Leaders

Servant leaders take up Jesus’ towel of servanthood to meet the needs of others.  Churches need leaders who are servants first and who become involved in the lives of people.  Jesus entered into our very lives and felt our pain.  He refused to distance himself.  We must lead in the same way.  Servant leadership will always be characterised by the indispensable attributes of acceptance, involvement and compassion.  Servant leaders draw those they lead on to new levels of spiritual maturity.  It is incorrect to believe that leaders don’t do small or menial tasks.  A leader does whatever is necessary to empower and grow Christians and so serve the mission.  Jesus washed feet, including Judas’, to change attitudes and grow disciples, not to clean feet.  The purpose, not the task itself, determines its relevance and importance. Servant leaders do not waver from their mission just because some followers see things differently.  Meeting others’ needs does not mean giving in to their wishes. 

Humility

Christians humble themselves and let God to exalt them or not as He wills.  Luke 14:7-11  Humility is a result of choice not nature.  It signifies strength of character and is the opposite of weakness. It is not a case of thinking we are no good but of not thinking about ourselves at all. Humility begins when we have a true picture of ourself before God and God’s call on our life.  Humility recognises our own unimportance in relation to the task we have been entrusted with as Christian.  Humility allows God to work through the gifts He has given us.  This is not false humility, self-deprecation, self hate or a poor self image.  It is true reality, a positive not negative thing that provides a foundation on which to build.  We remain aware of our specialness as a child of God and recipient of His unmerited love.  It is not lack of confidence but rightly placed confidence (Phil 4:13).  It is the freedom which results from the security of our position in God's love.

Service

Christians give up personal rights to find greatness in service to others.  Mark 10:45  Without the Spirit of Jesus in our hearts this approach to Christianity is not workable.  With the Spirit of Jesus in our hearts this approach is natural and obvious.  The true test of servanthood is our reaction when treated as a servant.  When we choose to be a servant, we become available and vulnerable.  Because it is our voluntary choice we find freedom and strength and cannot be manipulated.  In the Kingdom of God, service is not a stepping stone to nobility; it is nobility, the only nobility.  We are free to serve others because we no longer demand to be served.  We have no need to prove or defend ourselves and are not concerned with what others think.  

I know how you feel

Terrible, almost unbearable pain will come to all of us at some time in life.  The causes of this pain are many and varied and different for each one of us.  Who can help us when we are in such deep pain?  We certainly don’t need what Brennan Manning calls, ‘platitudes and exhortations to trust God from those who have never visited the valley of desolation’.  These are worse than useless.  Who can help?  Who can truthfully say, ‘I know how you feel’?  As a minister I know it is not me.  I can listen, love and be there but these words can only come from, to quote Manning again, ‘someone who has been there, who has drunk the dregs of our cup of pain, dares whisper the name of the Holy to our unspeakable distress.’  Only one who has been repeatedly rejected by those He has loved and helped, who has seen his only child butchered by those He loves and deserted by all His friends and who despite this still loves.  Only He can say, ‘I know how you feel’.  And He does even when He seems a million miles away.  I don’t know how you feel  but I do care and I have a friend who does.  Can we help?

Risks

Christians risk serving others because they trust that God is in control of their lives.  God looks for obedient servants who will risk everything for Him.  Jesus placed the responsibility for establishing his Church in the hands of eleven failures.  These were the men he chose to be disciples and trained to found His Church. We take risks realising that failure is as vital as it is inevitable.  This allows us to create an environment within which others feel safe to also take risks and grow through failure. When we trust that God is in control of our life and our ministry we can, prayerfully, take big risks. This is a call to live a risk taking, adventurous Christianity   It tells us to risk all that we are and have in God’s service. There are only two ways to take Christianity seriously.  We either renounce it or risk everything for it.  We don’t serve a tame God. If we are not living on the edge then we are taking up too much room!

God Filled Obedience 

Let our salvation show in our life.  God’s presence in us provides the desire and action to live a life of God awed obedience. This is the living out of Christ’s example.  We don’t complacently accept salvation but allow God to work through us to apply it in our life and our relations with others.  The wonder of the greatness of our undeserved salvation lived out in humble loving unity. Like it or not we are powerful models of good or bad for others.

Beacons of Hope
Eliminate the negative and accentuate the positive for the good of all.  Let our family likeness to Jesus show to a world that so badly needs him.  We serve as an offering to God.  We rejoice in the opportunity and privilege to be used by God to bring life to others.  This is our only lasting joy.  We don’t count the cost but rejoice in the hope.  Selfless humility and grateful obedience show as bright stars in an increasingly dark world as we live for the benefit of others. 

The Inheritance 

As Christians we long for a new body in our true home in full knowledge and presence of our Lord and friend.  We are an outpost of heaven and live accordingly. .  We keep shining a steady, understandable and constant light of hope. .Hold out to others the lifeline to which we are holding fast.  We live as citizens of a better place with better laws, a better Lord, a better language and a better goal. We live in expectation of the full realisation of the power of the resurrection. 

Peace of Mind  Phil. 4:8,9

Think on these things says Paul so that they will show in your life.

Then the God of peace will be in us.  What fills our minds determines how we live. 

This is not a complete list but a pointer in the right direction.  With what do we fill our minds?  Our eyes are the window to our mind and heart.  How closely do we monitor our input?  With what do we expect Jesus to share our minds and hearts?

Jesus is the source of life who frees us from the penalty of sin.  Jesus is the friend in life who helps us overcome the power of sin.  Jesus is the goal who finally frees us from the very presence of sin.

Worship

Our corporate worship on Sunday will always be a reflection of our private worship during Monday to Saturday.  We don’t come together to worship.  We each bring our private worship experiences and jointly offer them to God.  Worship is an offering.  Both individual and corporate worship are essential to our spiritual growth.  They enrich each other and out of them we enrich one another.  God doesn’t need worshipers but we need to worship Him.  It is in this we find the truest expression of our being.

Spiritual Healh
Will I endeavour to speak words of  encouragement, teaching, correction, praise and nurture to others, always truthfully and in love, and listen carefully as they speak to me so that God will use me to grow myself and others into the likeness of Christ.  May I surrender and open myself more to Christ so that from him love and care flow through and to grow His body and accomplish His effective work  Will I check my spiritual cholesterol level to ensure that the flow is not blocked and guard against the possibility of infection that may, through me, endanger the body as a whole.

The Source of Love 
Love is a fruit of the Spirit in our lives which is a reflection to others of God’s love for us.  It shows whether we know God or simply know about God.  This is unconditional, giving love that always puts the other first.  We absorb His love for us through His word, are changed by it in relationship with Him and share it with others in living out sacrificial, other centred obedience. Now is the time to open our minds to a God who is outrageous with His love, overgenerous with His forgiveness and reckless with his grace.  

Extravagant Love
 We need to rediscover the extravagance of God's love. This wild, passionate, furious love of God has a face.  It is Jesus. Jesus is the supreme example of lived agape - sacrificial, other centred, agape saturated obedience.  As we contemplate the love shown on the cross we realise that it is time to stretch our concepts of His love to their utmost limits and then to know that no matter how far we stretch them His love is bigger.  It is beyond our understanding.  To think we understand is to prove we don't.

 Free Love
What is amazing is that God’s love is given to us, and to all, exactly as we are and not as we should be.  When this truth explodes into our minds everything changes.  As we heal our image of God and His love, so we heal our image of ourselves.  We are freed from our fear of God and our dislike of ourselves.  We realise His love never depends on our performance.  Nothing we do can make Him love us more as He already loves us infinitely.  We are freed to return his love and to share it with all others.  Our Christian life becomes a love affair with God and all humanity. 

