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Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on: you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But presently he starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make sense. What on earth is He up to? The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of--throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were going to be made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it Himself.


- C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 
a desire for change

There was a time in my life when I would open the Bible and read passages where, for instance, Jesus commands life change, and instead of feeling compelled, my spirit found itself assuaged with grief, shame, depression, and mostly helplessness. Helplessness because I so desired to change, I really wanted to depart from the way I was judgmental, mean and self-serving, but I didn’t know how. I’d read all the self-help books, and their formula just didn’t work: read your Bible every morning, pray for ten minutes each day, fast on Wednesdays, attend church, and your life will fall into shape. It didn’t. I never doubted the radical, spiritual transformation Jesus called for was possible. Jesus wouldn’t lie, wouldn’t feed us crocks to make us lose sleep after good sermons that made us weep over our own problems. Jesus isn’t like that. So I never imagined spiritual transformation to be impossible; it was a reality, but I felt like I was stumbling in the darkness, groping at walls, blind to everything. In my journal I wrote, “I feel like I am at the edge of the ocean, just dipping my toes in the cold water, wanting to jump in, but not knowing how to move my legs.”

A few weeks ago, several of my friends and I sat down together and were talking about how followers of Christ are called to live their lives like Christ. One of the passages happened to be Galatians 5:19-21, where Paul is giving the tell-tale signs of those who don’t have any link with Christ:

“If your dark side’s in charge, this is you: you’re a twisted, filthy old leech, with only sex on the brain. You waste hours on the latest craze to have seduced you, sometimes just worthless, sometimes full-on demonic. You’re hateful, argumentative, jealous, angry. You’re a drunk, a pervert, all ‘me, me, me’. You’re an ultra-competitive backstabber, a stirrer, a divide-and-conquer control freak who dies inside every time someone else makes it. Enough? I told you before, people like this aren’t part of God’s set-up.”

An indescribable silence overcame the room, and we all just kind of looked at each other with mopey stares. Finally one of us voiced the millions of broken thoughts running through disjointed minds: “That’s everyone in this room.” Needless to say, the situation became extremely awkward, and much time passed before we were able to diffuse the discomfort. 

While his words weren’t the most charming, my friend hit on something with those piercing words: statistics show the majority of Christians’ lives are no different than the lives of those who do not cling to the Christian faith. We have been called judgmental, bigoted and brain-washing for good reason: most of us are. Some well-meaning Christians go out, trying with all their might to fix this ‘sick, twisted view’ of Christianity, but their efforts only dig themselves a deeper, watery grave. Someone I know remarked off-the-cuff, “Christians are mean.” We are accused of being the world’s class-A hypocrites, because many of us attach our names to the King of love, joy, peace and kindness, and live lives of hatred, judgment, condemnation, and flat-out meanness. 

There is a story of a girl who would always approach a Christian class-mate when given the chance, and the two would sit down and talk about life during free time in class. Eventually, the Christian asked her, “I really like you and all, and we’re good friends, but I just want to know: how come you always made a point to talk to me?” 

The girl, whose nicknames included slut and whore, said, “Because you’re the only Christian I’ve known who hasn’t told me that I’m going to hell because I get around.” 

He asked, “Christians told you that you’re going to hell because of what you’re doing?” 

She said, “How could I ever let myself get into their stuff when they treat me like this? But I heard you were a Christian, and you didn’t flat-out condemn me when I told you about my choice lifestyle, and I wanted to get to know you.”

The Christian’s eyes flared and he said, “I’m so sorry for how people have treated you. It’s horrible. They probably think they’re doing something great for God, something great for Jesus, but they’re only showing how much they don’t know about Jesus. Why do I follow Jesus? Because I love him. Why do I love him? Because he’s God? That’s the theological answer, but it doesn’t work for me. I love him because of something so much more. I love him because he stands for love, and compassion, and grace and forgive-ness. I love him because he is beautiful in every aspect. He would never just tell you that you’re going to hell. That’s not Jesus at all.” 

He saw the girl’s ears tuning in, seriously interested, and he continued: “The disciple John tells a story of a woman who was caught sleeping around, and the religious people brought her to Jesus and said, ‘Here she is. You know the law. We have to stone her. You okay with that?’ Jesus isn’t okay with it. He looks them all in the eye and says, ‘Fine. Stone her… But let he who hasn’t sinned throw the first stone.’ And he knelt down in the dirt, writing in it with his finger. I wonder what he wrote. Maybe he wrote, It’s okay, to the woman. Or he wrote out all the different sins of the religious leaders. Or maybe he was just scribbling, showing how nonchalant he was about it all. Who knows? But what I do know is that the religious people left the scene. Jesus looks up to the woman and asks, ‘Where are your accusers?’ She answers him, ‘They’re gone.’ Jesus didn’t accuse her, didn’t judge her, didn’t condemn her. He gently tells her, perhaps touching her face, stroking beaten cheeks, ‘They didn’t condemn you, and neither do I. I forgive you. Now go, and sin no more.’”

The girl was smiling at the story. He said, “You see, Jesus is loving and gracious and forgiving. It’s really sad how so many Christians think they’re God’s greatest gift to mankind, when, really, they’re living in a way that isn’t even in the shadow of Christ’s life. Gandhi said, ‘I like your Christ, but I don’t like your Christians. Your Christians are nothing like your Christ.’ He’s right.”

This story shows how an ‘outsider’ might look on the inside and see nothing but garbage. How an ‘outsider’ will seek the love of Christ, and find the condemnation of Christians. Look around in most churches and you will find modern-day Pharisees filling the pews, laughing it up, singing the songs and drinking their coffee, oblivious to the dark path they’re walking:

“‘You’re hopeless, you religion scholars and Pharisees! Frauds! You burnish the surface of your cups and bowls so they sparkle in the sun, while the insides are maggoty with your greed and gluttony. Stupid Pharisee! Scour the insides, and then the gleaming surface will mean something.’”

Having been met with the fall-out of discipleship, a consensus rings the stadium: we want to change. The desire to really change, to become people who are radiant with God’s love, who really mean something – mean something that will bring difference – to this world, is deep inside us, in the core of our beings, for those who eagerly pursue God. A friend told me as we sipped coffee in a local bookstore, “I want to be a good Christian. I really do. But it’s really hard. I just don’t know what to do.”

Yet when asked, “How do you want to change?”, most of us simply don’t know the answer. We don’t know how to really change, to change on the inside of the cup, so that the outside will naturally sparkle. We don’t really know what happens in spiritual transformation, and we don’t even know what is being transformed. This is the first bridge we must cross on our way to a full understanding of (and living out of) true spiritual change.

what is changing?

It is one thing to nod your head when a preacher says, “God calls us to change our lives!” It is quite another thing to really know what that means. Some people, upon hearing the proclamation to go out and change the way they live, imagine stamping a W.W.J.D.
 bracelet on their wrists, and trying to live life how God would: in essence, changing the way they do things. God calls us to something so much more. He calls us not to change what we do, but who we are. The W.W.J.D. fad has greatly diminished. Why do you think? Because the thinking there is flawed. Changing the outside won’t change the inside. First who we are has to change; only then will what we do follow suit.

A few years ago I was stuck between a rock and a hard place; a career in ministry or a career in science? I grabbed a hold of a friend on Instant Messenger, and we were chatting back and forth, and I told him, “I just don’t know what to do. I don’t really know what God wants me to do!” Then he said something I will never forget: “God doesn’t really want you to do anything. He wants you to be somebody.” Those few words can inspire countless hours of spiritual debate and dogma, but look at what my friend hit on so well: we need to get away from the do, do, do mindset and realize that God calls us to be, be, be. Be whom? Be ourselves; and we truly find ourselves only in taking on the character of Christ. Taking on Christ’s character not primarily on the outside, but on the inside. This is spiritual transformation.

So when we talk about spiritual transformation, we are not talking about doing life differently, but being somebody different. How will we be different? When spiritual transformation takes place, there are six realms of the human self that are revamped. These are, in brief, our body, our soul, our thoughts and feelings, our will (our spirit and heart) and our social relations. 

I could give technical explanations of those parts of the human self experiencing change, but instead we will look at what a person with such changes actually looks like. The following expositions are composed following the guidance of an eclectic lot of scriptures; a few of the major ones are 1 Corinthians 13, Romans 12:1-21, Galatians 5:22-6:10, and Colossians 3:1-4:6. I encourage you to read through these if you have the time. Now let’s take a detailed look at what the life of a spiritually changed – a spiritually trans-formed – person looks like:

Thought Life: those who are spiritually transformed naturally think about God – he is never out of the mind!; they love to dwell upon God and his attributes – his power, his love, his mercy, his grace, his wonder, etc.; they adore God in nature, in history, in his Son and in the saints; they are “God-intoxicated” (Acts 2:13, Ephesians 5:18); no one has a stronger sense of reality and practicality than they do; their minds are filled with biblical expressions of God’s nature, his actions, and his plans for them in his world; they do not dwell on evil – it’s not a big thing in their thoughts – and are sure of its defeat; because their minds are transformed by God, they easily embody Philippians 4:8; they are positive, realistically so, based upon the nature of God as they know it.

“Summing it all up, friends, I'd say you'll do best by filling your minds and meditating on things true, noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious--the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the ugly; things to praise, not things to curse.”

Feelings: these people are full of insanely deep love; they love lots of good thing and they love people, love their life and who they are, and are thankful for their life –even though it may contain many difficulties, persecution, even martyrdom; they receive life and all it entails as God’s gift, or at least as his allowance, where they will know his goodness and greatness and go on to live with him forever in paradise; joy and peace ride shotgun even in the hardest of times – even when suffering unjustly; they are confident and hopeful and do not indulge thoughts of rejection, failure, and hopelessness because, simply, they know better.

Will (spirit, heart): they really are devoted to doing what is good and right; their spirit and heart are habitually attuned to doing good, just as the mind and emotions are honed in to God; they are attentive to rightness, to kindness, to helpfulness, and they are purposefully knowledgeable about life, about what people need, about how to do what is right and good in appropriate ways; wisdom sleeps in their bed; they do not think of themselves first, do not focus on what they want, and actually they care very little about getting their own way (Philippians 2:3,4); these are easy and good works to them; abandoned to God’s will and do not struggle and deliberate as to whether they will do what they know to be wrong; do not hesitate to do what they know is right.

“Don't push your way to the front; don't sweet-talk your way to the top. Put yourself aside, and help others get ahead. Don't be obsessed with getting your own advantage. Forget yourselves long enough to lend a helping hand.”

Body: they are poised to do good without thinking; they do not automatically move into what is wrong, even if doing good is contrary to resolves and intentions, before they can think to not do it; it is no longer true that their “spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41); they know this statement of Jesus is not an irreversible condition of humanity, but a sickness to be healed, are not trapped by their past actions, avoid paths of temptation; the bodies of these people even look differently; there is a freshness about them, a kind of quiet strength, a transparency; rested and playful in a bodily strength that is from God; the Spirit has brought them to life.

Social relations: they are socially transparent; because they walk in goodness, they have no use for darkness, and achieve real contact or fellowship with others – especially other apprentices of Jesus; they do not conceal their thoughts and feelings (nor do they impose them on everyone), and do not try to manipulate and manage others; they do not go on the attack or on the hunt, intending to use or hurt others; they are completely noncondemning, while at the same time they do not participate in evil – patient and joyful nonparticipation – and do not reject or distance themselves from the people who may be involved in evil situations; they know how to “love the sinner and hate the sin” gracefully and effectively

Soul: as you come to know these people – though those who know only the human powers of the flesh will never be able to understand them (1 Corinthians 2:14) – you see that all of the above is not just at the surface: it is deep and it is effortless, it flows; they do not try to have a renovated being, they are a renovated being. This is the outcome of spiritual formation in Christlikeness – not perfect, but a person whose soul is whole: a person who, through the integrity of the law of God and the administration of the Gospel and the Spirit, has a restored soul; every aspect of the self will function as God originally intended. That is the keynote of spiritual transformation. Here it is once more: every aspect of the self will function as God originally intended.

the process of spiritual transformation

We have seen the call – and the desire – for change; and we have seen what needs to change. The issue at this point and time is, how? Really, that’s what this entire paper is written for: so you will know how to go about a true and rewarding life change, the kind of transformation the Creator calls for. Yet, as I have said before, groundwork needs to be laid; a basis needs to be constructed; a foundation needs to be built. We have seen many of the pillars of this great monument: the call, desire, and specs on what needs to change. Finally comes the fourth pillar, on which we can build the great temple of spiritual life transformation. This pillar is the process of spiritual transformation.

Our insides must change before our outsides change. It does not work the other way. Those who believe that the outside must change before the inside changes are those who are always stumbling, falling, and who harp on only two aspects of God: love and forgiveness. Thankfully, their own misunderstanding is not costing them their very salvation. When we try to change the inside by changing the outside first, we unknowingly drift into deadly legalism: do the right thing, say the right thing, everything will be golden and delicious. That’s not the way it works.

Spiritual transformation is about changing the inside. As we’ve said before, only by changing the inside can the outside really conform to God. Only by changing those parts of our beings found not in fingers and toes can we discover the kind of change that reveals itself through our fingers and toes. The process of spiritual transformation is one where we rely on God to change the inside and patiently allow the outside to mold into God’s own designs.

