
Contemplative Prayer
June 16, 2011

Dear Renea,

I  work  with  a  wide  variety  of  Christians  in  a  largely
Evangelical area. Some of them are particularly skittish and
nervous about the concept of contemplative prayer. Some claim
it’s nowhere to be found in Scripture.

What would you say to such a person?

Dear V,

This is a great question! I confess, because I’ve never been
uncomfortable  with  contemplative  prayer,  I’ve  never  really
considered the need to make a defense for it. Simply let your
Bible fall open at random; the chances of it opening to a
psalm about meditating on the Lord or his statues are pretty
high.

I would also want to say that there are lots of elements in
our contemporary worship habits which are not mentioned in
Scripture, that Scripture does not have an explicit list of
how we should do church or how we should manage our personal
spiritual  disciplines.  The  Bible  provides  us  with  broad
principles, which gives us a lot of freedom (and a lot of
responsibility to apply those principals with integrity).

I would also be tempted to say (though this is often a really
tough sell, especially for those already skittish about such
things) that as believers, we are in the business of redeeming
culture. Every person is made in God’s image and has God’s law
written on his or her heart. A cultural practice such as
Eastern/New  Age  meditation,  is  certainly  a  misdirected
spiritual behavior because it isn’t directed toward the One
True God. It isn’t that there is no value in that practice; on
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the contrary, I believe Western Christianity has quite a lot
to  learn  from  Eastern  spirituality,  especially  since  our
spiritual roots are Middle Eastern. So we have the power (and
responsibility) to redirect what is misdirected, to re-orient
reality toward the Kingdom of God.

People  are  often  more  hard-nosed  about  Eastern  practices
because it is so other to us Westerners (and the Southern
Hemisphere has yet to have any influence anywhere near what
the East has in our society). So, it’s scary, unfamiliar.
We’re afraid of it, so we throw the proverbial baby out on the
street and slam the window shut. To be fair however, our
generation didn’t have to deal with New Ageism when it first
became a phenomenon. We haven’t had to watch, helplessly, as
many of our friends became swept up in its deception. So we
want to remember to be gracious toward one another’s fears and
intolerance.

Keep asking good questions,
Renea

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2011/06/16/contemplative-prayer/

Complete  in  Christ  and
Captive to Empty Deception

Problem of Captivity
God has laid a powerful vision on Probe Ministries, calling us
to  free  the  minds  of  fifty  million  culturally  captive
Christians  and  build  them  into  confident  ambassadors  for
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Christ by the year 2020. Our survey analysis has shown that
cultural captivity is a growing problem within the church.{1}
To be effective in this mission, we need to understand the
different forms cultural captivity can take individually and
collectively.

Does the Bible provide any insight into cultural captivity and
the tools for setting believers free? In an earlier article,
we  looked  at  the  differing  types  of  cultural  captivity:
carnal, confused, compromised, and contented Christians.{2} In
this article we will see insights from the second chapter of
Colossians.

In Colossians 2:8, Paul warns the local Christians, “See to it
that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty
deception,” and then he reminds them that they are “complete
in  [Christ].”{3}  What  does  this  thing  look  like  that  can
capture someone who is complete in Christ? How can I avoid it
or free myself from it in the power of Christ? Surely, the
Christians  in  Colossae  were  asking  the  same  things.  Paul
thought as much for he points out four different views that
may take genuine Christians captive and keep them from doing
their part in the war of ideas.

In  Colossians  2:1-4,  Paul  warns  us  that  we  need  a  true
knowledge of “Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of
wisdom and knowledge.” If we don’t completely understand the
fullness of Christ and His work of redemption, we are setting
ourselves up for those who would “delude you with persuasive
arguments.”{4}  We  must  fully  grasp  that  Christ  alone  is
necessary and sufficient for our salvation. We must believe it
in  the  day  to  day  living  of  our  lives—being  “rooted  and
grounded in Him.”{5}

In the remainder of the second chapter of Colossians, Paul
lists  four  specific  ways  that  our  thinking  can  be  taken
captive by the philosophy of men through persuasive arguments.
It is important to remember that these arguments are called
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“persuasive,” meaning that they appear to make good sense and
have the power to sway our thinking. It is only by examining
these arguments in the light of Christ’s truth that their
falsehood comes to light. I want to examine each of the four,
considering how they would appear to the Colossian Christians
of that day and how they might play out in this decade.

The examples of cultural captivity exposed by Paul and still
relevant  to  our  lives  today  are  naturalism,  legalism,
mysticism  and  asceticism.  We’ll  begin  with  naturalism.

Naturalism:  Captive  to  Scientific
Deception
The first type of cultural captivity highlighted in Colossians
is found in our key verse, chapter 2 verse 8:

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy
and  empty  deception,  according  to  the  tradition  of  men,
according to the elementary principles of the world, rather
than according to Christ.

This verse has the only occurrence of the word “philosophy” in
the Bible. The Greek word literally means “the investigation
of truth and nature”{6} as emphasized by the remainder of this
verse. Thinking in accordance with the tradition of men and
the elementary principles of the world can captivate us. The
ways in which man explains how the world works and how we fit
into it can be a deceptive trap.

In Galatians 4:3, Paul tells us that apart from Christ we are
held in bondage by the elementary principles of the world.
When we try to limit the forces at work in our universe to
simply those elementary forces operating in our daily lives,
we are missing out on the powerful work of Christ in our world
far above and beyond the everyday forces of nature.



So  what  are  the  elementary  principles  that  lure  us  into
captivity today? Certainly, one of the most influential is
neo-Darwinism. As discussed in many articles at Probe.org,
neo-Darwinism says the world is the result of the strictly
natural processes of random mutations and natural selection.
This theory attempting to describe the current diversity and
complexity of life on this earth is the dominant view in our
society.  It  is  seen  by  many  as  the  culmination  of
understanding our existence in this world. In fact, it is full
of  problems,  having  no  plausible  explanation  for  1)  the
existence of a life-supporting planet, 2) the first occurrence
of life on this planet, or 3) the irreducible complexity of
life forms on this planet.

I would suggest that those Christians who put Christ’s role in
our  creation  at  a  level  below  that  of  these  elementary
principles are allowing themselves to be taken captive. If one
believes these principles are lord over Christ instead of the
other  way  around,  that  person  is  living  practically  as  a
citizen of this earth rather than as a citizen of heaven.