The Inspiration of Love 

Christian love is only possible in those who are surrendered to and indwelt by the Spirit of God.  A glad but sometimes painful surrender to the ultimate lover who has gone through incredible pain and constant rejection to fill us with the thundering Niagra of His love that when recognised bursts our hearts and erupts to shower all whom we know.  It is a way of living that gradually permeates every aspect of our existence as we allow the wonder of His love for us to slowly soak into every corner of our heart, mind and will and overflow to others.  

Relentless Love
God never stops loving us.  We are loved by a relentless lover.  We become relentless lovers. Our behaviour changes to reflect our renewed image of God.  As we look into the abyss of our own sin illuminated by the brightness of His undeserved love we can never look condescendingly at another person.  We realise we are no better than the non-Christian.  We simply know that we are extraordinarily loved.  Once we have grasped this love there is no way we can keep it to ourselves.  

God
Scripture doesn’t attempt to prove God’s existence.  It regards it as so obvious that only a fool would disagree.  There are many arguments for God’s existence from philosophy, creation, history, prophecy and experience.  The fact is we only know of God because he has revealed himself to us.  By their image of God you shall know them. What's your God like? There are many false or inadequate images of God.  He is not the God of the other world religions, the new age or the semi-pagan Aussie.  The Biblical image of God is far larger and more radical. He is the self existent one, the I am.

Father
A relational God who is and expresses love from before time to all eternity to us.  He is a giving, forgiving and seeking Father.  He doesn’t just invite His children but actively seeks them.  This is the essence of the gospel.  He loves each of us as if we are the only one to love.  Jesus removed the fear and distance from our image of God and revealed the relational aspect as our ‘abba’.  Sin is horrible to us not just because it is wrong but because it breaks our Father’s heart.  We sin against love.   If we force him to reluctantly judge we are amazed to see that there are tears in the eyes of the judge.

Almighty
He is sovereign Lord and King, infinite in majesty, might and power.  He is all powerful, all knowing and ever present.  He is almighty in creation, in providence and in love.  His promises are true.  He has no limits except those He sets Himself as a result of His nature as holy love.  We are in His image not He in ours.  It is His world not ours.  We are His not our own.  We are accountable to Him not He to us.  All of this is always expressed in love even when we don’t understand.  He is light and His love intertwines with His holiness.  This is who loves us and this is why our salvation is so costly to Him. 

Creator
He is the source of all.  From nothing He created all that exists. Creation is an outgrowth of the love that is Father, Son and Spirit growing and forming recipients of divine and eternal love and if accepted, life of a quality that only they share.  God is not contained within creation nor an unmoved bystander.  He is both completely beyond and yet intimately involved at a detailed and personal level.  The world was formed and continues to exist by His will and power. We live because He knows and loves us, and wants to share love and life with us eternally.

Infinite and Intimate
If there is one thing that I am increasingly certain of it is that God is totally beyond any pathetic attempts of mine to describe or understand him.  Whenever I think I have him classified he shows me part of himself that is outside of the lines.  He is both my loving  ‘abba’ and also the almighty ‘Yahweh’.  He is in my heart but also throughout and beyond the universe.  When I think about it I realise that this is as it should be.  Who could worship a small or understandable god.  We want and need all of his multi-faceted nature. He is neither a vengeful tyrant nor a benign teddy bear. As Brennan Manning says he is, ‘the Abba of Jesus, who is infinitely compassionate with my brokenness and at the same time an awesome, incomprehensible, and unwieldy mystery.’  Let’s not worry about trying to hard to understand God.  The important thing is that he understands us and loves us and is big enough to look after us.  We can therefore live in peace and security as the beloved of God.  That’s good enough for me.  What about you? 
The Breath of Life

If there is one word that, above all others, makes most of us feel a twinge of guilt about our Christian life it is ‘prayer’.  We all pray, and most of us pray daily, but there is usually that vague feeling, reinforced by books and sermons, that we should do better.  Biographies of ‘prayer warriors’ can cause us to despair of ever making the grade as a ‘mature’ Christian.  We are reinforced in our self-image as spiritual pygmies.  Somehow we have got the idea that prayer is a duty or a way to earn ‘brownie points’ with God.  We need to relax, take the pressure off and realise that prayer is as natural as breathing.  There are no rules or right and wrong ways to pray.  It is simply a chat with our Father.    As we go through the day we chat about what we see and hear; about what is on our mind; about what makes us happy or sad; about changes we would like to see in ourselves, and society; in short about anything.  We chat while walking, driving, sitting, working or any old time.  Prayer is the breath of life.  Keep breathing.

Simplicity

I am increasingly convicted of the need for all of us, as Christians, to seriously endeavour to develop a spirit of simplicity, a purity of heart, a singleness of purpose.  This does not mean that we become naïve or simplistic in relation to the very real complexities of life.  It means that we refuse to be sidetracked by trivia; we avoid unnecessary clutter in our lives; we learn to see the wood through the trees; we discern the true amid the conflicting claims of illusion.  It is so easy to be diverted from the reality of a Christ centred, Christ reliant and Christ valued life by the lies and false values of society.  Above all it is a matter of discernment.  Of viewing and valuing every aspect of life through Christ coloured glasses.  Value every thing, emotion and relationship according to its ability to contribute to Christlikeness in ourselves, and others.  It’s that simple, and hard, and complicated but above all, glorious. 

Jesus?

Occasionally I read something that is so powerful it brings me to a crashing halt.  These words by Colin Winter did just that.  What do you think?  ‘The thing about Jesus was you either loved him or hated him; you followed him or plotted to kill him.  Jesus really did tear apart his own society by his words, by his actions, by those with whom he associated, including harlots and some extremely unsavoury characters.  Everything about him invited confrontation … His language too showed no restraint; although it shone with gentleness and compassion for the sick, the broken, the rejected and unwanted, … Society’s values were being exposed to the fierce gaze of the prophet, were broken in pieces to be replaced by the demands for total, self-giving love.’  Nothing has changed!  This is still his approach.  Isn’t it great to be part of it.

Aliens

There are many ways to describe what it means to be a Christian.  One unusual, but accurate, description is that we are aliens.  Not in the sense of being strange or looking like bug eyed monsters but in the sense that we have no permanent home on earth.  We are in fact refugees from our true homeland.  We are only passing through, citizens of heaven spending some days on earth.   ‘I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world’ (1 Peter 2:11).  Realising this makes us one with all refugees and aliens and frees up our hearts to empathise with them and offer practical help and support where we can.  We realise that we have no right to the high standard of living we enjoy and become even more determined to share it with others.  ‘Our desire is .. that there might be equality.’ (2 Cor. 8:13) Travel lightly.  Remember don’t put down roots or become too attached to life here.  We are only passing through.   Share with others so that we won’t go home alone.

Death

For so many death is something to be feared and not discussed in polite society.  Comedian Woody Allen quipped, ‘I am not afraid of death, I just don’t want to be there when it happens’.  For Christians the situation can be very different.  I read a beautiful definition of Christian death recently, ‘you go to sleep for a while, after which you are woken up by lots of laughing people who invite you to join them in their joy.’  I believe this is a pretty accurate and Biblical description.  Many years ago John Donne wrote a great poem called ‘Death be not Proud’ in which he says, ‘One short sleep past, we wake eternally, And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.’  Don’t fear death.  Embrace it as simply one more step in our journey as we follow Jesus.  Not the final barrier but a further step of growth in Christlikeness, ‘when he appears, we shall be like him’ (1 John 3:2).  This is our destiny and it is glorious.