Let me ask you this: what is the most widely-believed self-help quick-jump to spiritual stamina and success? The answers include Bible studies, going to church, Sunday morning worship, etc. I can look on my shelf and find plenty of books telling me that if I have a thirty-minute prayer sessions before breakfast and a little bit of the Gospel with a bagel, then my spiritual life will be on the roll. The only thing is, at least for me, it’s never worked that way. I have spent inexhaustible hours pouring through biblical texts, and many times the conclusion is a weighted brain and a weary heart. I go to church all the time; admittedly, sometimes I don’t want to go; I’d rather just stay in bed, watch movies, and sleep; sometimes I go home from church emptier than when I went in. Sunday morning worship is a biggie in my life, but the times are numerous when the words have come out of my mouth, but my heart has been simmering in a coma just below the skin. I’ve fallen asleep during thirty-minute morning prayers, and the bagel holds my attention more than Leviticus. 

Perhaps you are wondering where this is going. I am going to be your friendly pen heretic and say: “Bible studies are worthless. Going to church is worthless. Sunday morning worship is worthless… All of it is worthless… except when seen as avenues to fellowship with God.
Friends, the core of spiritual transformation does not culminate in more Bible studies and longer prayer times. It is all about immersing ourselves in God, bathing in his presence, and letting the soap and shampoo of his Spirit wash over us, clean us from our filth and add a little spit-and-shine to our homely skin. True spiritual transformation, true spiritual change – the kind that God calls for, the kind Jesus advocated – is a change that is deeper than changing what we do, it is a change where we allow God to change who we are. There’s the core of it: bathe in the Spirit. This is why those ‘fruits’ of change are called ‘fruits of the Spirit’: they came through being watered and nourished by the Spirit, not by our own frail human efforts (those frail human efforts, by the way, have a nice name: legalism). 

“Wow,” you say. “This is cool. I let God do the transforming. Sounds easy. Okay, God, lay it on me…” Moments pass, and you cross your arms. “Hmm. Nothing’s happening…” Is it true that God can change us through any way he pleases? Yes! Is it true that he can speak to us through any circumstance? Yes! Is it true that he can invade us with his Spirit and bring about spiritual transformation in any way he desires? Yes! Is it also possible that, while he can do all of this in any way he pleases, he has set down specific ways in which we can approach him and experience him? Is it possible that, while all avenues can be used to bathe in God’s Spirit, God has designated a handful strictly for this purpose? Yes, it is possible, and I believe with all my heart that there are avenues into the very heart of God, highways into the world of spiritual transformation, and God has laid them out before us and said, “Here you go. Now come!”

These avenues have been coined through the ages as spiritual disciplines. There isn’t a shred of validity to any of these disciplines when they stand alone; only when approached and lived out as a means to bathe in God’s Spirit does God really begin to work through them and transform us. So we have seen the call, desire, and what is being changed, not to mention the process of spiritual transformation (God is at the helm!). So now we move on to the bulk of our exploration: what are these spiritual disciplines, and how can we integrate them into our 21st Century lives?

the spiritual disciplines

The point of spiritual disciplines is to bring us into the throne room of God, where he can actively and realistically mold us, shape us, conform us to his will and give us the divine power to cooperatively interact with him inside and outside church building doors. We must keep it at the forefront of our minds that if we use the disciplines as a quick-fix tool for spiritual stamina, they won’t help us at all. We must approach them with the mindset of meeting God in them, and then letting him change us, not us changing ourselves.

Through spiritual disciplines we can come to really understand and experience what Jesus is talking about when he says, “Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke fits perfectly, and the burden I give you is light.”
 As God transforms us and we are drawn more and more into his Story, we will find that Jesus’ words are not poetic hopefuls, but realities that can only become realized through the mysterious workings of God.

When you or I are saved for the first time
, at that first moment we are closer to God than we have ever been before. But after a few days, the excitement and inertia wears off. Doubt sets in. One wonders, “What happened? Am I not saved?” Meeting someone can be great. But if you just exchange names, how exciting will it be in three days? “Hi, Bob.” “Hi, George.” Over and over and over. That’s how some of us are with God, and we complain that it isn’t getting deeper. Of course not. George really wants to talk, but he’s going to let us start the first conversation. It’s his nature. In the same way, God will meet us, but we must make a move to get to know him more. 

Salvation isn’t a one-time thing, it’s a day-by-day experience. It doesn’t culminate in baptism or prayer; it never culminates, not even when we’re running through the golden fields of paradise. 

Building a relationship takes work; we can’t expect our relationship with God to blossom with no effort on our part, nor can we expect it to take flight when we’re simply content to be spoon-fed spirituality in church or house groups. We need, first of all, to take time to get to know God better. God is a person, not a machine – we need to treat him for who he is. A lot of us do this through devotionals or prayers or morning quiet times. 

But what most of us don’t realize is that when you want to get to know someone really well, you don’t just have them over to your house, you go over to their house also. In this same way, we need to take up the habits of God – we need to step into Jesus’ house – so that our relationship can become so loving, so intimate, so real and foundational that it surprise us how many people live in dullness and think it normal and are content to remain that way. We will become like Jesus, if we run after him from our heart, mind and soul, and we will experience the spiritual transformation many of us find so lacking.

We will now explore the ‘habits’ of God, the spiritual disciplines, that God has laid out before us and said, “I will meet you through these, you just have to come.” Most people don’t practice all of them (I don’t), because it isn’t a formula. Some will practice one or two, and experience God more and experience that life change more than those who run the entire gauntlet. We must contemplate where God is leading us with these spiritual disciplines and take the initiative to heed his call and meet him there.

The disciplines are:

Solitude & Meditation



Silence & Fasting





Frugality & Simplicity







Secrecy & Sacrifice








Fellowship & Confession






Submission & Study




Worship & Celebration


Service & Prayer

Quiet your mind, open your heart, and take the journey with me. I recommend not reading through all these disciplines in one sitting, but taking time to read, contemplate, meditate, and pray. 

Solitude

Solitude isn’t just about being alone. It is purposefully abstaining from interaction with other people. We close ourselves away; we got to the ocean, the desert, the wilderness, or to the anonymity of the urban crowd. Solitude is choosing to be completely alone, and dwelling on our experience of isolation from other human beings. 

Why is this a spiritual discipline? The normal course of our day-to-day busy lives and interactions with other people locks us into patterns of feeling, thought, and action that are geared to a world set against God. We’ve all experienced it: spend too much time with people, and we become cranky, irritable, tired and, at times, downright mean. Nothing but solitude can allow the development of a freedom from the ingrained behaviors that hinder our intimacy with God. It is true: we will submerge and die with culture if we don’t find time for solitude.

Solitude enables us to see the things that trap, oppress and worry us. God can use this time to show us our faults and tell us, “Here is where you need to change…” When our interactions with other people are severed, our hardwired soul cries out for companionship, and so we turn to God – and draw closer to God. And very importantly, we really can be still, alone, and really know that Jehovah is God
. In aloneness our focus draws to be completely transfixed on the Trinity. 

“That is the only reason why I desire solitude – to be lost to all created things, to die to them and to the knowledge of them, for they remind me of my distance from [God]: that [God is] far from them, even though [He is] in them. [He has] made them and [His presence] sustains their being and they hide [Him] from me. And I would live alone, and out of them.”  - Thomas Merton

“The great holy men, where they might, fled men’s fellowship and chose to live to God in secret places. One said: As ofttimes as I was among men I came back less a man, that is to say less holy… If in the beginning of thy conversation thou keep thy cell and dwell well therein it shall be to thee afterwards as a dear and well beloved friend and most pleasant solace. In silence and quiet the devout soul profiteth and learneth the secrets of the scriptures… Leave vain things to the vain… Shut thy door upon thee and call to thee Jesu thy love: dwell with him in they cell for thou shalt not find elsewhere so great peace.”  - Thomas a Kempis

“We go more constantly and desperately to the post office, [but] the poor fellow who walks away with the greatest number of letters, proud of his extensive correspondence, has not heard from himself this long while… read not the Times, read the Eternities!”  

- Henry David Thoreau

Meditation

Thomas Watson wrote long ago:

The first fruit of love is the musing of the mind upon God. He who is in love, his thoughts are ever upon the object. He who loves God is ravished and transported with the contemplation of God. “When I awake, I am still with thee” (Ps. 139:18). The thoughts are as travelers in the mind. David’s thoughts kept heaven-road, “I am still with Thee.” God is the treasure, and where the treasure is, there is the heart. By this we may test our love to God. What are our thoughts upon? Can we say we are ravished with delight when we think on God? Have our thoughts got wings? Are they fled aloft? Do we contemplate Chris and glory? Oh, how far are they from being lovers of God, who scarcely ever think of God! “God is not in all his thoughts: (Ps. 10:4). A sinner crowds God out of his thoughts. He never thinks of God, unless with horror, as the prisoner thinks of the judge.

Meditation is bringing the mind to dwell intelligently upon God as he is presented in his Word, and this will have the effect of God bathing us in his Spirit, and we will come to love God more passionately; this love, in turn, will bring us to think of God steadily. 

There are two different kinds of meditation: I call them ‘full-time’ and ‘part-time.’ Full-time is dwelling on God throughout the day, thinking on him, relishing him, examining and exploring and discovering him as we eat, sleep, play, work and learn. Part-time is setting aside a specific time for deeper, more intimate meditation: focusing intently on God, ridding the mind of all other thoughts; often the one meditating will focus on an idea or object, or on their breathing; in this spirit of meditation and contemplation, God will reach into us and speak to us.

Meditation can also take the form of memorizing scripture, or memorizing biblical concepts (often, memorizing individual verses is not as sustaining as understanding the biblical concepts, such as faith, love, wisdom and suffering). In Joshua 1:8 and Psalm 1 we are shown the precious blessing of knowing God’s Word. We will come to know peace, and when deflections in life come, our minds will automatically re:center on God just as the needle of a compass returns north.

In the revelation, we are given a glimpse at the inner workings of a heart fully renovated by God, a heart that is transformed through spiritual disciplines, including meditation:

The slain Lamb is worthy!


Take the power, the wealth, the wisdom, the strength!


Take the honor, the glory, the blessing…

To the One on the Throne! To the Lamb!

The blessing, the honor, the glory, the strength,

For age after age after age.

The one who meditates on God will come to know in a very real and unique way the worth, the power, the wisdom, strength, glory and blessing of God, and his or her heart will sing out in a loud voice, wherever and whenever they are, a hymn and psalm: “All glory, all honor, all strength to you, O Lord!”

Silence

“Be still, and know that I am God…”  - Psalm 46:10,  NKJV

“For thus says the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel: "In returning and rest you shall be saved; In quietness and confidence shall be your strength.’”  - Isaiah 30:15

How few of us live with a quiet, inner peace. The world weighs down all around us, and we feel it choking us, suffocating us to the point of fatal exhaustion. When we wake in the morning, demands are shoved down our throat. We toss and turn at night, heads filled with knowledge that tomorrow’s harvest is no better; minds laden with the mistakes of the day, the problems and circumstances to be fixed and avoided. So little of us have this quiet, inner peace; peace is a foreign word with vague meaning. Yet we know we desire it. This peace, this comfort, this calmness is in our grasp; it can be touched; the grace of God sustains us, fills us with joy and peace, and the door is often the discipline of silence. The harvest will turn colors once we step through that door, and we will be able to direct others to the entryway. We can find confidence, reassurance, approval, peace.

Silence is when we close off our souls, our very being, from the ‘noise’ that surrounds us on a constant day-to-day basis – the noise of music, words, sounds, the street, friends and even family. Today this is very hard – true silence is extremely rare. There are people who have never ‘heard’ true silence, and don’t even really know what true silence is! 

Silence is frightening because it strips us as nothing else does, throwing us upon the grim realities of our life. A great fear is that in this so-called quiet time, what happens if there seems to be very little of “just us and God”? What does it say about the inward emptiness of our lives if we must always turn on the tape player or radio or must always ‘feel’ or ‘experience’ God to make sure something is happening in our world?

Sound has an interesting trademark – it always strikes deep and brooding in our souls. So for the sake of our souls, we must seek times to leave our television, radio, tape players, and telephones turned off. We need to seek time to close off street noises as much as possible, try to find how quiet we can make our world by our own hands. 

Silence is no different from all the other disciplines in one aspect – it must be approached prayerfully and experimentally. Have confidence: God has its right uses for you! Silence is a powerful and essential discipline, because it is silence alone that will allow us life-transforming concentration on the Creator of the Cosmos. It is in the silence where we can hear his voice.

“The more I practice this discipline, the more I appreciate the strength of silence. The less I become skeptical and judgmental, the more I learn to accept the things I don’t like about others, the more I accept them as uniquely created in the image of God. The less I talk, the fuller are words spoken at an appropriate time. The more I value others, the more I serve them in small ways, the more I enjoy and celebrate my life. The more I celebrate, the more I realize that God has been giving me wonderful things in my life, the less I worry about my future. I will accept and enjoy what God is continuously giving to me. I think I am beginning to really enjoy God.”

Another aspect of silence that is hardly considered is speaking up when you selfishly want to be quiet, and not saying anything when you selfishly want to speak up. 