Legalism: Captive to Self-Made Godliness
A second form of cultural captivity, identified in the letter
to the Colossians, is legalism. Paul writes:

Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or
drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath
day—things which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but
the substance belongs to Christ (Col 2:16-17).

Paul was warning against those attempting to take Christians
captive through the subtle lies of legalism, telling the new,
Gentile followers that believing in Christ was a good start,
but you also need to follow some of the laws of Moses if you
are to be righteous before God.



Notice  that  the  items  listed  in  this  verse  are  not
instructions on purity and righteous behavior. Rather, they
are specific practices given to Israel as precursors of the
coming Messiah. For example, the festival of Passover is a
marvelous foreshadowing of Christ’s sacrifice of Himself as
the Lamb of God to deliver us from slavery to the world of sin
and separation from God. But, why celebrate the Passover when
one can celebrate the real event? These behaviors designed to
prepare us for the coming of Christ are no longer necessary
now that we have the presence of Christ in our lives.

In the American culture, legalism appears to have been more
prevalent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than it is
today. But there are certainly forms of legalism which take
people captive today. If you are more interested in passing
laws to make some form of Christian behavior the law of the
land than you are in changing the hearts of men through the
gospel  of  Jesus  Christ,  you  may  be  captive  to  legalistic
thinking.

Another form of legalism is the practice of picking only parts
of the truth as applicable to you. Jesus noted in Matthew
15:3-6  that  this  type  of  legalism  was  present  in  the
Pharisaical view of committing their resources to God so that
they would not have to help their mothers and fathers. Today,
I can customize my religious beliefs to conform to what I
expect from my religion rather than what my religion sets as a
standard  for  my  life.  The  National  Survey  of  Youth  and
Religion tells us that over fifty-one percent of 18- to 23-
year-olds in American say “it is okay to pick and choose their
religious beliefs without having to accept the teachings of
their religious faith as a whole.”{7}

Mysticism:  Captive  to  Man’s  Composite



View of God
Earlier,  we  saw  naturalism  and  legalism  as  two  forms  of
cultural  captivity  for  Christians.  Now  we  will  consider
another  form  which  can  take  us  captive,  mysticism.  In
Colossians  2:18-19,  Paul  writes:

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in
self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his
stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his
fleshly mind, and not holding fast to the head, from whom the
entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints
and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.

Here Paul is describing someone who drifts away by delighting
in self-derived sources of truth, that is, “visions he has
seen,” and other religious practices not taught by Christ.
This  person  delights  in  mixing  together  teachings  from
different religions to come up with one’s own personalized
religious  experience.  But  Christ  calls  us  to  worship  the
Father and the Son, not angels or our own self sacrifice.

Your first reaction may be that this is not a major area of
captivity for today’s Christians. However, when we begin to
consider examples of this type of thinking, we realize that it
is very prevalent in our society.

For example, consider the millions of people who joined Oprah
Winfrey in extolling and following the teachings of Eckhardt
Tolle,  author  of  A  New  Earth,  Awakening  to  Your  Life’s
Purpose. Tolle teaches a version of Eastern mysticism which he
discovered  in  a  vision.  Taking  his  stand  on  visions,  he
teaches we are all part of the universal life force to which
we should desire to return. He selectively misquotes Jesus
throughout  the  book,  identifying  Him  as  one  of  the  early
proponents of this mystic religion. Most of Tolle’s followers
come from Christian backgrounds, professing to be Christians



trying  to  find  a  way  to  integrate  his  teaching  with  the
teachings of Jesus.

One feature of Tolle’s teaching is the view that Jesus was one
of many who are bringing a form of truth to us. He believes
Buddha, Krishna, Mohammed are all trying to communicate the
same truth in different ways. This viewpoint is seen in the
National  Study  of  Youth  and  Religion  where  over  seventy
percent of American 18- to 23-year-olds disagreed with the
idea that only one religion was true. In our study of American
born-agains between 18 and 40, we found that less than half of
these  born-agains  believe  that  Jesus  is  the  only  way  to
heaven, not Mohammed or Buddha.

Asceticism:  Captive  to  Focusing  on  the
Flesh
A fourth form of cultural captivity identified in Colossians
is  asceticism.  The  American  Heritage  Dictionary  defines
asceticism as “the doctrine that a life of extreme self denial
and austerity releases the soul from bondage with the body and
permits union with the divine.” Asceticism was promoted in
Jesus’ time by the Essenes of the Jewish culture and the
Stoics of the Greek culture.

Since our hope is rooted in an imperishable life in heaven,
one could adopt the view that this earthly body needs to be
denied in light of our heavenly home. However, Paul warns us:

If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of
the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you
submit yourself to decrees, such as, “Do not handle, do not
taste, do not touch!” (which all refer to things destined to
perish with use) — in accordance with the commandments and
teachings of men? These are matters which have, to be sure,
the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-
abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no



value against fleshly indulgence (Col 2:20-23).

Paul warns the Christians at Colossae not to fall for the idea
that we must remove our body from all pleasures of the world
to partake of the divine. He points out that obsession with
self-abasement and severe treatment of the body actually focus
our attention on the flesh. Thus, our focus is on eliminating
fleshly indulgence rather than on living lives that please
Jesus.

In our post-modern American culture, severe treatment of the
body does not appear to be attractive to most young adults
(except for extreme cases such as anorexia). Perhaps, though,
it is evidenced by some forms of the “buy green” movement.
What we do see is the opposite extreme, where an emphasis on
bodily enhancement for the here and now takes our focus off
the work of Christ. Of course, in other parts of the world
such as South America, extreme asceticism is practiced among
some believers.

We have seen four types of false thinking that could take
Christians captive in Colossae of the first century and can in
America  today.  The  four  types  are  naturalism,  legalism,
mysticism, and asceticism. If we recognize these forms of
captivity, as Christians, we can be free of them. We must ask
ourselves,  Does  this  way  of  thinking  add  anything  to  the
fullness of Christ? If I am already “complete in Him”,{8} how
can  these  add-ons  make  me  more  complete?  Obviously  they
cannot. So leave them behind and “as you have received Christ
Jesus as Lord so walk in Him.”{9}
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Should  Christians  Respect
Obama?

Mar. 9, 2010

The email below titled “Should Christians Respect Obama?” was
forwarded to me. Perhaps you’ve seen it too. (I have formatted
the  spacing  to  fit  below;  however,  all  emphases—bolds,
italics, exclamation marks, words in all caps—are original.)

Dr. David Barton is more of a historian than a Biblical
speaker, but very famous for his knowledge of historical
facts as well as Biblical truths.