Get Drunk

At the first church worship the Christians were accused of being drunk and Peter had to explain that they were filled with a different kind of Spirit (Acts 2:1-21).  Paul told the Ephesian Christians, ‘Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.’ (Eph. 5:18)  The Christians of the early church were said to be ‘intoxicated with God’.  What a beautiful description of our relationship with our Lord.  To be so filled with the Spirit that we are totally and visibly ‘under the influence’.   It is my goal and prayer that I will be clearly ‘over the limit’ whenever people examine my Christian life and give me a spiritual ‘breath-test’.  I am sure that you feel the same.  May we never ‘sober up’.  That would be the ultimate tragedy.  I am going to an eternal party where all the guests will be eternally intoxicated with God.  Please join me.

Body Life

Why is a church more like a giraffe than a business?  This is an important question with an answer that is crucial if we are to be useful to God and effective in growing His kingdom.  A business is an organization that operates according to rules, hierarchies, and gauges its efficiency primarily by means of numerical measures such as profit and output.  A giraffe is an organism that operates according to relationships between cells and organs and gauges its effectiveness according to the health and interdependence of its various parts.  The church, if it is functioning as God intended, is an interdependent organism that develops to maturity and maintains health through assimilation of the correct diet.  It grows, nurtures and reproduces naturally as all the parts perform the functions for which they are designed.  All parts are equally valuable and necessary (1 Cor. 12).   On reflection I probably should have said a parrot rather than a giraffe.  Giraffe’s are silent.  The church never is.

Mirrors or Windows    Someone once said, ‘Experience is the name everyone gives their mistakes’.  It has also been noted that experience is a tough teacher because it gives the exam first and the lesson afterward.  We will all make mistakes.  The key is how we use them.  If we treat them as mirrors we see only ourselves and our failures and become depressed and lose hope.  If we treat them as windows we look through them to see God and His grace and find the love and strength to carry on.  Failure is never final.  The only real failure is to stop trying.  The only success is to accept that we can’t make it without His help.  Turn the mirror around so that it reflects the grace of God.  Open the window so that His love shines out.  Let our failures bring hope to others as they see how we allow God to work through them.

Spiritual Dieting
Will I watch my spiritual diet, to regularly take in God’s Word, to mature in ‘head’, ’heart’ and ’hand’?  May I realise that becoming a Christian is the beginning of the journey, not the end.  Will I stick to the solid truth and not just look for the exciting or different.  May I sink my life ever more deeply into the bedrock of the written and living word.  May He help me to rediscover how little I know or understand and avoid the instability and dogmatism of immaturity. 

Presents

What do birthdays and Christmas have in common?  Firstly of course Christmas is a birthday, by far the most important birthday in the history of the world.  There is also joy and no birthday has ever brought even a fraction of the joy this birth continues to bring to everyone.  If we are honest though, for most of us it is the gifts that come to mind first.  There were also gifts at the first Christmas and they were exceptional. 

 Mary gave three gifts to her baby who was also her Saviour and Lord.  She gave complete and trusting obedience to God even though she did not completely understand.  We can follow her in this.  She gave Him life and she gave Him her love and care as long as He needed it without counting the cost.  Joseph risked his reputation and gave his perseverance, protection, his strength and a safe home and place to grow up.  The Innkeeper gave a place to stay and a roof over their head.  A place of cover in which God’s Son could be born in safety.  It wasn’t much, but it was all he had available, and it was given freely.  God never asks more of us than this.  The Shepherds gave their wonder, belief and obedience plus a response of joyful thankfulness.  The Wise Men gave worship to one they knew was far greater and wiser than they were, and protection from a false and evil ruler.  

Who was killed? 

 He was a man but also more than a man.  Many people are prepared to accept Jesus as a good man or a great teacher, but no more. This does not fit the Biblical picture.  If he had only claimed to be a man, however great, the Jews would not have had him crucified.  They demanded his death because he claimed to be God and to them that was the ultimate blasphemy. Consider the following incidents from John’s gospel:- 

 John 5:16-18; 8:54-59; 10:30-33.

Jesus claimed to Be God, he accepted worship as God (John 20:28).  He claimed the rights of God (forgiveness, Mark 2:5-11; judgement, John 5:27) and took to himself the titles of God (I Am).  He demonstrated power that only God could have over natural forces, calmed storm, fed (5,000), over sickness and disease, over demons and in raising the dead.

 We all Sin.  We must accept two unpleasant truths if we are to enjoy the salvation that God offers. Firstly, we all sin and secondly we are responsible for our sin.  Thankfully, through the grace of God, our sin need never be final or fatal, unless we want it to be.  The decision is ours. If we ask, God will always forgive our sin and give us strength through His Spirit to help us move on and grow.  He is prepared to pay the price for all our sin, but He will not accept the responsibility.  That is ours.

Accept Responsibility. Luther said ‘I can’t stop the birds flying over my head but I can stop them making a nest in my hair.’  We must accept the responsibility for our thoughts, attitudes and actions and then ask and receive the complete forgiveness that is available to us all through God’s mercy and grace.  ‘as Christianity understands it .. however created beings choose to behave, they must accept responsibility of their own actions.’ Dorothy L. Sayer   Before we can accept God’s forgiveness we must say, ‘It is my fault,’ and mean it.

Uncle or Earthquake

A writer once noted that, ’God created humanity in his image and humanity has returned the compliment’.  There is a constant tendency to bring God and His attributes down to our level.  This is perfectly understandable but tragically can rob us of the awe that thinking of the Almighty should invoke within us.  We read that , ‘God is love’ and we reduce the raging life-transforming torrent of his love to a warm sentimental fuzzy feeling.  We read that, ‘ God is light’ and we reduce His divine and terrible radiance to a warm friendly glow.  Knowing God doesn’t just make our lives a little happier, safer and more fulfilling.  Knowing God blows our lives apart and puts them back together in an entirely different way.  To quote an old Jewish proverb, ‘God is not a kindly old uncle, he is an earthquake’.  Come close to Him and feel the tremors.  Life will never be the same again.

Who cares?

Perhaps instead of asking, ‘who cares’, I should ask, ’for whom do we care’, or even, ‘for whom does my heart break’?  What examples of need, pain and suffering arouse our deepest compassion?  Is it physical need such as poverty, hunger or illness, or perhaps the emotional needs of the despairing and hopeless, or even the relational pain of the rejected and abandoned?  These are all real problems and it is right that as Christians they should touch us and bring forth whatever practical and spiritual help we can give.  There is however another need that will touch the Christian heart at least as deeply as these.  On one occasion, when a student asked theologian Francis Schaeffer about the fate of those who didn’t know Jesus, he didn’t answer. He simply bowed his head and wept.  If we are to bring the good news of Jesus to our friends and neighbours we don’t need greater commitment, we need deeper compassion.  Who cares?

Rights

People are often concerned about their rights.  They will fight and go to court to get what they believe is their’s by right. When I think about this from a Christian viewpoint the question arises as to what rights people do have.  I do believe that there are a some rights that everyone deserves.  It is only fair that we should be able to claim and even demand these.  Such rights include, the right to pain and suffering, the right to rejection and the right to eternal damnation.  The fact is that we are fallen and sinful people.  If God treated us fairly and gave us our rights we would have no hope.  We have a right to the wrong rights.  The right rights are not rights at all but an undeserved gift from God.  I don’t want my rights.  I want the undeserved free gift of God’s love available only through His grace.  My prayer is, ‘thank you for not treating me fairly Lord and giving me my rights, thank you for saving me instead’.

