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CHAPTER 1

Jesus said what?

As we read the Bible, we are struck by the complete
awesomeness of Jesus: His love, compassion for
the lost, and utter humility inspire us. He made the blind
see, cast out demons, and detested worthless religion.

He healed the sick, walked on water, and forgave an
adulterous woman. He waited by a well to speak to a
Samaritan woman and gave her “living water.” He 1s the
Door, the Way, and the Bread of Life. He wept over a
friend’s death and over the unbelief of humanity. Then,
he was whipped, beaten, spit upon, and hung on a cross.
In this act of crucifixion, we witness such sacrifice, and we
are moved by the love and concern He has for people.

However, there is another side where His words and
actions are authoritative and sometimes startling. He
took a whip and cleared out the temple. He told religious
people they were headed for hell. He makes demands on
our lives that we do not know if we can live up to. Love
my enemy? Pray for those who hurt me? Take up my
cross daily? Love Him more than any family member? Be
obedient to His Word?
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These are challenging statements that come directly
from God, yet, if they are true, we have no choice but
to obey. But how? How do we reach a point in our lives
where His words are life to us, and we can do nothing but
obey Him? In John 6:68, Jesus asked Peter if he would
walk away from following Him like others had, and Peter
answered, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words
of eternal life.” Peter was confronted with a choice but
quickly recognized that, as demanding as the words of
Jesus were, He alone had the words of eternal life.

That is what Red Letters is all about. Our culture
demands that we be fair with people, never judge anyone,
accept any and all lifestyles, and do what we can to get
ahead. Our culture says what we believe doesn’t matter as
long as we are sincere. Church is a place that should meet
all our needs, and life is short, so we should do whatever
it takes to make us happy. The culture says divorce is
okay if you are unhappy, homosexuality is something
you are born with, and you should look out for your own
interests, regardless of who you hurt.

Jesus says differently. As we read the Bible, we see
that the words of Jesus countered His culture. He defied
what the culture taught, and in that, He caused an uproar
wherever He went. The same goes for us. As Christians,
we have to know His words and His ways. This world 1s
not our home; therefore, to be in this world as Christians,
we have to learn the demands of Christ. We have to learn
what He has to say in order to follow Him.

Plan for conflict, for that is a promise. Plan on losing
your life to gain your life, for that 1s a promise. Plan on the
most exciting adventure of your life—following Jesus—
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the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Once you make
that decision, your life will be forever changed. Join us

as we take a biblical journey and hear the words of Jesus.

May these words forever change your life.

1






CHAPTER 2

Counting the cost of
following Jesus

Matthew 22:37-39:

““And He said to him, ‘You shall love

the Lord your God with all your heart,

and with all your soul, and with all your
mind.’ This is the great and foremost
commandment. The second is like it, “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”

Luke 14:27:

“Whoever does not carry his own
cross and come after Me cannot be My
disciple.”

Luke 14:28:

“For which one of you, when he wants to
build a tower, does not first sit down and
calculate the cost to see if he has enough to
complete it?”’

13
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Luke 14:31:

“Or what king, when he sets out to
meet another king in battle, will not

first sit down and consider whether he is
strong enough with ten thousand men to
encounter the one coming against him
with twenty thousand?”’

ave you ever wondered why people walk away

from their faith? Have you considered why so
many individuals who claim to be Christians continue to
live in lifestyles that contradict what the Bible says a true
Christian should be like? Have you thought that following
Jesus might come with a cost? Aren’t we being taught that
coming to Jesus is a free gift, one that promises a good life
here and eternity in heaven? Does biblical Christianity
come without a cost?

Many people walk away from their faith for one
reason: a lack of true knowledge about what the Bible
says about coming to Jesus. Following Jesus will cost you
one thing: your life. Unfortunately, for many, the truth
of this statement has been lost somewhere. Somewhere
along the line, we were told that being a Christian means
Jesus 1s here to answer our prayers the way we want Him
to, give us whatever we ask for, and ensure our life is
problem-free. Somewhere along the line, we were told
that following Jesus will make us wealthy and healthy.
Somewhere along the line, we were told that being a
Christian 1s all about us. Is that truly what the Bible says?
Let’s take a look at what Jesus had to say about the cost of
following Him:
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Matthew 8:19-20:

“Then a scribe came and said to Him,
‘Teacher, I will follow You wherever You
go.’ Jesus said to him, ‘The foxes have
holes and the birds of the air have nests,

but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His
head.’”

FOLLOWING CHRIST COULD
BE UNCOMFORTABLE.

The words of Jesus indicate that life might not be
as comfortable as we are used to. He may ask us to go
somewhere we might not want to go—Africa? Mexico?
The neighborhood we live in now? Are we willing to

tell Him that it doesn’t matter—we will go wherever He
leads?

We have friends who had a ministry in New York.
Their family lived there, their friends lived there, and their
church was there. One day, our friend felt God was calling
him to move and sell everything. What would you do if
you felt that call? If you knew for sure God was asking you
to go somewhere else? These friends did exactly what they
telt called to do. They sold everything and moved to a
place where they have a thriving ministry, and people are
coming to know Jesus. Do they still have the big house?
Do they still have their family close by? Do they still
have the job that made them a lot of money? The answer
1s no, but Jesus said in order to follow Him, we must
be prepared to go wherever He leads, regardless of how
uncomfortable it is.

A few years ago, we went to Ethiopia and were

15
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amazed at the people who left the comforts of their lives
to become missionaries for Jesus. We left the country
realizing one thing: these people understand what Jesus
meant when He said there is a cost to following Him.For
most of us, our missionary work is done right where we
live.

We have neighborhoods filled with people who need
to know Christ, and to follow Him means we stay right
where we are. How does that work? We get to know our
neighbors, and we spend time with the people at the office
for one main purpose: to share Jesus with them. To follow
Christ means our lives are now to be lived for Him in
whatever neighborhood or job He has led us to.

FOLLOWING CHRIST MEANS HAVING
THE HEART TO GIVE UP EVERYTHING.

Matthew 19:16-17:

“And someone came to Him and said,
‘Teacher, what good thing shall I do that

I may obtain eternal life?” And He said to
him, “Why are you asking Me about what
is good? There is only One who is good;
but if you wish to enter into life, keep the
commandments.”’ Then he said to Him,
‘Which ones?’ And Jesus said, ‘You shall
not commit murder; you shall not commit
adultery; you shall not steal; you shall not
bear false witness; honor your father and
mother; and you shall love your neighbor
as yourself.’ The young man said to Him,
‘All these things I have kept; what am I still
lacking?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If you wish to
be complete, go and sell your possessions
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and give to the poor, and you will have
treasure in heaven; and come, follow
Me.’ But when the young man heard this
statement, he went away grieving; for he
was one who owned much property.”

Jesus wants us to give Him everything. Does that
sound a little difhicult? Sound a bit demanding? Selling
everything and giving to the poor—that sounds almost
impossible. Does that mean I can’t have money? Should
[ sell my boat, my house, and my car? Does that mean |
have to live in poverty to be a Christian? What exactly did
Jesus mean?

First, we have to understand one thing: Jesus wants
our hearts. He wants us to be fully devoted to Him
and His cause. The problem with the rich young ruler
was that he was trying to get to heaven by keeping the
commandments. He thought following Jesus meant he
had to follow a set of rules. For us, the rules instilled in
us might be: doing nice things for people, making sure
we are in church on Sundays, and giving a little money
in the offering. Jesus made it clear: He doesn’t want just
our actions; He wants our hearts. We have learned very
quickly that what is in our hearts determines what our
actions will be.

Think about this: what is in your heart about your
money? Do you spend it on yourself and your pleasures?
What was the problem with the rich young ruler? His
money was more important than Jesus. It’s not that Jesus
wants us to sell everything. He wants to know we would
if He asked it of us. See the difference? When we decide
to follow Jesus—in the true biblical sense—nothing in our
lives 1s our own anymore.

[f you have nice things, they are tools to be used to

17
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share the gospel and encourage others. If you have money,
it 1s to be used to spread the gospel or meet the needs

of others. Maybe you like to travel, and you go on the
road six months out of the year in your RV. Great! What
1s your job during that time? To share the gospel with
people you meet along the way. What if you have a boat?
Use it as a tool to take non-Christians out on the weekend
so you can get to know them for one purpose: to point
them to a relationship with Jesus. What about your hobby
or the sports team you are on? Are you there for the one
purpose of winning, or are you there to be a good witness
for Christ and share Him with as many people as you can?
See the difference?

The rich young ruler had divided his life into
compartments—one, in particular, that he did not want
to give up. What about us? Do we love our money or our
possessions more than we love Jesus? Do we love the gifts
He gives us more than we love the Giver? Spend some
time alone with Him, asking if there 1s anything in your
life you are not willing to give up. If there is something,
be honest with Him. Ask Him to change you from the
inside, to give you the desire to want only the things that
please Him. Following Jesus means having a heart that is
completely devoted to Him.

As a businessman, I (Rob) came in contact with many
Christian men who had difficulty with this next passage.
Can someone be a successful businessman or woman
and be a Christian? Can a person be wealthy and be a
Christian?
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Matthew 19:23-26:

““And Jesus said to His disciples, ‘Truly I
say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter
the kingdom of heaven. Again I say to you,
it is easier for a camel to go through the eye
of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of God.” When the disciples heard
this, they were very astonished and said,
‘Then who can be saved?’ And looking at
them Jesus said to them, “With people this
is impossible, but with God all things are
possible.””

This passage is difficult because, in our country,
money 1is so important to people. The normal question is,
“How can [ get more?” Money is an idol to many people,
and therein lies the problem. Jesus said it 1s very hard for
a rich man to enter the kingdom of God because most
rich people care more about making money than anything
else. Once again, this comes back to the heart. I know
many Christian men who love Jesus with all their heart,
and their passion in life is to make money to give it away.
They understand this concept of money: it is God who
makes one rich or poor. It takes an enormous amount of
money to pay for ministry needs, and God seems to have
given certain Christian people the ability to make money
in order to give it away.

1 Timothy 6:18:

“Let them do good, that they be rich
in good works, ready to give, willing to
share....”

19
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Ecclesiastes 5:19:

““As for every man to whom God has given
riches and wealth, and given him power to
eat of it, to receive his heritage and rejoice
in his labor—this is the gift of God.”

The question then becomes, “How much should I
give?” This next verse gives us an idea of what we should
do:

Mark 12:41-45:

“Now Jesus sat opposite the treasury and
saw how the people put money into the
treasury. And many who were rich put

in much. Then one poor widow came
and threw in two mites, which make a
quadrans. So He called His disciples to
Himself and said to them, ‘Assuredly, I
say to you that this poor widow has put

in more than all those who have given to
the treasury; for they all put in out of their
abundance, but she out of her poverty put
in all that she had, her whole livelihood.’”’

As we spend more time growing closer to God,
the more He changes our hearts. As we grow in our
relationship with Him, His work becomes more
important than our work. This woman gave out of her
poverty; we tend to give out of our abundance. Once
again, this issue comes back to our hearts. If giving is
an issue in your life, pray that God would give you the
ability to see your finances as a way for you to serve Him.
Pray that money would never be an idol and that you will
recognize that God has given you whatever ability you
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have to make money. Pray that God would give you the
ability to see money as a gift to help others. Pray that God
would change your entire view of money so that you can
honor Him with what He has given you.

Matthew 6:19-21:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures
on earth, where moth and rust destroy,
and where thieves break in and steal. But
store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
where neither moth nor rust destroys, and
where thieves do not break in or steal; for
where your treasure is, there your heart
will be also.”

FOLLOWING CHRIST MEANS HE COMES
BEFORE ALL OTHER RELATIONSHIPS.

Matthew 10:37-39:

“He who loves father or mother more
than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who
loves son or daughter more than Me is not
worthy of Me. And he who does not take
his cross and follow after Me is not worthy
of Me. He who has found his life will lose
it, and he who has lost his life for My sake
will find it.”

This is an extremely difficult passage, especially if
you have a close relationship with your parents or your
children. The love of family is usually the most important
part of our lives, yet Jesus said we have to love Him more!
How is that possible? How can we begin to obey this
command?

21
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Think about the time you spend getting to know
your parents or your children. Think about how many
hours you spend talking with them, learning about them,
and growing with them. The same would be true in our
relationship with Jesus. How can we love Him if we don’t
spend time getting to know Him? The answer is that we
can’t. If Jesus is commanding us to love Him more than
anyone, then the only way we can do that is to spend
quality time getting to know Him. That can only be done
through reading the Bible and praying.

In our fast-paced culture, we might pick up our Bibles
a couple of times a week, pick out a verse or two to read,
and then be on our way. Can you imagine trying to get to
know someone in that short amount of time? Impossible.
When our boys started dating, it was amazing the time
they spent on the phone talking to their girlfriends.
Why? So they could get to know them. That takes
time. It takes time to find out things like, “Is this person
trustworthy?” “Is this person loving?” “Is this person kind
and compassionate?” Those things can only be learned by
quality time spent together.

The same is true of our relationship with Christ. The
more time we spend with Him, the more we learn who
the true God of the Bible is. We all come to faith in Jesus
with some preconceived ideas about what He i1s like. Time
spent reading His Word will give us a true picture of who
He really 15, and then we can grow to love Him for who
the Bible tells us that He 1s. When He said we have to love
Him more than anyone else on earth, that tells us we have
to spend time with Him. The more we read about His
mercy and grace, His love and compassion, His discipline
and wrath, the more we will fall in love with Him. It will
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take time and effort on our part to obey this command
and grow to love Him more than anyone else.

Romans 12:1-5:

“Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the
mercies of God, to present your bodies

a living and holy sacrifice, accepta ble to
God, which is your spiritual service of
worship. And do not be conformed to this
world, but be transformed by the renewing
of your mind, so that you may prove what
the will of God is, that which is good and
acceptable and perfect.”

In order to love Jesus more than anyone else, our
minds need to be renewed day by day. It will take time
and effort on our part to make sure this happens.

23






CHAPTER 3

The road to God is very narrow

Matthew 7:13-14:

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the
gate is wide and the way is broad that leads
to destruction, and there are many who
enter through it. For the gate is small and
the way is narrow that leads to life, and
there are few who find it.”

John 14:6:

“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the
truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father but through Me.””’

Acts 4:12:

““And there is salvation in no one else; for
there is no other name under heaven that
has been given among men by which we
must be saved.”

25
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ave you ever been told that “all roads lead to

God”? Have you sat with someone who claimed
that God is too loving to send anyone to hell? Have you
conveyed to someone that their religion or belief system
1s incorrect? Have you asserted that Jesus is the only way
to God? What was the person’s reaction? Here are a few
responses that come to mind:

“How can you say that? You are so narrow-minded.”

“How can you judge someone else’s life and
where they will spend eternity?”

“That is so arrogant to think you can tell people
there 1s only one way to God.”

“That is so prideful to think you have the only

answer.”
“But God 1s a loving God; that isn’t fair.”
“My God would never send anyone to hell.”

If you have ever shared your faith with others, you have
probably encountered some form of these reactions.
Doesn’t it seem arrogant and narrow-minded to tell
someone that Jesus is the only way to God? What does
that do to all the religions of the world? What about my
very sincere neighbor who goes to church three times a
week yet doesn’t believe Jesus is the only way to God? Are
you telling me this person will go to hell? How unfair is
that!
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Yes, we have heard it all. We have heard the arguments
and the accusations. The problem is that if the Bible is our
final authority in our lives, we cannot believe anything
other than Jesus being the only way to God. Think about
this statement once again: The Bible is my final authority.
Think about the implications if we actually believe that.

[t means every word spoken in the Bible is straight from
God. It means everything in the Bible is true and reliable.
[t means my life will revolve around what the Bible says

1s true instead of my life revolving around what the world
says 1s true.

2 Timothy 3:16:

“All Scripture is inspired by God

and profitable for teaching, for
reproof, for correction, for training in
righteousness....”

As Christians, we do not have the option to pick and
choose what we want to believe in the Bible. We have to
start taking a stand on what the Bible says is the truth,
and if the Bible says Jesus is the only way to God, we
don’t have any other options. As a result, we should be
motivated to share this truth with everyone we meet.
Think about it: if my friend who goes to church all the
time, does nice things for people, and is a very moral
person but doesn’t believe Jesus is the only way to God,
the Bible says my friend will spend eternity separated from
God in a place called hell. Remember, if the Bible is my
final authority, then where my friend will spend eternity
1s the truth. That truth should push me to share with him
that Jesus is the only way to God. The Bible has to be our
final authority.

27
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The world we live in demands us to be fair with

everyone and not judge anyone. The world we live in
demands that religion is a private thing, and we should
never question someone’s salvation. What if questioning
someone’s salvation actually brings him to a saving faith
through Jesus?

How many people do you know who would say they
are Christians, yet you are quite sure they are not? Does
that mean you are judgmental if you question their faith?

Talking to someone one day, I (Lisa) made a comment
about another person and stated that this other person is
not a Christian. The person I was talking to asked how I
could be so judgmental. How could I determine who was
and wasn’t a Christian? Here are some indications that a
person is either a new believer and has not read his Bible
enough to know what being a Christian truly means or
that a person is not a true Christian. Ask yourself these
questions:

* Does this person read his Bible?
e Does this person care about the things of God?
 Is this person’s life changing in any way?

e Is this person producing qualities that the Bible
says he should?

e Does this person go to church with excitement
to know Jesus?

* Does this person obey what the Bible tells him?
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* Does this person have a hunger and thirst
to know God?

* Does this person want to get involved with
a local church?

* Does this person share his faith with others?

e Can you see a visible difference in this person’s
life from year to year?

e Is this person growing in his faith?
* Is this person repentant over sin?

* Does this person have genuine humility
and selfless love?

* Does this person love the things of the world
or the things of God?

If T ask myself these questions about someone else,
that doesn’t mean I am being judgmental; it means [ am
concerned for someone’s salvation. True salvation brings
true, lasting change. If someone who claims to be a
Christian has no outward signs of an inward change, then,
out of love and concern, I should have enough compassion
to tell them the truth.

Luke 3:8:

“Therefore bear fruits in keeping with
repentance, and do not begin to say to
yourselves, “We have Abraham for our
father,’ for I say to you that from these

29
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stones God is able to raise up children to
Abraham.”

Matthew 7:17-18:

“So every good tree bears good fruit, but
the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree
cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad
tree produce good fruit.”

The truth is that a personal relationship with Jesus
Christ 1s the only way to God. When a person recognizes
he 1s a sinner and separated from a holy God and puts his
faith and trust in Jesus alone, it shows he understands that
Jesus 1is the only way to God.

People seem to respond in one of two ways when they
are told Jesus is the only way to God: “I'm religious” or
“I'm a good person.” Let’s look at both of these responses
in more depth.

RELIGION

We have many friends who are very religious. They
go to church more than we do, they do things for their
church, and they are kind to people. However, they do
these things for one reason: to work their way to God.
Religion says you have to do something to get to God.
The nicer you are, the more money you give away, the
more times you walk through the church door—it all
somehow adds to your salvation. That is religion: the
idea you can actually do something to earn your way to a
relationship with God.



THe Roap To Gob Is VERY NARROW

We just got back from a tour of Israel, and the most
difficult part for us was seeing the different religions.
These people were so serious about what they believe;
they were in church more on a daily basis than we are in
one Sunday. They were doing things in order to earn their
way to heaven—religious activity. Here is the problem:
religion says we have to do something to earn salvation;
being a Christian says Jesus did it all on the cross.

All through the Bible, we see how Jesus hated false
religion. The Pharisees were the most religious people,
and Jesus was disgusted with them. They were self-
righteous and thought they were good enough to go to
heaven. Jesus destroyed any and all of their “earned”
salvation.