Fasting

“It is written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God.”  - Jesus, Matthew 4:4, KJV
Fasting is no more than abstaining from food and maybe drink, too. It teaches us a lot about ourselves pretty quickly, and can prove humiliating to us, as it reveals to us how much our peace depends upon the pleasures of eating. It will show us how we use eating to assuage the discomforts in our bodies and minds often caused by unwise and faithless living and attitudes – attitudes of lacking self-worth, meaningless work, purposeless exercise, a lack of rest or exercise. Fasting brings out our true colors – our despairs, hurts, angers and heartaches, fears and sin; it will break idolatry. Fasting teaches temperance and self-control, therefore also throwing at us moderation and restraint with regard to all our fundamental drives. Fasting is a practice of self-denial that ought to be practiced by all Christians; for those who take this bull by the horns, theirs is a clear and present source of the love and resourcefulness of God.

How does one go about fasting? After all, there isn’t one dead-set way. The desert fathers such as St. Antony often went long periods of time on just bread and water. Daniel and his friends would not eat the King’s meat or drink his wine; they had vegetables and water only. So we see that fasting can take on many forms. Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Spirit, fasting till the day temptation came at dawn.

Fasting confirms our utter dependence upon God by finding in him a source of sustenance beyond food. This is the bottom line of fasting: we taste the real Bread of Life and drink the Living Water. Through fasting we come to terms with the fact that God’s word to us is a life sustenance that is not food alone that gives life, but also the words that proceed from the mouth of God. We discover this real meat we have, this meat the world doesn’t know about – fasting becomes a feast; a feast on Jesus and doing Jesus’ will!

For so long I thought that Jesus’ reference to outside appearances in the following Scripture, Matthew 6:16-18, meant that fasting was a horrible and painful thing, and to reap the glory and rewards, we had to keep it a secret. What do you think it really means?

"And when you fast, don't make it obvious, as the hypocrites do, who try to look pale and disheveled so people will admire them for their fasting. I assure you, that is the only reward they will ever get. But when you fast, comb your hair and wash your face. Then no one will suspect you are fasting, except your Father, who knows what you do in secret. And your Father, who knows all secrets, will reward you.”  - Matthew 6:16-18, NLT
No, he is not telling us to mislead those around us while we fast. He is instead explaining how we will feel – we won’t be sad! After all, aren’t we discovering that life is so much better than meat? Our belly is not our god, as others find it to be; we are not enslaved by our appetites and insatiable passion, but are reigned to the cross of Christ. Our belly becomes a joyful servant of us and of God:

“You say, ‘Food is for the stomach, and the stomach is for food.’ This is true, though someday God will do away with both of them. But our bodies were not made for sexual immorality. They were made for the Lord, and the Lord cares about our bodies.”  - 1 Corinthians 6:13, NLT
The Christian poet Edna St. Vincent Millay writes:

“I drank every vine.


The last was like the first.

I came upon no wine


So wonderful as thirst.

I gnawed at every root.


I ate of every plant.

I came upon no fruit


So wonderful as want.

Feed the grape and the beam


To the vintner and the monger;

I will lie down lead








With my thirst and my hunger.”
Frugality

Frugality just means abstaining from using money or goods at our disposal in ways that merely gratify our desires or our hunger for status, glamour, or luxury. We stay within the bounds of what general good judgment would designate as necessary for the kind of life to which God has led us. So how does one go about frugality?

“And a final word to you arrogant rich: Take some lessons in lament. You'll need buckets for the tears when the crash comes upon you. Your money is corrupt and your fine clothes stink. Your greedy luxuries are a cancer in your gut, destroying your life from within. You thought you were piling up wealth. What you've piled up is judgment. All the workers you've exploited and cheated cry out for judgment. The groans of the workers you used and abused are a roar in the ears of the Master Avenger. You've looted the earth and lived it up. But all you'll have to show for it is a fatter than usual corpse.” 

- James 5:1-5, the Message

“I say it again--it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God!"  - Matthew 19:24, NLT
These warnings against the rich aren’t stereotypical; if you’re rich, you’re not automatically condemned to Hell. If you’re wealthy because of the lottery, or a successful business partner who’s moved up in the cash flow, you’re not cut off from God. The warning is against the rich who have hoarded their money, neglecting those in need, being selfish and conceited, frivolous to the point of their own destruction. Frivolous consumption corrupts the soul away from trusting, worshipping, and service to God, and affects our ‘neighbors’ – humans throughout the world – as well. 

“It is an injury to society as well as an offense against God when men pamper their bodies with rich and dainty foods and seriously diminish their physical and mental powers by excessive use of intoxicants… Luxury in every form is economically bad, it is provocative to the poor who see it flaunted before them, and it is morally degrading to those who indulge in it. The Christian who has the ability to live luxuriously, but fasts from all extravagance, and practices simplicity in his dress, his home, and his whole manner of life, is, therefore, rendering good service to society.”  - O. Hardman

Frugality frees us from concern and involvement with a multitude of desires that would make it impossible for us “to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8). It makes it possible for us to concentrate only one that ‘one thing worth being concerned about’, and that is Jesus alone:

“As Jesus and the disciples continued on their way to Jerusalem, they came to a village where a woman named Martha welcomed them into her home. Her sister, Mary, sat at the Lord's feet, listening to what he taught. But Martha was worrying over the big dinner she was preparing. She came to Jesus and said, "Lord, doesn't it seem unfair to you that my sister just sits here while I do all the work? Tell her to come and help me." But the Lord said to her, "My dear Martha, you are so upset over all these details! There is really only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it--and I won't take it away from her." ”  - Luke 10:38-42, NLT

Martha was too worried about dinner – about life! – that she missed who life revolved around! Mary forgot everything and fell down before Jesus and was just consumed by Him. Frugality opens up a narrow avenue that leads us to experience and know God better and more fully than we ever have before. 

Frugality is also freedom from the spiritual burden of financial debt! How many of us so often buy things that are not necessary? The effect of doing this is a diminishing of our apparent self-worth, dims our hope for the future, and most of all eliminates our sensitivity to the needs of others. Frugality gives us freedom from this spiritual bondage, as it frees up our finances and our costs of living and opens windows to mercy and compassion on those in need. When all is said and done, there is only debt we have to pay, and that is a debt of love:

“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another…”  - Romans 13:8,  NASB

John Joseph Surin was once asked why, when so many people seem to wish to be great in God’s eyes, there are so few who are truly great. “The chief reason,” he replied, “is that they give too big a place in life to indifferent things.” The bottom line is this: we need to stop wasting money on drugs and alcohol and food and toys, and start tithing, start giving back to God by giving to others. We need to live generously. 

“Tell those who are rich in this world not to be proud and not to trust in their money, which will soon be gone. But their trust should be in the living God, who richly gives us all we need for our enjoyment. Tell them to use their money to do good. They should be rich in good works and should give generously to those in need, always being ready to share with others whatever God has given them.”  - 1 Timothy 6:17,18,  NLT
“You must each make up your own mind as to how much you should give. Don't give reluctantly or in response to pressure. For God loves the person who gives cheerfully. And God will generously provide all you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others.”  - 2 Corinthians 9:7,8,  NLT
Frugality as a settled style of life frees us from indifferent things. Simplicity (the arrangement of life around a few consistent purposes, explicitly excluding what is unnecessary to life), and poverty (the rejection of all possessions) are all branches off frugality, and are in turn part of frugality. The monks of the Middle Ages took simplicity to the next level, living only with a bed, desk and Bible at times. Yet these were some of the happiest men and women on the planet – why? Because they discovered what life was all about – Jesus – and didn’t worry about the foggy details that will be wisped away with the morning sun.

Simplicity

Simplicity is a movement against our consumerist culture. Americans work hard to make lots of money to buy lots of stuff to experience happiness, peace and contentment. It is not surprising that only very few succeed. The answer lies in the fundamental, biblical truth that Jesus expounded on when he said, “What good is it a man to gain the whole world, but to forfeit his soul?”

In simplicity we understand that the real treasures in this life – happiness, joy, peace and contentment – are not to be found in wealth, money, or ‘things.’ Simplicity acknowledges that this ‘real life’ is found in the essential: God. God is the center of simplicity. How so? Because simplicity is simply focusing on the essentials: those essentials being God, family, friends, others, nature and ourselves.

Simplicity itself contains two dimensions: inner simplicity and outer simplicity.

Inner simplicity is submitting to Christ rather than to our own inclinations (we fool ourselves if we think this kind of communion with God will simply fall into our laps; we must desire it and work for it, and we will gradually grow closer to God). The transformation of the entire person through the breath of God will reap a harvest of wonderful inner simplicity: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control (sound familiar?).

Outer simplicity will not come through the spiritual disciplines; it involves changing our lifestyles. There are varying degrees of simplicity and different kinds of simplicity. There is the Amish or Quaker simplicity – going to the very elemental. There is the ‘cabin in the woods’ simplicity of Walden. Or you can look at the simplicity of the monks – sometimes only owning a bed, desk and a Bible. There is the simplicity of not eating many foods and not eating exotic foods in respect to the people of foreign countries who are starving; this simplicity banks of Gandhi’s words, “Live simply so that others may simply live.”

However deep we wish to take our outer simplicity is up to us. It is important to note, though, that our outer simplicity can have an effect on our inner simplicity. Whichever way you go with outward simplicity, there are a few ‘ground rules’ that run through almost all the different types of simplicity. Here are just a few trademarks of simplicity, the very basics:

I. Enjoying the rhythms of nature, the turning of the seasons, the world outside

II. Enjoying life, from the company of our friends to the laughter of children, to good meals

III. Being careful with your money; budgeting; sometimes frugality

IV. Taking care of our bodies physically, mentally, psychologically, emotionally…

V. A concern for nature

VI. Not filling life with ‘things,’ but aiming for ‘experiences’ and helping others

VII. Let your affairs be as one, two or three… 

Undue luxury often creates a false sense of superiority, causes unnecessary burdens on ourselves and others, and leads to the neglect of the spiritual life. By observing and encouraging simple tastes in apparel, furniture, buildings, and manner of living, we can help do away with unwholesome rivalry. Remember: true simplicity consists not in the use of particular forms, but not caving in to over-indulgence, in maintaining humility and respect of spirit, and in keeping our material surroundings pointed to a necessary ends, even though these surroundings may have grace, symmetry and beauty.

Secrecy

“Thou are not the holier though thou be praised nor the more vile though thou be blamed or dispraised. What thou art, that thou art; that God knoweth thee to be and thou canst be said to be no greater… For a man ever to do well and to think little of himself is token of a meek soul. For a man not to wish to be comforted by any creature is a token of great purity and inward trust. He that seeketh no outward witness for himself, is appeareth openly that he hath committed himself all wholly to God.”  - Thomas a Kempis

One of the greatest fallacies of our faith, and actually one of the greatest acts of unbelief, is the thought that our spiritual acts and virtues need to be advertised to be known. We see the frantic and hot-hearted efforts of religious organizations and spiritual groups advertising and certifying themselves, all the while foregoing true, God-fearing, rich spirituality.

Secrecy isn’t keeping secrets from other people (though who is to say that is wrong?). The secrecy mentioned here is keeping from causing our good deeds and good qualities to be known. We may even take steps to prevent them from being known, though to go into the realm of deceit is never a good idea. Secrecy helps us to lose or tame the hunger for fame, justification, attention of others. This discipline more-so than others will often require a greater need for grace. But as we practice this discipline, we find that we adore being unknown and we love the misunderstanding about us and our deeds, and love it with peace, joy and purpose. In secrecy we experience a continuing relationship with God independent of the opinions of others.

“Thou shalt hide them in the secret of thy presence from the pride of man: thou shalt keep them secretly in a pavilion from the strife of tongues.”  - Psalm 31:20,  KJV
Secrecy forces us to place our public relations department entirely in the hands of God, who lit our candles so we could be the light of the world, not so we could hide under a bushel:

“Let me tell you why you are here. You're here to be salt-seasoning that brings out the God-flavors of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste godliness? You've lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage. Here's another way to put it: You're here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We're going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-bearers, you don't think I'm going to hide you under a bucket, do you? I'm putting you on a light stand. Now that I've put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand--shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to others, you'll prompt people to open up with God, this generous Father in heaven.”  - Matthew 5:13-16, the Message
Some might argue that Jesus is telling us to show our good works to everyone. No! We must allow God to decide when our deeds will be known, and when our light will be noticed. We must not force or shove our good deeds down other peoples’ throats. We must let God decide where people will taste the salt that we are; the saltshaker is in His hands, as well as the button of the flashlight that is our lives. We must allow him to decide; we will find that when we live in secrecy, God will expound our influence, bless us, and let our deeds have greater affects on those around us, because He is in charge of deciding who notices and who doesn’t. 

Secrecy teaches us to have love and humility before God and others. In turn, that love and humility encourages us to see our neighbors in the best possible light, even to the point of our hoping they will do better and appear better than us! Via secrecy we find that it is possible for us to “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than ourselves,” as Philippians 2:3 says. And if you want to experience the flow of love as never before, the next time you are in a competitive situation, pray that the others around you will be more outstanding, more praised, and more used of God than yourself. Really pull for them and rejoice for their successes. What do you think would happen if Christians would universally pray this for each other? The earth, I believe, would be filled with the knowledge of God’s beauty! Secrecy can lead us into this kind of wonderful experience.