Dr. David Barton – on Obama
Respect the Office? Yes. Respect the Man in the Office? No, I
am sorry to say. I have noted that many elected officials,
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both Democrats and Republicans, called upon America to unite
behind Obama. Well, I want to make it clear to all who will
listen that I AM NOT uniting behind Obama !

I  will  respect  the  Office  which  he  holds,  and  I  will
acknowledge his abilities as an orator and wordsmith and pray
for him, BUT that is it. I have begun today to see what I can
do to make sure that he is a one-term President !

Why am I doing this ? It is because:
– I do not share Obama’s vision or value system for America ;
– I do not share his Abortion beliefs;
–  I  do  not  share  his  radical  Marxist’s  concept  of  re-
distributing wealth;
– I do not share his stated views on raising taxes on those
who make $150,000+ (the ceiling has been changed three times
since August);
– I do not share his view that America is Arrogant;
– I do not share his view that America is not a Christian
Nation;
– I do not share his view that the military should be reduced
by 25%;
– I do not share his view of amnesty and giving more to
illegals than our American Citizens who need help;
–  I  do  not  share  his  views  on  homosexuality  and  his
definition  of  marriage;
– I do not share his views that Radical Islam is our friend
and Israel is our enemy who should give up any land;
– I do not share his spiritual beliefs (at least the ones he
has made public);
– I do not share his beliefs on how to re-work the healthcare
system in America ;
– I do not share his Strategic views of the Middle East ; and
–  I  certainly  do  not  share  his  plan  to  sit  down  with
terrorist regimes such as Iran .

Bottom line: my America is vastly different from Obama’s, and
I have a higher obligation to my Country and my GOD to do



what is Right ! For eight (8) years, the Liberals in our
Society,  led  by  numerous  entertainers  who  would  have  no
platform and no real credibility but for their celebrity
status, have attacked President Bush, his family, and his
spiritual beliefs !

They have not moved toward the center in their beliefs and
their  philosophies,  and  they  never  came  together  nor
compromised their personal beliefs for the betterment of our
Country ! They have portrayed my America as a land where
everything is tolerated except being intolerant ! They have
been a vocal and irreverent minority for years ! They have
mocked and attacked the very core values so important to the
founding and growth of our Country ! They have made every
effort to remove the name of GOD or Jesus Christ from our
Society ! They have challenged capital punishment, the right
to  bear  firearms,  and  the  most  basic  principles  of  our
criminal  code  !  They  have  attacked  one  of  the  most
fundamental of all Freedoms, the right of free speech !

Unite behind Obama? Never ! ! !

I am sure many of you who read this think that I am going
overboard, but I refuse to retreat one more inch in favor of
those whom I believe are the embodiment of Evil! PRESIDENT
BUSH made many mistakes during his Presidency, and I am not
sure how history will judge him. However, I believe that he
weighed his decisions in light of the long established Judeo-
Christian  principles  of  our  Founding  Fathers!!!  Majority
rules in America , and I will honor the concept; however, I
will fight with all of my power to be a voice in opposition
to Obama and his “goals for America .” I am going to be a
thorn in the side of those who, if left unchecked, will
destroy our Country ! ! Any more compromise is more defeat !
I pray that the results of this election will wake up many
who have sat on the sidelines and allowed the Socialist-
Marxist anti-GOD crowd to slowly change so much of what has
been good in America !



“Error of Opinion may be tolerated where Reason is left free
to combat it.” – Thomas Jefferson
GOD bless you and GOD bless our Country ! ! !
(Please, please, please, pass this on if you agree.)
Thanks for your time, be safe. “In GOD We Trust”
“If we ever forget that we’re one nation under GOD, then we
will be a nation gone under.” – Ronald Reagan
I WANT THE AMERICA I GREW UP IN BACK…..

In GOD We Trust……..

Respectfully, I disagree. The person who wrote this email
didn’t say how to respect the office without respecting the
person holding it. It may be possible to do so; however, I
believe it is more important to respect people than positions.
It sounds very noble to say, “I respect the office but not the
man.”  It’s  like  saying,  “I  respect  my  boss’s  position  of
authority over me, but I don’t respect my boss.” But in my
experience,  this  attitude  makes  it  very  difficult  to  “do
everything without complaining or arguing.” That habit derives
only from love. And love is expressed by subordinates to their
authorities  largely  through  respect  (Eph  5:21–6:8;  note
especially 5:33 and 6:5).

It is possible not to respect the positions the President
holds and still respect the President as an Image-bearing
human creation if nothing else. But this kind of generosity
which  derives  from  thinking  Christianly  (a  Christian
worldview) is not expressed in this email. The tone of this
email conveys contempt, not respect. I’m particularly unnerved
by the way the term “embodiment of Evil” was tossed out there.
Calling liberals Satan incarnate is sensationalist at best and
certainly doesn’t portray the high view of human dignity that
Christianity gives us.

A few other side notes to consider when viewing email forwards
like this one:



• It is highly unlikely that a PhD wrote an email in such
broad strokes with such inflammatory language, not to mention
so many exclamation points. (In fact, I would be cautious of
anything with this many exclamation marks, whether it claims
to be from a PhD or not because when every sentence is
exclaiming, that’s a sign that the email is not trying to get
you to think about the topic, but is only interested in
goading  an  inordinately  emotional  reaction  from  you  (as
opposed to an emotionally passionate response tempered with
thought-full-ness).)

• From Dad: “Dr. Barton’s website does not have a record of
this document – so, I doubt that it is from him. I sent an e-
mail inquiry to wallbuilders.com asking them to comment on
its authenticity.” Thanks Dad!

•  Thirdly,  there  are  at  least  three  of  the  President’s
views/positions that have been distorted and intentionally
misrepresented in this email. Email forwards are notorious
for this, and there is very little that is less Christian
than bearing false witness.

• Finally, I just want to comment that it is okay for
Christians to disagree about most of the items in that list.
This email implies that a Christian nation (whatever that
means anyway) would resemble the exact set of beliefs behind
this email; it implies that any good Christian would agree
with this email wholesale.

So, should Christians respect President Obama? We, more than
anyone, should—especially if you dislike him and/or disagree
with his basic platforms. It is easy to love people we like:
people who are like us, people with whom we agree. But Christ
demands we love those who are irritating to us.