Matthew 23:13:

“But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites, because you shut off the
kingdom of heaven from people; for you
do not enter in yourselves, nor do you
allow those who are entering to go in.”

Matthew 23:15:

““Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites, because you travel around on
sea and land to make one proselyte; and
when he becomes one, you make him
twice as much a son of hell as yourselves.”

Matthew 23:23:

““Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and
cummin, and have neglected the weightier
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provisions of the law: justice and mercy
and faith fulness; but these are the things
you should have done without neglecting
the others.”

Matthew 23:25:

‘““Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the
cup and of the dish, but inside they are full
of robbery and self-indulgence.”

Matthew 23:27-28:

‘““Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed
tombs which on the outside appear
beautiful, but inside they are full of dead
men’s bones and all uncleanness. So you,
too, outwardly appear righteous to men,
but inwardly you are full of hypocrisy and
lawlessness.”

MORALITY

Many people we know believe they are “good” people.
But good in whose eyes? Their neighbors’? Their friends’
or family’s? Their church’s? The problem with this way
of thinking is that the only opinion that truly matters is
God’s. He desires perfection—no sin whatsoever. This
sets the bar at its highest point, a standard that nobody in
this world could ever reach. So, we might ask our friends,
“How good 1s good enough?” What if you were a 90 on a
scale of 1 to 100, but God required you to be a 92?2 How
can we determine how good is truly good?
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Fortunately, Jesus addressed this issue on the cross,
where His blood paid for all our sins. Once we accept this
gift from God, there is nothing more we can do to earn
our way to heaven. This raises the question: If T accept
this gift, can I live however I want? Let’s explore what the
Bible says about that notion:

Romans 6:15-18:

“What then? Shall we sin because we are
not under law but under grace? May it
never be! Do you not know that when you
present yourselves to someone as slaves for
obedience, you are slaves of the one whom
you obey, either of sin resulting in death,
or of obedience resulting in righteousn
ess? But thanks be to God that though you
were slaves of sin, you became obedient
from the heart to that form of teaching to
which you were committed, and having
been freed from sin, you became slaves of
righteousness.”

Becoming a Christian changes everything in our lives.
This free gift of salvation, though it costs us our lives,
motivates us to live in a manner worthy of His calling.

He did not save us so that we could persist in a life of

sin; rather, He saved us to live a life that reflects Him.
Ephesians 2:10 states, “For we are His workmanship,
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.” We
now live our lives out of gratitude for what Jesus did for us
on the cross; we live for Him.
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The bottom line is that Jesus is the only way to
God. Neither religion nor good works will grant access
to heaven. Only a personal relationship with Jesus and
acceptance of His provision for our sin on the cross will
bring us into a proper relationship with God. These are
God’s rules, not ours. If this 1s the truth, then our lives
should be spent sharing this good news with anyone who
will listen. It 1s all about Him and what He did for us; it
has nothing to do with what we can do for Him.



CHAPTER 4

Have you lost your first love?

Revelation 2:2-5:

“I know your deeds and your toil and
perseverance, and that you cannot tolerate
evil men, and you put to the test those

who call themselves apostles, and they are
not, and you found them to be false; and
you have perseverance and have endured
for My name’s sake, and have not grown
weary. But I have this against you, that

you have left your first love. Therefore
remember from where you have fallen, and
repent and do the deeds you did at first; or
else I am coming to you and will remove
your lampstand out of its place—unless you
repent.”

Rgvelation 1s an extraordinary conclusion to the
ible, as it reveals how the world will end. Filled
with both excitement and horror, it places Iraq (Babylon)
and Israel at the center of this final consummation of
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history. It allows us to see Jesus for who He is: the only
One with the authority to reclaim the earth. The book
depicts His judgment against those who rejected Him
and the defeat of Satan as he 1s cast into the lake of fire.
Reading Revelation assures us, as true believers and
followers of Jesus, that we need not fear the future, as we
know the victor of this ultimate battle.

Before delving into the excitement of Revelation
in chapter four, it’s important to note chapters two and
three, often overlooked. As Revelation begins, we find
John on the island of Patmos, where he was banished due
to his faith in Christ. Patmos, a small island four miles
wide by six miles long in the middle of the Aegean Sea,
served as John’s exile to prevent him from preaching
about Jesus. On a particular day, while worshipping the
Lord, Jesus suddenly appeared to him in a vision. Jesus
was standing among seven lampstands, representing seven
churches whose behavior needed addressing. Read what
Revelation 1:12-16 says:

“Then I turned to see the voice that was
speaking with me. And having turned I
saw seven golden lampstands; and in the
middle of the lampstands I saw one like a
son of man, clothed in a robe reaching to
the feet, and girded across His chest with
a golden sash. His head and His hair were
white like white wool, like snow; and His
eyes were like a flame of fire. His feet were
like burnished bronze, when it has been
made to glow in a furnace, and His voice
was like the sound of many waters. In His
right hand He held seven stars, and out of
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His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword;
and His face was like the sun shining in its
strength.”

Could you imagine seeing Jesus like this? Could you
imagine eyes “like a flame of fire” looking back at you?
Unfortunately, the only picture many of us have of Jesus
1s meek and mild, whipped and beaten, hanging on a
cross. We forget that Jesus was with God the Father as He
created the world. We forget that Jesus is God.

John 1:1-3:

“In the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was
God. He was in the beginning with God.
All things came into being through Him,
and apart from Him nothing came into
being that has come into being.”

The Bible goes on to say in John 1:14, ““And the
Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we
saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from
the Father, full of grace and truth.”

In today’s society, it seems we have demoted Jesus,
portraying Him merely as a friend who fulfills our
requests. The reverence for His true awesomeness
appears to be lost. In John 1:1-3, Jesus is referred to as the
“Word,” and these verses aftirm that everything came into
existence through Him. Nothing was created apart from
Him. This world and everything in it, including you and
me, belong to Him. The scripture further states that the
“Word” (Jesus) became flesh and dwelt among us. He is
God, the Creator of everything, and then He descended
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into our time, sacrificing Himself on the cross to save us
from our sins. This is the Jesus that John saw in his vision,
and John had only one response:

Revelation 1:17:
“When I saw Him, I fell at His feet like a

dead man....”

Could you imagine seeing Jesus for who He really is?
We love the song “I Can Only Imagine” by MercyMe. In
this song, the writer imagines what it will be like when
he sees Jesus face to face. Here are a few of the lines of the
song:

Surrounded by Your glory, what will my heart feel?
Will I dance for You Jesus, Or in awe of You be still?
Will I stand in Your presence, Or to my knees will I
fall? Will I sing “Hallelujah” Or will I be able to speak
at all? I can only imagine...

What a great song, depicting the wonder and
amazement we will feel when confronted with Jesus. John
didn’t have to imagine any longer what he would do if he
saw Jesus; his response was to fall “at His feet like a dead
man....” That, we assume, will be the normal response
when we see Him face to face.

Jesus said to John in Revelation 1:11, “...“Write
in a book what you see, and send it to the seven
churches: to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to
Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to
Philadelphia and to Laodicea.’” Jesus wanted John
to write a letter to each of these seven churches. Since
John was somewhere around ninety years old at the time
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Jesus appeared to him, and Jesus had been resurrected for
approximately sixty years. In that time, the churches that
the disciples (who were all now dead, except for John)
started seemed to be having problems. Jesus wanted these
churches to know what they were doing right and what
they were doing wrong.

The first church we will discuss 1s in Revelation 2:17,
the “loveless church.” As we look at the words of Jesus
concerning this church, examine your own life and the
life of the church you are attending. See if you can find
any correlation between what Jesus said to John and what
Jesus might be saying to you.

Revelation 2:2-3:

“I know your deeds and your toil and
perseverance, and that you cannot tolerate
evil men, and you put to the test those
who call themselves apostles, and they are
not, and you found them to be false; and
you have perseverance and have endured
for My name’s sake, and have not grown
weary.”’

The first thing Jesus did was commend this church
because they were hardworking. They were busy people,
working for God and doing good deeds. Maybe they were
busy feeding the homeless or singing in the choir. Perhaps
they were sharing their faith or cleaning their churches.
Whatever they were doing, they were busy. They worked,
and they persevered.

The second thing Jesus commended them for is
that they could not tolerate evil men. The people in
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this church hated sin, hated evil, and refused to tolerate
it. Perhaps they were consistently calling people to
repentance, ensuring that the church they were in was

holy and pure.

The third thing Jesus commended them for was
that they tested their pastors and teachers. They were
serious about doctrine and the church’s teachings. They
asked questions such as, “Is the teaching truly biblical?
[s everything taught backed up by God’s Word?” This
church was serious about making sure the truth was being
taught.

The fourth thing Jesus commended them for was their
endurance and perseverance. This hardworking church
refused to get tired of working for God. When the going
got tough, they kept going. These were not lazy people;
they loved God and His Word and were busy. Now, take
a look at your own life and the life of your church. If Jesus
were talking with you or your pastor, would He commend
you for these same things? Is your life focused on working
for God and knowing His Word?

After Jesus told this church what they were doing
right, He began telling them what displeased Him:
Revelation 2:4-5: “But I have this against you, that
you have left your first love. Therefore remember
from where you have fallen, and repent and do the
deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you
and will remove your lampstand out of its place—
unless you repent.”

With this admonition, Jesus told this church they
were very busy doing His work, but they were not doing
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it for the right reason: they had lost their first love. Do
you remember what it was like when you first became a
Christian? Do you recall the amazement you felt when
you realized God saved you? Do you remember the time
spent in prayer, the time devoted to reading your Bible,
the time consumed by anything that taught you about
Jesus?

Rob and I were on vacation in Cabo San Lucas when
[ was reading a book by Chuck Swindoll called “Living
on the Ragged Edge.” Somewhere in that book, Swindoll
quoted a particular verse from Ecclesiastes that God
used to open my eyes to what it meant to be a Christian.
Suddenly, I understood that we all live life “under the
sun,” yet God calls us to live “above the sun.” God used
an obscure verse to open my eyes to an important truth:
my life lived here on earth (under the sun) must be lived
for Him (above the sun). [ remember feeling dazed and
overwhelmed as I grasped this truth for the first time. This
was a defining moment in my Christian life. I remember
the love and joy I felt for Jesus as, suddenly, I saw my
purpose in life.

Fast forward now many years. What happened to
those feelings of excitement? What happened to that
overwhelming love for Him? Why 1s it that reading
a magazine seems more interesting and exciting than
reading the Bible? Why is it that learning about Jesus
seems a little boring, reading my Bible doesn’t hold the
same excitement it once did, and helping others seems like
an intrusion in my life? What has happened to me? I have
lost my first love. I am doing things out of duty and not
love.
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[ realized this recently when I was eating at a restaurant
downtown. I was by myself, working on my next lesson
for Bible study, which just happened to be on these verses
in Revelation. Hopefully, this story will help you see the
difference between doing things out of love for Jesus and
doing things because we’re “supposed to,” without any
love involved.

[t was Valentine’s Day at a Mexican food restaurant,
and the manager was walking around with flowers, giving
them out to all the women. He brought me a flower and
in the course of the conversation, mentioned that he tried
giving a flower to a lady across the way, but she didn’t
want it because her life was a mess. After he left, I looked
up to see a woman by herself who looked distraught.
Thinking I would do something nice, I told the waiter
that I would like to buy her lunch, but I would appreciate
it if he didn’t tell her it was me. I would rather remain
anonymous.

The first problem was this: I had deceived myself into
believing that the most loving thing I could do was to
feed this woman. Was this a loving gesture? Probably not,
although on the surface, it probably appeared loving to
the waiter. But what was my real motive? I didn’t want
to get involved. I didn’t want to help this woman because
[ was “busy studying for my Bible study.” Doesn’t that
sound pathetic? It was more than pathetic. It was selfish
and unloving. It was exactly what Jesus was talking about
in this letter to the “loveless” church. This woman was
distraught: she needed help, and she needed salvation. Yet
[ just wanted to do a “good work.” As I read my Bible, I
understood how easy it was for this church to do “busy”
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work without love.

The situation got worse for me as the woman walked
up to me and asked if I was the one who paid for her
lunch! As I started talking to her, I asked her why she
seemed so sad.

She told me she was homeless and was having a rough
day. I then asked her what I could do to help her, and she
said one thing: “I need a pair of reading glasses.” She said
her eyesight was really bad, and she needed glasses that
were 3.0. Mine were 2.0, so I assumed they wouldn’t
work. I told her to wait there while I went to the store
to get her a pair. As [ was driving to the store, I realized
what Jesus was talking about in Revelation: I wanted to
anonymously buy someone lunch, never get involved
or help, never share the hope of Jesus, and still call this a
“good deed” because it looked nice.

Fortunately, God gave me a second chance with this
woman. [ was able to get her some glasses and give her a
few books that will hopefully help her find Christ. As I
was leaving, I told her there wasn’t much I could do for
her concerning her homelessness, but I hoped she would
find Jesus through this experience because He is the only
way to a relationship with God.

This encounter made me truly understand what
Jesus was saying to this church in Revelation. The most
important thing Jesus wants from us is our love for Him,
which, in turn, gives us a love for others. Maybe that
means buying someone lunch, but ultimately, that person
needs to know Jesus. My unwillingness to care about this
woman’s salvation was the most unloving thing I could
do. Reading Jesus’ words, “You have lost your first love,”



44

RED LETTERS

was a great reminder because that first love will drive me
every time to care more for the things of God and the
people He puts in my life than the selfish desires for my
own life.

Have you ever spent time with new believers? Have
you ever seen them cry the minute they start talking
about their relationship with Christ? Have you ever seen
someone get up at church and tell others how Jesus saved
them, and all they can do is weep? Why does that happen?
Or better yet, why don’t I weep anymore? Where did that
strong awareness of God’s grace and mercy go? Where did
the passion go that I used to have when I first recognized
that [ know God, and what can I do to get it back?

Revelation 2:5 has the answer for us: “Therefore
remember from where you have fallen, and repent
and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am
coming to you and will remove your lampstand out
of its place—unless you repent.”

The first thing Jesus tells us to do is “remember.”

Remember what it was like before. Recall how you
used to love praying and communicating with God.
Remember the burning desire you had to tell everyone
about Jesus. Recall the joy you felt reading your Bible and
relishing in the fact that the God of the universe actually
spoke to you through His Word.

Sometimes, “life” just happens. We get busy and pray
for something, and when God doesn’t answer it the way
we want Him to, we get discouraged and stop praying
as much. We start going through a time when we don’t
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feel the presence of God, our Bible reading seems dry,
and it feels like God 1s far away. Jesus says it is time to
“remember.” Remember where you have fallen from.

The second thing Jesus says is to “repent,” which
means to turn around. Repentance means you are going
in one direction, so you stop and go the other way. Once
you remember where you have fallen, it is time to take the
next step. Change directions. Take action. Don’t just keep
going in the wrong direction.

The third thing Jesus says is to “do the deeds you did
before.” That might mean something different for each
person, but here is a list of things that you might have
done before but might not be doing now:

* Going to church
* Sharing your faith
e Praying daily
* Forgiving others
e Learning God’s Word at a Bible Study
* Giving money to your church or
Christian organization
* Spending more time reading about the things

of God than the things of the world.

For us, there was a time when church wasn’t a big
deal. If we made it, that was great; if not, that was fine
too. There was a time when we never thought to share
our faith with others. Praying wasn’t a normal thing.
Spending money on ourselves was more fun than giving
it away, and going to a Bible Study took way too much
time out of our busy lives. If that resembles your life, Jesus
1s saying, “Stop.” He wants you to return to Him and
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return to the things that are important to Him. This is a
great place to examine your life and see if you have truly
lost your first love. He is waiting for your return, and if
you are truly a Christian, we are assured you will return.
Philippians 1:6 says, “For I am confident of this very
thing, that He who began a good work in you will
perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.”” God began
this great work in you when you became a Christian, and
He promises to finish it. This might be a wake-up call: He
wants you to remember, repent, and begin again.

The second part of Revelation 2:5 makes an
interesting statement: ““or else I am coming to you and
will remove your lampstand out of its place—unless
you repent.”” Ray Stedman in his book God’s Final Word
says this about this verse:

So serious is this situation that the Lord says, in effect,
“If you don’t fix this problem, I'll have to remove your
lampstand.” This doesn’t mean that individual members
of the church will lose their salvation or lose the grace of
God. Rather, it means that this church will lose its ability
to shed the light of truth. No matter how hardworking,
persevering, and orthodox this church may be, if it loses
its first love, it will cease to have an illuminating impact
on the world.

What a frightening thought. Your church members
can work hard, listen to sermons, build houses for the
homeless, and sing in the choir, but if the lampstand is
removed, there will be no spiritual impact. You will be
working for nothing—your light will not be shining, and
your good works will have no effect in the world. Think
about the Christian men and women who have been in



Have You LosT YOouRr FirsT LOVE?

the news lately. Maybe they had an affair and got caught.
Maybe they were disobedient to God’s Word. Then, we
see them trying to get back into the ministry. We see
them trying to restart their careers as singers or pastors,
and it seems that their lampstand has been removed.
Nobody cares to hear them sing anymore; nobody takes
their preaching seriously. They are working hard, but the
light has been removed. What a tragic thought.

Examine yourself to see if you have lost your first
love. God uses us as Christians to be a light in a very dark
world.

But, we cannot be effective if we have lost our first love
for Him. We cannot be effective if we refuse to remember
and repent. We cannot be effective if our lampstand has
been removed, and our light cannot shine any longer. We
have to do things out of our love for Him. Only then does
our Christian life have any true and lasting meaning.
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CHAPTER 5

Hot, cold, or lukewarm?

Revelation 3:15-16:

“I know your deeds, that you are neither
cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or
hot. So because you are lukewarm, and
neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of
My mouth.”

‘ x / hen Jesus appeared to John on the Island of
P

atmos in the book of Revelation, He had
something important to say to seven of the churches. He
wanted them to know what they were doing right and
what they were doing wrong. These seven letters were
also written to show us, 2,000 years later, what we are
doing right and wrong. The particular church mentioned
in Revelation 3 was the church of Laodicea, and their
problem stemmed from being rich and comfortable.

Revelation 3:17:

“Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have
become wealthy, and have need of

49



50

RED LETTERS

nothing,” and you do not know that you are
wretched and miserable and poor and blind
and naked...”

This church had a lot of money. The members
probably had great jobs and put a lot of money in the
offering. The church may have even been growing. In
a sense, they probably felt that God was blessing them;
therefore, it was easy to grow complacent. They were
proud of what they had, yet Jesus came to them with a
stinging rebuke:

Revelation 3:18:

“I advise you to buy from Me gold refined
by fire so that you may become rich, and
white garments so that you may clothe
yourself, and that the shame of your
nakedness will not be revealed; and eye
salve to anoint your eyes so that you may

see.”

It seems this church didn’t understand what it truly
meant to be Christians. To become a Christian, a person
has to recognize their true condition of being poor, blind,
and naked. Coming to Jesus means humbly realizing we
have nothing to offer and no way of seeing Him for who
He 1s. We offer our lives to Him from a poor and humble
state.

This church seemed to feel they had it all; if the church
was rich, that must mean God’s favor was upon them.
Yet God’s standards are so different from ours. He wants
our humility, our service to Him, and our complete
devotion to His cause. This church seemed to have gotten
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it all wrong, and Jesus told them they were poor, blind,
and naked. Remember what Jesus said in Matthew
5:3: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven.”