Also, the needs that arise in our efforts to serve God can often be handled by looking to God only, not telling others that there is a need, but counting on God to tell them. This is another aspect of the realm of secrecy. When we ask God alone for help instead of asking others, it reveals to God a deeper trust. And when we see our needs met because we have asked God alone, our faith in God’s presence and care will be greatly increased. But if we always tell others of the need, we will have little faith in God, and our entire spiritual life will suffer because of it.

And in all we do in the arena of secrecy, let’s never forget the words of Jesus:

“God doesn't require attention-getting devices. He won't overlook what you are doing; he'll reward you well.” - Matthew 6:18,  the Message

God sees our works – our good deeds and prayers and acts of charity – in secret; and when we keep it secret, we say to God, “Okay, here you go. This is done for you and only you. No one else knows, and it will stay that way.” And God, from whom we can hide nothing, who sees and knows all things, will reward us openly. That’s a promise straight from Jesus’ mouth.

Sacrifice

Sacrifice is where we abstain from the possession or enjoyment of what is necessary for our living – not, as in frugality, where we abstain from those things that are unnecessary. We forsake the security of meeting our needs with what is in our hands. It is total abandonment to God, a stepping into the darkened abyss in the faith and hope that God will hold us up. Such a move would be disastrous if our faith were nothing but a lie, but because it is founded in the truth of God, because God is not only loving, but also all-powerful and able to meet our needs, sacrifice is a clear message to God: I trust You. 

“And [Jesus] looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the treasury. And He saw a certain poor widow putting in two small copper coins. And He said, "Truly I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all of them; for they all out of their surplus put into the offering; but she out of her poverty put in all that she had to live on."  - Luke 21:1-4,  NASB
The poor widow gave all she had, abandoned herself to God’s care, as she gave sacrificially. Ironically, in some strange mathematical equation that would make an accountant shiver, she gave more with her two pennies than all the rich gentlemen writing out their large, tax deductible checks around her. 

How nourishing to our faith are the tokens of God’s care in response to our sacrifice! The cautious faith that never saws off the limb on which it is sitting never learns that unattached limbs may find strange, unaccountable ways of not falling.

A couple years ago I went to a Sr. High youth convention in Milligan, Tennessee. During the conference, God filled me with compassion for the youth in depraved continents such as Africa, Asia and South America; I emptied out all my money for the cause as they passed around the charity plates, and I knew I’d be starving on the way home. I prayed, “God, please provide me a meal.” The group I was with entered a restaurant, and I was broke with no money for food and nothing to put in my stomach. Yet I left stuffed with food, lots of leftovers, and $1.50 in my pocket. My story is just one of thousands you could hear from those who abandon themselves for God. It is still difficult for me to abandon, but this just means that I ought to do it more often. With the discipline of sacrifice, we practice a different dimension of faith, and often we are surprised at the outcome!

Fellowship 

It is in fellowship that we engage in common activities of worship, study, prayer, celebration, and service with other disciples. In doing this we may assemble in large groups, or with only a few. Personalities united can contain more of God and sustain the force of his grater presence much better than scattered individuals. 

Fellowship is simply the believers coming together to practice the disciplines.

We individually are the bride of Christ, yes; but so is the Church. Not the man-made church, but the God-indwelt and God-worshipping and God-fearing and God-loving Church – the “Big C”! The real Church – the one we’re talking about – is made up of flesh and blood, its arms and legs and eyes and ears comprised of the men and women and children who are passionate and zealous for God, saved by God’s redeeming Son! It is in fellowship that the Church unites and makes a presence in the world. The Church functions much better as a whole than Christians do running around independently. Why is this so? Because it is designed this way. We are relational creatures to the core. Also, each of us, in fellowship, has a spiritual gift that we bestow on other believers. The Phillips translation of 1 Corinthians 12:7-11 puts it well:
“Each man is given his gift by the Spirit that he may use it for the common good. One man’s gift by the Spirit is to speak with wisdom, another’s to speak with knowledge. The same Spirit gives to another man faith, to another the ability to heal, to another the power to do great deeds. The same Spirit gives to another man the gift of preaching the word of God, to another the ability to discriminate in spiritual matters, to another speech in different tongues and to yet another the power to interpret the tongues. Behind all these gifts is the operation of the same Spirit, who distributes to each individual as he wills.”

Fellowship leads us into the last two disciplines of engagement: confession and submission.

Confession 

Confession is an attribute of fellowship; it functions only within true fellowship. In confession we let trusted others know our deepest weaknesses and failures. This nourishes our faith in God’s provision for our needs through his people, increases our sense of being loved, and brings out our humility before our brothers and sisters. We let close friends know who we really are, not holding back anything important, but, ideally, allowing complete transparency. We lay down the burden of hiding and pretending, the burden of throwing up ‘fake masks’ that hide the real who-we-are. Pretending, too, takes up a lot more energy than just being real. We engage in and are engaged by others in the great discipline of confession.

(James 5:16 NKJV)  Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.

We must accept the fact that unconfessed sin is a special kind of burden or obstruction in the psychological as well as the physical realities of the believer’s life. The discipline of confession removes that heavy burden. 

Confession also helps us to avoid sin:

(Prov 28:13 NASB)  He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.

Persisting in sin within a close community – not to mention the fellowship of a transparent Body of Christ – is unsupportable unless it is hidden. It is said that confession is good for the soul but bad for the reputation, and a bad reputation makes life more difficult in relation to those close to us. But closeness and confession force out evildoing. Nothing is more supportive of right behavior than open truth.

Confession enables friends to pray for specific problems and to do those things that may be most helpful and redemptive to the one confessing. Confession alone makes deep fellowship possible, and the lack of it explains much of the superficial and shallow quality of relationships so commonly found in our churches today.

We could skip on to the next discipline, but we’d be skipping a crucial element to confession: restitution. Restitution – or amends or reimbursement – can be thought of as a discipline all on its own! It is difficult not to remedy wrongdoing once it is confessed and known widely. Now we know not all sin calls for repayment, but it is unthinkable that one would confess to stealing clothes from J.C. Penny, and never return them! It is unthinkable that someone would confess to harming another person’s reputation, and then not do anything to help that person’s reputation. Our in-borne integrity, a force within our God-given personality, requires restitution. It’s not a pleasant experience, but it strengthens our will to do what is right, and can be a very powerful discipline. 

Careful: confession can be easily abused, and for its effective use it requires considerable experience and maturity. How many stale, watered-down, immature confessions have turned to gossip and back-stabbing and black-mailing? From my personal experience, far too many.

Submission 

This is the highest level of fellowship – involving humility, complete honesty, transparency, at times confession and restitution. In submission we engage the experience of those in our fellowship who are qualified to direct our efforts in growth and who then add the weight of their wise authority on the side of our willing spirit to help us do the things we should and not do the things we ought not do. They oversee the godly order in our souls as well as in our fellowship and in the surrounding body of the body of Christ. 

Those wise ones we look to ought not see themselves as ‘leaders’. Their being examples we submit to is just one aspect of their own submission to servant hood, as we will see in the section on service. Theirs must be the genuine case of true leadership, not the driver-ship that so often prevails in our modern and secular society. 

(Heb 13:7 NKJV)  Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their conduct.

In 1 Peter those older in The Way are told to take the oversight of the flock of God, not by being forced to do so and not as lords over God’s heritage, but as examples to the flock (5:2,3). The younger are then told to submit themselves to this gentle oversight by the elders; all are caught up together as a community of mutual servants in mutual submission.

(1 Pet 5:5 NKJV)  Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility, for "God resists the proud, But gives grace to the humble."

This submission is not a matter of an iron hierarchy in which unwilling souls are crushed and driven. Instead, it functions in the power of truth and mercy inhabiting mature personalities, being the expression of a kingdom not of this world (John 18:36) – but a kingdom that is real and powerful! It is sad how some churches have fallen from this correct view of submission into a hierarchal government, resembling human monarchies and American businesses, where the CEO is made pastor and the elders are the Board of Review: such a tragedy. We see this all the time happening in misguided attempts at Christian community. 

Study

“I will delight in your principles and not forget your word. Be good to your servant, that I may live and obey your word. Open my eyes to see the wonderful truths in your law.”  

- Psalm 119:16-18,  NLT
Study is when we engage ourselves, above all, with the written and spoken Word of God. Our early experience of falling into the grace of God may be so full that we neglect study. But relationship with God, as with any person, soon requires a contribution from us, which will largely consist of study. Calvin Miller remarks, “Mystics without study are spiritual romantics who want relationship without effort.”

“As I spent time chewing over the endless assurances and promises to be found in the Bible, so my faith in the living God grew stronger and held me safe in his hands. God’s word to us, especially his word spoken by his Spirit through the Bible, is the very ingredient that feeds our faith. If we feed our souls regularly on God’s word, several times each day, we should become robust spiritually just as we feed on ordinary food several times each day, and become robust physically. Nothing is more important than hearing and obeying the word of God.”  - David Watson

We must strive to see the Word of God at work in the lives of others, in the church, in history, and in nature. We not only read and hear and inquire, but we meditate on what comes before us: that is, we withdraw into silence where we prayerfully and steadily focus upon it. We must see the Bible for what it really is – not a list of do’s and don’ts, but a cosmic, unfolding story, a story of creation, calamity, heroism and sacrifice, a war and revolution: and we have a role to play! The Bible is not just a book of commandments: while there are commandments throughout, it is more-so a message to dethroned monarchs (for that is what we are, dethroned because of sin, to be placed on thrones in the Kingdom of Heaven); it is also a song, a poem of love; and a revelation – this is how the world works! This is how God moves! This is truth: can you stomach it? We must not forget that the Bible, in being the Word of God, is not just ink-on-paper, but it is alive and breathing and organic with the Spirit of God indwelling within it:

“For the word of God is full of living power. It is sharper than the sharpest knife, cutting deep into our innermost thoughts and desires. It exposes us for what we really are.”  - Hebrews 4:12,  NLT
God works in the depths of our heart, mind, and soul. We devote long periods of time to this. Reading and studying the Word of God must not be an off-hand project or a slap-on-the-wrist discipline: it needs to be bedrock, foundation to our spirituality! We must study the Word of God, we must meditate and pray that God will meet with us when we listen and read his Word, and pray that he will speak specifically to us, for ultimately the Word of God is God speaking! When we read the Bible, we are reading the Word of God spoken to us! 

We should also make every effort to sit regularly under the ministry of gifted teachers who can lead us deeply into the Word and make us increasingly capable of fruitful study on our own. This discipline is one that must be touched and honed each and every day if we wish our intimacy with God to expand like we’ve never been capable to imagine!

Study can also take place outside the Bible, in the texts of those who are well-experienced in The Way. Really, the Scriptures are often memoirs of those who have gone before us in ancient times; in the same way, God will pull us closer to him as we wade through the waters of genuinely trustworthy Christian literature, whether it be from ancient Rome or Medieval Europe or the campuses of modern universities. My own spiritual life has been greatly enriched by the wonderful works of deceased Thomas a` Kempis, romantic John Eldredge, and theologian Dallas Willard. These writings, when coupled with the Bible (yet, let us always keep the Bible at the forefront, the most supreme text and Word of them all!) can offer us a smorgasbord of spiritual cuisine. 

Worship

“Content with beholding His face,


My all to His pleasure resigned;

No changes of season or place


Would make any change in my mind;

While blessed with a sense of his love,


A palace a toy would appear;

And prison would palaces prove,


If Jesus would dwell with me there.”



- John Newton, converted slave trader

In worship we engage ourselves with, dwell upon, and express the greatness, beauty, and goodness of God through thought and the use of words, rituals, music and symbols. We do this alone as well as in union with God’s people. To worship is to see God as worthy, to ascribe great worth to him. 

If in worship we are met by God himself, our thoughts and words turn to perception and experience of God, who is then really present to us in some degree of his greatness, beauty, and goodness. This will make for an immediate, dramatic change in our lives. However, this direct divine encounter is not essential to true worship, as so many believe. This direct encounter may happen outside worship, as it did with Elijah, Ezekiel, and Paul. Worship is our part, even though it is divinely assisted, and therefore it can be a discipline for the spiritual life. How can a Christian who seeks to live like Jesus lived ever do it without worship? Simply, it can’t be done. 

Worship must be centered upon Jesus Christ, going through him to God. We fill our minds and hearts with wonder at him – the detailed actions and words of his earthly life, his trial and death on the cross, his resurrection reality, and his work as ascended intercessor, and his work as he has given us life back. Worship does not just happen through song and dance, but through living our lives in full devotion and obedience to God.

Celebration 

Here we find one of the most important disciplines of engagement, yet it is so often overlooked and misunderstood. When I first heard of celebration, the only thought I had was of church, where we celebrate God and all he has done. Yet while this can certainly be a part of celebration, it falls more under worship; engagement, then, is enjoying ourselves. Some would scoff and balk; some believe to enjoy ourselves is wickedness. As we’ll see, that is not true at all. We engage in celebration when we enjoy ourselves, our life, our world, in conjunction with our faith and confidence in God’s greatness, beauty, and goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work and as God’s gift to us.

