. Because this is about life in God's kingdom, not mine, I can afford to forgive those who have wounded me, to share with those who can never repay, and to overcome evil with good. As a Christian, my job is to be obedient, while God's job is to figure out the rest. My friend Barb (and the psalmist!) are right. There is beauty in holiness. It's the beauty of seeing God's kingdom grow here on earth as God's followers live out his intended plan. In that process, living a holy life makes us the light that shines in the darkness and the salt to preserve the good (Matthew 5:13-16). Holiness is important and relevant. And it still matters in our world today.

Ruth E. Van Reken is a speaker and author of several books, including Third Culture Kids: The Experience of Growing Up Among Worlds (Intercultural Press).
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