The church in Laodicea was located between the
nearby Hierapolis, famous for its hot springs, and
Colossae, known for its cold mountain streams. This
church would have completely understood what
lukewarm meant, for by the time the water reached this
city, it was neither hot nor cold. It wasn’t suitable for hot
tea or cold tea; it was disgusting. Here 1s what Jesus said
about this church:

Revelation 3:15-16:

“I know your deeds, that you are neither
cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or
hot. So because you are lukewarm, and
neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of
My mouth.”

The individuals in this church were merely going
through the motions of the church game. They attended,
listened to a sermon, contributed money to the offering
plate, and proceeded with their daily routines as if nothing
significant was occurring. Their lack of enthusiasm
suggested that they might not even be genuine Christians.
They displayed indifference toward matters of spirituality
and seemed unaffected by their church attendance.

Contrastingly, they were not fervent either. Being
fervent would entail experiencing excitement about
one’s Christian life and witnessing daily personal
transformations. It would mean being passionately
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dedicated to the Lord’s work in one’s life. It’s important
to acknowledge that merely attending church does not
necessarily indicate true Christian faith. Jesus emphasized
this in His parable about the wheat and the tares,
illustrating that both Christians and non-Christians would
coexist until Judgment Day, when Jesus would separate
His followers from those who are not truly His.

Matthew 13:25-30:

“But while his men were sleeping, his
enemy came and sowed tares among the
wheat, and went away. But when the wheat
sprouted and bore grain, then the tares
became evident also. The slaves of the
landowner came and said to him, ‘Sir, did
you not sow good seed in your field? How
then does it have tares?’ And he said to
them, ‘An enemy has done this!” The slaves
said to him, ‘Do you want us, then, to go
and gather them up?’ But he said, ‘No; for
while you are gathering up the tares, you
may uproot the wheat with them. Allow
both to grow together until the harvest;
and in the time of the harvest I will say to
the reapers, ‘First gather up the tares and
bind them in bundles to burn them up; but
gather the wheat into my barn.’”

Regrettably, the members of the church in Laodicea
were neither hot nor cold; they resided in a state of
indifference, displaying complete complacency in their
relationship with Jesus. They demonstrated a lack of
concern, neither fully committing to live for Him nor
demonstrating a decisive rejection of Him.
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Jesus expressed strong disapproval of this group, stating
that they made Him sick and that He was inclined to
vomit them out of His mouth. This stern rebuke from
God should prompt introspection in our own lives. Am I
indifferent to the things of God? Do I lack enthusiasm for
reading His Word or serving others? Is my giving, and my
response to messages about repentance and daily devotion
characterized by coldness? Am I genuinely His?

Now, let’s examine what it means to be “hot.” Are
you fervently dedicated to the Lord, actively sharing your
faith, immersing yourself in His Word, and allowing
Him to effect internal transformation? Are you passionate
about missions and eager for others to know Him? Is your
church attendance driven by a desire to learn, grow, and
serve more? Can you confidently say your life is “hot” for

the things of God?

Contrastingly, there is the pitiable, lukewarm,
and complacent group. They attend church as a mere
obligation, lacking a genuine desire for change, service, or
generosity. Their priorities prioritize personal pursuits,
with little regard for God’s requirements. Going to church
becomes a perfunctory task, merely checking God oft
their weekly “to-do” list. This group believes that mere
attendance and token offerings can rectity their standing
with God, oblivious to the deeper expectations Jesus has
for them.

Here is the reason for this letter written to the church
of Laodicea: Jesus calls us to be hot. He calls us be fully
devoted followers of His. He cannot stand this pathetic,
lukewarm group of people who just sit on the fence week
after week, with one foot in the world during the week
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and one foot in the church on the weekend. We all have

a choice to make: we are either for Him or against Him.
We cannot have it both ways. Luke 11:23 makes it clear:
“He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who
does not gather with Me, scatters.”” We need to decide
today what group we belong to:

We have no desire for the things of God and are
indifferent to His ways. We are lukewarm, caring more for
worldly matters than for the things of God. Conversely,
we are passionate and on fire for God as we learn, serve,
and grow in our faith. Jesus takes His church, His
followers, and our relationship with Him seriously. So,
the question for you is: Which category do you fall into?
If you do not know Jesus in a personal way, then you
are ‘cold.” Attending church on Christmas and Easter
means nothing. You may profess belief in God, uphold
moral values, and avoid rated R movies, but you are still
indifferent to the true call of God. I (Rob) have a friend of
fifteen years who is the nicest, most ethical man I know.
He possesses honor and integrity, and I trust him more
than most people. Yet, he is indifferent to the things of
God. When you prioritize your life, job, and hobbies over
God, you fall into the spiritually cold category.

On the other hand, if you are “hot,” Jesus is your life.
Church 1s a place where you worship Him, love others,
and serve. From Monday through Saturday, your life
reflects Christ in your words and actions. You empathize
with the lost who don’t know Christ and share your faith
when given the opportunity. You have the heart to give
money so others can know Jesus, you ache over the sin
in the world, and you delve into God’s Word daily to
deepen your knowledge of Him. This is a life filled with
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zeal, excitement, and a fervent love for the Lord. You live
the words that Jesus spoke in Matthew 22:37: “And He
said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all
your mind.””’

1 John 2:6:
“The one who says he abides in Him ought

himself to walk in the same manner as He
walked.”

Then there is the “lukewarm” person who attends
church but never truly takes anything about Christ
to heart. Perhaps you find yourself in that category.
Maybe you attend church so people will think you are a
Christian. Maybe you have ulterior motives for being in
church; perhaps you just want to be seen as a part of this
rich, growing congregation. Maybe you attend church to
network for your business. Perhaps you are looking to find
a spouse, and the church seems like a good place to look.

The lukewarm person has never made Jesus their Lord
and Savior. This individual wants to be attached to an
organization on Sunday, but once they walk out the door,
they revert to their worldly way of living from Monday
through Saturday. They don’t want this “church thing”
to infiltrate their life; they just want to be seen going to
church. They avoid making a commitment to anything
because it might aftect the lifestyle they lead during the
week. Unfortunately for this group of people, Jesus said
He wants to vomit them out of His mouth.

If you look at these groups of people and recognize
yourself as being “cold” or “lukewarm,” we implore
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you to repent and turn to Jesus. Jesus said in Revelation
3:19, “Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline;
therefore be zealous and repent.”

Jesus conveyed to this church that if they were true
believers, He would reprove and discipline them. If you
are genuinely a Christian but living a lifestyle that does
not reflect your faith, Jesus asserts that you will face
discipline. If you claim the name of Jesus and can persist in
an unrepentant lifestyle without ever facing discipline, the
Bible states that you are not truly a Christian.

Just as we discipline our own children, God disciplines
His own children. He doesn’t do this to harm us but
to assist us in growing into Christians who lead holy
lives. If our children were to start lying to us, we cannot
imagine ignoring it and allowing them to get away with
it. We would be terrible parents if we didn’t discipline
our children. Similarly, if we declare ourselves Christians,
we are the children of Almighty God. With that
acknowledgment, we must learn how to live as children of
the King, and sometimes, it takes discipline to guide us.

Hebrews 12:5-11:

“And you have forgotten the exhortation
which is addressed to you as sons, ‘My
son, do not regard lightly the discipline of
the Lord, nor faint when you are reproved
by Him; for those whom the Lord loves
He disciplines, and He scourges every son
whom He receives.’ It is for discipline that
you endure; God deals with you as with
sons; for what son is there whom his father
does not discipline? But if you are without
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discipline, of which all have become
partakers, then you are illegitimate
children and not sons. Furthermore, we
had earthly fathers to discip line us, and we
respected them; shall we not much rather
be subject to the Father of spirits, and live?
For they disciplined us for a short time as
seemed best to them, but He disciplines
us for our good, so that we may share His
holiness. All discipline for the moment
seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful;

yet to those who have been trained by it,
afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of
righteousness.”

Proverbs 3:11:
“My son, do not reject the discipline of the
Lord or loathe His reproof....”

Proverbs 6:23:

“For the commandment is a lamp and the
teaching is light; and reproofs for discipline
are the way of life....”

Proverbs 12:1:

“Whoever loves discipline loves
knowledge, but he who hates reproof is
stupid.”

Proverbs 15:5:
““A fool rejects his father’s discipline, but
he who regards reproof is sensible.”
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If you can assess your life and realize that you fall
into the “cold” or “lukewarm” category, we urge you to
repent. Acknowledge to God that you recognize you are
not wealthy and self-sufficient but rather poor and blind
and that you need Him to enter your life and effect a
change. Read your Bible, understand what it means to be
a Christian, and surrender your entire life to Jesus. Only
then can you transition from straddling the fence and
treating your faith in Christ as a mere addition to your life
to cultivating a wholehearted, passionate relationship with
the living God. Recognize what is happening, be zealous,
and repent. Become passionate and enthusiastic about
your faith. Only then will you truly grasp the essence of
what authentic Christianity is all about.



CHAPTER 6

Are you persecuted for your faith?

Revelation 2:9-11:

“I know your tribulation and your poverty
(but you are rich), and the blasphemy by
those who say they are Jews and are not,
but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not fear
what you are about to suffer. Behold, the
devil is about to cast some of you into
prison, so that you will be tested, and

you will have tribulation for ten days. Be
faithful until death, and I will give you the
crown of life. He who has an ear, let him
hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
He who overcomes will not be hurt by the
second death.”

It 1s challenging to fathom the level of persecution
experienced by the small church in Smyrna. Those
of us residing in the United States enjoy significant
freedom to share our faith and discuss Jesus openly.
However, Smyrna did not have such luxuries. The church
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in Smyrna faced incredible persecution, compelled to
worship Caesar, with refusal guaranteeing death for
these Christians. In 155 A.D., Polycarp, the pastor of
this church, was burned alive on a stake for refusing to
worship Caesar. This was the harsh reality for Christians
in Smyrna during that period.

In contrast, we have no concept of what it means to
endure suffering and potential death for our belief in Jesus.
We cannot begin to grasp the experience of persecution
leading to death. Therefore, we will approach the idea of
persecution from a different perspective and attempt to
relate it to those Christians among us facing genuinely
challenging situations.

Maybe you:

Have an unbelieving spouse who laughs at your faith
and ridicules your church attendance.

Have a spouse who claims Christ yet constantly
torments you and treats you in an unbiblical manner.

Have a family that has disowned you because you
walked away from your religious upbringing and

turned to faith in Jesus alone.

Have a family that thinks you are a “religious fanatic,”
or the people in your office think you are a “Jesus

freak.”
Maybe you:

Work at a job where the name of Jesus 1s used in vain
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more than in worship.

Became a Christian after your children left home, and
you now are trying desperately to share Jesus with
them and their children.

Are frustrated because nobody understands that you
just want to share this hope of salvation.

Are sad because nobody understands how important
this 1s to you now that God has opened your eyes.

All of these scenarios cause feelings of persecution.

Revelation 2:9:
“I know your tribulation and your poverty
(but you are rich)....”

The first thing you need to know is that you are not
forgotten. Jesus says that He knows your tribulation;
He understands what you are going through. We often
assume that during difficult times, God must be displeased
with us. However, that is not the case; He comprehends
the challenges we face. What’s intriguing is that we
typically view ourselves as poor, associating hardship with
negativity, yet Jesus declares, “You are rich!” How can He
assert that we are rich when tribulation and persecution
weigh heavily on us?

The world often defines wealth in terms of money.
However, as frequently depicted on television, some of the
saddest, most despondent individuals are those who appear
to have abundant material possessions. The riches of the
world never bring peace, contentment, or happiness.

The following is an excerpt from an article titled “Never
Learned How to Live,” emphasizing this point about the

61



62

RED LETTERS

world’s offerings:

In 1923, a group of the world’s most successtul
financiers met at the Edgewater Beach Hotel in Chicago.
Collectively, these tycoons controlled more wealth than
there was in the United States Treasury, and for years,
newspapers and magazines had been printing their success
stories and urging the youth of the nation to follow their
examples.

Twenty-seven years later (1950), let’s see what

happened to them.

1.CHARLES SCHWAB—the president of the largest
independent steel company—Ilived on borrowed
money the last five years of his life and died
penniless.

2.ARTHUR CUTTEN—the greatest wheat

speculator— died abroad insolvent.

3.RICHARD WHITNEY—the president of the New
York Stock Exchange—was released from Sing Sing
penitentiary shortly before his death.

4.ALBERT FALL—a member of the President’s
Cabinet— was pardoned from prison so he could die
at home.

5.JESSE LIVERMORE—the greatest bear on Wall

Street— committed suicide.

6.LEON FRASER—the president of the Bank of

International Settlement—committed suicide.
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7.IVAR KRUEGER—the head of the world’s greatest
monopoly—committed suicide.

All of these men had learned how to make money, but
not one of them had learned how to live. -

Jesus says that, as Christians, it doesn’t matter what
we are going through because knowing Him is all that
matters. No trials, persecution, or lack of money will ever
disable us. We are His children, and He promises that
nothing will ever enter our lives without His permission.
That is why we are “rich”—mnot in the world’s view but
in the eternal perspective. We know Him, trust Him, and
understand that He is in control. Nothing in this world
could ever provide us with more peace and security than
knowing God personally and acknowledging that He is in
control of it all.

Romans 8:28:

“And we know that God causes all things
to work together for good to those

who love God, to those who are called
according to His purpose.”

If you are going through any kind of persecution,
please find comfort in knowing that you are not forgotten.
Jesus says you are rich because you know Him and
understand that He has a plan and purpose for everything
in your life. Be comforted because God will use these
challenging situations in your life to draw you closer to
Him.

Remember, we often experience the most growth
during difficult times. When problems arise, they tend
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to prompt us to pray more, trust God more, and seck
comfort through His Word. Conversely, when things
are going well, we may forget to pray and rely more on
ourselves than on God.

So, are persecution and problems necessarily bad? Not
if we view them from a heavenly perspective. Jesus told
the church in Smyrna that they would be “put in prison
for ten days,” indicating that God is the One in charge
of determining how long our trials and tribulations will
last. For some of you, this may mean your situation will
change in a short time, or it could mean it will last a
lifetime. The bottom line in understanding trials is that
they compel us to recognize that God 1s in control.

1 Corinthians 10:13 assures us, “No
temptation has overtaken you but such as is
common to man; and God is faithful, who
will not allow you to be tempted beyond
what you are able, but with the temptation
will provide the way of escape also, so that
you will be able to endure it.”

2 Corinthians 12:7: “Because of the
surpassing greatness of the revelations,
for this reason, to keep me from exalting
myself, there was given me a thorn in the
flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment
me—to keep me from exalting myself!”

Maybe you feel tempted to walk out on your marriage
or run from a hurtful situation. God wants you to be
reminded that these things are all part of life, and they
will lead you to a closer, more trusting relationship with



ARE YOU PERSECUTED FOR YOUR FAITH?

Christ.

In the Old Testament, there 1s a story about a young
boy, Joseph, who had eleven brothers, ten of whom didn’t
care for him at all. They decided to sell Joseph into slavery
and tell their father that he was dead. What a difficult time
for him, yet as we examine his life, we see that God was in
control of the entire situation. Joseph was later accused of
something he did not do and put into prison for two years,
which probably felt like a lifetime to him. Yet, because
God’s timing is always perfect, he was released at the right
time to become second in command to Pharaoh. When
his brothers arrived years later and realized who Joseph
was, they were frightened, but Joseph understood who
God really was. He told the brothers, “As for you, you
meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in
order to bring about this present result, to preserve
many people alive” (Genesis 50:20).

Joseph understood that problems, trials, and
persecution are normal in the lives of those who follow
God, yet we can walk through them with peace and
contentment because we know God means our present
circumstances “for good.” Once we see the Christian life
for what it truly 1s—a life filled with ups and downs—
then we can begin to trust God more fully each and
every day. Just as the church in Smyrna had to learn these
lessons, God wants us to learn them also:

* God had not forgotten them.
* They were truly blessed and spiritually rich.
* Things might get worse before they get better.

¢ God 1s the One who sets time limits on all our trials.

The next time you are facing something difficult in
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your life, recognize these four things. Hopefully, you
will be able to sit back and relax, knowing God controls
it all. Remember the Christian life is being touted in the
United States as a “problem-free” religion, yet nowhere
does the Bible say that.

As we look at Hebrews 11, we recognize many people
were the recipients of miracles and wonders, yet there is
another group that saw only hardship and tribulation.

Hebrews 11:32-40:

“And what more shall I say? For time will
fail me if'I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson,
Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the
prophets, who by faith conquered kingd
oms, performed acts of righteousness,
obtained promises, shut the mouths of
lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped
the edge of the sword, from weakness

were made strong, became mighty in

war, put foreign armies to flight. Women
received back their dead by resurrection;
and others were tortured, not accepting
their release, so that they might obtain a
better resurrection; and others experienced
mockings and scourgings, yes, also chains
and imprisonment. They were stoned, they
were sawn in two, they were tempted, they
were put to death with the sword; they
went about in sheepskins, in goatskins,
being destitute, afflicted, illtreated (men
of whom the world was not worthy),
wandering in deserts and mountains and
caves and holes in the ground. And all
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these, having gained approval through
their faith, did not receive what was
promised, because God had provided
something better for us, so that apart from
us they would not be made perfect.”

So, what about us? If trials and persecution arise
in our lives, will we walk away from our faith? True
Christianity declares to Jesus that we will follow Him
regardless—whether we receive what we desire or not.
We need to understand that once we give our lives to
Jesus, it is up to Him to guide us where He desires.
Sometimes, that means an easy life, but for many, it means
a life of heartache and hardship. Life becomes easier to
comprehend once we grasp what following Jesus truly
entails. It 1s a life surrendered to Him, regardless of trials
and tribulations, because we know He 1s in control of our
lives. Consequently, we can navigate through life with
peace and reassurance because we know Who controls our

circumstances. That 1s the Christian life as it was meant to
be lived.
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CHAPTER 7

Love your enemies and pray for
those who persecute you

Matthew 5:44-45:

“But I say to you, love your enemies and
pray for those who persecute you, so that
you may be sons of your Father who is in
heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on
the evil and the good, and sends rain on the
righteous and the unrighteous.”

ove my enemies? Are you kidding? I don’t even

like them, let alone love them! Pray for them?
For what? Maybe to ask God to move them to another
state or, better yet, another country! Unfortunately, that
1s probably not what God is calling us to pray for. Don’t
we have a tendency to try and tuck away these tough
verses in the back of our minds, asking ourselves, “Why
would He want me to do this?” This is a tough issue and
a tough demand, yet it comes from the mouth of Jesus. If
He demands it of us, then He will provide a way for it to

happen.
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Not long ago, we had a situation where we helped
some people out. Afterward, we realized we had been
used, lied to, and deceived. We were angry and hurt. But
then the passage above came to us. For Rob, praying for
them was easy enough to do. For me (Lisa), it wasn’t so
easy. I thought about the situation all the time, envisioned
running into them, and having a whole lot to say to them
(rehearsed many times over) when I did see them. The
more | thought about it, the more it consumed me. Now
we know why God wants us to pray for those who hurt
us: it tends to keep us very close to Him.

Hurt and pain are inevitable in this life. Maybe
you had a spouse walk out the door. Perhaps someone
stole something from you. Maybe your best friend did
something to hurt you. Perhaps your name has been
slandered, or you had a horrific childhood. All of these
things constitute pain and, for many people, a lot of it.
But Jesus said to pray for those who hurt us. Our natural
instinct 1s to say, “Forget it!” But to follow Jesus, we must
obey—that is what we signed on to when we signed up
to follow Christ. Our job is to do what He calls us to do,
regardless of how we feel.