We can celebrate together with other believers, eating and drinking, singing and dancing, relating stories. Yet we can also celebrate alone. Take a walk in the park. Eat out at a nice restaurant. Go see a movie. Play with the dog. Enjoy ice cream. Enjoy life. Find a hobby. Hang out with a friend. Enjoy life with your spouse – a romantic dinner and sex. The list never ends. Holy delight and joy is the great antidote to despair and is a wellspring of genuine gratitude. 

The unabashedly sensual and earthly character of celebration or jubilee is nowhere more clearly portrayed than in the instructions contained in Deuteronomy 14:24-26:

“But if the place God, your God, designates for worship is too far away and you can’t carry your tithe that far, God, your God, will still bless you: exchange your tithe for money and take the money to the place God, your God, has chosen to be worshipped. Use the money to buy anything you want: cattle, sheep, wine, or beer – anything that looks good to you. You and your family can then feast in the Presence of God, your God, and have a good time.”  - The Message
God says, “Buy what you want,” and feast in the Presence of God. We are called by God to enjoy ourselves, and when we do this, we enjoy ourselves in the Presence of God. In celebration we don’t just enjoy ourselves, we enjoy ourselves in God’s presence! Why does God throw out this command?

“…You will learn to live in deep reverence before God, your God, as long as you live.”  - Deuteronomy 14:23,  The Message
That’s just amazing! Look at these other Scriptures from Ecclesiastes:

“Even so, I have noticed one thing, at least, that is good. It is good for people to eat well, drink a good glass of wine, and enjoy their work--whatever they do under the sun--for however long God lets them live. And it is a good thing to receive wealth from God and the good health to enjoy it. To enjoy your work and accept your lot in life--that is indeed a gift from God. People who do this rarely look with sorrow on the past, for God has given them reasons for joy.”  - Ecclesiastes 5:18-20,  NLT

“So I decided there is nothing better than to enjoy food and drink and to find satisfaction in work. Then I realized that this pleasure is from the hand of God.”  - Ecclesiastes 2:24,  NLT
“So I concluded that there is nothing better for people than to be happy and to enjoy themselves as long as they can. And people should eat and drink and enjoy the fruits of their labor, for these are gifts from God.”  - Ecclesiastes 3:12,13,  NLT
“So I saw that there is nothing better for people than to be happy in their work. That is why they are here! No one will bring them back from death to enjoy life in the future.”  - Ecclesiastes 3:22,  NLT
The idea of celebration will seem far too hedonistic to many of us. But we dishonor God as much by fearing and avoiding pleasure as we do by dependence upon it or living for it. How do you feel when you spend time and effort on a wonderful gift, give it to someone, and they don’t even touch it, but just say, “Thank you, thank you…” without enjoying it? We want them to enjoy the gift! We want to say, “Go play!” When God gives us these gifts of pleasure, He says, “Go play,” and we worship Him as we enjoy life! Let’s not forget that pleasure is God’s invention, not Satan’s! Satan has nothing to do with happiness and joy and fun! The idea that we can have real enjoyment and happiness through sin is a great trick Satan is pulling the world over. 

Celebration can become a delirious joy coursing through our bodily being, when we really begin to see how great and lovely God is and how good he has been to us. Feasting, dancing, singing, oration become insuppressible. We can’t put a lid on our excitement and happiness, our exuberance and play-fulness. Even the hills must sing and the trees break out in applause for God (Isaiah 55:12), and every created thing must praise the Lord (Psalms 148-150). 

Celebration, when done from the heart, makes our deprivations and troubles and problems and pains and sorrows seem small and insignificant, and we find in it great strength to do the will of our God because his goodness becomes so real to us. 

“Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine; even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren; even though the flocks die in the fields and the cattle barns are empty, yet I will rejoice in the Lord! I will be joyful in the God of my salvation. The Sovereign Lord is my strength! He will make me as surefooted as a deer and bring me safely over the mountains.”


- Habakkuk 3:17-19, NLT

Service 

“Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  - Colossians 3:22-24,  NIV
In service we engage our goods and strength in the active promotion of the good of others and the causes of God in our world. We serve one another to train ourselves away from arrogance, possessiveness, greed, resentment, materialism. Service is very useful for the Christians who find themselves – as most of us be necessity must – in the “lower” positions in society, at work, and in the church. Service can train us in habits of loving service to others and free us from bitterness, enabling us in faith to enjoy our position and work because of its exalted meaning before God. In God’s eyes, the work we do for friends, our church, even at work and for our family, is done to and for Him, and the way God sees the world, that is how it is! We do our work for our Lover and Father and King! 

Can this be applied by the mother of six who must leave her little children uncared for in a derelict neighborhood to support them by scrubbing office floors at night? Can it be applied to the refugee from Central America who pushes his ice cream cart around the neighborhood, ringing his bell as he goes? Yes, it can, if they have heard and received from the heart the gospel of the Kingdom of God.

Yet this command is far more important for those in positions of leadership. It is far more important to those in positions of influence and power and prestige. 

“But Jesus called them together and said, "You know that in this world kings are tyrants, and officials lord it over the people beneath them.  But among you it should be quite different. Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must become your slave. For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be served but to serve others, and to give my life as a ransom for many." ” 

- Matthew 20:25-28,  NLT
It is easy to misunderstand these as instructions on how to be great. Instead Jesus is giving a statement on what those who are great look like! To be “great” and to live as a servant is one of the most difficult of spiritual achievements. Nevertheless, it is also the pattern of life for which this bruised and aching world waits and without which it will never manage even a decent existence. It is so difficult to be powerful without corrupting the soul – but it is what Jesus calls us to; it is the example the King of the Earth has lain down for us!

(John 13:14 KJV)  If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash one another's feet.

Prayer 

(Mat 26:41 KJV)  Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.

Prayer is one of God’s most precious gifts to us. Prayer is conversing, communicating with God. We talk to God, aloud or within our thoughts, and allow God to speak back to us (sometimes we may be so busy praying that we start praying past God, not to him, not stopping to listen for his own voice). Prayer involves other disciplines and spiritual activities if it is to go well, especially study, mediation, worship, and often solitude and fasting as well. It would be a low-voltage spiritual life in which prayer was chiefly undertaken as a discipline, rather than as a way of co-laboring with God to accomplish good things and advance his Kingdom. Yet prayer can be a discipline. 

A lot of times the direct and indirect effects of prayer are taken as the point of prayer. But the effect of conversing with God cannot fail to have a pervasive and spiritually strengthening effect on all aspects of our personality. Just think about it: we are talking to the King of the Universe, conversing with the Creator of the Cosmos! Conversation with God, when it is truly a conversation (talk to God and listen to God!) makes a tremendous impact on our minds, and our consciousness of him remains vivid as we go our way. 

“Continuing instant in prayer after the conclusion of each period of definite communion with God, [the one immersed in prayer] will set himself to undertake every legitimate risk, to do the right without fear of consequences, and to embrace in loving purpose those who are opposed to him no less than those who are in agreement with him, n the attempt to realize the vision and to exercise the sympathy with which prayer has endowed him. The many groups into which his fellows are divided will be seen by him in the light of the whole, and he will ever strive to bridge gulfs and so assist in the realization of that living unity which is experienced by hum in anticipation when, in his moments of intensest prayer, he is caught up to God and filled with the sense of union. Economic, social, political, national, and racial antagonisms are waiting for this sole solution of the deadlock which they present. There is no other way.”  - O. Hardman

Prayer is an avenue of union with God, and ties into all aspects of our lives: economic, social, political, national, racial; as O. Hardman mentioned. And the more we pray, the more we think to pray, and as we see the results of prayer – the responses of our Father to grant our requests – our confidence in God’s power spills over into other areas of our life. 

(Phil 4:6,7 NIV)  Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

(1 Th 5:17 NIV)  pray continually;

We can train ourselves to invoke God’s presence in every action we perform. It is an experiential fact that has been proven in the lives of many disciples of Jesus, ancient and modern. God will meet us in love, and love will keep our minds directed toward him. Habit will be confirmed in gracious interaction, and our entire lives will be bathed in the intoxicating presence of God. Constant prayer will only “burden” us as wings burden a bird in flight.

In many Protestant churches prayer and Bible study are held up as the activities that will make us spiritually rich. But very few people actually succeed in attaining spiritual richness through them and indeed often find them to be intolerably burdensome. The “open secret” of many “Bible-believing” churches is that a vanishing small percentage of those talking about prayer and Bible reading are actually doing what they are talking about. They have not been shown how to change their life as a whole, permeating it with appropriate disciplines, so that prayer and Bible reading will be spiritually successful.

“If we take… no times to be apart and listen for the Voice, [only] give God some directives and pointers and call it prayer, and do none of the things that the faithful who traveled this road before us would remind us to do, then we are likely to talk to God and never hear a response.” – Robert Benson
are these disciplines adequate?

There are many other activities that could, for the right person and upon the right occasion, be counted as spiritual disciplines. The above is not a complete ‘authorized’ list. It is just a guide – a guide that will hopefully not only inspire you to act, but inspire you to think. God is a very creative being – just look outside! The first Scriptures of the Gospel of John reveal to us that Jesus is the very word that breathed the cosmos into existence; to become like Christ, we, too, must be creative. A relationship with Jesus is a relationship that not only leaves room for creativity, but calls it, beckons it, is thrilled with it. We must be creative and experiential and find new ways to challenge ourselves to grow more intimate with God, and to become more like Jesus of Nazareth.  

Which disciplines must be central to our lives will be determined by the chief sins and struggles of our life. Arrogance, envy, wrath, sloth, avarice, gluttony, and lasciviousness – the “seven deadly sins” of theological and literary history – along with many other real sins and struggles are not phantoms or jokes, but hard-bitten realities whose dreadful effects can be seen by looking out your bay window. They call for an incomparably hard-nosed, tough response on our part, supported by infinite grace.

To answer the question above, the activities mentioned – when we engage in them conscientiously and creatively and adapt them to our individual needs, times, and place – will be more than adequate to help us receive the full Christ-life and become the kind of person that should emerge in following him. Once more, these disciplines are not set-in-stone, but are foundational; if we take discipline in our life seriously, the disciplines will help guide us right no matter what disciplines we may add.

“Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke fits perfectly, and the burden I give you is light." – Jesus, Matthew 11:29,30, NLT

Yet we are fooling ourselves if we think the disciplines in and of themselves will change us. God is the one who reaches inside the disciplines and transforms us. We must enter the disciplines not with change as the primary intent, but making the primary focus simply meeting with God and loving on God. It is then that God will reach in and change us – and the effects of the change will begin to take shape in our lives.

the gallery of holy portraits

If you have the time, I invite you on a journey through the Scriptures, where we will explore what a heart truly renovated, truly molded, truly fashioned in and by God’s hands really looks like. I ask that you pray on what you read, meditate on the words before you, and if these descriptions are not a parallel to your own life (as they are not fully parallel to my own!) that your thirst for change will explode, and you will find yourself more deeply and insanely drawn to the loving arms of our Father, God. And may this passion lead you to the sane waters of spiritual disciplines, where you can take a vibrant swim with our Creator, throwing off your worries and cares, and letting him completely transform you – and me – in the process.

◊◊

So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life--your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life--and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you. 

I'm speaking to you out of deep gratitude for all that God has given me, and especially as I have responsibilities in relation to you. Living then, as every one of you does, in pure grace, it's important that you not misinterpret yourselves as people who are bringing this goodness to God. No, God brings it all to you. The only accurate way to understand ourselves is by what God is and by what he does for us, not by what we are and what we do for him. 

In this way we are like the various parts of a human body. Each part gets its meaning from the body as a whole, not the other way around. The body we're talking about is Christ's body of chosen people. Each of us finds our meaning and function as a part of his body. But as a chopped-off finger or cut-off toe we wouldn't amount to much, would we? So since we find ourselves fashioned into all these excellently formed and marvelously functioning parts in Christ's body, let's just go ahead and be what we were made to be, without enviously or pridefully comparing ourselves with each other, or trying to be something we aren't. 

If you preach, just preach God's Message, nothing else; if you help, just help, don't take over; if you teach, stick to your teaching; if you give encouraging guidance, be careful that you don't get bossy; if you're put in charge, don't manipulate; if you're called to give aid to people in distress, keep your eyes open and be quick to respond; if you work with the disadvantaged, don't let yourself get irritated with them or depressed by them. Keep a smile on your face. Love from the center of who you are; don't fake it. Run for dear life from evil; hold on for dear life to good. Be good friends who love deeply; practice playing second fiddle. 

Don't burn out; keep yourselves fueled and aflame. Be alert servants of the Master, cheerfully expectant. Don't quit in hard times; pray all the harder. Help needy Christians; be inventive in hospitality. 

Bless your enemies; no cursing under your breath. Laugh with your happy friends when they're happy; share tears when they're down. Get along with each other; don't be stuck-up. Make friends with nobodies; don't be the great somebody. 

Don't hit back; discover beauty in everyone. If you've got it in you, get along with everybody. Don't insist on getting even; that's not for you to do. "I'll do the judging," says God. "I'll take care of it. Our Scriptures tell us that if you see your enemy hungry, go buy that person lunch, or if he's thirsty, get him a drink. Your generosity will surprise him with goodness. Don't let evil get the best of you; get the best of evil by doing good.