But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is
in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the
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good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. For
if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do
not even the tax collectors do the same? If you greet only
your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not
even  the  Gentiles  do  the  same?  Therefore  you  are  to  be
perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2010/03/09/respect-obama/

To  Live  Is  Christ:  On
Singleness and Waiting

Apr. 9, 2010

We  live  in  the  tension  between  contentment  and  craving.
Whether you are married or single or widowed or divorced;
dating, not dating, wanting to date, not wanting to date—for
now, forever. If you are wondering about your sexuality or
your sex-appeal, your marriage, the strength of your love or
your hope. . . And if you can empathize with the faith-
struggle  of  doubt  and  dashed  or  delayed  dreams  (because
without empathy we are nothing but the annoying, repetitive
clanging of construction in the city streets) . . . Angela
Severson has bravely opened a vein to unleash the power that
only life-blood has for the healing and cleansing of telling
the truth.

This poem is so very well done. I’ve never seen anything like
it. It’s holistic and honest and inspiring and right on the
money. The single life and the married life illustrate and
teach us about life with Christ and the character of God. The
story  of  “This  Life”  is  one  that  all  too  often  gets
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marginalized and left untold, or told unwell—But, we’re doing
better. When both stories are told (and listened to), all
lives (and theologies) are enriched.

This Life
We wait, we long for, we pine after, … we desire, we yearn.
We wait.

I wait
I am thirteen
Puberty explodes like a rash, an epidemic.
My girlfriends hold hands with boys we only months ago
snickered at, turned up our noses at, as though their very
essence was a disease. Now the disease appears to be, that
my girlfriends can’t stop gawking over these same specimen.
I decide to play along and choose my crushes. I crush my way
through high school, waiting to be asked out. Waiting by
locker stalls during break, waiting for a nudge in the hall,
a simple “hey,” a nod. I wait, standing pressed against the
wall, through all the slow songs on Friday nights in the
darkened gymnasiums. I wait for an invitation to senior
prom. I wait.
Through this waiting, I feel like it is not working, meaning
me.
Something  is  not  working  with  me…my  friends  acquire
boyfriends,  hold  hands,  kiss,  and  I  acquire  journals,
stashed by my bedside, full of wonderings and waiting.

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To be ready and available}

It is July.
I’m twenty-two.
My days of being a serial “crushest’ are about to end.
I am standing in a parking lot surrounded by pigeons pecking
at croissant crumbs. The aroma of Newman’s fish-n-chips deep
fat fryers heating up engulfs me. In the slant of the
morning sun my current crush tells me, that he has a crush



on me.
……finally! He likes me and I like him. So, this is what it’s
like to be loved, this is what I’ve been waiting for… this
messy, dizzy, complicated, delicious, heart pounding love.
We dance the dating dance for months and then on a quiet
unexpected spring day he wants me to be his…asks me to be
his, opens the door to the promise of forever and stamps
soul-mate on my heart.

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To stay in a place of
expectation of}

I am twenty-six.
I am engaged to the same fellow.
I am still waiting.
I’ve waited through friends getting married, through showers
and  bridesmaids  dresses,  through  banquets  and  bouquet
tossing,  through  Martha  Stewart  Wedding  Magazines  and
honeymoon trip photos. It is now my turn. I am next in line
to run from the church doors dodging birdseed and blessings.
However, love is delicate, as fragile as the blossoms of
spring, opening in trust to the slanting sun and quick to
close in the cool of the evening, so too was this promise,
one that could not take hold, a love aborted, out of fear
and wisdom, full of pain, and awe. Stunned with grief, the
love in my heart shrinks, evaporates, dies and God becomes
small, cruel and unkind.
Hope aborted.

For what do I wait?
Am I waiting for what I want, or what I need?
For that which I desire, or believe that I deserve?
Am I longing for wisdom? …opening myself to the God, who
loves me into this deep-down empty sorrow…

{Romans Eight}
“In the same way the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do
not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself



intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And
he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit,
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance
with God’s will.”

I am 30 or 32 or somewhere in between.
I have dates that last 10 minutes or 2 years. I avoid
answering calls from some and linger hours by the phone
waiting  for  others.  In  and  out  of  love,  infatuation,
intrigue…sometimes going through the motions, other times
knowing he is.
….I’m into men, I’m tired of men. One day I’m free as a bird
and content in my singleness, the next I am desperately
pining away for every male that crosses my path, searching
his finger for a wedding ring. I seize the day, travel over
seas,  take  classes,  switch  careers,  indulging  in  the
delights and rewards of being single and still I wait. I
watch my married friends build homes, families and history.

It is summer wedding season again. My cousin is getting
married. I congratulate myself that I am actually excited
about being there, really o.k with my place in life, o.k.
that I don’t have a date for this wedding, feeling genuinely
happy for the two tying the knot. At the reception, between
sipping  white  wine  and  sampling  stuffed  mushrooms,  she
approaches me….that token distant relative, you know the
one…she has known me since birth, and kept up on me through
my parents Christmas cards…and she asks “So are you going to
be next?” I politely answer that I am not currently dating
anyone…and she replies, “Well, what is a pretty girl like
you still doing single?” Deep in my heart I have to trust
that she means well, but the thoughts in my head and the
words about to fly off my tongue feel like dragon fire. I
want set blaze to her lovely over-sprayed doo. I smile and
shrug, and pop another mushroom in my mouth to choke down my
anger and my shame. “Yeah, what is wrong with me?” A moment
ago I was confident in my singleness and now I feel other. I



feel like a freak of nature, an alien, a misfit. I feel
shaken.

{Hebrews 11/12}
“All these people were still living by faith when they died.
They did not receive the things promised, they only saw them
and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that
they were aliens and strangers on earth……They are longing
for a better country- a heavenly one. Therefore God is not
ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city
for them……..Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that
cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God
acceptably  with  reverence  and  awe,  for  our  “God  is  a
consuming fire.”