Praying for my enemies starts with realizing that
God 1s sovereign and has always been in control of my
situation. You may be thinking, “You mean to tell me He
let my spouse walk out the door? You mean to tell me He
didn’t send an angel to stop that person from stealing from
me? What about my childhood and the people who hurt
me? Are you telling me that God was in control of all of
that?”
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Job 12:9-10:
“Who among all these does not know
that the hand of the Lord has done this, in

whose hand is the life of every living thing,
and the breath of all mankind?>’

Job 42:1-2:

“Then Job answered the Lord and said, ‘I
know that You can do all things, and that
no purpose of Yours can be thwarted.””’

Isaiah 45:6-7:

“That men may know from the rising to
the setting of the sun that there is no one
besides Me. I am the LORD, and there

is no other, the One forming light and
creating darkness, causing well-being and
creating calamity; I am the LORD who
does all these.”

Isaiah 55:9:

“For as the heavens are higher than
the earth, so are My ways higher than
your ways and My thoughts than your
thoughts.”

When we realize that God is nothing like us and His
ways are higher than our ways, then we can start to see
that our lives are filtered through the loving hand of God.
What we can’t see 1s the big picture. But He can. That is
why praying for someone who hurt us is something He
asks us to do. Why? Because it tells God that we trust
Him. It tells Him that, regardless of how hurt we were,
we know His plan is far bigger and better than what we
would choose for ourselves.
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What I realized was that the anger and hurt I had
toward these people who deceived us were consuming
me. [ was angry, bitter, and resentful. I could only think
of retaliating. Then I realized how far away from God I
was. Instead of being consumed by love, forgiveness, and
awareness that God allowed them in my life for a reason,

[ was consumed by me. How could they hurt me? How
could they do this to me? Suddenly, I realized praying for
them turned my focus upward instead of inward. [ needed
to learn that God allows my situations so I can focus on
Him and on others. Instead of feeling sorry for myself,
Jesus asks me to do something that goes against everything
in me: pray for them. Pray that God opens their eyes to
the truth. Pray that God would draw them to Himself.
Pray that I can love them, regardless of what they did to
me. Pray that somehow they would come to know Jesus.
Pray that I would be able to see the hand of God in this.
This entire situation took me to one place: prayer. That is
where God wants us—in communication with Him.

Knowing that God controls everything puts a whole
new light on how we should handle difficult people and
situations. Instead of being angry, we can pray that some
good will result. Instead of being hateful and bitter, we
can be a light in a very dark situation. Instead of acting
like the world, we can show the love of Christ. Instead of
being angry and unforgiving, we can now help others deal
with the same issues in a Christ-like fashion. We have to
be counterculture. Luke 6:35 makes it clear we are to do
what He did for us, which is be kind to ungrateful and
evil men: “But love your enemies, and do good, and
lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward
will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High;
for He Himself is kind to ungrateful and evil men.”
Jesus did this for us, and He asks us to do the same.
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Philippians 4:6:

“Be anxious for nothing, but in everything
by prayer and supplication with
thanksgiving let your requests be made
known to God.”
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CHAPTER 8

Obedience is not optional

Matthew 7:21-23:

“Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord,
Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven,
but he who does the will of My Father
who is in heaven will enter. Many will say
to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we
not prophesy in Your name, and in Your
name cast out demons, and in Your name
perform many miracles?’ And then I will
declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart
from Me, you who practice lawlessness.””

¢ have always felt that this passage is one of the

most alarming in the Bible. How is it possible
that a person can preach, believe they are casting out
demons, and perform miracles yet not be a Christian? Isn’t
it amazing that these people are shocked that Jesus doesn’t
know them? How can someone who believes they are
working for God not be a Christian?
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To answer these questions, we must reconsider what
it means to be a Christian. It has nothing to do with how
hard we work at our self-appointed tasks—even teaching
a Sunday school or Bible study class, singing in the choir,
or working in the nursery. It has everything to do with the
statement of God’s intent and purpose for our lives.

Ephesians 2:8-10:

“For by grace you have been saved through
faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the
gift of God; not as a result of works, so that
no one may boast. For we are His work
manship, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand so
that we would walk in them.”

One day, we were talking to a lady who said her next-
door neighbor teaches a Sunday school class at a church
in the area. She was appalled because she sees what this
neighbor does when she is not at church, and what she
was doing was not very Christ-like. That is the point:
God doesn’t care about what we do for Him; He does care
about how we obey Him.

John 14:15:
“If you love Me, you will keep My
commandments.”

Many people think that becoming a Christian takes all the
fun out of life and that God merely wants us to live bor-

ing, dull lives. They believe that the commands God gives
us are intended to make our lives miserable. The problem
with this thinking is that God makes it clear that there are
two paths in life: one of a foolish person and one of a wise
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person. Wise people are those who obey God because
they understand that God has their best interests in mind.
As we look at the following scenarios, we will see what
God commands us to do, and then we will explain why.
The bottom line is that God calls us to be obedient to His
Word; our obedience shows our faith is real. How does
that play out in our lives here on earth? As you read the
statements below, examine your life to see if you are obey-
ing what God has told you to do as a Christian.

I WILL NOT HAVE SEX
BEFORE MARRIAGE.

1 Corinthians 6:9-11:

“Or do you not know that the unrighteous
will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do
not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor
idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate,
nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the
covetous, nor drunkards,

nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the
kingdom of God”

God makes it clear that sex 1s intended for a marriage
relationship only. Think of the heartache that goes
along with having sex with someone, assuming you will
be together forever, and then experiencing a break-up.
Think of the physical hurt of contracting a sexual disease
or getting pregnant. God has our best interests in mind,
and sex 1s meant for two people who have committed
themselves to each other forever.

I WILL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY
EVEN IFI AM IN A LOVELESS MARRIAGE.
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Luke 18:20:

“You know the commandments, ‘Do not
commit adultery, Do not murder, Do not
steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor
your father and mother’”

God promises that He can restore anything that seems
hopeless, even a loveless, sexless marriage. We have seen
time and time again the devastation that adultery brings—
broken homes, broken children, broken hearts—all of
which could have been prevented if obedience to God’s
Word had been taken seriously. Does God want you to
live in a loveless marriage forever when someone outside
your marriage is giving you so much attention? Yes—
because obedience to God always produces blessings from
God, in His time and His way. He asks you to trust Him
and be obedient.

I WILL FORGIVE THAT PERSON
WHO HURT ME.

Ephesians 4:32:

“Be kind to one another, tender-hearted,
forgiving each other, just as God in Christ
also has forgiven you

Matthew 18:21-22:

“Then Peter came and said to Him, ‘Lord,
how often shall my brother sin against

me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?’
Jesus said to him, ‘I do not say to you, up
to seven times, but up to seventy times
seven.’”’
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When [ forgive someone who hurt me, it makes
me remember God has forgiven me. When I keep

unforgiveness and anger inside of me, the only person hurt
1s me. God tells me to forgive so I can continue to trust
His provision for me and recognize He will deal with the

person who hurt me.

I WILL NOT DIVORCE MY SPOUSE
BECAUSE I AM UNHAPPY.

1 Corinthians 7:12-16:

“But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if
any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever,
and she consents to live with him, he must
not divorce her. And a woman who has

an unbelieving husband, and he consents
to live with her, she must not send her
husband away. For the unbelieving
husband is sanctified through his wife, and
the unbelieving wife is sanctified through
her believing husband; for otherwise your
children are unclean, but now they are
holy. Yet if the unbelieving one leaves,

let him leave; the brother or the sister

is not under bondage in such cases, but
God has called us to peace. For how do
you know, O wife, whether you will save
your husband? Or how do you know, O
husband, whether you will save your wife?”’

People think that staying with a spouse who makes

them unhappy is crazy. We’ve heard all the arguments:
“Life 1s too short to be unhappy; I could start over and do
it right this time; this situation is hurting the kids.” We’ve
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heard it all and realize that most of these statements seem
true. But God’s Word tells us differently: stay, be a great
witness, and show your spouse the love of Christ. That
may seem impossible, but it isn’t.

We have a friend who is a Christian, and her husband
wasn’t. Everyone kept telling her to leave him, yet at Bible
study, she kept hearing she should stay. She prayed and
prayed for her husband, and we prayed and prayed for her
husband. He became a Christian, and they have a beautiful
Christian marriage today because of her obedience. What
if she had disobeyed God and walked out the door? She
would have missed this incredible blessing. Learn from
her experience: God is not out to ruin your life; He wants
you to be obedient so He can bless you!

I WILL LOVE GOD BEFORE
ANYONE OR ANYTHING ELSE.

Matthew 22:36-37:

““Teacher, which is the great
commandment in the Law?’ And He said
to him, “You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your mind.””’

Why would God ask this of me? Why would He give me
family and possessions and ask me to love Him more than
those? We would venture to say it is because He 1is the
giver of all good gifts, and your family and possessions are
His gift to you. Wouldn’t you love someone all the more
if they gave you something? God wants us to acknowl-
edge that He alone is the ruler of this world, the Giver of
all gifts, the Creator, Redeemer, and Savior. That alone
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should invoke my love for Him over anything and anyone
in my life.

I WILL NOT WORRY ABOUT ANYTHING,
BUT I WILL PRAY ABOUT EVERYTHING.

Matthew 6:31-34:

“Do not worry then, saying, “What will
we eat?’ or “What will we drink?’ or “What
will we wear for clothing?’ For the Gentiles
eagerly seek all these things; for your
heavenly Father knows that you need all
these things. But seek first His kingdom
and His righteousness, and all these things
will be added to you. So do not worry
about tomorrow; for tomorrow will care
for itself. Each day has enough trouble of
its own.”

One of the hardest things to do is not to worry! What
about my wayward kids, my spouse who just lost his
job, and this sickness I woke up with? What about the
bills I can’t pay, the food I can’t buy for my family, and
the medical bills that are piling up? What do you mean I
shouldn’t worry? All of these are legitimate concerns, yet

we have to remember that God is in control of everything.

Nothing happens to us that isn’t filtered through His
loving hands. Life will bring trials, but trials bring us
closer to Him. Trials teach us to trust Him for our next
meal, for our children, and for our jobs. Just like we want
our children to trust us, God wants us to trust Him.
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I WILL NOT RETALIATE WHEN HURT BUT
WILL TRUST THAT GOD WILL HANDLE THE
SITUATION IN HIS WAY AND IN HIS TIME.

Hebrews 10:30a:
“For we know Him who said, ‘Vengeance
is Mine, I will repay.’”

Not retaliating when we’ve been hurt is challenging.
Doesn’t it seem like we should call that person or send
him a letter, expressing how we feel, disclosing the
situation to everyone, and ensuring that nobody will ever
be his friend again? That is the typical response, yet God
says, “Let me take care of it.” We have come to realize
that God’s vengeance is usually far worse than what we
can come up with! We also think that this becomes a trust
issue: do we trust God enough to let Him handle our hurt
in His way? Remember, His ways and His timing are
always right.

Nothing would make us happier than to right a
wrong 1n a specific situation in our lives. Yet, God has
called us to pray for this person, and because of this trial,
we are learning that God’s ways are different from ours.
Retaliation hurts us on the inside more than it hurts the
other person. God wants us to let Him handle the hurt. In
the story of Joseph in Genesis, God used the pain and hurt
of his brothers’ betrayal to position Joseph where God
needed him to be; He 1s doing the same in our situation.
God always has a purpose behind the hurt and pain.

I WILL LOVE THOSE WHO ARE
DIFFICULT TO LOVE.
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Luke 6:27-28:

“But I say to you who hear, love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you,
bless those who curse you, pray for those
who mistreat you.”

Isn’t it easy to be around those who are nice and kind
and just want to make us happy? But what about those
who are not nice and use us, draining everything out of
us? Sometimes, God puts such people in our lives to teach
us how to love the unlovable. Sometimes, it seems God
wants to use people like this to remind us of what we are
often like to God. Am I always nice to God and care only
for Him? No. Do I use God and beg and pray for things
[ want, regardless of what is best for me? Yes. Because of
my sin and my obnoxious disobedience, do I think maybe
[ drain God? Possibly! Unlovable people remind me that
[ am probably unlovable to God a lot of the time, yet He
loves me anyway.

I WILL FOLLOW HIM
WHEREVER HE CALLS ME.

Matthew 16:24:

“Then Jesus said to His disciples, ‘If
anyone wishes to come after Me, he must
deny himself, and take cross and follow
Me.>”

Being a Christian reminds us of one thing: our lives are
not our own anymore. Most of the time, God keeps us in
the same neighborhood, job, and school. But sometimes,
He wants to move us to a different place and ensure that
we are willing to go. Perhaps He wants to use our past
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hurts and mistakes to help others in similar situations.
Maybe He wants to use our money so the gospel can be
shared throughout the world. Perhaps He wants to use
our talent to sing or work with children to lead others

to Christ. Are we willing to follow wherever He leads?
Remember, He wants our hearts, and He wants to know
we are willing to go wherever He leads us.

I WILL SHARE MY FAITH WITH OTHERS.

Matthew 28:19-20:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all
the nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that
I commanded you; and lo, I am with you
always, even to the end of the age.”

Think about what a privilege it is to share your faith
with others. God has decided that the best way for others
to hear about Him is by using your life and your words.
How amazing is that? Somehow, somewhere, somebody
told us that sharing our faith with others is not our job
but is the job of our pastor. The Bible makes it clear that if
we are Christians, it is our job to let others know how to
come to a saving faith in Jesus. Maybe that means inviting
someone to church with you or giving them a book that
explains how to become a Christian. The first step to
sharing your faith with others is recognizing that God has
given you that job. The second step is finding a way that
1s comfortable for you. The third step 1s doing it! Initially,
sharing your faith might feel uncomfortable, but it will get
easier the more we do it.
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I WILL PERSEVERE IN MY FAITH
EVEN WHEN I AM PERSECUTED.

Revelation 2:3:

““And you have perseverance and have
endured for My name’s sake, and have not
grown weary.”’

To be a Christian during the days after Jesus died and
resurrected was tough. When a person gave their life to
Christ, they knew that it could mean a horrific death. For
us in the United States, persecution of that magnitude
1s almost unheard of. But what if that all changed? What
it we woke up one morning and were told to walk away
from our faith or die? What would happen to those of us
claiming the name of Christ?

For most of us, our faith is not a live-or-die situation,
but maybe our persecution comes in different forms.
Perhaps we could get fired if we shared our faith at work,
maybe our unbelieving spouse would leave if they knew
we were Christians, or maybe our family would disown us
because we now go to church. Persecution comes to all of
us in different ways, but the Bible says that true believers
will persevere until the end.

I WILL NOT STORE UP
TREASURES ON EARTH.

Matthew 6:19-21:

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures
on earth, where moth and rust destroy,
and where thieves break in and steal. But
store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
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where neither moth nor rust destroys, and
where thieves do not break in or steal; for
where your treasure is, there your heart
will be also.”

Jesus calls us to store up our treasures in heaven, not on
this earth. What does that mean? If He has blessed us with
a house, a car, a boat, or an RV, are we storing them up on
earth? Once again, this is a matter of the heart. Are these
possessions more important than Jesus and our walk with
Him? Storing treasures in heaven means using the things
He has entrusted to us on earth to serve Him. Do you
contemplate these matters with an eternal perspective, or
are they merely considerations for the moment?

As Christians, we recognize that the only lasting
thing is eternal life, so our time here on earth should be
dedicated to pointing people toward a relationship with
Christ, as He is the sole source of eternal life.

Take a look at this verse:

1 John 2:4-5:

“The one who says, ‘I have come to
know Him,’ and does not keep His
commandments, is a liar, and the truth is
not in him; but whoever keeps His word,
in him the love of God has truly been
perfected. By this we know that we are in
Him.”

God says if we say we have come to know Him but

don’t keep His commandments, we are liars, and the
truth 1s not in us! Unless we are spending time reading
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our Bibles, we will never know what God expects of

us. Because of the fast-paced culture we live in, few
Christians are spending the time reading their Bibles,
which is producing a nation filled with people who think
they are Christians but might not be. Let’s take another
look at Matthew 7:21: “Not everyone who says to
Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven,
but he who does the will of My Father who is in
heaven will enter.” In order to do the “will of My
Father,” we have to spend time learning what His will 1s.
The above scenarios are just a few of God’s commands we
have to read and understand in order to obey.

Obedience to Jesus and His Word 1s evidence of our
faith in Him. As we read His Word on a daily basis, we
learn what He asks of us, not to hurt us but to help us live
a life that is pleasing to Him. Obeying His commands
produces blessings in the long run. He wants us to obey
Him so that we can live life on the path of wisdom, not on
the path of fools. He always has our best interests in mind.
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CHAPTER 9

Repentance: The key to
becoming a Christian

Matthew 4:17:
“From that time Jesus began to preach and

say, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is
at hand.””

Isn’t it amazing that when Jesus first started
preaching, His sermon consisted of nine words:
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” What
is even more remarkable is that He didn’t begin by
instructing people to do specific actions like:

e Walk an aisle.

* Go to a Bible study.

e Attend church.

* Engage in church work.
* Feed the homeless.

Instead, He emphasized repentance. What exactly

does that mean? According to Webster’s Dictionary, the
definition of repent is:
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e To turn from sin and dedicate oneself
to the amendment of one’s life.

» To feel regret or contrition.

e To change one’s mind.

In other words, repenting is turning from the things
that offend God and changing the direction of your life.

Since repentance was Jesus’ first command to us, how
does it apply to our lives? First, we must recognize that we
are sinners. Repentance, or turning from sin, is the key
to becoming a Christian. Until someone acknowledges
they have a sin problem, they may not feel the need for
a Savior. Questions like “What do I need to be saved
from?” come to mind. If we do not understand what sin
1s, if we do not desire salvation from our sin, and if we do
not wish to repent or turn from our sin, how can we come
to Jesus in a truly biblical manner?

The concept of sin appears to be getting lost today.
We are often taught that Jesus loves us (which He does)
and forgives whatever we are doing wrong (which He
does if we are Christians). However, what is missing is the
acknowledgment that Jesus asks us, first and foremost, to
recognize that we are sinners in desperate need of a Savior
and to turn away from those things. How can we do this?

Before a person can become a Christian, the Holy
Spirit initiates a work in their life. This can manifest
in various forms. Perhaps a person starts feeling guilty
for something they are doing. Maybe they experience
restlessness, sensing that something is wrong or missing.
Perhaps they feel like their life 1s falling apart, and they
don’t know where to turn. Maybe they worry about what
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will happen when they die or if their life on earth will
have any meaning. With these thoughts, the Holy Spirit
has commenced a work in their life. As this continues,
things that used to seem normal no longer appear that
way. Drinking, drugs, internet pornography, a bad
temper, adultery, and parties—all of these things suddenly
seem different. What 1s happening?

Here is a verse that might shed some light on this. Jesus
said in John 6:44, ““No one can come to Me unless
the Father who sent Me draws him; and I will raise
him up on the last day.”” What is happening is that this
person is being drawn to God. Think about this: when
a person is born, he is born spiritually dead, without the
ability to understand anything spiritual. The Bible says
in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “But a natural man does not
accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are
foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them,
because they are spiritually appraised.” The only way
he can come to God is if God draws him. When a person
starts feeling like something is missing in his life or that
there has to be “more to life,”—that could be the Holy
Spirit drawing that person, giving him a desire to know
God.

We have seen this happen time and time again. We
know people who initially refused to believe in God,
wanted nothing to do with Him, and then suddenly felt
a hunger and thirst to know Him. They began attending
church, heard about Jesus dying on the cross for their sins,
recognized they were sinners, and ultimately gave their
lives to Christ. All of this occurred because God says it
1s He who initiated this work in their lives. Ephesians
2:1-3 explains it this way: “And you were dead in your
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trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked
according to the course of this world, according to
the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that
is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among
them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our
flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the
mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as
the rest.”