Romans 12:1-21,  the Message

◊◊

If I can tell of God’s greatness in a way that makes people fall to their knees in obedience and heart-wrenching worship, if I can preach the news of Kingdom-come and have the crowds cheering, but I don’t love, then, really, I’m nothing but the sound of a rusty gate creaking back and forth in a stale breeze. If I open the Bible and teach God’s word in such a way that people thirst for more and beg to know Jesus, if I reveal all the mysteries of the scriptures and make everything as plain as day, and even if I have such awesome faith that when I say to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t love – what am I? A microscopic slime; no, even smaller: nothing! If I opened my doors and cleaned out the closets, pantries and rooms, handing all the furniture and food to the poor, and even if I am the first to kiss the chain and fall by the gladiator’s sword, but I don’t love, I might as well have just turned my back on the whole thing. It’s obvious, isn’t it? No matter what I say, no matter what I believe, no matter what I do, without love, I’m just a tiny peon to be blown away in a fragrant dust storm.

Love never turns in the cards. Love never turns its back to tough times, doesn’t give up on friends and family when things get rough and uncalled-for. 

Love doesn’t just look at itself in the mirror. It looks at others and asks, energetically, “What can I do for you?”

Love doesn’t go window-shopping, lusting and desiring things it doesn’t have. Love doesn’t make friends just to take advantage of them.

Love doesn’t stand in the spotlight, waving its hands arms, singing at the top of its lungs. Love actually takes a backseat, takes a spin in humility.

Love will never grab you by the collar, rip you around, and shove its own agenda down your throat. So if you love someone with an agenda, are you really loving them? No. You’re a hypocrite, a farce, a poser. 

Love doesn’t bicker and cry when it doesn’t get its own way. “Me first” isn’t in love’s vocabulary.

You’ll never find love blowing up at the tiniest things. Love doesn’t fly off the handle.

Love won’t remember your mistakes. Love won’t reminisce on your sins. Actually, love is forgiving and tender. You can search as far and wide as you like, but you’ll never find love’s little black book of wrongs done to it.

Love will never smile when it sees another frowning. Love doesn’t laugh at someone else’s downfall. Love won’t mock those who suffer. Love bends down, on hands and knees, takes the hand of the wounded, even if it is the hand of the enemy, and kisses it, saying, “I’ll be here for you if you need some help.”

Love won’t ever be walking in the graveyard of lies. It strolls in the sunny pastures of truth.

Love puts up with all the crap thrown at it. All the backstabbing, back-biting, all the strife and hatred, it puts up with it. All the disrespect, all the mockery, all the name-calling and hotheadedness: love puts up with it. Love does, because nothing else can.

Love doesn’t trust in its own schemes, but relies on the King of the Universe and his plans. 

Love doesn’t just focus on its own interests. It seeks the horizon for opportunities to share in the work of the Kingdom. It is always asking, “How can I help out today?” A strange passion flows through the soul of love: a hunger for the best for others, not the best for itself. A hunger for other peoples’ enjoyment, ease, and relaxation – not its own. Others first. Love last (and yet somehow, love shows up first!).

Love never looks back at what was, never focuses on the ‘good ol’ days’ but instead leans forward, eagerly anticipating the future, pushing harder and harder to reach the goal, the finale, the thunderous applause of a God singing, “Well done! Well done!”

You won’t ever find love in an unmarked grave – any grave, really. Even though innovative and soul-inspiring speech will end one day, even though praying in tongues will end, and even though understanding will reach the roof – love won’t ever fade, won’t ever die. Right now we know only a small sliver of the truth; a mere kernel of corn in an entire field of corn to be harvested. Everything we say about God is incomplete; our own ignorance tells us we have all the details. But when the Complete arrives, the harvest will come, and we will be stuffing corn down our throats – our incompletes will be canceled by the Complete!

When I was a baby, I drank from my mother’s breast. I gurgled and cooed like any other infant. What happened as I got older? I didn’t gurgle and coo anymore, and I certainly didn’t feed off my mother’s breast! When I grew up, I left those infantile ways all behind, choking in the dust. Right now we don’t see things clearly; we can squint, wear glasses and contacts, even mess with binoculars and telescopes, but it’s still like trying to see through a thick mist, a murky fog. Don’t worry: it won’t be long before the weather clears, the fog lifts, and the sun shines! Our eyes will look around and we’ll realize how truly blind we were! We’ll see it all so clearly, as clearly as God sees our deepest innate selves; we’ll see as richly and deeply as God knows us!

Right now, though, until that completeness comes, we have three things to do to keep us pulling along the string of time, to keep us moving until the Complete hurls himself down and we worship him in paradise. Until that glorious consummation, we are to trust God without swerving off the road, no matter how many semis and utility vans come plowing down the wrong side of the road; we are to hope for a better world, a better time, where we don’t shiver, we don’t starve, we don’t cry and we don’t ache; and we are to love like we’ve never loved before – love the created world and all it entails: people, animals, creation, everyone! 

Trust; Hope; Love. Don’t you know the greatest of these is, without exception, love? One day our trust for God will pay off; one day our hopes will fade because what we hoped for will be in our hands; but love never ends. It is the all-and-all, the very essence of divination.

Expose on 1 Corinthians 13

◊◊

With that kind of hope to excite us, nothing holds us back. Unlike Moses, we have nothing to hide. Everything is out in the open with us. He wore a veil so the children of Israel wouldn't notice that the glory was fading away-- and they didn't notice. They didn't notice it then and they don't notice it now, don't notice that there's nothing left behind that veil. Even today when the proclamations of that old, bankrupt government are read out, they can't see through it. Only Christ can get rid of the veil so they can see for themselves that there's nothing there.

Whenever, though, they turn to face God as Moses did, God removes the veil and there they are--face to face! They suddenly recognize that God is a living, personal presence, not a piece of chiseled stone. And when God is personally present, a living Spirit, that old, constricting legislation is recognized as obsolete. We're free of it! All of us! Nothing between us and God, our faces shining with the brightness of his face. And so we are transfigured much like the Messiah, our lives gradually becoming brighter and more beautiful as God enters our lives and we become like him.

Since God has so generously let us in on what he is doing, we're not about to throw up our hands and walk off the job just because we run into occasional hard times. We refuse to wear masks and play games. We don't maneuver and manipulate behind the scenes. And we don't twist God's Word to suit ourselves. Rather, we keep everything we do and say out in the open, the whole truth on display, so that those who want to can see and judge for themselves in the presence of God.

If our Message is obscure to anyone, it's not because we're holding back in any way. No, it's because these other people are looking or going the wrong way and refuse to give it serious attention. All they have eyes for is the fashionable god of darkness. They think he can give them what they want, and that they won't have to bother believing a Truth they can't see. They're stone-blind to the dayspring brightness of the Message that shines with Christ, who gives us the best picture of God we'll ever get.

Remember, our Message is not about ourselves; we're proclaiming Jesus Christ, the Master. All we are is messengers, errand runners from Jesus for you. It started when God said, "Light up the darkness!" and our lives filled up with light as we saw and understood God in the face of Christ, all bright and beautiful.

If you only look at us, you might well miss the brightness. We carry this precious Message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordinary lives. That's to prevent anyone from confusing God's incomparable power with us. As it is, there's not much chance of that. You know for yourselves that we're not much to look at. We've been surrounded and battered by troubles, but we're not demoralized; we're not sure what to do, but we know that God knows what to do; we've been spiritually terrorized, but God hasn't left our side; we've been thrown down, but we haven't broken. What they did to Jesus, they do to us--trial and torture, mockery and murder; what Jesus did among them, he does in us--he lives! Our lives are at constant risk for Jesus' sake, which makes Jesus' life all the more evident in us. While we're going through the worst, you're getting in on the best!

We're not keeping this quiet, not on your life. Just like the psalmist who wrote, "I believed it, so I said it," we say what we believe. And what we believe is that the One who raised up the Master Jesus will just as certainly raise us up with you, alive. Every detail works to your advantage and to God's glory: more and more grace, more and more people, more and more praise!

So we're not giving up. How could we! Even though on the outside it often looks like things are falling apart on us, on the inside, where God is making new life, not a day goes by without his unfolding grace. These hard times are small potatoes compared to the coming good times, the lavish celebration prepared for us. There's far more here than meets the eye. The things we see now are here today, gone tomorrow. But the things we can't see now will last forever.

For instance, we know that when these bodies of ours are taken down like tents and folded away, they will be replaced by resurrection bodies in heaven--God-made, not handmade -and we'll never have to relocate our "tents" again. Sometimes we can hardly wait to move--and so we cry out in frustration. Compared to what's coming, living conditions around here seem like a stopover in an unfurnished shack, and we're tired of it! We've been given a glimpse of the real thing, our true home, our resurrection bodies! The Spirit of God whets our appetite by giving us a taste of what's ahead. He puts a little of heaven in our hearts so that we'll never settle for less.

That's why we live with such good cheer. You won't see us drooping our heads or dragging our feet! Cramped conditions here don't get us down. They only remind us of the spacious living conditions ahead. It's what we trust in but don't yet see that keeps us going. Do you suppose a few ruts in the road or rocks in the path are going to stop us? When the time comes, we'll be plenty ready to exchange exile for homecoming.

But neither exile nor homecoming is the main thing. Cheerfully pleasing God is the main thing, and that's what we aim to do, regardless of our conditions. Sooner or later we'll all have to face God, regardless of our conditions. We will appear before Christ and take what's coming to us as a result of our actions, either good or bad.

That keeps us vigilant, you can be sure. It's no light thing to know that we'll all one day stand in that place of Judgment. That's why we work urgently with everyone we meet to get them ready to face God. God alone knows how well we do this, but I hope you realize how much and deeply we care. We're not saying this to make ourselves look good to you. We just thought it would make you feel good, proud even, that we're on your side and not just nice to your face as so many people are. If I acted crazy, I did it for God; if I acted overly serious, I did it for you. Christ's love has moved me to such extremes. His love has the first and last word in everything we do.

Our firm decision is to work from this focused center: One man died for everyone. That puts everyone in the same boat. 

He included everyone in his death so that everyone could also be included in his life, a resurrection life, a far better life than people ever lived on their own.

Because of this decision we don't evaluate people by what they have or how they look. We looked at the Messiah that way once and got it all wrong, as you know. We certainly don't look at him that way anymore. Now we look inside, and what we see is that anyone united with the Messiah gets a fresh start, is created new. The old life is gone; a new life burgeons! Look at it! All this comes from the God who settled the relationship between us and him, and then called us to settle our relationships with each other. God put the world square with himself through the Messiah, giving the world a fresh start by offering forgiveness of sins. God has given us the task of telling everyone what he is doing. We're Christ's representatives. God uses us to persuade men and women to drop their differences and enter into God's work of making things right between them. We're speaking for Christ himself now: Become friends with God; he's already a friend with you.

How? you say. In Christ. God put the wrong on him who never did anything wrong, so we could be put right with God.

Companions as we are in this work with you, we beg you, please don't squander one bit of this marvelous life God has given us. God reminds us,

   I heard your call in the nick of time;

    The day you needed me, I was there to help.

Well, now is the right time to listen, the day to be helped. Don't put it off; don't frustrate God's work by showing up late, throwing a question mark over everything we're doing. Our work as God's servants gets validated--or not--in the details. People are watching us as we stay at our post, alertly, unswervingly . . . in hard times, tough times, bad times; when we're beaten up, jailed, and mobbed; working hard, working late, working without eating; with pure heart, clear head, steady hand; in gentleness, holiness, and honest love; when we're telling the truth, and when God's showing his power; when we're doing our best setting things right; when we're praised, and when we're blamed; slandered, and honored; true to our word, though distrusted; ignored by the world, but recognized by God; terrifically alive, though rumored to be dead; beaten within an inch of our lives, but refusing to die; immersed in tears, yet always filled with deep joy; living on handouts, yet enriching many; having nothing, having it all.

Dear, dear Corinthians, I can't tell you how much I long for you to enter this wide-open, spacious life. We didn't fence you in. The smallness you feel comes from within you. Your lives aren't small, but you're living them in a small way. I'm speaking as plainly as I can and with great affection. Open up your lives. Live openly and expansively! Don't become partners with those who reject God. How can you make a partnership out of right and wrong? That's not partnership; that's war. Is light best friends with dark? Does Christ go strolling with the Devil? Do trust and mistrust hold hands? Who would think of setting up pagan idols in God's holy Temple? But that is exactly what we are, each of us a temple in whom God lives. God himself put it this way:

   "I'll live in them, move into them;

    I'll be their God and they'll be my people.

    So leave the corruption and compromise;

    leave it for good," says God.

    "Don't link up with those who will pollute you.

    I want you all for myself.

    I'll be a Father to you;

    you'll be sons and daughters to me."

    The Word of the Master, God.

With promises like this to pull us on, dear friends, let's make a clean break with everything that defiles or distracts us, both within and without. Let's make our entire lives fit and holy temples for the worship of God.

2 Corinthians 3:12-7:1, the Message
◊◊

But what happens when we live God's way? He brings gifts into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an orchard--things like affection for others, exuberance about life, serenity. We develop a willingness to stick with things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to force our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies wisely.

Legalism is helpless in bringing this about; it only gets in the way. Among those who belong to Christ, everything connected with getting our own way and mindlessly responding to what everyone else calls necessities is killed off for good--crucified.