I am thirty-six.
I am single.
Singleness seems to be the new “have it all” lifestyle.
I decide to take a break in my day, a little escape from
work.
I brew my cup of tea, add a dash of cream and sit back on
the sofa with a magazine for some creative inspiration. I
flip open into the middle and look down on the page. It is
an advice column. The first question I glance at reads
{Capital Q, semicolon} “Help, Please! What should I say to
people who ask “why are you single?” It’s so rude, I can
never think of a response. (yeah, I agree and can’t wait to
hear the answer) {Capital A, semicolon} Shake your head,
frown and say, “I loathe giving up all the fabulous sex” The
answer  hits  me  in  the  gut.  I  feel  sad,  disgusted,
disappointed and angry. I’m appalled at the culture in which
I  live  and  yet  not  surprised.  What  do  you  expect,
Angela….this world is not going to encourage you in your
singleness,  at  least  in  a  moral  sense.  I’ve  read  that
singleness is on the rise…more people are single now that
ever before. I want to think, great, I’m not so different,
not so alone, but there is a huge chasm that defines this



single lifestyle. The chasm is sexuality. It is one thing to
be single and living with someone, single and sleeping with
someone,  single  and  sleeping  with  anyone  and  a  very
different  state  to  be  single  and  abstinent.
Abstinent not because it feels good or is pious, but because
it honors God. Choosing abstinence out of obedience and
respect for the vulnerability of the human body and spirit.
I am ashamed to admit that I often hide the truth that I am
nearly forty and a virgin. In this culture being a virgin
makes me feel small, prude, asexual. Some nights I lay in
bed at night aching to be held, longing for sexual intimacy.
Gravity pulls my bones toward the earth, my body fills
hollow…..I lay one hand on my belly and the other over my
breast, not with the intention of arousal, but to be held.
It would be easy to deny my sexuality and I have. But
tonight I want to acknowledge that my body was designed for
sexual intimacy, and although that yearning is not being
fulfilled, I am still a sensual creation.

{Psalms 139}
“You hem me in – behind and before; you have laid your hand
upon me.”

{Martin Luther}
“This life, therefore, is not righteousness, but growth in
righteousness;
not health, but healing;
not being, but becoming;
not rest, but exercise.
We are not yet what we shall be, but we are growing toward
it.
The process is not yet finished, but it is going on.
This is not the end, but it is the road.
All does not yet gleam in glory, but all is being purified.”

I am thirty-eight.
There are days when I feel content knowing that I am growing
in wisdom, I am awaiting the Kingdom. That my singleness is



just part of my journey here, it is the color of my life.
Our stories all get colored in, mine just happens to be
green at the moment.
Perhaps I’ll meet someone and get married and then I’ll get
to add some purple and red, but today it’s green. I feel
blessed with my greenness, alive and grateful. I love my
career. I have rich, beautiful friends, and family….. my
daily needs are always met, and still there is this tension.
I’m driving home from Eugene, marveling over the spring
grass,  the  baby  lambs,  the  sinking  sun…the  beauty  is
intoxicating and warm tears roll down my cheeks. I’ve just
come from holding my new godson. His sweet newborn smell,
his fragile breath, his parents (my beloved friends) and his
sisters (my other two god children) all nestled in unison.
This is a family. In this moment I am so grateful to be a
part of it, but now I must travel north on I-5 towards home,
alone.  These  tears  are  full  of  sorrow  and  joy,  so
bittersweet. In my heart I hold the hope that I may one day
receive the blessing of a family like this earth but I know
that this earth in all it’s beauty, is broken, so that for
which I was made, I may not receive. There are bigger
promises, larger hopes…to that I must cling.

{Hebrews 11}
“none of them received what had been promised. God had
planned something better for us so that only together with
us would they be made perfect.”

{Wait: as defined by Webster’s: To look forward expectantly,
to hold back expectantly.
To remain neglected or to remain in readiness.}

Today, as I write this, it is hard to wait.
I squirm. I writhe.
My skin crawls. The discomfort is visceral. Anything would
feel better than here. The loneliness penetrates and all I
see around me is what I don’t have. I hike through Forest
Park and I see love and families. I see holding hands and



holding hearts. I see couples with babies and couples with
dogs and couples melting into one another, sharing food,
laughter, words and breath. I cry out “God, spare me from
this loneliness, this waiting. I want my feelings to change.
I feel guilty for not being satisfied with what I have in
this moment. My head knows the gospel’s truth.
The God of the Universe cares for me, loves me to the core,
is for me,….and he has promised me life.
Not this life, but the everlasting kind.
The one without pain and suffering, hungering and squirming.
A promise that is more than I can conceive, contain, or
deserve. His grace covers the reality that my heart, at this
moment, does not feel any better with this knowledge. I feel
small and fragile, achy, and tired. Right now I am marred
then I shall be perfect, right now I am broken, then I shall
be fixed. I cry out for redemption.

{Deuteronomy 31}
“Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.”

What is it that I wait for? For what do I long? Is it
Connection? Wholeness? Safety? Love?
I wait with myself, with my family, my friends,
I wait with my neighbor, the clerk at the grocery store, the
lady next to me on the bus.
I wait with those across the country, across the sea, across
the world, in places I know nothing of, filled with people
waiting….
They wait for things that I have. They wait for warm food in
their bellies and water on their lips, they wait to see
their sick child healed, or the miracle of their bodies
restored, they wait for a soft place to lay down at night,
and the demon voices in their heads be stilled. The wait for
the terror to stop and the monsters slain. We all wait.
We wait for hope, for freedom, for comfort
We wait for love.
Deep, deep love that will never fail. A love that will fill



us.
We wait for Christ.

{Romans 8}
“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither
angel nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor
any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Angela Severson
http://www.imagodeiwomen.com/2010/03/this-life.html

 

This blog post originally appeared at
http://reneamac.com/2010/04/09/to-live-is-christ/

Messy  Spirituality:  God’s
Annoying  Love  for  Imperfect
People

Jun. 9, 2009

Messy Spirituality is about exactly that. It’s a
story of and a guide to rightly rejecting neat,
sanitized  spirituality,  breaking  out  of  the
plastic shrinkwrap of systemitized religion, and
embracing abundant life with all its messes,
failures,  complexities,  questions,  joys,
triumphs, tensions, paradoxes… which requires us
to  embrace  grace.  It  requires  the  sometimes

desperate acknowledgment of our constant need of grace, which
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turns us into people of Grace—the people we’re all supposed to
be from Eden, people of God.

Romans 12:2 warns against allowing the world to squeeze us
into a particular pattern, a box that doesn’t let the Light in
and keeps us from real living. Yaconelli recognizes that we’re
not only in danger of the world trying to make us into what
the world wants us to be: well-meaning Christians and churches
often  squeeze  everybody  into  one-size-fits-all  patterns  of
spirituality. This small book says big things about what it
means to be spiritual and to walk with God.

Messy Spirituality derives from Yaconelli’s own journey from
legalism to liberty and the years of experience he has as a
pastor of a small fellowship full of misfits. Jesus calls us
to live faith-full lives. But too often we live fear-full
lives. We’re called to be radically different (as opposed to
merely civilly different). Yaconelli helps us think through
these  things,  and  he  does  so  with  patience  and  humility,
humor, earthy-ness, wisdom, and love.