God says we were dead in sin; we were by nature
children of wrath. How can a dead person come to
life? How can a person who was born a child of wrath
become a child of God? Humanly speaking, that would
be impossible. But God says that, with Him, all things are
possible.

See what God says He does for us in Ephesians 2:4-9:
“But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great
love with which He loved us, even when we were
dead in our transgressions, made us alive together
with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and
raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in
the heav enly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the
ages to come He might show the surpassing riches
of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.
For by grace you have been saved through faith; and
that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a
result of works, so that no one may boast.”

Many of us have been taught that we come to God on
our own, that somehow we just wake up one day asking
for Him. We have been taught that the feeling of being
lost or in need of God comes from within us. But God
says something very different. God declares that we were
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born spiritually dead, and a dead person cannot possibly
come to life on their own. God makes it clear in these
verses that our coming to know Him is a gift from Him;
otherwise, we would boast and think it was something we
conjured up inside ourselves!

God emphasizes that it is up to Him to make us
spiritually alive. Our lives will forever be changed once
He begins this work in us. Philippians 1:6 says, “For I
am confident of this very thing, that He who began
a good work in you will perfect it until the day
of Christ Jesus.”” He begins this work in us, and He
completes it.

The next step is hearing and reading God’s Word, the

Bible. John 14:26 says, “But the Helper, the Holy
Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name,
He will teach you all things, and bring to your
remembrance all that I said to you.” As you read
His Word each day, attend church, and listen to the
Bible being taught, the Holy Spirit works in your life to
effect change. As you begin to comprehend the life God
calls you to, He prompts you to repent—to turn from
your sin and alter your way of thinking and living. This
transformation cannot be accomplished through human
effort; it can only come from the Holy Spirit using His
Word to change you from the inside out.

That is why the key to true salvation is repentance.
If repentance means a “change of mind,” then we must
cease thinking that we are good enough or acceptable in
the sight of God. We must realize we are sinners with
no way to reach God. When we acknowledge this fact
and our minds are transformed to understand our true
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condition before God, then we are ready for a relationship
with God through Jesus. If we cannot grasp the concept
that we need to be rescued from spiritual death, how can
we become a Christian? We must recognize our true
condition before God; then, we can repent (have a change
of thought), which, in turn, will alter our direction.

We encounter many people who genuinely believe
they are Christians, yet they live in complete disobedience
to God and His Word. Somewhere, they were taught
that they could invite Jesus into their lives and then live
however they wanted. Nowhere in the Bible does it say it
1s acceptable for a person to do that. 1 John 3:9-10 makes
it clear that a person cannot be a Christian and live in a
continual state of unrepentance:

““No one who is born of God practices sin,
because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin,
because he is born of God. By this the children
of God and the children of the devil are obvious:
anyone who does not practice righteousness is not
of God, nor the one who does not love his brother.’
True Christianity is evidenced in a person’s life by a
repentant heart. If Jesus spoke this command at the
beginning of His ministry, it must be a huge aspect of the
Christian life. Apart from true repentance, true salvation
will never be acquired.

9

Luke 13:3:
“I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you
will all likewise perish.”
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Acts 26:20:

“But kept declaring both to those of
Damascus first, and also at Jerusalem and
then throughout all the region of Judea,
and even to the Gentiles, that they should
repent and turn to God, performing deeds
appropriate to repentance.”

Mark 1:15:

“And saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and
the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and
believe in the gospel.””’

Luke 15:7:

I tell you that in the same way, there will
be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous
persons who need no repentance.”
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CHAPTER 10

Repentance: The key to living
the Christian life

Understanding repentance is the key to becoming
a Christian, and it 1s also essential for living a
Christian life. The challenge we face in our society is
that the lines become blurred when it comes to what
God considers sin. If we attend church and the pastor
emphasizes the need to repent, the common question
1s, “Repent from what?” Many people believe they are
good because they compare themselves to others who
they perceive as worse. However, since most Christians
aren’t investing time in reading their Bibles, they lack
an understanding of what God expects from them. Let’s
examine some day-to-day actions from which God is
calling His children to repent.

DECEIT

Ephesians 4:25:

“Therefore, laying aside falsehood, speak
truth each one of you with his neighbor,
for we are members of one another.”
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Truthfulness is a crucial aspect of being a Christian,
but somehow, we’ve been led to believe that those “little
white lies” aren’t that significant. Do you consistently
share the whole truth with your parents or spouse? Do
you disclose what you genuinely spent at the mall or the
golf club? If you want to avoid doing something with
someone, do you claim to be sick? Are you honest about
your income taxes? Do you consistently uphold truth in
all aspects of your life? If not, Jesus calls for repentance.

Romans 1:18:

“For the wrath of God is revealed from
heaven against all ungodliness and
unrighteousness of men who suppress the
truth in unrighteousness....”

1 Corinthians 13:6:

“[Love] does not rejoice in
unrighteousness, but rejoices with the
truth....”

Ephesians 6:14:

““Stand firm, therefore, having girded your
loins with truth, and having put on the
breastplate of righteousness....”

ANGER

Ephesians 4:26-27:

“Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let
the sun go down on your anger, and do not
give the devil an opportunity.”
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What do you do with your anger? Is it ever justified?
The Bible seems to indicate that it is justified under one
condition: it must be righteous anger. Anger arising from
not getting our own way or being selfish is never justified.
Consider what Jesus did in the temple when He realized
that people were using the house of God as a means to
make money:

Matthew 21:12-13:

“And Jesus entered the temple and drove
out all those who were buying and selling
in the temple, and over turned the tables
of the money changers and the seats of
those who were selling doves. And He said
to them, ‘It is written, ‘“My house shall

be called a house of prayer’’; but you are
making it a robbers’ den.’”

Jesus was angry, but it wasn’t a selfish anger. It was
an anger brought on by the injustice happening around
Him. God was not being honored, and that produced a
“holy anger” in Christ. How do you feel about abortion,
pornography, and adultery? What about rape, murder,
and incest? Hopefully, you feel a righteous anger over the

things that displease God.

Now, examine your own life and the anger that arises.
Are you upset with your spouse when they don’t treat you
as you think you should be treated? How about when you
don’t get the promotion you believe you deserve? How
do you react when your spouse is late for dinner? What if
your child spills their bowl of cereal? What if your children
interrupt you when you are on the telephone? What do
you do when you don’t get your own way?
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Hopetully, you recognize the difference between “a
holy and righteous anger,” which is produced by loving
the things that God loves and hating the things that God
hates, versus “a selfish, sinful anger” that the ways of the
world accept as normal. If your anger is not righteous,
Jesus says to repent.

Proverbs 14:29:

““He who is slow to anger has great under
standing, but he who is quicktempered
exalts folly.”

Proverbs 15:1:
“A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a
harsh word stirs up anger.”

Proverbs 15:18:
“A hot-tempered man stirs up strife, but
the slow to anger calms a dispute.”

Proverbs 16:32:

“He who is slow to anger is better than the
mighty, and he who rules his spirit, than
he who captures a city.”

STEALING

Ephesians 4:28:

‘““He who steals must steal no longer; but
rather he must labor, performing with his
own hands what is good, so that he will
have something to share with one who has
need.”
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[t is always surprising to us that people steal. We
were raised with the understanding that we work for
what we have, and what doesn’t belong to us isn’t ours
to take. A few years ago, we volunteered our time at a
homeless shelter and quickly realized that stealing was a
normal action for many people who lived there. We were
shocked that this was considered “normal” behavior.
Unfortunately, the world they lived in demanded that, in
order for them to have anything, they had to take what
was not theirs.

As Christians, we do not have that option. The Bible
says we must work hard for the things we need; then God
takes it a step further and says we need to share what we
have with others. For most church-going people, stealing
doesn’t seem to be much of a problem... or so we think.
‘What about your job? What about the 40 hours you are
being paid to work? Do you steal time from your boss?
Do you take extra lunchtime or leave work early to coach
your little league team? Does your boss assume you are
working when you aren’t? We can rationalize things like
this by saying, “I work hard enough; an hour can’t mean
that much to the company,” or “What my boss doesn’t
know won’t hurt him.” Please remember, our true boss is
the Lord Jesus Christ. Our lives are His, and what we do
at work 1s a direct reflection of how we are serving Him.

What about pencils, paper, or paper clips? It might
sound a little silly to worry about things like that when
“nobody would ever notice this is missing” or “I'm
sure the company won’t mind; they owe this to me.”
But stealing 1s stealing, and because we are Christians,
this action is not an option for us. If we engage in these
behaviors, Jesus tells us to repent.
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OUR SPEECH

Ephesians 4:29:

“Let no unwholesome word proceed from
your mouth, but only such a word as is
good for edification according to the need
of the moment, so that it will give grace to
those who hear.”

What do you talk about every day? Work problems?
Children problems? Spouse problems? Friend problems?
Every day, we engage in conversation, and we talk, and
we talk. However, as Christians, our speech should
differ from that of non-Christians. We are called to be
distinct in our actions and words. The Bible instructs
that “no unwholesome word” should come out of our
mouths—only that which builds others up. This could
be challenging, as we might not always recognize what
qualifies as an “unwholesome word”! “Unwholesome”
words are those that are

e unpleasant
 distasteful
* objectionable

* nasty
 disagreecable
e harmful

Consider your speech throughout the day. Do you
speak about people in an unpleasant light? Do you harm
the person you are talking about in the eyes of others? Is
your speech distasteful or loving? Remember what our
mothers used to tell us: “If you don’t have anything nice
to say, don’t say anything at all!”’
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Perhaps you are facing challenges in your marriage
or with another person. As a Christian, it is essential to
handle your problems in a biblical manner, which means
addressing the issue directly with the person involved.
The moment you begin talking about that person behind
their back, you are engaging in what the Bible would call
sin, specifically gossip. The command that we are to let
no unwholesome word come out of our mouths is clear.
If we cannot build someone up, then we need to keep our
mouths shut.

How do I determine if I am gossiping or if [ am
really having a problem with someone and need to talk?
The Bible tells us that we need to see first and foremost
what God’s Word has to say. Psalm 119:24 says, “Your
testimonies also are my delight; they are my counselors.”
We need to look at ourselves first and ask, “Am I being
prideful? Am I being selfish? Am I being unloving?” In
any situation, we have to first examine our attitudes and
actions. Does the problem lie with me? Psalm 119:24
emphasizes that God’s Word (the Bible) is our counselor.
That is where we need to go first and foremost.

If we have gone to the person we have the problem
with, checked our motives, and there still is a problem,
then we need to find a strong, Bible-believing, Bible-
honoring friend. Please do not choose someone to talk to
who is not a believer or one who does not know the Bible
well enough to give you wise counsel. When we have
problems, most of us tend to go to people who will tell us
what we want to hear. But as Christians, we need people
who will tell us what God wants us to hear, backed up
with Scripture. Here are some verses that emphasize how
important it is to have solid counselors who will lead and
guide us to do what God would desire us to do.
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Proverbs 11:14:

“Where there is no guidance the people
fall, but in abundance of counselors there is
victory.”

Proverbs 12:20:
“Deceit is in the heart of those who devise
evil, but counselors of peace have joy.”

Proverbs 15:22:

“Without consultation, plans are
frustrated, but with many counselors they
succeed.”

Proverbs 24:6:

“For by wise guidance you will wage war,
and in abundance of counselors there is
victory.”

As Christians, we can no longer just sit around, talking
about our spouses or friends in an unwholesome manner.
We are Christians, called by God to be loving and kind
in our speech, and God holds us to a high standard. We
need to spend more time building others up, not tearing
them down. Those around us should see that we do not
act like the world and participate in hurting others. Non-
Christians need to witness our grace and concern for
others, recognizing that our speech is different.

If you have a problem with someone, please go to that
person first. If the problem persists, seek godly counselors.
Never talk about that person to anyone other than
those from whom you are receiving true biblical advice.
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Continually check your motives and ensure your heart is
right and pure before the Lord. Ask yourself: Why am I
talking about this person? Is it to make me look better?

Is it to show others I am right and the other person is
wrong? We must consistently examine ourselves and learn
to handle problems with others in a true, biblical fashion.
Remember, how we talk is a direct reflection of what we
believe.

Consider how many lives would be changed if others
saw us handle conflict, gossip, and unwholesome speech
in a godly way. Ponder how many people would be
attracted to us, knowing we won’t talk about them behind
their backs. As the body of Christ, we need to understand
that we are to be different, with different hearts, living and
loving differently, and demonstrating to the world that we
can be trustworthy friends and offer trustworthy, godly
advice. Recognize that what we say about others and how
we talk directly affects the cause of Christ.

Proverbs 4:24:
“Put away from you a deceitful mouth
and put devious speech far from you.”

Proverbs 17:7:
“Excellent speech is not fitting for a fool,
much less are lying lips to a prince.”

Proverbs 19:1:

“Better is a poor man who walks in his
integrity than he who is perverse in speech
and is a fool.”
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Colossians 3:8:

“But now you also, put them all aside:
anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive
speech from your mouth.”

Romans 16:18:

“For such men are slaves, not of our Lord
Christ but of their own appetites; and by
their smooth and flattering speech they
deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting.”

1 Timothy 4:12:

“Let no one look down on your
youthfulness, but rather in speech,
conduct, love, faith and purity, show your
self an example of those who believe.”

Titus 2:8:

“Sound in speech which is beyond
reproach, so that the opponent will be put
to shame, having nothing bad to say about

29

us.

I[f unwholesome speech is a problem, Jesus calls us to
repent. Recognize it as sin and turn away from it. Ask the
Holy Spirit for the strength to be mindful of what you
say about others. Cultivate a habit of speaking only kind
words about others or choosing silence if nothing positive
can be said!

Repentance is crucial in the Christian life because
our attitudes and actions impact others and shape their
perception of our beliefs. We’ve just discussed four
actions that might require repentance, but the Bible
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identifies many more. For instance, consider the actions
listed in Colossians 3:5-10. As Christians, our lives are
considered “dead” to these actions, and we are called to
repent from them:

“Therefore consider the members of
your earthly body as dead to immorality,
impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed,
which amounts to idolatry. For it is
because of these things that the wrath
of God will come upon the sons of
disobedience, and in them you also once
walked, when you were living in them.
But now you also, put them all aside:
anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive
speech from your mouth. Do not lie to
one another, since you laid aside the old
self with its evil practices, and have put on
the new self who is being renewed to a true
knowledge according to the image of the
One who created him.”

Colossians 3:12-15 shows us what our “new” lives
should be like once we repent from the old ways:

“So, as those who have been chosen of
God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness
and patience; bearing with one another,
and forgiving each other, whoever has a
complaint against anyone; just as the Lord
forgave you, so also should you. Beyond

all these things put on love, which is the
perfect bond of unity. Let the peace of
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Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed
you were called in one body; and be
thankful.”

When we encounter an attitude or action that does
not align with our new lives as Christians, Jesus instructs
us to repent. Recall from the last chapter the meaning of
repentance:

e to turn from sin and dedicate oneself to the
amendment of one’s life

* to feel regret or contrition

 to change one’s mind

[t is crucial to bear in mind that as we engage with
God’s Word, the Holy Spirit will convict us of areas
requiring repentance. We must be sensitive enough to
heed this conviction, turn away from sin, and then initiate
change. This process 1s facilitated by reading the Bible
and identifying behaviors that displease God. We can only
genuinely repent and embark on the “new life” that God
calls us to live through this recognition.
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Worry: Not an option
for a Christian

Matthew 6:34:

“So do not worry about tomorrow; for
tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has
enough trouble of its own.”

Is it really possible not to worry? How can I avoid
worrying about my job, finances, or children? What
about my health or where I will live? What if my children
become drug addicts or turn away from the Lord? What
about my unsaved family members? What if my boss

fires me? What if I can’t make my house payment or car
payment? What if I don’t have enough money to buy food
this week? The “what ifs” seem endless. It’s remarkable
where our minds can wander. Isn’t it astonishing that we
invest so much energy in worry, enduring sleepless nights
over things we might not control anyway?

I (Lisa) used to worry incessantly. When Rob would
go out of town, I feared someone would come in and
harm the kids and me. Sleep was elusive due to the fear
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of the unknown. One of our daughters faced the same
struggle. Despite setting the house alarm each night, she
remained frightened. What if the alarm went off? What
if she couldn’t reach us? The “what ifs” dominated her
thoughts, fueled by the fear of the unknown. What is the
solution? What can grant us peace of mind as we lay our
heads on the pillow at night?

About twenty years ago, | recall reading a book
called “How to Stop Worrying and Start Living” by
Dale Carnegie. He mentioned that 99% of the things
he worried about never happened! Consider the time
wasted on worrying when most of our concerns never
materialize. [ vaguely remember him suggesting that God
provides what we need at the time to help us navigate the
1% that does happen. That was the first time I connected
the idea that God and worry might be related. Do we
sometimes feel as if God merely placed us here and then
left us alone? Do we forget that He controls everything?

We believe that much of our worry stems from an
inaccurate perception of God. We often perceive God as
being just like us, thinking He has no more control over
things than we do. To establish a proper understanding of
God, we must turn to His Word. Only there will we find
the answers we need regarding worry.

Worry can be triggered by unbelief and pride. Unbelief
declares, “God isn’t big enough to handle X’ if it were
to happen.” Pride asserts, “I don’t deserve the negative
outcome if ‘X’ happens; therefore, I must control it as best
I can since I know what I need better than God does.”
Ultimately, both stem from an inaccurate view of God
and a distorted perception of ourselves.
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Matthew 6:27:
““And who of you by being worried can add
a single hour to his life?”

When a person becomes a Christian, he relinquishes
the rights to his life, giving it over to God for Him to take
care of. Consider our own children: they don’t worry
too much about what’s for dinner or if they’ll make it to
practice on time because they trust us as their parents to
provide for them. Similarly, as Christians, we must learn
to trust God for our needs. Trusting God—the Author
of life and the Creator of the universe—with our lives 1s
an adventure. Witnessing how He orchestrates events and
people to fulfill His plan is exciting.

We’ve always prayed for the future spouses of our
children, even though we had no idea who they would be.
Our prayer was simple: that this person would love God
first and foremost, love our child, fit into our family, and
that God would somehow intervene if the relationship
wasn’t right. It’s amazing to see how God brought some
of our children together with their spouses. Reflecting on
the circumstances, the churches involved, the businesses
connected, and the friends who entered our lives, we
are amazed to see God’s hand in it all. For example, we
received a Christmas card one year from friends, and
their daughter’s picture was on it. For some reason, I
(Lisa) placed the picture on my desk. A month later, my
son saw the picture and expressed his desire to meet this
girl. I informed him that she attended school out of the
country—nice try, but it won’t happen. Remarkably,
through a business venture involving this girl’s dad and
Rob, she and our son met, and a year later, they were
married! A Christmas card, a business venture, a friend—
God orchestrated the entire thing!
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This is why we don’t have to worry! When we trust
our lives to Him, He wants us to be patient and wait for
His timing and His way. The problem is that we aren’t
always sure we can trust Him with the things that are
important to us. What if I don’t get married? What if
[ marry the wrong person? What if T hate the job I am
offered? What if T can never have children? The “what
ifs” multiply when we don’t trust Him, leading to worry.
Most of our worrying comes from not knowing Him
well enough to understand that He is working behind the
scenes on our behalf.

Luke 10:41-42:

“But the Lord answered and said to her,
‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and
bothered about so many things; but only
one thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen
the good part, which shall not be taken
away from her.’”