Self-Acceptance

Many people, including Christians seem to be trapped in an endless striving for self-acceptance and a search for our ‘true self’.  Others fluctuate between the extremes of self-hatred and pride in their spirituality.  The fact is that we are simultaneously both saints and sinners.  These and many related problems have at the core the same error.  They come from being self-conscious rather than God-conscious.  As Christians we are new people with a new self.  This self is a gift of God through grace.  We will never discover or enjoy this self by looking for it.  It will become real only as we look for God.  We need to spend our time looking upward not inward.  Our true self at any stage of our becoming is in Christ, not in ourselves or in our past.  He is the road out of the self-centred life and into the freedom and joy of self-abandonment.  Who we are is who we are in Him and nothing else.  He saturates and changes our self and gives us true identity. We are God-accepted, beloved of our Father and His Son.   Enjoy it!

Three People

There is an old saying, ’There are three people living in each of us: the one we think we are, the one other people think we are, and the one God knows we are.’  As I think on this I am led to two questions.  How similar are the three people in my case and which one is most important to me?  How would you answer these questions in relation to your life?  Let me suggest some ideas.  The second person is the least important yet sadly the one we too often spend most time worrying about.  Forget it.  We live our lives for an audience of one.  God’s opinion is the only one that matters.  Similarly there is only one true description of the first person: I am a sinner saved by grace, a friend and servant of the Almighty.  My only identity is the one God gives me.  We live best when we ignore the first two people and enjoy the peace and joy that is available as we accept the love soaked reality of the third.  We are  beloved children of the most high.  Only this and it is enough.

Broken Things

I am sure that most of us are similar in that when we set out to build anything we try to use the best materials.  We look for the straightest piece of wood, the best tools, the strongest glue and so on.  The materials have to be near perfect because we are often very imperfect builders.  With God it is the exact opposite.  He is the perfect builder but He always chooses to work with broken things.  Using broken people in a broken world he is building a Church that will ultimately be beautiful beyond imagination in its perfection.  We can glue together a broken vase but it will still look like a glued together broken vase.  He takes our broken lives and His satan damaged creation and builds something new and magnificent.  We are all broken but don’t despair.  In our brokenness we provide the raw materials for the greatest work of art in all eternity.  If we will put ourselves in His hands He will make something of us so beautiful that the angels will marvel at us for all eternity. Let us accept our brokenness, give it to God and become beautiful.

Good Gossip?

Gossip has a bad name in the Church.  It is often preached against and criticised.  I agree with this criticism because gossip is insidious and does great harm to individuals and the Church as a whole.  Have you ever considered the possibility that there might be another form of gossip that we could call ‘good gossip’ or perhaps ‘positive gossip’?   This form of gossip is in fact one of the most effective ways to counteract the negative effects of normal ‘bad gossip’.  It works like this.  Make it your deliberate and conscious policy to make genuine, specific and positive comments about others at every opportunity.  Get in the habit of passing on compliments we hear.  For example we might say, ‘Isn’t it great the way _____ always helps with morning tea?’ or’ ‘I really appreciate the time _____ puts into the grounds.’ Or ‘ I find the way ____ prayed particularly meaningful.’  What a wonderful atmosphere of mutual love and support this will grow.  Let’s do it!  Gossip to our hearts content.  Just be sure it’s positive. 

Climbing

I read recently of the epitaph of a mountain climbing guide.  All it said was ‘died climbing’.  What a perfect epitaph for  Christians.  The Christian life is well described as a race, a journey or a climb.  The good news is that we have a guide and support on the climb who has descended from the highest peak to take our hand and help and encourage us.  We never climb alone.  It doesn’t matter if we are near the top or still making our way through the foothills.  The important thing is that we are still moving upward, still climbing.  It has been said that the Christian life is ‘three steps forward and two steps backward’ and I believe that there is some truth in this but again it is not how fast we are ascending but the fact that we are still climbing.   We must put aside doubts about our distance from the peak or rate of progress and ask His continual help to climb on.  The greatest praise we can receive while alive is, ‘still climbing’.  May our epitaphs read, ‘died climbing’.
Who am I?

They are common questions today, ‘Who am I, Why am I here?’  Too many people drift through a vague unsatisfying existence not really sure where they have come from or where they are going.  So what is the answer?  There are many ways of putting it but I love the words of the ancient mystic  Julian of Norwich, ‘The love in which God made us never had a beginning.  In it we have our beginning.’  We are a living expression of the eternal love shared between the Father, Son and Spirit.  This love is so deep and broad and beyond our comprehension and God wanted to share it more widely and so He created humans.  We came out of this love, we live in this love and at death we go to this love and enjoy it for all eternity.  When I think about this I am overwhelmed with joy because of how I am loved, and with pain for those others I love who reject God’s incredible love.   Lord please love through us so that others may discover their beginning.

Little Things

I remember when my sons were younger and I would ask them as they arrived home from school, ‘How was your day?’  I was hoping for a long friendly chat, but the normal answer was, ‘OK, what’s to eat?’   If I persisted and asked what happened then the reply, from a mouth full of food, was usually, ‘nothing much.’  I wonder if this is how God feels when we only talk to Him about the big things in our life.  Sadly we are often reluctant to chat with God about all the little happenings in our life.  Why is this?  Is He to busy?  God is infinite and has all the time in the world and more.  Is He not interested?  He is our loving Father and longs for us to tell Him all about our day as we do with our children.  No these are just excuses.  Perhaps, if we are honest, it is because we simply want our needs met and aren’t prepared to set aside time for a friendly chat with our ‘Dad’.  Why not take time each evening to settle down, kick your shoes off and tell him about your day.  He is interested.  Then you can ask your version of, ‘What’s to eat.’

All sorts

My favourite sweets are liquorice allsorts.  I love the variety of colours and shapes. What could be more boring than a packet of liquorice allsorts that were all the same.  It is a bit like this with the church.  As one writer said, ‘It takes all sorts to make a church.’   One of the challenges all churches face is to grow in unity while maintaining our God given diversity.  Paul talks about this with his analogy of the body with its different parts working together.  Perhaps we could also think of the church as a jigsaw with many pieces of different shape that go together to complete the picture.  Every piece is equally necessary.  Whatever analogy we prefer (I prefer liquorice allsorts) we must take two things seriously.  Never attempt to change others to fit with our preferences or ideas.  Take time to understand where others are coming from and learn from them.  Encourage diversity.  A good packet of liquorice allsorts contains lots of different flavours.  So does a good church.

A Life

Many of the books I read continually challenge me to consider my priorities.  What am I on about?  What really matters?  I consider these questions on a regular basis, as I am sure we all do.  Recently I came across a phrase that I thought summed it up pretty well.  It is, ‘Don’t make a living, make a life.’  It is a simple statement but has great depth and may change our lives if we take it seriously.  It is important for us to realise that we are who we are, not what we do.  Surely our goal in life is to become who God designed us to be, and making a living is only one facet of who we are.  Who we are is made up of many different parts but the key is that each of these parts is shared with God.  The life we are making, with God, will never be finished before death but the framework will be clear.  What will it look like?  A while ago I took the time to write out my life mission and every so often I revisit it.  Why not do the same.  Be clear on the life you are making.

Atheists?

I came across a statement recently that shocked me.  It cut across the very basis of my life and forced me to think again about some of my basic beliefs.  I will repeat it here at the risk that it may offend.  ‘Prayerless Christians are practical atheists.’  How can any Christian be an atheist?  Christians believe in God and atheists don’t.   Then I realised that it was the adjectives and not the nouns that mattered, ‘prayerless’ and ‘practical’.  Perhaps there is some truth in the statement after all.  To believe in God but never talk to Him is to live as if He didn’t exist, that is, to live as a practical atheist.  Then I wondered, ‘what else might make me a practical atheist?’   Are there any other ‘less’ words that we must beware of, that if applied to our lives make us practical atheists?  How about ‘thankless’, ‘loveless’, ‘faithless’ or maybe you can think of some of your own.  Let’s be practical Christians and make sure that there is less ‘lessness’ in our lives.