 

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2009/06/09/messy-spirituality/

The Time of Our Lives
In his song “Time in a Bottle,” Jim Croce sings about wishing
he could capture and contain time so he could spend eternity
with the one he loved. But he laments that:

There never seems to be enough time
To do the things you want to do
Once you find them

http://reneamac.com/2009/06/09/messy-spirituality/
https://probe.org/the-time-of-our-lives/


You know the feeling. Our days get filled up with things that,
upon reflection, don’t seem to really matter much, leaving
little time for things that are important. Rather than being a
friend, time seems more like a foe; “more of a nemesis or
taskmaster,” says organizational coach Mark Freier.{1}

In the Middle Ages, time was measured primarily in periods
within which people dwelt. Days were divided into rhythmic
patterns:  sunrise,  breakfast  time,  work  hours,  evening,
sunset. Hours were significant in relation to the daily cycle
of prayers prescribed by the Church. But even in that case,
there wasn’t a concern with sticking to precise times of the
day.

In the Middle Ages people weren’t primarily concerned with
time measured by the clock but with the quality of life’s
experiences.

As the West moved into modernity, clock time assumed greater
importance. Now we worry, not only about hours, but about
minutes. As a fund raising specialist told me, if you ask a
businessman for ten minutes, take ten minutes and no more. His
time is carefully apportioned out, and, as we have heard many
times, time is money.

Busyness has become so routine that we easily feel guilty if
we don’t have anything we have to do. How can we “waste time”
like that? But that’s usually not a problem! The world outside
has a way of filling up our daily planner even if we don’t.

There are two ways to think about time I’d like to consider,
designated by different words.

One is chronos. Chronos was the name given by the Greeks to
the god who represented time. Chronos time is clock time. It
is marked off by seconds, minutes, hours. Chronos is what I’m
thinking  about  when  I’m  adding  new  things  to  my  daily
calendar. It’s the measure of time I can give to one project
or person before I must be moving on to the next item on the



agenda.

The other word for time is kairos. Kairos was a child of Zeus.
He  represented  opportunity.  While  chronos  time  is  a
quantitative thing, kairos is more qualitative; the concern is
with the what that is to be done and the importance of doing
it. Both are ways of measuring our experience in life, but
they do so quite differently. Let’s look at them more closely.

Two things help with understanding what kairos is. It speaks
of the quality of our actions and of opportunity. Kairos time
focuses on what we’re doing (or planning to do) rather than
the number of minutes or hours it will take. And it connotes
the perfect time, the perfect moment, to do what needs to be
done. It points to the significance of certain things. Success
isn’t measured by how many things we get done in a short
amount of time, but by how well we’ve done the important
things.

Theologian Daniel Clendenin uses Martin Luther King, Jr., and
an example of someone who wanted to grasp the moment. Even
though he knew his life had been threatened, he determined to
press on with his work for civil rights. It was the time for
that, even if King’s chronos time might well be cut short very
soon. And indeed it was.{2}

Winston Churchill provides another illustration. When things
were going very badly for England in World War II, Churchill
rallied the country to fight as hard as they could, because it
was a time in which freedom could be lost by many, many
people. The Nazis had to be defeated. It was the right time,
in the sense of kairos. But even as kairos speaks of the
opportunity to do something great, it can also be fraught with
danger.

Still one more illustration is the song by the Byrds, Turn,
Turn, Turn, taken from the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes:

To everything / There is a season / And a time to every



purpose, under Heaven
A time to be born, a time to die / A time to plant, a time to
reap

Notice the songwriter didn’t say, “There’s a time to plant,
and that’s at 6 a.m. on September 3. And we have eight hours
to get it done.” Even though farmers might set a day for
everyone to gather and begin, that isn’t the point of the song
(or the Scripture). The time to plant is different from the
time to harvest. When it’s time to plant, nothing else will do
but to plant.

Chronos  and  kairos  are  certainly  connected,  but  they  are
qualitatively  different.  Kairos  intersects  chronos.  It  is
within chronos time that we experience kairos. We can’t have
kairos  without  chronos,  but  we  can  have  chronos  without
kairos.

Chronos time can often be made up, but that isn’t so easy with
kairos. I can find an open half hour block in my schedule
tomorrow for that meeting I couldn’t attend today. But can I
get back that time I should have given a co-worker who’s been
going through tough times and really needed a listening ear?
What matters with kairos isn’t whether something fits in my
schedule.  What  matters  is,  what  matters!  In  kairos  time,
minutes aren’t the measure of the value of our acts. The
things we do, rather, grant value to the minutes they take.
Mark Freier put it very well: “”To miscalculate kronos {3} is
inconvenient. To miscalculate kairos is lamentable.”{4}

Kairos  speaks  of  a  quality  of  life  that  sees  ourselves,
others, the world, as significant and worthy of our time,
attention, energy, resources. Its enemies include pragmatism,
doubts about our own significance, an absence of a long view
of things, and, even more so, no eternal view—no understanding
of what gives our lives eternal significance.

The old cry was “Carpe diem!” “Seize the day!” Someone might



wonder, seize it for what? If nothing lasts, if nothing has
eternal significance, what is the point? It all slips through
our  fingers  and  is  gone.  Seizing  the  day  isn’t  to  be
understood  as  the  existentialist’s  call  to  experience  the
moment. The focus on the latter is on fleeting experiences.
The hope is that by focusing on those, one can shape one’s own
life rather than living the life others hand you. But there’s
nothing eternal about this. I am reminded of Meursault, the
protagonist in Albert Camus’ The Stranger, who believes he
lives  in  an  indifferent  world,  or  what  should  be  an
indifferent world, and wonders why people think anything is
really significant. Nothing is of any more value than anything
else because it all ends in death. The universe doesn’t care.

Which brings me to a specifically Christian view of time as
kairos.

My search through the NT showed eighty uses of the word. It’s
a  significant  concept  in  Scripture.  The  most  familiar
reference to kairos in the New Testament is probably Eph.
5:15-16: “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but
as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are
evil.” The King James used the more familiar phrase, “redeem
the time.” It means literally to buy up, or rescue from loss,
the opportunity, the proper season, the right time. The word
kairos is also used in the story of Jesus’ temptation in the
wilderness. After Jesus resisted Satan, Luke writes that “he
[Satan] left Him until an opportune time” (Lk. 4:13).