Have you ever considered the friends you trust? What
about the spouse you married? How did you cultivate the
kind of relationship that fosters trust? We would venture
to say that spending time with that person, engaging in
conversations, and getting to know them—these actions
all contributed to building trust in your relationship. The
same principle applies to your relationship with God: the
more you read His Word and spend time in prayer, getting
to know Him, the more you will be able to trust Him.

Consider some individuals from the Bible. When
God asked Moses to go to Pharaoh and instruct him to
release the Israelites, Moses was frightened and scared.
Why? He didn’t know God well enough to trust Him.
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As you follow Moses’s life, you observe his relationship
with God growing because the more he was challenged
to trust Him, the more he realized how trustworthy God
was. The same applies to us. If a challenging situation

has entered your life, causing constant worry, pick up
your Bible—read about how Joseph trusted God while in
prison for two years or how Job trusted God after losing
everything. The more you know God, the more you will
trust Him.

The key to not worrying is realizing that God 1s
in control. If you are a Christian, memorize Romans
8:28, which states, ‘““And we know that God causes
all things to work together for good to those who
love God, to those who are called according to His
purpose.’ If you are reading this and are not a Christian,
you do not have the hope that everything will work out
for your good. As Christians, we have boundless hope. We
have the assurance that all things, everything that happens
to us, will be filtered through God first, for His purposes.

The issue 1s that we often expect everything to
unfold according to our plans. However, that is not what
God says. He declares that He causes all things to work
together for good. This means that even events that
appear tragic can be used by God for good. Car crashes,
sickness, death, or divorce—each of these circumstances
brings heartache in this world. Nevertheless, God views
them differently. What if your sickness allows you to
share Christ with others who are also unwell? What if a
death in the family becomes an opportunity for others to
hear the gospel? We tend to categorize all bad things as
entirely negative, yet God asserts that He utilizes them
for good. Many times, we may not comprehend what He
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1s accomplishing. During those times, we choose to trust
Him, believing that He permits these experiences in our
lives for a reason.

Matthew 6:31:

“Do not worry then, saying, “What will we
eat?’ or “What will we drink?’ or

“What will we wear for clothing?>”’

Luke 12:11-2:

““When they bring you before the
synagogues and the rulers and the
authorities, do not worry about how or
what you are to speak in your defense, or
what you are to say; for the Holy Spirit will
teach you in that very hour what you ought
to say.”



CHAPTER 12

Are you wise or foolish?

Matthew 7:24-27:

“Therefore everyone who hears these
words of Mine and acts on them, may be
compared to a wise man who built his
house on the rock. And the rain fell, and
the floods came, and the winds blew and
slammed against that house; and yet it did
not fall, for it had been founded on the
rock. Everyone who hears these words of
Mine and does not act on them, will be like
a foolish man who built his house on the
sand. The rain fell, and the floods came,
and the winds blew and slammed against
that house; and it fell— and great was its

fall.”

I(Rob) love the subject of wisdom. Wisdom is the
one characteristic I hope and pray all our children
will come to truly understand and possess. Wisdom means
that, as we read our Bibles, we learn from God the best
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way to run our lives and then do what God says to do.
Jesus said making wise decisions based on what He tells
us 1s like building a house on a solid foundation. What
exactly does that mean?

The book of Proverbs in the Bible has an enormous
amount to say about wisdom. Wisdom is the ability to see
a situation, look at it from a biblical standpoint, and then
respond to it in a way that would please God. Proverbs 1:5
says, “A wise man will hear and increase in learning, and
a man of understanding will acquire wise counsel....” To
be wise 1s to increase your learning in God’s Word, which
means you will be spending a lot of time reading the Bible
to see what God says about certain situations. A wise
person will do what God says. That is wisdom.

Look at what the Bible says we need to do in order to
get the wisdom needed for our lives:

Proverbs 2:1-5:

“My son, if you will receive my words

and treasure my commandments within
you, make your ear attentive to wisdom,
incline your heart to understanding; for if
you cry for discernment, lift your voice for
understanding; if you seek her as silver and
search for her as for hidden treasures; then
you will discern the fear of the Lord and
discover the knowledge of God.”

Here is what the Bible says we need to do:

* Receive His words
e Treasure His commandments
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e Make our ears attentive
e Incline our hearts

e Cry for discernment

e Lift our voices

e Seek wisdom

Getting wisdom might take a little work. To receive
His words, we should be in church or a Bible study. To
treasure His commands, we must learn them. To make
our ears attentive, we need to pay attention and listen. To
cry for discernment, we must desperately want to know
what God wants us to do. To lift our voices, we need to

be in prayer. To seek wisdom, we need to look and ask for

what God would have us do.

All of these take time and effort on our part. Many
people walk through life guided by their emotions, while
others live life without any biblical direction because
they never take the time to see what a wise choice would
be. The Bible says that to build our lives on a solid

foundation, we have to seek, search, treasure, and cry out.

These things don’t happen by just sitting home doing
nothing. They occur when we open our Bibles daily and
see what God says about the situations life will bring.

Here are some practical life applications for doing
things the wise way.

Proverbs 1:8:

“Hear, my son, your father’s instruction
and do not forsake your mother’s
teaching.”

117



118

RED LETTERS

Proverbs 1:10:
“My son, if sinners entice you, do not
consent.”

Proverbs 1:15:
“My son, do not walk in the way with
them. Keep your feet from their path.”

Proverbs 3:3:

“Do not let kindness and truth leave you;
bind them around your neck, write them
on the tablet of your heart.”

Proverbs 3:5-7:

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and
do not lean on your own understanding. In
all your ways acknowledge Him, and He
will make your paths straight. Do not be
wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and
turn away from evil.”

Proverbs 3:9-12:

“Honor the Lord from your wealth and
from the first of all your produce; so your
barns will be filled with plenty and your
vats will overflow with new wine. My son,
do not reject the discipline of the Lord or
loathe His reproof, for whom the Lord
loves He reproves, even as a father corrects
the son in whom he delights.”

Proverbs 4:23:
‘““Watch over your heart with all diligence,
for from it flow the springs of life.”
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Proverbs 5:3-4:

“For the lips of an adulteress drip honey
and smoother than oil is her speech; but in
the end she is bitter as wormwood, sharp as
a two-edged sword.”

These are just a few practical applications of wisdom
that guide us in living life as God intended. By obeying
these commands, we can be assured that our lives will
be built on a solid foundation. Living life the way God
intended alleviates much of the heartache and hurt the
world has to offer. Here are a few things the world has to
offer that are foolish or unwise:

* Lying
e Adultery
e Cheating

* Sex before marriage

e Unbiblical divorce

e Jealousy

* Possessiveness

e Anger

* Abuse of alcohol or drugs

Have you ever seen the destruction left after a
hurricane? The wind, the water, and the loods—all of
these things destroy anything in the path of the storm.
Houses built in these areas can be destroyed in a matter
of minutes. The same is true in our lives. If we build
our lives on the foundation the world has to offer, our
fall will be great. The consequences of foolish living are
often irreparable. For example, we see many marriages
destroyed because of foolish living, such as adultery or
jealousy, and many businesses destroyed because of lying
and cheating.
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Relationships are ruined by anger and possessiveness,
and the list goes on. Just like a house in the path of a
hurricane, so is a life on the path of foolish living.

If only we could grasp that God has a better way. His
way is a life full of wisdom, a life that follows the right
path. Following this path ensures a life of good, sound,
moral decisions. No longer do we have to look over
our shoulders because we did something wrong. We no
longer have to feel guilty for doing the wrong things. The
consequences of a foolish life are turmoil and exhaustion.
But a life of godly wisdom brings peace. Living life God’s
way 1s having your life built on a solid foundation, and
when storms come to destroy you, they can’t. When you
live a life that is good and pleasing to God, you will stand
strong through the trials of life. We need to seck this
kind of life, and the only way to do it is to be in God’s
Word daily and ask Him to help us live a godly life full of

wisdom.

Proverbs 9:10:

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy
One is understanding.”

Proverbs 10:13:

“On the lips of the discerning, wisdom is
found, but a rod is for the back of him who
lacks understanding.”

Proverbs 14:6:

“A scoffer seeks wisdom and finds none,
but knowledge is easy to one who has
understanding.”
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Proverbs 14:8:

“The wisdom of the sensible is to
understand his way, but the foolishness of
fools is deceit.”

Proverbs 16:16:

“How much better it is to get wisdom than
gold! And to get understanding is to be
chosen above silver.”
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CHAPTER 13

You are the light of the world

Matthew 5:14-16:

“You are the light of the world. A city set
on a hill cannot be hidden; nor does anyone
light a lamp and put it under a basket, but
on the lampstand, and it gives light to all
who are in the house. Let your light shine
before men in such a way that they may see
your good works, and glorify your Father
who is in heaven.”

Have you ever considered how your life appears to
those around you? How does it appear to your
tamily, co-workers, neighbors, or friends? What impact

1s your life making? Do people perceive you as a beacon
of light in the darkness, or are you indistinguishable from
everyone else? These are challenging questions to address
as we introspectively examine our own lives. According to
Jesus, we must function as lights if we are His followers.
But what does that entail?
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One day, while I (Lisa) was getting my nails done, the
nail technician seemed profoundly despondent. Coming
from another country, it was challenging to comprehend
exactly what she was expressing. However, I could discern
that her life was in disarray, she was overwhelmed with
sadness, and she harbored no hope. It reminded me of
darkness. Despite residing in a place where the sun shines
almost every day of the year, her life was devoid of light—
her world was shrouded in darkness. Jesus emphasized
that in this gloomy world, we must radiate light as
believers in Him. It 1s our responsibility to showcase to
others the hope and peace that Jesus extends.

Jesus stated in John 12:46, “I have come as Light
into the world, so that everyone who believes in Me
will not remain in darkness.”” Reflect on this: we are
born into a world shrouded in darkness. We enter the
world 1n sin, separated from God, devoid of hope, peace,
and the awareness that we can personally know God.
According to Jesus, we must come to Him to escape this
darkness—the sole true Light.

Upon embracing a saving faith in Jesus, we become
the “lights” of the world. It is our responsibility to carry
the light and hope of the gospel to a dark world. Jesus
outlined our task: to demonstrate the love of Christ to
people. Ephesians 5:8 states, ‘“For you were formerly
darkness, but now you are Light in the Lord; walk as
children of Light.”” As Christians, we must now walk as
children of Light, signifying that our attitudes and actions
reveal our identity as followers of Christ. How does this
manifest in our daily lives?



You ARE THE LicHT OF THE WORLD

Consider a typical day in your life. When you wake
up on a Monday morning, what do your children or
spouse observe? Are you kind, loving, and selfless? Do you
prioritize their well-being over your own? Are they aware
of your devotion to reading the Bible and growing in your
relationship with Jesus? Do they know you pray for them?
Now, think about the people you encounter at work or
school. Do they witness you living out your professed
beliefs, or do they perceive dishonesty, cheating, or
continuous swearing? Do you blend in with others living
in darkness, or is there a noticeable distinction? Recall
Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:14: “You are the light of
the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden....”

Jesus said there has to be a difference between
Christians and the world. As Christians, we have to show
others there is hope, and our lives have to reflect what
we say we believe. Remember, what our lives produce 1s
evidence of our faith. We can’t say we are Christians and

then live like everyone else in the world. Our lives should
be filled with what the

Bible calls the “fruit of the Spirit” which consists of

* Love

* Joy

e Peace

e Patience

e Kindness

e Goodness

e Faithfulness
e Gentleness

e Self-Control
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Galatians 5:22-25:

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy,
peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control;
against such things there is no law. Now
those who belong to Christ Jesus have
crucified the flesh with its passions and
desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also
walk by the Spirit.”

Are these qualities evident in your life? Observers
are scrutinizing our lives to assess whether our attitudes
and actions align with our belief'in Jesus. It’s crucial for
us to stand out so that others may inquire, “What sets
you apart?” When you exude joy despite not securing
the desired job, maintain peace amidst turmoil, extend
kindness to those who treat you unkindly, or remain
calm 1n the face of anger, it becomes apparent that you
are different. This 1s the essence of being a light. In a
world immersed in darkness, we are meant to shine. Our
responses should not mirror the world’s; instead, they
should mirror Jesus.

Consider how you navigate life’s challenges. Imagine
being terminated from your job, with your non-Christian
neighbor observing your reaction. Do you respond with
anger or fear? Do you speak negatively about the employer
who let you go? Similarly, suppose you receive a cancer
diagnosis, and your non-Christian friends are observing
your response. Are you consumed by fear? How do you
handle adversity?

According to Jesus, we are the light of the world, and
our attitudes and actions should defy worldly norms.
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When we surrender our lives to Jesus, the Holy Spirit
empowers us to respond differently to hardships and
hurts. Rather than succumbing to fear or anger, we can
radiate joy and peace. Instead of criticizing others, we
can choose kindness and gentleness. Understanding that
our lives belong to Him enables us to be a light to others,
demonstrating that fear has no place in our lives because
we trust in God, who oversees everything that befalls us.

In a world lacking peace, where fear and turmoil are
the default responses to adversity, Christians have the
capacity to endure peace and joy in all circumstances
because of our trust in God’s sovereign control. This is
why we are called to be “lights” in a profoundly dark
world. Our neighbors and friends who do not know
Jesus desperately need to witness the existence of hope
in this life and, more importantly, hope for eternity. As
Christians, it is our responsibility to reveal what Jesus has
to offer through the way we live. When we respond to
circumstances with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control, others
can perceive that we are indeed different.

Luke 8:16:

“Now no one after lighting a lamp covers
it over with a container, or puts it under a
bed; but he puts it on a lampstand, so that
those who come in may see the light.”
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CHAPTER 14

Are you ready for Jesus to return?

Matthew 25:1-13:

“Then the kingdom of heaven will be
comparable to ten virgins, who took
their lamps and went out to meet the
bridegroom. Five of them were foolish,
and five were prudent. For when the
foolish took their lamps, they took no

oil with them, but the prudent took oil
in flasks along with their lamps. Now
while the bridegroom was delaying, they
all got drowsy and began to sleep. But at
midnight there was a shout, ‘Behold, the
bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’
Then all those virgins rose and trimmed
their lamps. The foolish said to the
prudent, ‘Give us some of your oil, for
our lamps are going out.’ But the prudent
answered, ‘No, there will not be enough
for us and you too; go instead to the
dealers and buy some for yourselves.” And
while they were going away to make the
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purchase, the bridegroom came, and those
who were ready went in with him to the
wedding feast; and the door was shut. Later
the other virgins also came, saying, ‘Lord,
lord, open up for us.” But he answered,
‘Truly I say to you, I do not know you.’ Be
on the alert then, for you do not know the
day nor the hour.”

his parable seems frightening. Here were ten

virgins (or bridesmaids) eagerly anticipating the
arrival of the bridegroom. All of them assumed they were
prepared for his arrival, but it turned out that five of them
were not. Before departing for the wedding feast, five
bridesmaids wisely took oil for their lamps, as advised
by Jesus. Conversely, the other five neglected to do so, a
decision deemed foolish by Jesus.

As you delve into this parable, consider: which
character do you identify with? Are you genuinely
prepared for Jesus to return today, or would you be among
those who believed they were ready but, in reality, were
not? How can we ascertain our readiness for His return?

Matthew 24:42-44:

“Therefore be on the alert, for you do not
know which day your Lord is coming. But
be sure of this, that if the head of the house
had known at what time of the night the
thief was coming, he would have been on
the alert and would not have allowed his
house to be broken into. For this reason
you also must be ready; for the Son of Man

is coming at an hour when you do not
think He will.”



ARE You ReapY FoR Jesus To RETURN?

[ (Lisa) was conversing with a girl one day, and our
discussion shifted to the topic of Jesus coming back. She
had been raised in the church for most of her life, so this
concept wasn’t new to her. However, her response was
intriguing. Despite hearing often about Jesus’s imminent
return, she wasn’t convinced it would happen anytime
soon. Although she claimed to be a Christian, she showed
no signs of actively anticipating His return. Given that
2,000 years have passed since His ascension to heaven, it’s
likely that many Christians share a similar sentiment.

Jesus emphasized the importance of being prepared for
His return. What exactly does that entail? In this parable,
two distinct types of people emerge: true believers and
false believers. It’s disconcerting to think that our present-
day churches might be a mix of those genuinely following
Christ and others who believe they are but actually are
not. How can we discern the difterence?

Frequently, distinguishing between true and false
believers is challenging. Here are a few indicators of what
false believers often say:

* [ go to church.

* I pray.

* [ believe in Jesus.

Here are a few things that true believers say:
* [ go to church.

* I pray.
* [ believe in Jesus.
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Unfortunately, both sound the same. Just like the 10
bridesmaids, both true and false believers think they are
ready. In the parable, both groups of bridesmaids were
convinced they knew the bridegroom and were waiting
for him to arrive. The difference is that one group of five
was genuinely prepared; the other group of five wasn’t.
The five that were ready had been planning for His
coming but also ensured they were prepared for the future
in case He was delayed. The five that weren’t prepared
cared only for today with no thought about the future.

Consider your life. Are you living for today without
any thought of the future? What is your purpose? Are
you here merely to make money, play sports, or acquire
new houses and cars? Are you here to have children, go
on vacation, and save money for the future? What is the
meaning of your life?

As Christians, we must adopt an eternal perspective on
life. When we genuinely become Christians, everything in
our lives begins to change. Attitudes and actions that were
prevalent before Jesus entered our lives are now different.
Old habits are replaced with new ones. If we rarely or
never read our Bibles, our new habit would be to read
it daily. If we seldom or never thought to pray, our new
habit would be to communicate with God throughout the
day. If we used to begrudge giving money to our church
or a ministry, our new attitude would be the thankfulness
that God has provided for us and excitement for how
many lives will be touched through our giving. It we
were reluctant to talk about God, suddenly, we can’t stop
talking about Him! If we used to get angry or worried
all the time, our new attitude would be one of kindness
and peace. When we become Christians in the “biblical”
sense, nothing in our lives will ever be the same.
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This parable appears to emphasize the importance of
the bridegroom’s arrival to at least five of the bridesmaids.
[t was so significant that they knew the necessary steps to
be ready. They had to ensure their lamps were ready and
purchase extra oil in preparation for this special day. They
recognized the possibility of a delay but were willing to
wait, not leave, and be ready when he showed up.

In preparation for an outing or activity, we must
possess some knowledge of what will be required. For
a trip to the lake, essentials include items like food,
bedding, water, sunscreen, and bathing suits. If heading
to a snowy destination, one needs snow boots, jackets,
and gloves. Similarly, if we aspire to reach heaven, it’s
imperative to understand what God has communicated
about reaching there. Knowledge of our destination is
essential for adequate preparation.

This principle holds true in our Christian lives. To be
ready for Christ’s return, we must delve into God’s Word
to understand His expectations of us. Here are a few
key insights we need to grasp in order to be adequately
prepared for His return:

WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND THAT
JESUS IS THE ONLY WAY TO GOD.

John 14:6:

“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the
truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father but through Me.””’
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WE NEED TO PUT OUR FAITH
AND TRUST IN HIM ALONE,
NOT A CHURCH OR TRADITION.

Acts 4:12:

““And there is salvation in no one else; for
there is no other name under heaven that
has been given among men by which we
must be saved.”

WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND THAT GOD
SAVED US BY HIS GRACE AND THAT
WE DID NOT DO ANYTHING TO DESERVE
THIS INDESCRIBABLE GIFT.

Ephesians 2:8-9:

“For by grace you have been saved through
faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the
gift of God; not as a result of works, so that
no one may boast.”

WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND THAT WE
HAVE BEEN GIVEN JOBS TO DO FOR HIM
ONCE WE BECOME CHRISTIANS.

Ephesians 2:10:

“For we are His workmanship, created in
Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand so that we would walk
in them.”

God did not save us solely for the purpose of attaining

heaven. His intention is for us to live for Him, engage in
good works, spread the gospel, and adhere to the teachings
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of the Bible. The lifestyle we had before becoming
Christians 1s incompatible with our newfound identity.
Our redemption came at an immense cost—the shedding
of Jesus’ blood on the cross—and, consequently, we are
obligated to live for Him.

We assume that the five bridesmaids who were
prepared understood the profound commitment of
being bridesmaids to the bridegroom. It wasn’t merely
a ceremonial role; it was a substantial commitment, and
as a result, they were ready. In contrast, the five foolish

bridesmaids were involved only for the sake of the activity.

This prompts the question: What about us? Do we attend
church or Bible study merely as a social activity, or do we
participate out of a genuine desire to learn about Jesus and
grow in our faith? Do we sincerely seek to know God,
anticipating a transformative change in our lives, or do
these activities serve merely to occupy and entertain us?
Are we dedicated to the cause of Christ, or do we engage
in religious activities merely to fill time or fulfill perceived
obligations?

Much like true believers, the five wise bridesmaids
comprehended the depth of their commitment. Due to
their dedication and preparedness, they were admitted to
the wedding feast, and the doors were sealed. The five
foolish bridesmaids must have been utterly shocked when
they arrived at the door only to be denied entry. Many
people resemble the five foolish bridesmaids, living solely
for the present without any consideration for the future.
When Jesus closes the door, they will be shocked at their
exclusion. As true Christians, we must recognize that
our lives must center around Jesus and eternity. Have we
spent enough time with Him to distinguish between the
temporal and the eternal?
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What astonishes us is that when the five foolish
bridesmaids reached the door, they addressed the
bridegroom as “lord,” indicating they genuinely believed
this person had some control over their lives. The question
for us 1s: Do we assume we are Christians merely because
we attend church, or do we truly acknowledge Jesus as the
Lord of our lives? For Him to be Lord means He is our
leader—He calls the shots. If He is calling the shots, then
everything in our lives will revolve around Him. Our jobs
take on a new significance: we are there to demonstrate,
through our attitudes and actions, that we are Christians
and, hopefully, to build relationships that allow us to share
Christ with others. Our children’s sports teams also take
on new meaning: suddenly, winning isn’t as crucial as
connecting with people and seizing opportunities to share
Christ with them.

Everything now revolves around the job He has
assigned us to do. Do you possess the gift of mercy?
Consider visiting hospitals. If you have the gift of giving,
ask God to guide you in choosing the best place to donate
your money. Does the gift of helping resonate with you?
Explore ways to serve your church, whether by setting
up chairs or handling tasks like taking out the garbage.

In our church, there are individuals who work diligently
behind the scenes; their roles may go unnoticed by many
as they sweep floors, clean toilets, blow oft leaves, put up
signs, and move whatever needs moving. These unsung
heroes embody the gift of helping, understanding that
their service, though often unrecognized, 1s crucial for our
church to function. They carry out their responsibilities
because they see it as a task given to them by God, and
their sole desire is to serve Him.
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Do you enjoy teaching? Consider starting a Bible
study. Are you an organized person? Take the lead in
organizing events. If you have a passion for sharing your
faith, consider distributing books in your neighborhood.
Consider working in the nursery or teaching Sunday
School if you adore children. If teenagers hold a special
place in your heart, lend your assistance in junior high or
high school ministries. If you love to sing, explore joining
the worship team. Do you see how this works? Our lives
are not our own. We have a limited time on this earth,
and 1t 1s essential to view life from God’s perspective, not
the world’s. God has gifted you to contribute to His work;
it 1s your responsibility to act on it. Get involved. Being a
Christian is not about being a “lone ranger”; it’s about us
collectively being the body of Christ and utilizing our gifts
and talents for His glory.

The five foolish bridesmaids focused on today, while
the five wise bridesmaids looked to the future. The wise
bridesmaids took their responsibility seriously, and as
Christians, we must do the same. We work for God!
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CHAPTER 15

How valuable is your salvation?

Matthew 13:44-46:

“The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure
hidden in the field, which a man found
and hid again; and from joy over it he goes
and sells all that he has and buys that field.
Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a
merchant seeking fine pearls, and upon
finding one pearl of great value, he went
and sold all that he had and bought it.”

ave you ever taken a moment to observe your

family or friends who aren’t Christians? Have
you pondered what their lives might be like? Have you
witnessed the anxiety on their faces regarding world
events or the hopelessness that engulfs them in times
of tragedy, such as a death in the family? Have you
ever contemplated their eternal future and spent time
imagining what it must be like not to be a Christian?
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[t’s often easy to overlook the blessings in our lives.
If we have a home, food, a job, an annual vacation, or
warmth in the winter, do we express gratitude for these
things? Do we even remember that these are comforts that
many people in the world don’t enjoy? When we turn
on hot water, is our initial response one of thankfulness?
Upon seeing our children return home from school,
do we immediately thank God for protecting them
throughout the day? Are we genuinely appreciative of
restaurants, vehicles, and the ability to purchase gas?

Reflecting on our experiences in Israel last year, we
were struck by the realization of what we often take for
granted in our lives. Absent were ubiquitous fast food
chains; instead, people prepared their meals. In certain
areas, there was noticeable garbage with no apparent
garbage collection service. Armed guards accompanied
field trips to protect the children, and we encountered
individuals living in constant fear due to unfolding
world events. Did we return more thankful and grateful?
Perhaps not, but we did return with an appreciation for
the conveniences of fast-food restaurants and comfortable
showers.

This lack of thankfulness also permeates our Christian
lives. Our salvation, the most precious gift we possess,
tends to be undervalued in our culture. Do we truly
comprehend what we have? Eternal life, peace in all
circumstances, and a personal relationship with God? As
Christians, our lives should evoke gratitude every moment

of the day.

Unfortunately, the concerns of the world often drown
out our remembrance of the incredible blessings we have
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as believers. In the verse at the beginning of this chapter,
Jesus likened salvation to a treasure so invaluable that
people would willingly sell everything to attain it. Have
you ever contemplated what you would give for the
privilege of knowing Christ? Would you sell everything,
become a missionary in another country, or give away all
your money? Is knowing Jesus the most pivotal aspect of
your life?

We recently came across a book recounting an
encounter with a man who saw Mother Teresa in a U.S.
airport. He approached her, expressing sympathy for her
return to India amid its significant poverty. Her response
was profound: “I think America is the poorest country
in the world because they are poor spiritually.” This
remarkable reply holds a significant truth. While we have
everything necessary for our physical needs, what about
our spiritual condition? What about knowing Jesus so
intimately that we would be willing to sacrifice everything
just to deepen that relationship?

Writing this chapter is challenging because, like many
in America, we often take our comforts for granted.
We can worship without the threat of persecution, dine
where we please, and spend our weekends watching
sports on TV. But what about the eternal matters of
God? What about our neighbors, friends, and family who
lack a personal relationship with Jesus? Do we genuinely
concern ourselves with their salvation? If we did, wouldn’t
that transform how we spend our days?

Here lies the issue: we have forgotten what we were

like before becoming Christians. Consider a few aspects of
our former selves:
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WE WERE DEAD.

Have you ever thought that completely through? We
were spiritually dead, which meant we were not alive
enough to do anything for our salvation! That 1s why
salvation is so incredible—we did nothing. A dead person
cannot get up, walk, talk or make decisions, yet the Bible
says in Colossians 2:13 that He made us alive and forgave
our sins:

‘“When you were dead in your
transgressions and the uncircumcision of
your flesh, He made you alive together
with Him, having forgiven us all our
transgressions....”

WE WERE IN DEBT TO GOD
BECAUSE OF OUR SIN.

When you are in debt, you owe somebody something.
When we were born in sin, we immediately owed God
for our sins, but how could we repay God anything? We
can’t. However, the Bible says God canceled out our debt
of sin and nailed it to the cross. Shouldn’t that evoke a life
of gratitude and service? Look at what Colossians 2:14
says:

“having canceled out the certificate of debt
consisting of decrees against us, which was
hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the
way, having nailed it to the cross.”

WE WOULD NEVER COME TO GOD
ON OUR OWN; HE DREW US TO HIM.
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All our lives we were raised with the idea that a person
could wake up one morning and decide to follow God,
but the Bible does not say that.

John 6:44 says, ‘“No one can come to Me
unless the Father who sent Me draws him;
and I will raise him up on the last day.”

John 6:65:
“And He was saying, ‘For this reason I
have said to you, that no one can come to

Me unless it has been granted him from the
Father.””

Have you ever thought about what that means? You
didn’t wake up one morning and decide you needed God;
He woke you up and gave you a desire for Him! That is
why our salvation is so amazing: it all began with Him.

Once we truly understand that we were born in debt,
we were born spiritually dead, and God had to draw us
in order for us to ever have a desire for Him, then we
can truly understand the beginning verse. This man
found a hidden treasure in a field, and upon finding it,
he sold everything to buy this field because he realized
the importance of the treasure. The same goes for us
spiritually: once we understand this treasure of salvation,
it will change our lives. What we have to give up to have
this treasure won’t matter because we will understand its
worth. Our salvation is the most precious gift we have
because Jesus shed His blood to attain it for us and then
woke us up from a spiritually dead state in order to give us
this gift. What could be more motivating for us to grasp
this truth and then go into the world and share it with
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others? What could be more motivating for us to offer

gratitude moment by moment for the awesome things
God has done for us?

Our prayer 1s that as we wake up each morning, we
are filled with gratitude for the great gift He has given us.
May it move us on to love Him more, know Him better,
and share Him with everyone we meet.
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CHAPTER 16

Are you judgmental?

Matthew 7:1-5:

“Do not judge so that you will not be
judged. For in the way you judge, you

will be judged; and by your stand ard of
measure, it will be measured to you. Why
do you look at the speck that is in your
brother’s eye, but do not notice the log
that is in your own eye? Or how can you
say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck
out of your eye,’ and behold, the log is in
your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the
log out of your own eye, and then you will
see clearly to take the speck out of your
brother’s eye.”

I(Rob) was building a spec home a couple of years
ago and hired a friend of mine to do some of the
work. We enlisted his company, fully aware that we would
be working with someone who was a Christian. As the
job was being completed, we began receiving bills that
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we felt were completely unreasonable. We were being
charged an exorbitant amount of money. I was upset and
contemplated not paying this man, considering the prices
were not in line with what we had discussed. However, as
[ was reading my Bible that morning, a verse seemed to
jump off the pages at me:

Proverbs 22:1:
“A good name is to be more desired than

great wealth, favor is better than silver and
gold.”

[t dawned on me that I had a choice to make: either
pay him and maintain a good name for myself as a
Christian, or not pay him, which could have implied that
money was more important than my reputation. I decided
to pay him, but I vowed never to hire him again.

Fast forward a year. I had recently met with this
man again, and he finally was able to tell me his side of
the story, one which I never knew. He explained the
problems he was having with one of his suppliers, how
the prices became completely out of his control, and
how he didn’t have a choice in the matter to charge us
how he did. It wasn’t his fault, but because he was using
products from this particular company, he had to charge
us the prices they were charging him. Suddenly, I realized
how judgmental I had been. I never thought about the
circumstances behind what was happening; I was only
concerned with what I saw on the surface. Stop to think
of the number of disagreements and the amount of pain
that could be avoided if we only would take the time to do
what Jesus said: stop judging.
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Most of the time, when we judge a situation, what we
think is going on really 1sn’t. What is more amazing is that
we tend to automatically look at people and situations in a
negative light instead of a positive one. For example, our
older children always had a curfew on the weekends, and
a few times, we would wake up and realize they weren’t
home. Our first reaction would always be negative; we
were sure they were out doing something they weren’t
supposed to be doing. By the time they got home, our
anger had built up inside since we had some time to think
about all the things they “probably” were doing. When
they walked in the door, the true reasons for being late
were usually well-founded.

Think of all the anxiety that could have been avoided if
we simply refused to judge a situation without knowing all
the facts. The same is true with people we meet. Why 1s it
that our first reaction is to look at the negative in someone
instead of the positive? Why is it that our minds tend to
think the worst instead of the best?

Jesus made it clear that judging others is wrong. What
1s our first response when we hear someone lose their
job? (I wonder what they did wrong.) What is our initial
reaction to a divorce? (He probably had an affair.) What
1s our immediate response to a child with bad grades?
(They don’t work hard enough.) One of our children
had a really hard time in school, and we were frustrated
because his grades were horrible. We couldn’t get him to
care about school or his homework. When he was a junior
in high school, the school called, thinking we should
get him tested because he seemed so despondent about
his schoolwork. After his tests, they concluded that, as a
junior in high school, he had the reading comprehension
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level of a sixth-grader. During his grade school years,
we had changed schools a couple of times; therefore, he
missed certain skills needed for reading that one school
taught and the others didn’t. We felt horrible; we judged
him without considering any facts as to why he was not
getting good grades.

Look at the following verses and see what the Bible has
to say about judging others.

Romans 14:3-4:

“The one who eats is not to regard with
contempt the one who does not eat, and
the one who does not eat is not to judge
the one who eats, for God has accepted
him. Who are you to judge the servant of
another? To his own master he stands or
falls; and he will stand, for the Lord is able
to make him stand.”

Each of us has to stand in front of God for what we
do in our lives. The problem begins when we are raised a
certain way and someone else is raised another way. Think
about these issues and where you stand on them:

e Consuming alcohol

e Wearing makeup

e Going to movies

e Watching TV

e Listening to secular music
* Celebrating Halloween

e Smoking
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Let’s examine an example: Halloween often poses
a challenge for many Christians. However, for us,
Halloween was always a source of enjoyment. We’d dress
up the kids, capture memorable moments with photos,
and visit as many houses as possible in pursuit of candy.
Lisa consistently claimed the Butterfingers, while Rob
tavored the Dots. What could be more delighttul than
free candy? During our childhood, we never associated
Halloween with any spiritual significance. Yet, today,
it has become a controversial topic. We don’t engage in
Satan worship or even consider such thoughts; we simply
seek great photos and free candy!

But 1s it not easy to pass judgment on us just because
our perspectives differ from yours? Does the Bible
explicitly forbid participating in trick-or-treating? What if,
instead, it presented an opportunity to engage with non-
Christian neighbors and strengthen community bonds?
Imagine using Halloween as an occasion to spend time
with neighbors you rarely see. What if, while trick-or-
treating, we invited our non-Christian friends to join us at
church?

Do you see the issue here? You may not fully
understand our motives or the reasons behind our actions.
[t’s easy to pass judgment and consider us spiritually
lacking. Now, consider stepping into our shoes. Perhaps
you grew up in a family where the occult was a significant
concern. Maybe you harbor deep-seated fears about this
holiday, believing it to be inherently wrong. It’s hard for
you to fathom that someone professing to follow Jesus
would participate in and support such a seemingly pagan
celebration. So, who 1s right?
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The Bible emphasizes that each of us will stand before
God and give an account of the convictions placed on our
hearts. We personally don’t find fault with Halloween,
and regardless of our feelings, God instructs us not to
judge one another. If we visit your house on Halloween,
find your lights off, and receive no response at the door,
it’s not our place to judge you, either. As believers, we
need to acknowledge that some issues are not matters of
salvation; they are simply preferences.

What if someone enjoys drinking wine or beer, and
you don’t? What about smoking? What about going
to the movies? When we start passing judgment, we
inadvertently foster a sense of superiority or heightened
spirituality. This inclination towards pride is strongly
disapproved by God, as it goes against His teachings. As
Christians navigating a world with diverse backgrounds,
we must grapple with the tendency to be judgmental.
[t’s crucial to align ourselves with the principles outlined
in the Bible, rather than relying on teachings from our
parents or church that may not accurately reflect biblical
guidance. We need to return to seeking answers from the
Bible itself, not merely accepting childhood teachings.

Taking a serious approach to studying God’s Word
1s imperative for addressing all aspects of life. When it
comes to the issue of alcohol, it must be considered in
the context of biblical guidance. Have you ever reflected
on the fact that Jesus’ first miracle was turning water
into wine? Ephesians 5:18 advises, ““And do not get
drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be
filled with the Spirit....”> According to the Bible, wine
itself is not inherently bad; however, excessive drinking
is discouraged. The Bible emphasizes the need to be
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under the control of the Holy Spirit, with anything that
takes control of us considered wrong. Understanding
our individual limits is crucial; what might be suitable
for one person may not be for another. This underscores
the importance of seecking God’s guidance rather than
imposing personal preferences on others.

It’s essential to remember that if the Bible doesn’t
specifically admonish something, we should refrain from
passing judgment. God is the one who transforms our
hearts, not other people. If He disapproves of our actions,
He has the power to effect internal change. Proverbs
21:1 states, “The king’s heart is like channels of
water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever
He wishes.”” If God disapproves of our actions, it is His
prerogative to change our hearts. We must be willing to
approach God, asking Him to transform and shape us into
effective witnesses for Him. Ultimately, these issues boil
down to matters of the heart, prompting us to introspect
and ask ourselves a couple of questions:

* Do my actions hurt the cause of Christ?

* Do I go before the Lord and ask Him what is best
for my life?

e [s what I am doing turning others away from

Christ?

e Is what I am doing hurting another brother or sister
in Christ?

e [s what I am doing a specific sin mentioned in the
Bible?

* Does what I am doing please God?”

[f your answer to any of these questions regarding
a certain behavior 1s, “I don’t know,” then avoid that
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behavior because of Romans 14:23: “But he who
doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating
is not from faith; and whatever is not from faith is
sin.”

As Christians, our purpose on earth is to serve and
share our faith with others. Our primary concern should
be our relationship with God, consistently seeking
His guidance on what is best for advancing His cause.
Consider this scenario: What if your non-Christian
neighbor, raised in an environment where drinking
alcohol was the norm, becomes more receptive to the
gospel because you share a glass of wine with them?

Each situation 1s unique, underscoring the importance of
seeking God’s wisdom continually. Many judgments we
pass on others stem from our past experiences or religious
affiliations. It’s crucial to return to the fundamental reason
behind our actions and decisions. Everything we do
should be grounded in our service to God.

Romans 14:10:

“But you, why do you judge your brother?
Or you again, why do you regard your
brother with contempt? For we will all
stand before the judgment seat of God.”

Romans 14:13:

“Therefore let us not judge one another
anymore, but rather determine this—not
to put an obstacle or a stumbling block in a
brother’s way.”

Romans 14:21-23:
“It is good not to eat meat or to drink
wine, or to do anything by which your
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brother stumbles. The faith which you
have, have as your own conviction before
God. Happy is he who does not condemn
himself in what he approves. But he who
doubts is condemned if he eats, because his
eating is not from faith; and whatever is
not from faith is sin.”

1 Corinthians 10:29:

“I mean not your own conscience, but the
other man’s; for why is my freedom judged
by another’s conscience?”’

Colossians 2:16:

“Therefore no one is to act as your judge
in regard to food or drink or in respect to a
festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day.”

James 4:11-12:

“Do not speak against one another,
brethren. He who speaks against a brother
or judges his brother, speaks against the
law and judges the law; but if you judge
the law, you are not a doer of the law but a
judge of it. There is only one Lawgiver and
Judge, the One who is able to save and to
destroy; but who are you who judge your
neighbor?”’