The Whisper of the Cross

An old saint once said, ‘When Christians pray they are often like an old shoe, all worn out except for the tongue’.  I admit that this is too often the case with me.  I am so frazzled when I come to prayer and I have so much to tell and ask God that I forget to listen for His reply.  I am slowly learning to spend more time listening for the Divine whisper.   When I am pressed down by the clear knowledge of my glaring and persistent sin, failure and inadequacy I look to the cross and I hear the whisper, ‘You are forgiven, you are forgiven.’   When I become angry and disgusted with myself I look to the cross and hear the whisper, ‘See how much I love you, you are my child and I love you as you are not as you should be.’  When I feel defeated and unable to go on I look to the cross and hear the whisper, ‘Use my strength not your own, I really do want to help.’  Can you hear the whisper?  Be silent.  God wants to whisper His love in your ear.  Shh!  Listen!

The Bottom Line

One of the wonderful things about the Bible is the way that a verse I have read many times before suddenly jumps off the page and hits me right between the eyes.  This happened recently with the final phrase in Galatians 5:6.  I was reading along quite innocently when, Bam, God’s truth ambushed me again.  There in the middle of a discussion on exterior and interior religion is a phrase that if taken seriously will act like dynamite and blow our life apart.  ‘All that matters is your faith that makes you love others.’   Here is the bottom line.  It is the Greatest Commandment and the Great Commission all rolled into one.  It is God’s will for our lives.  It is everything or to quote Paul it is, ‘All that matters’.  I won’t muddy its pristine beauty by trying to explain it.  It doesn’t need explaining, it needs living.  How about we release it from the page and let it live in us.  Now!

Finding Who?

I am always surprised by people who tell me that they are trying to find themselves.  Equally intriguing are those who say that they are searching for God.  Both searches can often be an excuse for not facing the realities of life.  Finding ourselves is a false search and an attempt to escape reality.  Finding God is a tough search that requires everything and takes us deep into reality. Larry Crabb has some wise things to say on these searches.  We will find ourselves only when we look for God first.  We need to value giving ourselves above finding ourselves.  Our passion for finding God is too weak.  God reveals himself to people who want to know him more than they want anything else.  The most important question we can ask is not, ‘How can I solve my problems?’ but rather, ‘How can I develop a burning passion for knowing Christ that will overwhelm all other passions and reduce them to secondary concerns?’   For whom are we really searching?

Nice Evil People

At a recent staff meeting we were discussing a book we are reading together.  We were all struck by the phrase, Sure, we’re nice people.  But what is it really worth?  We’re nice evil people.  It is such a common trap to be lulled into a false sense security about our relationship with God because of our apparent niceness.  I am beginning to think that ‘nice’ is a word we need to remove from our vocabulary.  Niceness distracts us from the fact that we are all at basis evil, fallen creatures who deserve an eternity in hell, from which we can only be rescued by the undeserved grace of God.  Because someone is ‘nice’ we may not realise the urgency of holding out to them God’s offer of life and warning them of the cost of rejecting this offer.  As I have said before. I am haunted by the words of John Chapman, Hell will be full of nice people.  Let’s banish niceness and view ourselves, and others in terms of eternal values.  In the book of life there is no entry for ‘nice’.

Spiritual Depth

There are an increasing number of books, videos and tapes in Christian bookstores on how to become ‘deeper’ Christians.  This can be helpful but there is always a risk that rather than being inspired we may become a bit depressed or despairing at our own apparent lack of spiritual depth.  I know this is often the case with me.  I am sometimes given the impression that this deeper life is an experience available to the ‘spiritual giants’, a group to which I clearly do not belong.  I was greatly relieved and refreshed by something I read recently.  The great thinker and theologian Karl Barth was asked what was the most profound spiritual thought or concept he had encountered.  He answered, ‘Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so’.  He was right.  There is nothing deeper or more profound than this.  At the heart of the universe is personal, intimate, God-love for you and for me.  Our Abba knows us, loves us and accepts us.  We can go no deeper than that.  Who would want to?

( ( Vision

Have you ever looked through a pair of glasses belonging to someone who has a different prescription?  Everything is blurry and out of focus.  Too often we seem to look at life through the wrong glasses.  As Christians we all own two pairs of glasses through which we can view life.  One pair is called ‘circumstances’ and the other ‘God’.  The mistake we make is to look at God through our circumstances.  This is like using a telescope the wrong way round.  God seems small and distant and our circumstances huge and overpowering.  Everything is out of proportion and we begin making decisions based on wrong information and a false basis.  Take the glasses off and put the other pair on.  Look at our circumstances through God’s eyes.  The circumstances are still there but the perspective is incredibly different.  God, not our circumstances, is in control.  Take a moment each morning to check that you have put the right glasses on.   

Unselfing

I recently read a beautiful book called Where Your Treasure Is by Eugene Peterson, the translator of The Message.  As he discussed many of the Psalms he reminded me that God often turns accepted wisdom on its head and commands us to view life from a radical, revolutionary viewpoint.  The secular world is full of books and courses on self-help, self-assertiveness and similar themes that emphasise independence self-growth as if this is a positive goal.  God says no.  The way ahead is through a God-dependent and God-centred life.  Peterson coins a list of new expressions that strikingly and accurately define our Christian life.   Try some of these on for size; unself-centred, unself-help, unself-assertive, unself-pity, unself-righteous, unself-serving, unself-sufficient, unself-love.  Why not spend a little time meditating on what it will take to make them a true description of your life.  Perhaps you can think of a few others I would love to hear them.  Enjoy your unself.

Leaky Saints

The great evangelist D L Moody was once asked why he continually emphasised the need for Christians to be filled with the Spirit again and again.  His answer has become famous.  ‘Because I leak.’  It is so true.  We all leak.  We are at best leaky saints and need to be continually filled with the Spirit.  As Christians we are all baptised in the Spirit who indwells us but we need the constant refilling of His active power and love in our lives.  It is my daily prayer because I know how easily the cares and stresses of life dry me up spiritually and I need a fresh soaking in the living water of life to allow the desert of my life to bloom again. Why not ask for a large draught of the Spirit now and then again tomorrow and then again the next day and so on for the rest of your life.  Drink deep, drink often it is the only way to live.
I love YOU

The way we say things is often more important than what we say.  The phrase ‘Come here’ may be either a strident demand or a loving invitation.  Our emphasis and actions reveal the intention and attitude behind our words.  This is particularly true in relation to God’s expression of love to us, and our sharing of His love to others.  Our almighty God has the right to say to us ‘I love you’ reminding us of His greatness, and our smallness.  Instead as our loving ‘Abba’ He says ‘I LOVE YOU’.  Being God it must be a capital ‘I’ but He puts the emphasis on the greatness of His undeserved love and the value He puts on us as His beloved.  How do we emphasise the phrase when we share God’s love?   Surely it must be ‘i love YOU’.  Only then is it true other-centred ‘agape’ love arising from genuine caring for others as the beloved of God, made in His image.  Only ’i’ love will be echoed in our attitudes and actions to those God loves through us.  There is only room for one ‘I’ in any Christian relationship and that is God.  Say ‘I love You’ to someone today.

Letters to Dad

If you have ever had children away from home then you will know how much you enjoy getting a letter or phone call.  I have never known a parent who complained that they were getting too many letters or calls from absent children or who said that they were too busy and couldn’t find time to read the letters or take the call.  I am sure that every absent child who writes or calls is fully assured that their message will be received joyfully, and given their loving parents’ full attention.  It is the same with our prayers.  We should never feel that God our Father is too busy to spend time listening to our prayers or that He is not interested.  He welcomes them and longs to hear from us.  We have His full attention as if we were the only person praying.  Take advantage of His love.  Don’t hesitate.  Contact Dad now!