What gives significance to our time (and even to chronos time)
is that we live in a world created by God who is working out
His  plan  that  will  be  consummated  at  His  appointed  time.
Theologian James Emery White wrote this: “Kairos moments are
never pragmatic moves to ensure a blessed life during our
short tenure on earth. They are moments to be seized for the
sake of eternity and the Lord of eternity.”{5} Good works have
been prepared for us to do (Eph. 2:10), and we should apply
ourselves because they matter beyond the grave.



So, how do we do it? How does one live in kairos time in a
world governed by chronos? Others want me to think of time the
way they do, as openings in my schedule that can be filled
with something else. I have responsibilities in my job and
with my family and church that require keeping a calendar.

We aren’t going to return to an agrarian society like that of
the Middle Ages. And our lives are intertwined with others’.
We can, however, do something about it. For starters, we can
be more aware of how we use the time that is truly ours. Are
we doing useful things? That doesn’t mean to fill our time
with “meaningful busyness.” There’s a proper time for rest as
well  as  for  work,  for  creativity  as  well  as  for  chores.
Changing a mindset and habits takes practice. Little by little
we can “re-color” our lives.

More significantly, however, is a fundamental change in our
thinking about the importance of the things we do. Few of us
will become Martin Luther Kings or Winston Churchills. But
we—you  and  I—are  important,  and  we  touch  the  lives  of
important people. Not all kairos times have to be of society
wide significance. The main point is that life and what we do
with it, even in the details, is rich with significance and
meaning. We can make a difference in this world, in others’
lives, if we’ll but seize the opportunities while they are
present.

Notes

1. Mark Freier, Whatif Enterprises.
2. Daniel Clendenin, “When Chronos Meets Kairos, Martin Luther
King, Jr. Day, 2006.”
3. Alternate spelling for “chronos”
4. Freier.
5. James Emory White, Life Defining Moments: Daily Choices
with  the  Power  to  Transform  Your  Life  (Waterbrook  Press,
2001), 97; quoted by Mark Freier.
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Biblical  Perspective  on
Giving  –  Giving  Cheerfully
and Sacrificially
Kerby Anderson provides a balanced, biblical perspective on
how we should approach giving as Christians. One key point
stressed from the book of 1st Corinthians is that God loves a
cheerful  giver  and  He  honors  those  who  give  beyond  their
perceived ability. Read this article with an open heart asking
God for His guidance on your giving habits.

The Controversy
In this article we are going to be talking about a biblical
perspective on giving. In the past, we have discussed biblical
principles concerning spending and focused primarily on the
subject  of  debt  and  credit.{1}  Here  we  will  discuss  such
issues as the Old Testament tithe, New Testament giving, and
related  questions  that  often  surface  in  the  minds  of
Christians.

At  the  outset,  we  should  acknowledge  that  there  is  some
controversy surrounding a biblical perspective of giving. For
example, if you ask if a Christian should tithe, you will get
very different answers from various members in the body of
Christ.

In fact, asking the question in some churches today is likely
to  start  an  argument.  A  few  months  ago,  The  Wall  Street
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Journal  ran  an  article  entitled  The  Backlash  Against
Tithing.{2} More recently CBS News ran a feature, To Tithe or
Not  To  Tithe?{3}  Even  the  secular  media  is  noticing  how
controversial tithing has become in some churches.

The idea that Christians should give ten percent of their
income to the church has become quite controversial and is
increasingly being challenged. Church members say they should
be free to donate whatever they choose. Some are reacting
against a strong promotion of church giving that includes
sermons, flyers, and brochures. Some balk at churches that
have set up giving kiosks where church members can give using
their debit cards. They have called them Gods ATM machines.

Others  are  reacting  to  the  legalism  that  says  the  Old
Testament law code concerning the tithe applies to the New
Testament  church  age.  And  still  others  want  to  be  good
stewards of their giving and want to know more about how a
church spends its money.

The best estimates are that Christians give about two and one-
half percent of their income to the church, far below the ten
percent advocated by those teaching tithing. And it appears
that  church  giving  is  on  the  decline  partially  due  to  a
decline in regular attendance and also due to the fact the
Christians are giving to other charitable organizations. They
balk at the idea that the church is Gods storehouse and want
to give to other mission agencies and Christian organizations.

It isnt that Christians are stingy. Last year Americans gave
an estimated $97 billion to churches, and that is almost a
third of the countrys $295 billion in charitable donations.{4}

A number of church leaders and theologians have also entered
the debate. They point out that the tithe was an Old Testament
requirement, and that New Testament believers no longer live
under the Law but under grace.

So in this article we look at the relationship between tithing



and charitable giving while looking at the idea of giving in
both the Old Testament and the New Testament.

The Old Testament Tithe
How are the tithe and charitable giving related? In order to
answer that question we need to understand the relationship
between the Old Testament tithe and New Testament giving. Lets
begin with the teaching about the tithe. The Old Testament
principle  of  the  tithe  provides  the  foundation  for  New
Testament giving.

The word tithe means a tenth part. Once you understand that,
you realize that many people use the phrase tithe, but arent
really accurate in using it. Someone who makes $3000 a month
and gives only $100 a month is not tithing. One study found
that only three percent of households tithe their income to
their church.{5}

The principle of the tithe can be found in Leviticus 27:30
which says, A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain
from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord; it
is holy to the Lord. We can derive three principles from this
passage. First, the tithe was applied to everything from the
land and did not just apply to some income or wealth. Second,
the tithe belongs to the Lord and not to the people. And,
third the tithe is holy, that is, it is set apart and should
be given to the Lord.

What if a believer in the Old Testament did not tithe? The
answer to that question can be found in Malachi 3:8-10. It
says,

Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me! But you say, How
have we robbed You? In tithes and offerings. You are cursed
with a curse, for you are robbing Me, the whole nation of
you! Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, so that there
may be food in My house, and test Me now in this, says the



Lord of hosts, if I will not open for you the windows of
heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.

If the nation of Israel refused to pay the tithe, then they
were considered guilty of robbing God. The Israelites were to
bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, not just part of
the tithe.

In  the  Old  Testament,  the  tithe  was  not  voluntary  but
mandatory. Two kinds of giving are taught in the Bible: giving
to the government (compulsory) and giving to God (voluntary).
Israel was not only a spiritual community but a nation. The
tithe was necessary to fund the nation. That is why many have
referred to the tithe as a precursor to taxes. Israel was a
theocracy, and the priests were the leaders of the government.
They were supported by the tithe.