Since this is the kind of life we have chosen, the life of the Spirit, let us make sure that we do not just hold it as an idea in our heads or a sentiment in our hearts, but work out its implications in every detail of our lives. That means we will not compare ourselves with each other as if one of us were better and another worse. We have far more interesting things to do with our lives. Each of us is an original.

Live creatively, friends. If someone falls into sin, forgivingly restore him, saving your critical comments for yourself. You might be needing forgiveness before the day's out. Stoop down and reach out to those who are oppressed. Share their burdens, and so complete Christ's law. If you think you are too good for that, you are badly deceived.

Make a careful exploration of who you are and the work you have been given, and then sink yourself into that. Don't be impressed with yourself. Don't compare yourself with others. Each of you must take responsibility for doing the creative best you can with your own life.

Be very sure now, you who have been trained to a self-sufficient maturity, that you enter into a generous common life with those who have trained you, sharing all the good things that you have and experience.

Don't be misled: No one makes a fool of God. What a person plants, he will harvest. The person who plants selfishness, ignoring the needs of others--ignoring God!- harvests a crop of weeds. All he'll have to show for his life is weeds! But the one who plants in response to God, letting God's Spirit do the growth work in him, harvests a crop of real life, eternal life.

So let's not allow ourselves to get fatigued doing good. At the right time we will harvest a good crop if we don't give up, or quit. Right now, therefore, every time we get the chance, let us work for the benefit of all, starting with the people closest to us in the community of faith.

Galatians 5:22-6:10, the Message

◊◊

No prolonged infancies among us, please. We'll not tolerate babes in the woods, small children who are an easy mark for impostors. God wants us to grow up, to know the whole truth and tell it in love--like Christ in everything. We take our lead from Christ, who is the source of everything we do. He keeps us in step with each other. His very breath and blood flow through us, nourishing us so that we will grow up healthy in God, robust in love.

And so I insist--and God backs me up on this--that there be no going along with the crowd, the empty-headed, mindless crowd. They've refused for so long to deal with God that they've lost touch not only with God but with reality itself. They can't think straight anymore. Feeling no pain, they let themselves go in sexual obsession, addicted to every sort of perversion.

But that's no life for you. You learned Christ! My assumption is that you have paid careful attention to him, been well instructed in the truth precisely as we have it in Jesus. Since, then, we do not have the excuse of ignorance, everything--and I do mean everything--connected with that old way of life has to go. It's rotten through and through. Get rid of it! And then take on an entirely new way of life--a God-fashioned life, a life renewed from the inside and working itself into your conduct as God accurately reproduces his character in you.

 What this adds up to, then, is this: no more lies, no more pretense. Tell your neighbor the truth. In Christ's body we're all connected to each other, after all. When you lie to others, you end up lying to yourself.

Go ahead and be angry. You do well to be angry--but don't use your anger as fuel for revenge. And don't stay angry. Don't go to bed angry. Don't give the Devil that kind of foothold in your life.

Did you used to make ends meet by stealing? Well, no more! Get an honest job so that you can help others who can't work.

Watch the way you talk. Let nothing foul or dirty come out of your mouth. Say only what helps, each word a gift.

Don't grieve God. Don't break his heart. His Holy Spirit, moving and breathing in you, is the most intimate part of your life, making you fit for himself. Don't take such a gift for granted.

Make a clean break with all cutting, backbiting, profane talk. 32Be gentle with one another, sensitive. Forgive one another as quickly and thoroughly as God in Christ forgave you.

Watch what God does, and then you do it, like children who learn proper behavior from their parents. Mostly what God does is love you. Keep company with him and learn a life of love. Observe how Christ loved us. His love was not cautious but extravagant. He didn't love in order to get something from us but to give everything of himself to us. Love like that.

Don't allow love to turn into lust, setting off a downhill slide into sexual promiscuity, filthy practices, or bullying greed. Though some tongues just love the taste of gossip, Christians have better uses for language than that. Don't talk dirty or silly. That kind of talk doesn't fit our style. Thanksgiving is our dialect.

You can be sure that using people or religion or things just for what you can get out of them--the usual variations on idolatry--will get you nowhere, and certainly nowhere near the kingdom of Christ, the kingdom of God.

Don't let yourselves get taken in by religious smooth talk. God gets furious with people who are full of religious sales talk but want nothing to do with him. Don't even hang around people like that.

You groped your way through that murk once, but no longer. You're out in the open now. The bright light of Christ makes your way plain. So no more stumbling around. Get on with it! The good, the right, the true--these are the actions appropriate for daylight hours. Figure out what will please Christ, and then do it.

Don't waste your time on useless work, mere busywork, the barren pursuits of darkness. Expose these things for the sham they are. It's a scandal when people waste their lives on things they must do in the darkness where no one will see. Rip the cover off those frauds and see how attractive they look in the light of Christ.

    Wake up from your sleep,

    Climb out of your coffins;

    Christ will show you the light!

So watch your step. Use your head. 16Make the most of every chance you get. These are desperate times!

Don't live carelessly, unthinkingly. Make sure you understand what the Master wants.

Don't drink too much wine. That cheapens your life. Drink the Spirit of God, huge draughts of him. Sing hymns instead of drinking songs! Sing songs from your heart to Christ. Sing praises over everything, any excuse for a song to God the Father in the name of our Master, Jesus Christ.

Out of respect for Christ, be courteously reverent to one another.

Wives, understand and support your husbands in ways that show your support for Christ. The husband provides leadership to his wife the way Christ does to his church, not by domineering but by cherishing. So just as the church submits to Christ as he exercises such leadership, wives should likewise submit to their husbands.

Husbands, go all out in your love for your wives, exactly as Christ did for the church--a love marked by giving, not getting. Christ's love makes the church whole. His words evoke her beauty. Everything he does and says is designed to bring the best out of her, dressing her in dazzling white silk, radiant with holiness. And that is how husbands ought to love their wives. They're really doing themselves a favor--since they're already "one" in marriage.

No one abuses his own body, does he? No, he feeds and pampers it. That's how Christ treats us, the church, since we are part of his body. And this is why a man leaves father and mother and cherishes his wife. No longer two, they become "one flesh." This is a huge mystery, and I don't pretend to understand it all. What is clearest to me is the way Christ treats the church. And this provides a good picture of how each husband is to treat his wife, loving himself in loving her, and how each wife is to honor her husband.

Children, do what your parents tell you. This is only right. "Honor your father and mother" is the first commandment that has a promise attached to it, namely, "so you will live well and have a long life."

Fathers, don't exasperate your children by coming down hard on them. Take them by the hand and lead them in the way of the Master.

Servants, respectfully obey your earthly masters but always with an eye to obeying the real master, Christ. Don't just do what you have to do to get by, but work heartily, as Christ's servants doing what God wants you to do. And work with a smile on your face, always keeping in mind that no matter who happens to be giving the orders, you're really serving God. Good work will get you good pay from the Master, regardless of whether you are slave or free.

Masters, it's the same with you. No abuse, please, and no threats. You and your servants are both under the same Master in heaven. He makes no distinction between you and them.

And that about wraps it up. God is strong, and he wants you strong. So take everything the Master has set out for you, well-made weapons of the best materials. And put them to use so you will be able to stand up to everything the Devil throws your way. This is no afternoon athletic contest that we'll walk away from and forget about in a couple of hours. This is for keeps, a life-or-death fight to the finish against the Devil and all his angels.

Be prepared. You're up against far more than you can handle on your own. Take all the help you can get, every weapon God has issued, so that when it's all over but the shouting you'll still be on your feet. Truth, righteousness, peace, faith, and salvation are more than words. Learn how to apply them. You'll need them throughout your life. God's Word is an indispensable weapon. In the same way, prayer is essential in this ongoing warfare. Pray hard and long. Pray for your brothers and sisters. Keep your eyes open. Keep each other's spirits up so that no one falls behind or drops out.

And don't forget to pray for me. Pray that I'll know what to say and have the courage to say it at the right time, telling the mystery to one and all, the Message that I, jailbird preacher that I am, am responsible for getting out.

Ephesians 4:14-6:20, the Message

◊◊

Don't push your way to the front; don't sweet-talk your way to the top. Put yourself aside, and help others get ahead. Don't be obsessed with getting your own advantage. Forget yourselves long enough to lend a helping hand.

Think of yourselves the way Christ Jesus thought of himself. He had equal status with God but didn't think so much of himself that he had to cling to the advantages of that status no matter what. Not at all. When the time came, he set aside the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, became human! Having become human, he stayed human. It was an incredibly humbling process. He didn't claim special privileges. Instead, he lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless, obedient death--and the worst kind of death at that: a crucifixion.

Because of that obedience, God lifted him high and honored him far beyond anyone or anything, ever, so that all created beings in heaven and on earth--even those long ago dead and buried--will bow in worship before this Jesus Christ, and call out in praise that he is the Master of all, to the glorious honor of God the Father.

What I'm getting at, friends, is that you should simply keep on doing what you've done from the beginning. When I was living among you, you lived in responsive obedience. Now that I'm separated from you, keep it up. Better yet, redouble your efforts. Be energetic in your life of salvation, reverent and sensitive before God. That energy is God's energy, an energy deep within you, God himself willing and working at what will give him the most pleasure.

Do everything readily and cheerfully--no bickering, no second-guessing allowed! Go out into the world uncorrupted, a breath of fresh air in this squalid and polluted society. Provide people with a glimpse of good living and of the living God. Carry the light-giving Message into the night so I'll have good cause to be proud of you on the day that Christ returns. You'll be living proof that I didn't go to all this work for nothing.

Philippians 2:3-16,  the Message

◊◊

Celebrate God all day, every day. I mean, revel in him! Make it as clear as you can to all you meet that you're on their side, working with them and not against them. Help them see that the Master is about to arrive. He could show up any minute!

Don't fret or worry. Instead of worrying, pray. Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know your concerns. Before you know it, a sense of God's wholeness, everything coming together for good, will come and settle you down. It's wonderful what happens when Christ displaces worry at the center of your life.

Summing it all up, friends, I'd say you'll do best by filling your minds and meditating on things true, noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious--the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the ugly; things to praise, not things to curse. Put into practice what you learned from me, what you heard and saw and realized. Do that, and God, who makes everything work together, will work you into his most excellent harmonies.

Philippians 4:4-9,  the Message

◊◊

So if you're serious about living this new resurrection life with Christ, act like it. Pursue the things over which Christ presides. Don't shuffle along, eyes to the ground, absorbed with the things right in front of you. Look up, and be alert to what is going on around Christ--that's where the action is. See things from his perspective.

Your old life is dead. Your new life, which is your real life--even though invisible to spectators--is with Christ in God. He is your life. When Christ (your real life, remember) shows up again on this earth, you'll show up, too--the real you, the glorious you. Meanwhile, be content with obscurity, like Christ.

And that means killing off everything connected with that way of death: sexual promiscuity, impurity, lust, doing whatever you feel like whenever you feel like it, and grabbing whatever attracts your fancy. That's a life shaped by things and feelings instead of by God. It's because of this kind of thing that God is about to explode in anger. It wasn't long ago that you were doing all that stuff and not knowing any better. But you know better now, so make sure it's all gone for good: bad temper, irritability, meanness, profanity, dirty talk.

Don't lie to one another. You're done with that old life. It's like a filthy set of ill-fitting clothes you've stripped off and put in the fire. Now you're dressed in a new wardrobe. Every item of your new way of life is custom-made by the Creator, with his label on it. All the old fashions are now obsolete. Words like Jewish and non-Jewish, religious and irreligious, insider and outsider, uncivilized and uncouth, slave and free, mean nothing. From now on everyone is defined by Christ, everyone is included in Christ.

So, chosen by God for this new life of love, dress in the wardrobe God picked out for you: compassion, kindness, humility, quiet strength, discipline. Be even-tempered, content with second place, quick to forgive an offense. Forgive as quickly and completely as the Master forgave you. And regardless of what else you put on, wear love. It's your basic, all-purpose garment. Never be without it.

Let the peace of Christ keep you in tune with each other, in step with each other. None of this going off and doing your own thing. And cultivate thankfulness. Let the Word of Christ--the Message--have the run of the house. Give it plenty of room in your lives. Instruct and direct one another using good common sense. And sing, sing your hearts out to God! Let every detail in your lives--words, actions, whatever--be done in the name of the Master, Jesus, thanking God the Father every step of the way. Wives, understand and support your husbands by submitting to them in ways that honor the Master.

Husbands, go all out in love for your wives. Don't take advantage of them.

 Children, do what your parents tell you. This delights the Master no end.

Parents, don't come down too hard on your children or you'll crush their spirits.

Servants, do what you're told by your earthly masters. And don't just do the minimum that will get you by. Do your best. Work from the heart for your real Master, for God, confident that you'll get paid in full when you come into your inheritance. Keep in mind always that the ultimate Master you're serving is Christ. The sullen servant who does shoddy work will be held responsible. Being Christian doesn't cover up bad work.

And masters, treat your servants considerately. Be fair with them. Don't forget for a minute that you, too, serve a Master--God in heaven.

Pray diligently. Stay alert, with your eyes wide open in gratitude. Don't forget to pray for us, that God will open doors for telling the mystery of Christ, even while I'm locked up in this jail. Pray that every time I open my mouth I'll be able to make Christ plain as day to them.