Wisdom +

Most of us wish at times that we were wiser than we are.  I constantly ask God for greater wisdom, particularly when faced with difficult decisions.  It is right that we should seek wisdom because wisdom is both important and valuable as the Bible often reminds us.  Wisdom by itself however is not sufficient.  We can be very wise yet at the same time totally ineffective.  We need wisdom +.  I was reminded of this by an old saying.  Wisdom is knowing what to do, virtue is doing it.  In many cases what we need is not more wisdom but the courage to act on what we know is right.  I am sure that there are many times when we pray to God for wisdom that His answer is, ‘Just do it!’.  How the world would change if all Christians simply applied the wisdom that we already have.  Wisdom is to be used, not hoarded.  Just do it!

Identity?

I am somewhat bewildered by people who tell me that they are trying to find themselves.  In sombre and questioning tones they ask, ‘Who am I?  Who is the real me?’   I remember Tony Campolo’s warning that if we search too closely through the layers of our being for the centre of our identity we may discover that like an onion, there is nothing there.  The fact is that ‘who am I’ is a very simple question.  Thomas a Kempis said it clearly many years ago, ‘What I am in God’s sight, so much I am, and no more’.   Our identity comes from God.  We have no other than what He gives us.  Who I am has different dimensions, (made in the image of God, a sinner saved by grace, a child of the Father, a servant of Jesus), but they are all God-related and God-given.  Perhaps it is the wrong question.  What matters is not, ‘Who am I?’ but ‘how do I best live out what God has made me to be?’.   Well, ‘how do we’?

Why?

Why does God love us?  This is probably not a question we ask all that often but it has implications for our understanding of God and our relationship with Him.  To discover the truth we need to first eliminate two wrong answers.  God does not love us ‘because of who we are’ or what we do.  We are not naturally loveable to Him.  We are rebels who caused the death of His beloved son.  We have no merit of our own.  Secondly, God does not love us ‘in spite of who we are’.  He does not ignore all the sin in our lives and just love us anyway!  The truth is that God loves us ‘because of who He is’.  It has nothing to do with us. God is love and because of this He not only loves us but reaches out to us in love to rescue, redeem and change us.  He loves us as we are, but He loves us too much to leave us as we are.  We are loved by eternity’s greatest lover.  Our only contribution is our response to His love.  Our lives, not our words, show if we love Him back.

Prods or Pillows

Phillips Brooks, the famous hymn writer, wrote, ‘The only way to grow in faith is to accept challenges and trust God to give you victory’.  This set me thinking.  People sometimes say we should rest on God’s promises.  I believe God’s promises are to be prods rather than pillows.  God’s promises have to be claimed and lived.  God gives us the strength to claim His promises but we still have to accept the challenge to claim them.  This can be both hard and scary.  God promised Israel the land of Canaan but they still had to conquer it and they had to do it God’s way.  Attempts to claim promises that come from our ideas rather than God, or to claim them our way end in disaster (Num. 14:39-45).  God has given us great promises.  Let them be prods that move us to action not pillows on which we relax as spiritual spectators.  

Spiritual People

Spirituality is essentially practical rather than mystical.  Jesus came as a person, not as an idea or a spirit.  He lived and taught in the context of the ordinary person’s everyday life.  Christianity is a relationship with a living person.  To be spiritual is to allow that relationship to flow through all aspects of our lives.  Obedience is a major evidence of spiritual maturity and the means to further spiritual growth.  Biblical spirituality finds its natural expression in some form of service to Jesus and others.  Peter tells us, ‘Each of you has been blessed with one of God's many wonderful gifts to be used in the service of others. So use your gift well.’ (1 Pet. 4:10)  This obedient service is what defines spirituality.  It is only possible as the centre of our being shifts from ourselves to an awe-filled concentration on God.  It is a loving response to the love we receive from God.  Be spiritual. Serve!

‘How’ not ‘What’

Too often I come across people who lament that they feel they have never done anything important with their life.  This reminds me of the words of Francis de Sales, ‘Great works do not always lie in our way, but every minute we may do little ones excellently, that is, with great love’.  We need to learn to find God and fulfilment in the ordinary.  Rather than long for some great experience or accomplishment we must remind ourselves that the most effective path to effective service before God is to serve Him and others in the normal activities of our day-to-day lives.  To live and serve with integrity and love is to live excellently and significantly.  It is not ‘what’ we achieve but ‘how’ we achieve it that matters.  Let me leave the final word to God.  Perhaps He knows best after all.  ‘Work hard and cheerfully at whatever you do, as though you were working for the Lord rather than for people.’ (Col.3:23) 

How ‘be’ you?

After asking a Christian friend, ‘How are you?’, the great Christian teacher Howard Hendricks was told, ‘Okay, under the circumstances.’  He instantly replied, ‘What are you doing under there?’    He was making an important point.  As Christians we don’t live, ‘under the circumstances’.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to rise above them.  The pain, stress, sadness and concern will still be real but they will not be what determine how we live.  We may not be able to control our circumstances but we can, with God’s help, control our reaction to those circumstances.  As Christians we don’t just exist as passive victims.  We ‘be’.  We are indwelt by God, the great, ‘I AM’ (or alternatively ‘I BE’).  We are freed to ‘be’ what He designed us to ‘be’.   Don’t let your life be one of reactions and responses.  Step out and ‘be’.  After all we are human ‘beings’.  Next time you greet a Christian friend ask them, ‘How be you?’   

God doesn’t need me.

There are two extreme errors into which we fall as Christians.  They seem opposite but are simply different expressions of the same lie from satan.  Firstly there is the thought that, ‘I have no ability and so I am no use to God’s work.’  The opposite, but identical, lie is, ‘God has given me great abilities and I am essential for the church to be effective.’  The lie behind both ideas is that it is what we do, rather than who we love, that matters.  It is not so much great ability, as a great desire to be like Jesus, that God blesses.  God doesn’t need any of us, but He will use us, often in ways we never know, if our hearts are right.  It is not our ability but our heart that determines our effectiveness in God’s service.  Where the heart is right He will provide the abilities that He knows the church needs.  We respond by serving God in our time.  We serve out of our heart using whatever ability He gives us as long as we live and when we die He will use others whose heart is right.  As one writer put it, ‘God buries His workers but the work goes on.’  If we open our heart only God knows what He will do with us.

Community

Christians share responsibility and authority with others to meet a greater need.  Acts 6:1-6  We prefer to co-operate rather than compete, to support rather than dominate and to forgive rather than retaliate. We have a lion's strength but prefer to act like a lamb, know our rights but don't demand them and are able to assert but often choose not to. We stand strongly for what is right in God's strength and for the good of others.  No one can harm or diminish us because we know our strength is in God.  We are sure enough of ourselves to be willing to take second place and praise others.  We are not driven but called, having stepped into stride with God.  We are strong but gentle knowing with whom we work and who works through us. 

Truth?

Pilate mockingly asked Jesus, ‘What is truth’, but he didn’t really want to know.  Jesus could have answered him by saying, ‘I am’, but he knew there was no point.  He had been saying and living it for over three years.  The problem with truth is that it is dangerous when taken straight without something to water it down and sweeten the taste.   It is not that people want to reject truth.  They just want to take the pleasant parts and leave the rest for later, or never, like a small child eating a meal.  It is like the man, accused of lying, who said he revered truth so highly that he used it sparingly.  The problem is that when truth, the whole truth, is a person, we either take all of him or none of him.  Truth about Jesus is more than ideas, concepts or doctrines.  It is a lived relationship in which he is our Saviour, Lord, friend, hope and much more.  Pilate asked the wrong question.  The right question, the only question that really matters, is, ‘Do you know the truth?’   Then we can shout back, ‘YES!  He is the centre of my being, my reason for living, my greatest joy, my constant friend, my eternal hope, He is my everything.’  ‘Do you know the truth?’