James 5:9:

“Do not complain, brethren, against one
another, so that you yourselves may not be
judged; behold, the Judge is standing right
at the door.”
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CHAPTER 17

The key to the Christian life:

The Holy Spirit

John 16:7-11:

“But I tell you the truth, it is to your
advantage that I go away; for if I do not
go away, the Helper will not come to

you; but if I go, I will send Him to you.
And He, when He comes, will convict the
world concerning sin and righteousness
and judgment; concerning sin, because
they do not believe in Me; and concerning
righteousness, because I go to the Father
and you no longer see Me; and concerning
judgment, because the ruler of this world
has been judged.”

John 16:13-14:

“But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes,
He will guide you into all the truth; for He
will not speak on His own initiative, but
whatever He hears, He will speak; and He
will disclose to you what is to come. He
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will glorify Me, for He will take of Mine
and will disclose it to you.”

Why does the Christian life appear so challenging?
Why i1s it tough to exhibit love, kindness, and patience?
Why do difficulties arise when attempting to share one’s
taith or boldly represent Christ? What lies at the root of
these challenges?

The underlying issue seems to be a lack of
understanding about the identity of the Holy Spirit and
the role He plays in our lives. In the aforementioned
verses, Jesus conveyed to His disciples that it was more
advantageous for Him to depart so that the “Helper”
could come to them. This “Helper” would guide and
convict them, articulating the things God intended for
them to know. The same principle applies to all believers.
But how does this process unfold?

Upon embracing Christianity, the Holy Spirit takes
residence in your life. Ephesians 1:13 states, “In Him,
you also, after listening to the message of truth,
the gospel of your salvation—having also believed,
you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of
promise....”> When you turn to Jesus in repentance and
taith, He imparts the Holy Spirit to dwell within you.
Alongside the Holy Spirit comes the power to live the
Christian life as it was originally intended.

The Holy Spirit is God. Acts 5:3-4 says this: “But
Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart
to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back some of
the price of the land? While it remained unsold, did
it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was
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it not under your control? Why is it that you have
conceived this deed in your heart? You have not lied
to men but to God.””’

Because the Holy Spirit is God, it becomes even more
fascinating and exhilarating to realize that the Creator
of the universe, the One who brought everything into
existence, the God who scattered the stars in the sky,
dwells within me. As we embrace Christianity, it is God
Himself who enters our lives. Reflecting on Jesus’ earthly
existence, we acknowledge that He could only be present
in one location at a time. This is why the crucifixion,
burial, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus held such
significance for the disciples. His departure from the
carthly realm ushered in something equally extraordinary:
the gift of the Holy Spirit to each of us.

Here are a few things that the Holy Spirit does:
GIVES US WORDS TO SAY.

Luke 12:12:
“For the Holy Spirit will teach you in that
very hour what you ought to say.”

Sharing your faith with someone? Persecuted for your
faith? Responding to harsh words against you? It is the
Holy Spirit’s job to give you the right words to say at the
right moment.

HELPS US REMEMBER WHAT
WE’VE LEARNED.
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John 14:26:

“But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom
the Father will send in My name, He will
teach you all things, and bring to your
remembrance all that I said to you.”

[t is truly remarkable to experience the impact of
reading your Bible and delving into God’s Word when
engaging in conversations. Suddenly, a verse or a lesson
learned from a year ago can spring to mind. This is the
Holy Spirit’s role: to jog your memory and bring to mind
all the teachings and insights that God has imparted to
you.

GIVES US THE POWER
TO SHARE OUR FAITH.

Acts 1:8:

“But you will receive power when the Holy
Spirit has come upon you; and you shall

be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and

in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the
remotest part of the earth.”

The Bible says that, as Christians, we will share our
faith with others. For many of us, that is a frightening
thought. But God tells us that when we become

Christians the Holy Spirit will give us the power to share
our faith boldly.

GIVES US POWER TO
LIVE HOLY LIVES.



THE Key To THE CHRrISTIAN Lire: THE Hory SpiriT

Acts 2:38:

“Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and each of
you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ
for the forgiveness of your sins; and you
will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.””

When we come to Jesus in repentance and faith, we
will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. Think about what
that means: no longer do we have to try and live out our
Christian lives by ourselves; we now have the power of
God living in us.

COMFORTS US.

Acts 9:31:

““So the church throughout all Judea and
Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being
built up; and going on in the fear of the
Lord and in the comfort of the Holy
Spirit, it continued to increase.”

The Holy Spirit serves as our Comforter. In times of
trials and tribulations, it is the Holy Spirit who provides
the comfort we require. Whether facing the loss of a job,
the death of a family member, financial pressures, or
marital discord, the Holy Spirit assures us of comfort. The
more time we invest in getting to know God, the greater
comfort and peace we will experience. Being comforted
by a stranger is challenging; therefore, dedicating time to
acquaint yourself with the God of the Bible will reveal the
astonishing and comforting peace that envelops you in
times of trouble.
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GUIDES US IN GOD’S WILL.

Acts 16:6:

“They passed through the Phrygian and
Galatian region, having been forbidden by
the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.”

Another role of the Holy Spirit is to protect us from
going where we shouldn’t. In this passage, the Holy Spirit
explicitly directed the disciples not to share the gospel in
Asia, evidently foreseeing what lay ahead and preventing
them from proceeding to Asia.

Several years ago, we intended to relocate to Kansas.
We identified a home, had ours on the market, but
everything collapsed at the last minute. When faced
with such situations, we have two choices: we can either
crumble because we are eager to move, or we can yield to
the guiding hand of the Holy Spirit, trusting that He will
lead us to where we should go and shield us from paths we
shouldn’t take.

Acts 20:23:

“Except that the Holy Spirit solemnly
testifies to me in every city, saying that
bonds and afflictions await me.”

This verse is remarkable because Paul was so attuned
to the Holy Spirit that he could anticipate problems on
the horizon. Paul’s connection with the Holy Spirit
was so profound that even when he was informed
about forthcoming afflictions and chains, he accepted it
willingly. Envision our lives under such complete control
by God. What if we were aware of an impending illness or
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financial adversity? What if we knew that God was urging
us to relocate or embark on a mission field? Paul’s singular
mission in life was to obey God wherever He called, even
if it meant enduring hardship.

APPOINT OUR CHURCH LEADERS.

Acts 20:28:

“Be on guard for yourselves and for all
the flock, among which the Holy Spirit
has made you overseers, to shepherd the
church of God which He purchased with
His own blood.”

Have you ever thought about your pastor or elder
board at your church? Did you ever realize the Holy
Spirit is the One who gave them that job? It 1s the Holy
Spirit’s job to hand out the important job of shepherding a
church. It is a tough job, one which most people probably
would not want unless they felt completely called by God.
Think about this fact next time you want to complain
about something in your church. The Holy Spirit has it
all under control— He is the One who can change your
pastor. ’'m sure He doesn’t need our help!

ASSURES US OF GOD’S LOVE
IN DIFFICULT TIMES.

Romans 5:3-5:

““And not only this, but we also exult

in our tribulations, knowing that
tribulation brings about perseverance;

and perseverance, proven character; and
proven character, hope; and hope does not
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disappoint, because the love of God has
been poured out within our hearts through
the Holy Spirit who was given to us.”

The Holy Spirit gives us the ability to rejoice in hard
times because we begin to understand that our difficulties
produce perseverance. When challenges arise in our lives,
we often immediately assume that something must be
wrong. Is God mad at me? Why me? Did I not love God
enough? Did I forget to put money in the offering? What
this amazing verse teaches us 1s that trials produce positive
outcomes: perseverance, proven character, and hope. The
Holy Spirit’s role is to show us that God loves us even
when unfavorable things are happening around us.

GIVES US JOY, PEACE, AND HOPE.

Romans 15:13:

“Now may the God of hope fill you with all
joy and peace in believing, so that you will
abound in hope by the power of the Holy
Spirit.”

The Holy Spirit’s role is to give us hope. What
about a wayward child or an unsaved family member?
What about a tragedy or an illness that doesn’t seem to
end? As we turned on the news this morning, we were
confronted with two devastating tragedies. First, a bus
carrying college baseball players on their way to a game
crashed, and so far, six men are dead. Second, a tornado
hit a high school, claiming the lives of eight children.
How would we cope if one of those kids were ours? How
would we respond to God? Would we walk away from
our faith? Would we be angry with God for the rest of
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our lives? Would we ever get over it? It 1s the Holy Spirit’s
responsibility to give us joy, peace, and hope. The world
produces anger, unrest, and doubt, but the Holy Spirit
generates in our lives something that can only come from
God. We cannot imagine going through tragedy without
the Holy Spirit living in us, for He is the only One who
can provide us with what we need in such times.

LIVES IN US.

1 Corinthians 6:19:

“Or do you not know that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you,
whom you have from God, and that you
are not your own?”’

Our bodies are not our own any longer, now they
belong to God. That should motivate us to change a few
things, like how we speak, how we act, and how we react
to others. It should also motivate us to change what we
put into our bodies—maybe too much food, too much
alcohol, or too many drugs. We are a temple that God
lives in; shouldn’t that change what we do with our
bodies?

Ephesians 4:30:

“Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God,

by whom you were sealed for the day of

redemption.”
The word “grieve” could also mean words like “hurt,”
“distress,” “afflict,” “sadden,” or “upset.” God is saying
to us that since the Holy Spirit lives within us, we are not
to sadden or upset Him. For each of us, that could mean
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something different. Maybe you are impatient with your
spouse or yell at your children. Maybe you cheat on your
exams or lie to your boss. Since God is living in our lives,
any action that is opposite of how He calls us to live would
‘erieve’ Him. We need to remember this the next time we
think about disobeying how God calls us to live.

TRANSFORMS US.

1 Thessalonians 1:5-6:

“For our gospel did not come to you in
word only, but also in power and in the
Holy Spirit and with full conviction;

just as you know what kind of men we
proved to be among you for your sake.

You also became imitators of us and of the
Lord, having received the word in much
tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit.”

When you listen to a sermon at church, remember
that you are hearing just a bunch of words. It is the Holy
Spirit’s job to convict your heart and life. When we are
teaching Bible studies, it 1s amazing that diftferent people
will learn different things in the same lesson! The Holy
Spirit’s job is to use what is being said to transform lives.

GUARDS OUR FAITH.

2 Timothy 1:14:

“Guard, through the Holy Spirit who
dwells in us, the treasure which has been
entrusted to you.”
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[t is always amazing to us how people can profess faith
in Christ and then walk away. Some people decide that
this “Christian thing” doesn’t work for them; perhaps
they get sick or lose their jobs. First, we must understand
that true Christianity means surrendering our lives to
God. Second, we must depend on the Holy Spirit to
safeguard our lives. It is the Holy Spirit’s role to prevent us
from straying away from our faith. As we read our Bibles
and learn what true salvation and genuine Christianity
really entail, the Holy Spirit will guard those truths within
us. When we encounter false doctrines or religions, we
will automatically discern the truth because the Holy
Spirit 1s protecting us.

DRAWS US TO GOD.

Titus 3:4-7:

“But when the kindness of God our
Savior and His love for mankind appeared,
He saved us, not on the basis of deeds
which we have done in righteousness, but
according to His mercy, by the washing
of regeneration and renewing by the Holy
Spirit, whom He poured out upon us
richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so
that being justified by His grace we would
be made heirs according to the hope of
eternal life.”

This 1s a great passage because it reminds us that our
salvation is entirely of God. He didn’t save us because
we were good people or because we did nice things for
others. Instead, He saved us according to His mercy! Our
salvation happened because the Holy Spirit began a work
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in us to regenerate us; in other words, the Holy Spirit
initiated a revival or rebirth in us. We are Christians today
because of the work the Holy Spirit did within us. Before
we ever gave our lives to Jesus, the Holy Spirit was at work
changing us from the inside, instilling in us a desire for
God. Our salvation was entirely dependent on the work of
the Holy Spirit, drawing us to God and renewing us from
the inside out.

GIFTS US FOR SERVICE.

Hebrews 2:4:

“God also testifying with them, both by
signs and wonders and by various miracles
and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to
His own will.”

Another role that the Holy Spirit has is to give us a
gift or assign us a task. Do you enjoy singing, teaching,
or working with children? These are all gifts that the
Holy Spirit might bestow upon a person to serve Him.
Remember, He determines which gifts to give us, and
then it becomes our responsibility to use these gifts to
serve Him.

CONVICTS US OF SIN.

Hebrews 3:7-8:

“Therefore, just as the Holy Spirit says,
‘Today if you hear His voice, do not harden
your hearts as when they provoked Me, as
in the day of trial in the wilderness.’”’
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The Holy Spirit convicts us of sin and guides us to
do what is right. Perhaps you are in a relationship and
considering engaging in premarital sex despite not being
married. The Holy Spirit is the One convicting you
that premarital sex is wrong; He is the One making you
uncomfortable with sin. Do not harden your heart when
you hear His voice. The consequences of ignoring and
disobeying Him can be devastating. Read your Bible to
understand what He asks of you, and when you feel that
gentle nudge indicating something is wrong, take the time
to find out what He wants. Remember, God only wants
to protect you from the harm of disobedience through
His Spirit and His Word.

INSPIRED THE SCRIPTURES.

2 Peter 1:21:

“For no prophecy was ever made by an act
of human will, but men moved by the Holy
Spirit spoke from God.”

2 Timothy 3:16-17:

“All Scripture is inspired by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, for training in righteousness;
so that the man of God may be adequate,
equipped for every good work.”

Many times, we hear that the Bible was written by
“men, just like you and me.” This verse explains that the
Holy Spirit was the One moving in the hearts and minds
of those who wrote the Bible. Matthew, Mark, Luke,
John, Paul, and Peter are just a few of the men who wrote
parts of the Bible. They, in no way, could take credit
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for what was written since the Holy Spirit was behind
everything they recorded.

Hopetully, after reading all these verses, you see why
Jesus said it 1s to our benefit for the Holy Spirit to come
into our lives. I was talking to a woman from church the
other day, and she gave me an illustration that I really
liked. She said if [ wanted to be like Oprah Winfrey, for
instance, it would take more than watching her television
show or reading books about her. To truly be like her, she
would have to somehow come into my life and live her
life through me. The same goes for our relationship with
God: for us to be like Jesus, He has to come into our lives
and live through us. He does that by giving us the Holy
Spirit to dwell in us.

The problem begins when we first become Christians.
We are probably not very knowledgeable about the Bible,
so we have no idea what God expects of us. That is why
we encourage everyone to pick up their Bibles and start
reading.

The Holy Spirit uses the Word of God to transform
our lives. Once we start reading, we become familiar with
how He wants us to live, and then, out of an obedient
heart, we obey Him. The Holy Spirit convicts us of our
sinful behavior and then gives us the power to live as He
desires. That is why Jesus talked so much about the Holy
Spirit. He was a vital part of the life of Christ, and He 1s a
crucial part of our day-to-day Christian walk.



CHAPTER 18

In conclusion: What it means
to follow Jesus

ur hope and prayer for this book is that our eyes

will be opened to the true Jesus of the Bible. His
love, grace, mercy, and forgiveness are incomprehensible
to us. His concern for His sheep, His brothers and sisters,
and His friends is touching. His sadness over mankind
and sin, His sorrow over death and pain, and His sheer
compassion for others touch our hearts and minds.

He raised Lazarus from the dead, healed the blind,
and cured lepers. He healed a servant, cast out demons,
and calmed the sea. He forgave a paralytic, told him to
get up and walk, ate with prostitutes and sinners, and felt
compassion for those without a shepherd. This is the Jesus
we have come to know and love, the Jesus we learned
about in Sunday School as children. And often, that is all
we know of Him.

How easy it 1s to believe in Jesus when we are the

recipients of His love and grace. How easy it is to believe
in Jesus when we continue to accept all that He has to
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offer. But that is only part of the story, and unfortunately,
that 1s usually the only story being told. Hopefully, this
book has challenged you to see that, to be a Christian, we
have to know the true Jesus of the Bible. The true Jesus of
the Bible demands from us the most important thing we
have: our lives. We have to return to understanding what
true Christianity really is. Our lives are not our own; we
have been bought with the body and blood of our Lord
Jesus Christ. Because of the tremendous price He paid for
us, our lives are His.

The implications of our lives being His are enormous.
Our hope for writing this book was that seeing the
difficult things Jesus is calling us to would help us to do
what 2 Corinthians 13:5 says: “Test yourselves to see
if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do
you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus
Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test?”

Salvation is the most awesome gift we could ever
receive. Jesus knows us, calls us, saves us, and allows us
to spend eternity with Him. Romans 8:29-30 gives us
this wonderful picture of salvation: ““For those whom
He foreknew, He also predestined to become
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He
would be the firstborn among many brethren; and
these whom He predestined, He also called; and
these whom He called, He also justified; and these
whom He justified, He also glorified.” Salvation
1s a gift from God, and His purpose in saving us 1s that
we become conformed to the image of His Son, Jesus.
Unfortunately, most people do not know why God saved
them, so they continue on with their lives as if nothing
much has changed.



IN ConcrusioN: WHAT IT Means To ForLow Jesus

Hopefully, this book will help us grasp the entire
picture. He saved us so our lives become His. He bought
us, just like a master buys a slave, and we spend our lives
serving Him. He cares about one thing: our obedience
to Him. Our obedience shows our love and devotion to
Him.

Imagine that you were a slave, and your master bought
your freedom for an enormous price. Then, he brought
you home, fed you, took care of you, and wanted only
what was best for you. What would you do? Use him?
Take whatever you could get from him? Become lazy
knowing he would always take care of you? We doubt that
1s what you would do. Most likely, you would become
overwhelmed with his grace and mercy; you would do
whatever you could to show your love and devotion to this
master who bought your freedom for such a large price.
You would work for him out of love and gratitude. You
would care for the things that matter to him; you would
love the things he loves and hate the things he hates. That
1s what our relationship with Jesus should look like.

Being a Christian means giving up our rights and
demands and living for the rights and demands of Jesus. It
means following Him because He has every right to our
lives. Following Jesus means our lives are forever changed.
The world tells me one thing; Jesus tells me another. The
world tells me I need to be happy; Jesus tells me I need
to be holy. The true Jesus of the Bible demands that to
follow Him, I must give up my life.

What does giving up my life to follow Jesus truly
mean? [t means life takes on a new meaning. Instead of
living life to please myself, I now live to please God. It
means my work takes on new meaning. I can’t talk and
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act like I used to. It means I have to work harder than
anyone else to show my boss that believers have integrity.
[t means all my relationships must honor God. I have to
be loving and kind to my spouse or family because God
commands me to. It means my hobbies or sports take on
new meaning. It means my first and foremost agenda is
to be a great witness for Christ and share Him with the
people around me. It means I look at money differently.
[t means my money is His to be used to further His
kingdom, not my kingdom.

Following Jesus means sharing my faith with others,
reading my Bible, and obeying what God tells me. It
involves repenting from the sins that God convicted me
of and leaving the old life behind, recognizing that I am
a new person. It involves realizing that God, in His grace
and mercy, reached down, opened my eyes, drew me to
Himself, gave me the faith to believe in Him, and granted
me a new life. Every day, as I draw another breath, I am
grateful to Him for that breath. It means growing closer
to Him every day as [ see life through His eyes, loving the
things He loves, and hating the sin that this world offers.

Following Jesus has never meant saying a quick prayer
or walking down an aisle. It means understanding that my
life 1s His to use as He desires. Should I move to another
country? Or move to another neighborhood? Should
[ join a softball team to share my faith? Should I stay
married when I'm unhappy? Give money to missions?
Help the homeless? Visit people in prison? Give my time
to teach Sunday School?

Whatever He asks of me—that is what following Jesus
is all about!
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