Use your heads as you live and work among outsiders. Don't miss a trick. Make the most of every opportunity. Be gracious in your speech. The goal is to bring out the best in others in a conversation, not put them down, not cut them out.

Colossians 3:1-4:6, the Message
◊◊

So clean house! Make a clean sweep of malice and pretense, envy and hurtful talk. Now, like infants at the breast, drink deep of God's pure kindness. Then you'll grow up mature and whole in God.

You've had a taste of God. 

Welcome to the living Stone, the source of life. The workmen took one look and threw it out; God set it in the place of honor. Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life, in which you'll serve as holy priests offering Christ-approved lives up to God. The Scriptures provide precedent:

   Look! I'm setting a stone in Zion,

    a cornerstone in the place of honor.

    Whoever trusts in this stone as a foundation

    will never have cause to regret it.

   To you who trust him, he's a Stone to be proud of, but to those who refuse to trust him,

   The stone the workmen threw out

    is now the chief foundation stone.

   

    For the untrusting it's

    . . . a stone to trip over,

    a boulder blocking the way.

   They trip and fall because they refuse to obey, just as predicted.

But you are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, chosen to be a holy people, God's instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night-and-day difference he made for you-- from nothing to something, from rejected to accepted. Friends, this world is not your home, so don't make yourselves cozy in it. Don't indulge your ego at the expense of your soul. Live an exemplary life among the natives so that your actions will refute their prejudices. Then they'll be won over to God's side and be there to join in the celebration when he arrives.

Make the Master proud of you by being good citizens. Respect the authorities, whatever their level; they are God's emissaries for keeping order. It is God's will that by doing good, you might cure the ignorance of the fools who think you're a danger to society. Exercise your freedom by serving God, not by breaking the rules. Treat everyone you meet with dignity. Love your spiritual family. Revere God. Respect the government.

You who are servants, be good servants to your masters--not just to good masters, but also to bad ones. What counts is that you put up with it for God's sake when you're treated badly for no good reason. There's no particular virtue in accepting punishment that you well deserve. But if you're treated badly for good behavior and continue in spite of it to be a good servant, that is what counts with God.

This is the kind of life you've been invited into, the kind of life Christ lived. He suffered everything that came his way so you would know that it could be done, and also know how to do it, step-by-step.

    He never did one thing wrong,

    Not once said anything amiss.

They called him every name in the book and he said nothing back. He suffered in silence, content to let God set things right. He used his servant body to carry our sins to the Cross so we could be rid of sin, free to live the right way. His wounds became your healing. You were lost sheep with no idea who you were or where you were going. Now you're named and kept for good by the Shepherd of your souls.

The same goes for you wives: Be good wives to your husbands, responsive to their needs. There are husbands who, indifferent as they are to any words about God, will be captivated by your life of holy beauty. What matters is not your outer appearance--the styling of your hair, the jewelry you wear, the cut of your clothes-- but your inner disposition.

Cultivate inner beauty, the gentle, gracious kind that God delights in. The holy women of old were beautiful before God that way, and were good, loyal wives to their husbands. Sarah, for instance, taking care of Abraham, would address him as "my dear husband." You'll be true daughters of Sarah if you do the same, unanxious and unintimidated.

The same goes for you husbands: Be good husbands to your wives. Honor them, delight in them. As women they lack some of your advantages. But in the new life of God's grace, you're equals. Treat your wives, then, as equals so your prayers don't run aground.

Summing up: Be agreeable, be sympathetic, be loving, be compassionate, be humble. That goes for all of you, no exceptions. No retaliation. No sharp-tongued sarcasm. Instead, bless--that's your job, to bless. You'll be a blessing and also get a blessing.

    Whoever wants to embrace life

    and see the day fill up with good,

    Here's what you do:

    Say nothing evil or hurtful;

    Snub evil and cultivate good;

    run after peace for all you're worth.

    God looks on all this with approval,

    listening and responding well to what he's asked;

    But he turns his back

    on those who do evil things.

If with heart and soul you're doing good, do you think you can be stopped? Even if you suffer for it, you're still better off. Don't give the opposition a second thought. Through thick and thin, keep your hearts at attention, in adoration before Christ, your Master. Be ready to speak up and tell anyone who asks why you're living the way you are, and always with the utmost courtesy. Keep a clear conscience before God so that when people throw mud at you, none of it will stick. They'll end up realizing that they're the ones who need a bath. 

1 Peter 2:1-3:16, the Message
◊◊

Grace and peace to you many times over as you deepen in your experience with God and Jesus, our Master.

Everything that goes into a life of pleasing God has been miraculously given to us by getting to know, personally and intimately, the One who invited us to God. The best invitation we ever received! We were also given absolutely terrific promises to pass on to you--your tickets to participation in the life of God after you turned your back on a world corrupted by lust.

So don't lose a minute in building on what you've been given, complementing your basic faith with good character, spiritual understanding, alert discipline, passionate patience, reverent wonder, warm friendliness, and generous love, each dimension fitting into and developing the others. With these qualities active and growing in your lives, no grass will grow under your feet, no day will pass without its reward as you mature in your experience of our Master Jesus. Without these qualities you can't see what's right before you, oblivious that your old sinful life has been wiped off the books.

So, friends, confirm God's invitation to you, his choice of you. Don't put it off; do it now. Do this, and you'll have your life on a firm footing.

2 Peter 1:2-10, the Message
◊◊

My beloved friends, let us continue to love each other since love comes from God. Everyone who loves is born of God and experiences a relationship with God. The person who refuses to love doesn't know the first thing about God, because God is love--so you can't know him if you don't love. This is how God showed his love for us: God sent his only Son into the world so we might live through him. This is the kind of love we are talking about--not that we once upon a time loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to clear away our sins and the damage they've done to our relationship with God.

My dear, dear friends, if God loved us like this, we certainly ought to love each other. No one has seen God, ever. But if we love one another, God dwells deeply within us, and his love becomes complete in us--perfect love!

This is how we know we're living steadily and deeply in him, and he in us: He's given us life from his life, from his very own Spirit. Also, we've seen for ourselves and continue to state openly that the Father sent his Son as Savior of the world. Everyone who confesses that Jesus is God's Son participates continuously in an intimate relationship with God. We know it so well, we've embraced it heart and soul, this love that comes from God.

God is love. When we take up permanent residence in a life of love, we live in God and God lives in us. 

This way, love has the run of the house, becomes at home and mature in us, so that we're free of worry on Judgment Day--our standing in the world is identical with Christ's. There is no room in love for fear. Well-formed love banishes fear. Since fear is crippling, a fearful life--fear of death, fear of judgment--is one not yet fully formed in love.

We, though, are going to love--love and be loved. First we were loved, now we love. He loved us first.

If anyone boasts, "I love God," and goes right on hating his brother or sister, thinking nothing of it, he is a liar. If he won't love the person he can see, how can he love the God he can't see?  The command we have from Christ is blunt: Loving God includes loving people. You've got to love both.

1 John 4:7-21, the Message
◊◊

No, O people, the LORD has already told you what is good, and this is what he requires: to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.

Micah 6:8, NLT

◊◊

So now Israel, what do you think GOD expects from you? Just this: Live in his presence in holy reverence, follow the road he sets out for you, love him, serve GOD, your God, with everything you have in you, obey the commandments and regulations of GOD that I'm commanding you today--live a good life.

Look around you: Everything you see is GOD's--the heavens above and beyond, the Earth, and everything on it. But it was your ancestors that GOD fell in love with; he picked their children--that's you!-out of all the other peoples. That's where we are right now. So cut away the thick calluses from your heart and stop being so willfully hardheaded. GOD, your God, is the God of all gods, he's the Master of all masters, a God immense and powerful and awesome. He doesn't play favorites, takes no bribes, makes sure orphans and widows are treated fairly, takes loving care of foreigners by seeing that they get food and clothing.

    You must treat foreigners with the same loving care--

    remember, you were once foreigners in Egypt.

    Reverently respect GOD, your God, serve him, hold tight to him,

    back up your promises with the authority of his name.

    He's your praise! He's your God! 

    He did all these tremendous, these staggering things

    that you saw with your own eyes.

Deuteronomy 10:12-21, the Message

children of the darkness

In exploring those scriptures, we have seen what children of the light (those who have been transformed and renovated by God) look like; now we complete the tour of this artful museum with a stroll down darkness lane. Here is what those who are not children of the light look like:

◊◊

My counsel is this: Live freely, animated and motivated by God's Spirit. Then you won't feed the compulsions of selfishness. For there is a root of sinful self-interest in us that is at odds with a free spirit, just as the free spirit is incompatible with selfishness. These two ways of life are antithetical, so that you cannot live at times one way and at times another way according to how you feel on any given day. Why don't you choose to be led by the Spirit and so escape the erratic compulsions of a law-dominated existence? It is obvious what kind of life develops out of trying to get your own way all the time: repetitive, loveless, cheap sex; a stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage; frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness; trinket gods; magic-show religion; paranoid loneliness; cutthroat competition; all-consuming-yet-never-satisfied wants; a brutal temper; an impotence to love or be loved; divided homes and divided lives; small-minded and lopsided pursuits; 1the vicious habit of depersonalizing everyone into a rival; uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions; ugly parodies of community. I could go on.

This isn't the first time I have warned you, you know. If you use your freedom this way, you will not inherit God's kingdom.

Galatians 5:19-21, the Message
◊◊

Don't waste your time on useless work, mere busywork, the barren pursuits of darkness. Expose these things for the sham they are.

Ephesians 5:11, the Message

◊◊

But God's angry displeasure erupts as acts of human mistrust and wrongdoing and lying accumulate, as people try to put a shroud over truth. But the basic reality of God is plain enough. Open your eyes and there it is! By taking a long and thoughtful look at what God has created, people have always been able to see what their eyes as such can't see: eternal power, for instance, and the mystery of his divine being. So nobody has a good excuse. What happened was this: People knew God perfectly well, but when they didn't treat him like God, refusing to worship him, they trivialized themselves into silliness and confusion so that there was neither sense nor direction left in their lives. They pretended to know it all, but were illiterate regarding life. They traded the glory of God who holds the whole world in his hands for cheap figurines you can buy at any roadside stand.

So God said, in effect, "If that's what you want, that's what you get." It wasn't long before they were living in a pigpen, smeared with filth, filthy inside and out. And all this because they traded the true God for a fake god, and worshiped the god they made instead of the God who made them--the God we bless, the God who blesses us. Oh, yes!

Worse followed. Refusing to know God, they soon didn't know how to be human either--women didn't know how to be women, men didn't know how to be men. Sexually confused, they abused and defiled one another, women with women, men with men--all lust, no love. And then they paid for it, oh, how they paid for it--emptied of God and love, godless and loveless wretches.

Since they didn't bother to acknowledge God, God quit bothering them and let them run loose. And then all hell broke loose: rampant evil, grabbing and grasping, vicious backstabbing. They made life hell on earth with their envy, wanton killing, bickering, and cheating. Look at them: mean-spirited, venomous, fork-tongued God-bashers. Bullies, swaggerers, insufferable windbags! They keep inventing new ways of wrecking lives. They ditch their parents when they get in the way. Stupid, slimy, cruel, cold-blooded. And it's not as if they don't know better. They know perfectly well they're spitting in God's face. And they don't care--worse, they hand out prizes to those who do the worst things best!

Romans 1:18-32, the Message

◊◊

As the end approaches, people are going to be self-absorbed, money-hungry, self-promoting, stuck-up, profane, contemptuous of parents, crude, coarse, dog-eat-dog, unbending, slanderers, impulsively wild, savage, cynical, treacherous, ruthless, bloated windbags, addicted to lust, and allergic to God. They'll make a show of religion, but behind the scenes they're animals. Stay clear of these people.

2 Timothy 3:2-5, the Message

wow! what a chapter!

We’re nearly forty pages into a chapter dedicated completely to the ideas of spiritual transformation; how we not only desire to change, but are called to change; we’ve looked at exactly what changes in spiritual transformation; we have explored the core of transformation (God!) and habits God has lain out for us, habits where he will meet with us and transform us (spiritual disciplines). And if you felt so obliged, you may have taken an adventure through the scriptures, perhaps making notes in the margins, on what a person truly transformed does and does not look like. There is simply too much information here for me to leave a closing statement summing everything up. So I leave you with this:

Spiritual transformation is more than reading your Bible over a cup of coffee and calling it a day &

spiritual transformation is more than just being a nice person.
















� Word on the Street


� John 8:1-11


� from Matthew 23, MSG


� What Would Jesus Do?


� Philippians 4:8, MSG


� Philippians 2:3,4, MSG


� Matthew 11:29,30, NLT


� Salvation isn’t a once-in-a-lifetime thing; salvation is constant, continuing, never-ending. God’s mercy and salvation doesn’t ever dry up. With every breath and every heart beat, God’s salvation becomes more and more real to us, always present and always working. There is a moment of being saved for the first time, but for those whose hearts are focused on God, there’s never a moment of being saved for the last time!


� Psalm 46:10


� All Things for Good, 1663


� Revelation 5:12,13, MSG


� See Chapter 2: Vintage Faith in a Postmodern World for a more detailed look at worship