I LAF you
Many years ago the book, ’In His Steps’ raised the question, how would we live if before every action or decision we asked ourselves, ‘What would Jesus do?’  In our postmodern, busy SMS times this has been shortened to WWJD and become a logo to wear on a bracelet or jewellery.  Hopefully it also remains an important question that we frequently ask ourselves.  The answers to the question are many and varied depending on the situation and the depth of our understanding of Jesus.  I do, however believe that all of these answers can be summed up in another SMS message, which is LAF.   For older people like me who still need things spelt out this translates as love, acceptance and forgiveness.  This is the model that Jesus gave us for all situations.  Offer all people love without strings, acceptance without condoning and forgiveness without conditions.  Perhaps we could practise on our families and then on other church members and finally on everyone.  Why not try it today.  Let our attitude, actions and words say to someone, I LAF you.
Can do?

One of the ongoing debates about all aspects of life, family, work and church is that of quality versus quantity.  These are important discussions but one we often overlook is in the area of life itself.  What do I want most, length of life or depth of life? (It is possible to have both or neither.)  The great thinkers of every age agree that the key is not how long we live but how we live.  But how do we add depth to our day to day life.  Obviously our relationship with God is crucial but how does this translate into practice.  There are many answers to this question but I particularly like John Wesley’s summary of an effective life.


Do all the good you can,


By all the means you can,

In all the ways you can,

In all the places you can,

At all the times you can,

To all the people you can,

As long as ever you can.
What do you think?  Can do? 

How does your garden grow?

I am sure that I am not the only one who struggles with recurring vices that all our best efforts seem unable to remove from our lives.  Some 300 years ago Francis de Sales gave some advice on this matter that I find helpful.  His approach was to replace rather than attempt to remove.  He suggested we replace a vice with the opposite virtue.  Rather than pray, ‘Please God, help me to never do this again.’ We can pray for help to cultivate the opposite virtue.  Instead of focusing on losing a bad temper, we can ask His help to cultivate patience or gentleness.  Instead of attempting to stop gossiping we can pray for help to say kind and encouraging things about others.  Instead of bemoaning our pride we can focus on ways to serve others and help them succeed.  The beauty is that such opposites can’t survive and flourish together.  As we, with God’s help, feed and develop the virtues, the vices will wither and die.  Weeds always grow in empty ground.  Fill your life with spiritual flowers and there will be no room for them.  Happy gardening.

A Familiar Face?

If you are an introvert like me then the first thing you look for at any gathering of people is a familiar face.  A great sense of relief and security follows when I recognise someone I know, a person with whom I can relax.  We seek familiar faces because they bring a sense of safety, peace and even joy.  As I thought about this, something I read recently forced me to ask a question of myself.  Ray Ortlund wrote, ‘how can I make my life today, amid all my duties, a platform for being with God?  How can I take the raw materials of this day and dignify them with the underlying purpose of seeking the face of God?  Is the face of God the familiar face I seek most often and eagerly?  Is His the familiar face I look for each morning so that we can share together whatever the day brings?  Is it the last familiar face I say goodnight to?  A more worrying question is, ‘Is His face a familiar face’?  Be sure it is, then wherever you are there will always be a familiar face with which to relax.

Long or Well

It is so annoying when a simple question lodges in your mind and won’t let go.  I had one recently.  Perhaps if I pass it on to others it will leave me alone.  You see it is one of those questions that is waiting in ambush for me every morning and once it gets into my thought pattern for the day it begins to affect everything I do.  The simple question is, ‘Do you want to live long or well?’  My quick, smart answer is, ‘both’.  But then I realised that I can determine to live well but I have no control over how long I live.  And then the excuses come.  But what if living well may mean making sacrifices that endanger a long life?  And what does it mean to live well anyway?   If I am serious then I know that to live long but not well is a tragic and empty existence.  Whatever it costs I want to live well.  When I am gone I would love to have lived well enough to leave a legacy like that of David, ‘he did the work God wanted him to do for the people in his time. Then, after that, he died.’ (Acts 13:36).  Live well!

Backward or Forward?

Danish thinker Soren Kierkegaard said, ‘Life can only be understood backward, but it must be lived forward.’  It is also said that, ’Hindsight is 100% accurate and 100% useless.’  As we look back on our lives so far many things become clear.  We see things that we could have done better, opportunities we missed, but much more important than these, we see the times when God’s goodness, mercy, love and strength helped us through trouble and also gave us times of great joy.  What is behind is clear.  It is what lies ahead that is hazy.  We need to take courage and peace from the fact that God never changes.  He has always been there for us in the past, even when we couldn’t see it at the time.  He will equally always be there in the fiture, walking through life with us.  May our backward glances at God’s love give us the security to step out into the unknown future in the sure knowledge of His loving and protecting company.  Walk on.  You are not alone.

Stay on the Path

When explaining the vital importance of regularly reading Scripture, preacher and author Warren Wiersbe, using 2 Timothy 3:16,17, explained that it is invaluable in four ways, ‘for doctrine – that’s what’s right; for reproof – that’s what’s not right; for correction – that’s how to get right; and for instruction in righteousness – that’s how to stay right.’  When you think about it, this covers just about everything.  There is really no question about life that Scripture does not answer, either directly or by implication.  If God has taken the trouble to give us the answers to all of life’s ‘big’ questions in advance then we must be either very stupid or defiantly disobedient not to take the trouble to become familiar with what He has said.  Why do I read the Bible regularly?  Because I would rather know what life’s all about than stumble ignorantly and dangerously in the murk.  How about you?  Go on read it.  It really helps to know where you’re going and who is going with you. 

Two Freedoms

One of my favourite Christian writers is A. W. Tozer.  He has the ability to put a a lot of depth and meaning into a few words.  One of his sayings continues to niggle at me when I get a bit complacent.  ‘We are saved to as well as saved from.’  We are all aware that we have been saved from death to life, from slavery to freedom but we need to be equally clear on the purpose of the life and freedom to which we have been saved.  Again I am sure we all agree that the life to which we are saved is one of grateful worship and service, even if we don’t always do it.  But what is the freedom to which we are saved.  There are in fact two freedoms - the false where we are free to do what we like; and the true where we are free to do what God likes.  Perhaps we all need to take time occasionally to reflect on our Christian life and ask ourselves two questions.  What have I been saved to?   How true is my freedom?  

Wonder

As Christians we have been saved by God’s grace and nothing matches that as the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to us but let me pose another question.  What above all is the greatest gift God gives us in our Christian lives?  I am sure there are many answers to this question but one I read recently has touched my life.  An old man of God on his deathbed said to his friend, ‘Never once in my life did I ask God for success or wisdom or power or fame.  I asked for wonder and he gave it to me.’   In the noise of life we need to pause to recapture the wonder.  Brennan Manning says in reference to our often busy and loud Christianity, ‘The first casualty has been silent reverence, radical amazement and affectionate awe at the infinite goodness of God.’   There are times to shout to the Lord but let us also take time to wait in silent adoration.  Be quiet!  Rediscover the ‘Ah Ha’ experience of God.  Become lost, deliberately and often, in wonder.  Adore Him with shouts of silent wonder.

Two Kinds

I love to meditate on pithy sayings and consider what I can learn from them to improve my own life.  Some 400 years ago Pascal wrote, ‘There are only two kinds of people: the righteous who think they are sinners and the sinners who think they are righteous.’  This reminds me of the parable of the Pharisee and the sinner (Luke 18:9-14).  As I think about it, it seems to me that most of us are a little bit of both at different times.  It so easy to either, dwell on my sin and forget the grace of God, or to dwell on what God has done in my life and forget that I am a sinner.  We are all sinners but as Christians we are sinners saved by grace.  All Christians are declared righteous by God, but it is always His righteousness and never ours.  Like so many Christian truths this is a matter of ‘both and’ rather than ‘either or’.  May we admit and lament our sin but also claim and rejoice in our righteousness.

Toys

A phrase that I saw recently has continued to unsettle me because of its simplicity, truth and challenge to my Christian life.  Its ten simple words reminded me how easily I am distracted in life from what really matters.  I am too often like a child who has never grown up, grasping for more and more toys and wanting a bigger toybox in which to store them.  Sure the toys have changed as I grow older (Now they are things like possessions, power, recognition, ease etc.) but they are still a problem.  I am saddened that I still have trouble keeping toys in their proper place.  When will I learn that ultimately toys don’t satisfy, only God does.  Toys aren’t necessarily bad as long as I remember that they are only toys and keep my emphasis on what really matters and will last when all the toys are gone.  I hope and pray that phrase continues to disturb me.  Oh what was it?  ‘The one who dies with the most toys, still dies.’   I pray it disturbs you too.

The Whole Cross

Whenever I look at the cross with its vertical and horizontal beams I am reminded of the crucial need to keep both beams in my Christian life.  The vertical beam reminds me that the cross brings reconciliation between us, and God.  Without this our lives are a pointless tragedy.  I rejoice in the hope and meaning that this brings to my life.  If, however, I concentrate only on the vertical aspect of the cross I can become selfish and self-satisfied about God’s love for me.  The horizontal beam reminds me that the cross is also meant to bring reconciliation with other people.  Unless I reach out my arms with the gospel of life, love and practical care then I am denying the reality of the impact of the vertical beam in my life.  If I love those around me but refuse to be reconciled to God then I am a well-intentioned but doomed do-gooder.  If I am truly Christian, then people will encounter the whole cross in my life.  How complete is your cross?

Keep Floating

There is an old saying sailors have that is particularly relevant to our Christian life.  It goes like this, ‘All the water in all the oceans cannot sink a ship unless it gets inside.’  Similarly we can see that all the evil and all the trouble in the world cannot harm us spiritually unless we let it get inside.  If we concentrate on all that is wrong in the world and the seeming power and victory of evil then it will get inside.  The result of this is always a ship that if not actually sinking is wallowing and perhaps listing a bit.  One way they can force water out, so I am told, is to fill a confined space with air under pressure.  True or not the point remains that when water gets into a ship it will quickly fill all empty space.  In our case the solution to keeping the evil out is to keep our lives full of God.  Take our eyes and minds off the problems and opposition of society and concentrate on the power and gracious love of our Father.  Be full.  Keep floating.

Which P?

Often when preachers are preparing sermons they try to find words starting with the same letter to make their points.  The experts tell us that a good sermon should have three points so if I wanted to speak about our attitudes to God in the way we live I might come up with three P’s.  Some people treat God as a Parachute.  It is nice to know He is there but they hope they never need Him.   Others prefer the image of God as a Powerhouse who provides all the strength and power they need to overcome all their problems and lead victorious Christian lives.  Many are more comfortable with the image of God as a Parent who is always there for them and provides a refuge of love and security from which they can live and serve.  Perhaps you can think of some P’s of your own, maybe Protector or Pilot or Policeman (perhaps not).  This is all very interesting but totally irrelevant unless these images give us real and practical help in our day to day lives.   Which P?  Any or all as long as it is biblical and helpful.  

The Greatest

I would like to share with you a paragraph from Jim Cymbala’a book, ‘Fresh Faith’ that really helped me.  I pray it will help you also.  ‘When I was growing up, I thought the greatest Christian must be the person who walks around with shoulders thrown back because of tremendous inner strength and power, quoting Scripture and letting everyone know he has arrived.  I have since learned that the most mature believer is the one who is bent over, leaning most heavily on the Lord, and admitting his total inability to do anything without Christ.  The greatest Christians are not the ones who have ‘achieved’ the most but rather the ones who have ‘received’ the most.  God’s grace, love and mercy flow through them abundantly because they walk in total dependence.  True Christianity is to know Jesus and trust in him, to rely on him and to admit that all of our strength comes from him.’
Running Inside?

There is a well known story of a little boy who was embarrassing his mother by continually running around the room in front of guests.  Eventually the exasperated mother grabbed him and physically forced him to sit down with an order not to move.  He smiled at his mother and said, ‘I may be sitting on the outside but I am still running on the inside.’   His quiet, still body was deceptive.  The real boy was inside, running like mad.  What are you doing inside?   Is it more positive or negative than what your outside shows?   The more we keep our inside hidden the more difficult it is for us to really communicate and exist as a genuinely caring community.  I am not suggesting that we hang all our deepest thoughts and feelings out to public scrutiny.  But how about we become a little more transparent and allow some windows to our soul.  Then we can rejoice with one another’s joys and share one another’s burdens.   Are you running inside?  Let others run with you.  Are you limping inside?  Allow others to offer you their strength.

Doubletalk

Occasionally in my reading I come across a phrase that at first seems to be no more than meaningless doubletalk but then as I ponder it, new depths of meaning reveal themselves.  One example of this is a well known saying that theologian Oscar Cullman used to describe the tension that will always be part of our Christian life.  At first I was puzzled by the phrase but now I see it as a beautiful picture of the tensions I continually encounter in my own life.  The phrase he used is this, ‘the isness of the shall be.’   This surely is how we all live.   The reality of eternity lived out day by day in a messy world.   We live out the reality of a bright eternal relationship with God in the shadowlands of a sinful and doomed world.  Our hearts long for the glory of the ‘shall be’ while at the same time living the ‘isness’ as we grieve for those who don’t have this relationship.  Eternal life began at the moment we became Christian.  We are to be windows of eternal reality into a shadowy and passing world.  In us the ‘shall be’  must find its ‘isness’ for the good of people and the glory of God.

It is a Scandal

Sometimes the scandal of the gospel blows me away.  Read Luke 12:37 carefully.  It paints a picture of the last day when Jesus our Lord once more serves us dressed as a servant.  I don’t  fully understand this but it clearly reminds me that I am now free to live in the same way.  In the words of Brennan Manning, ‘Christian freedom is the joyful acceptance of this unprecedented and scandalous reversal of the world’s values.  In sovereign liberty to prefer to be the servant rather than the Lord of the household, to live without gloom by a lackey’s agenda.’   Jesus created a scandal by his refusal to accept or live by the values of society.   Christianity must be scandalous or it is not Christianity.  We are not chameleons to merge unobtrusively with our surroundings.  We are to stand out like someone dressed as a clown as we live as fools for Christ.  Go on, pledge yourself to be scandalous at least once this week.  You will enjoy it.  So will Jesus.

One Word

How can we describe the way we live as Christians in one word?  Can we condense what we do as Christians and why we do it to one single word?  Stop and think for a minute.  What word would you use?  Some might say ‘love’ meaning both God’s love for us and our love for others.  Others might prefer ‘grace’ as expressing the wonder of what God’s love has expressed in our lives.  Still others will choose ‘worship’ regarding our whole life as an act of worship to God.  The list could go on almost indefinitely through ‘trust’, ‘service’, ‘hope’, ‘obedience’, ‘faith’ and many more.  If I have missed your word please come and share it with me.  I am not sure that there is any one correct or best word.  My own choice is ‘response’.   My life is a response to God’s love, mercy, power and grace and grace that hopefully results in faith, hope, trust, service and obedience.  Nothing starts with me.  It all begins with and is upheld by God.  What is your response?
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