There  were  actually  three  tithes.  One  tithe  was  for  the
priests and Levites: A tithe of everything from the land,
whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs
to the Lord (Leviticus 27:30). This was paid to the Levites,
who in turn gave a tenth of that to the priests (Number
18:26). This would be similar to the New Testament giving that
goes toward ministry.

The  second  tithe  provided  funds  for  the  Jewish  festival
(Deuteronomy  12:17-18).  And  a  third  tithe  was  to  provide
support  for  the  widow,  orphans,  and  poor  (Deuteronomy
14:26-28). The first two were regularly collected, while the
last  one  was  collected  every  third  year.  Thus,  the  total
amount of tithe was approximately twenty-three percent each
year.

The tithe in the Old Testament was to be given from the first
fruits. Proverbs 3:9 says, Honor the Lord from your wealth /
And from the first of all your produce. The tithe was to be
the first and the best of the crop, not an afterthought.



The first fruits applied to the vineyard (Leviticus 19:23-25)
as well as to the production of grain and fruit trees (Exodus
23:16). It also applied to any coarse meal (Numbers 15:20-21)
and other produce (2 Chronicles 31:5).

New Testament Giving
Does the New Testament teach the tithe?

Actually, nowhere in the New Testament is there an explicit
command to tithe. The primary reason is that the tithe was for
the Levites and the priests. The substitutionary death of
Christ for our sins did away with the need for a temple.
Christians  dont  need  the  temple  and  dont  need  priests  as
intercessors. We are all priests now and no longer live under
law but under grace (Romans 6:15).

New Testament believers are never commanded to tithe. They are
instructed to pay their taxes (Romans 13:1-7). That is the
only required giving in the church age.

Christians are instructed to give to those who minister (1
Corinthians 16:1; Galatians 2:10). We are to give to those who
trust God to supply their needs (Philippians 4:19). We are to
give as God has prospered us (1 Corinthians 16:2), and are to
give cheerfully (2 Corinthians 9:7). And the Bible teaches
that  we  will  ultimately  give  account  of  our  stewardship
(Romans 14:12).

We might note that the first century believers set a high
standard for giving. They sold their goods and gave money to
any believer in need (Acts 2:45). They sold their property and
gave the entire amount to the work of the apostles (Acts
4:36-5:2). And they also gave generously to the ministry of
Paul (2 Corinthians 8:1-5) on a continual basis (Philippians
4:16-18).

Even though the tithe was no longer required, it appears that



the early believers used the tithe as a base line for their
giving.  After  all,  a  large  majority  of  the  first  century
believers were Jewish, and so they gave not only the tithe but
above and beyond the requisite ten percent.

Paul makes it clear that Christians are not to give grudgingly
or under compulsion but as each believer has purposed in his
heart (2 Corinthians 9:7). So the tithe was no longer the
mandatory requirement, but it appeared to provide a basis for
voluntary giving by believers.

Some have noted the similarity between the free will giving in
the Old Testament and New Testament giving. One example would
be when Moses challenged the people of Israel to give to the
tabernacle. They were so enthusiastic, that the people were
restrained from bringing any more. For the material they had
was sufficient and more than enough (Exodus 36:6-7).

Another  example  of  this  would  be  the  free  will  offerings
collected when the temple was rebuilt. We read in the Old
Testament book of Ezra that the people were encouraged to give
a  free  will  offering  for  the  house  of  God  which  is  in
Jerusalem (Ezra 1:6). So you can see that the concept of
voluntary giving did not begin in the New Testament. There are
a few examples of it in the Old Testament.

Biblical Principles on Giving (part one)
Given that Christians are commanded to give, the real question
we need to answer is how they should give. Not all Christians
give the same amount, and sadly many Christians do not give
anything to their church or to Christian organizations. So
lets  look  at  a  few  key  principles  that  should  guide  our
giving.

The first principle is that when you sow generously, you will
reap generously. 2 Corinthians 9:6 says, Now this I say, he
who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows



bountifully  will  also  reap  bountifully.  Elsewhere  in
Scripture, we read that the size of a harvest corresponds to
what we scatter. Proverbs 11:24-25 says,

There is one who scatters, and yet increases all the more,
And there is one who withholds what is justly due, and yet it
results only in want.
The generous man will be prosperous,
And he who waters will himself be watered.

Of course a spiritual harvest may different from the kind of
seed that is sown. For example, a material seed (giving to
ministry) may reap a spiritual harvest (1 Corinthians 9:9).

God  has  both  blessed  us  materially  (Acts  14:17)  and
spiritually (Roman 5:17). So we can be assured that God will
increase our harvest. Now He who supplies seed to the sower
and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for
sowing  and  increase  the  harvest  of  your  righteousness  (2
Corinthians 9:10).

A second principle is that we are to give according to what we
have purposed in our hearts. 2 Corinthians 9:7 says, Each one
must do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly
or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. Your
giving  should  be  a  deliberate  act  and  not  just  a  quick
response to some emotional appeal. Certainly there is nothing
wrong with giving a freewill offering because God has moved
you to support a particular missionary or project. But we
should also have a purpose and a plan to our giving.

Many  Christians  have  begun  to  give  through  an  automatic
deduction from their checking account. This has the positive
effect  to  providing  regular  support  for  the  church  or
Christian  organizations.  The  monthly  amount  is  deducted
whether you are actively thinking about the ministry or not.
The  possible  negative  effect  is  that  it  could  become  so
automatic, that you might forget about the ministry and fail



to pray for it.

A third principle is that we are to give voluntarily. We are
told in 2 Corinthians 9:7 that we are not to give under guilt
or compulsion. That admonition does not mean that we are only
to support the local church or Christian organizations when we
feel like it. In this particular passage, Paul was challenging
believers in Corinth to give to a special need (the financial
needs of the believers in Jerusalem). This was a one-time
special offering that was above and beyond providing for the
regular needs of the church in Corinth.

Biblical Principles on Giving (part two)
Another principle taught in Scripture is that we are to give
generously. Notice that in 2 Corinthians 9:7 it says that God
loves a cheerful giver. God values not the size of the gift
(Acts 11:29; 1 Corinthians 16:2) but the heart of the giver
(not reluctantly or grudgingly) and the willingness of the
giver (a cheerful giver).

We see that principle played out in the Old Testament. When
the temple needed to be rebuilt, Joash put an offering box out
for those who would give to this important work. 2 Chronicles
24:10 says, All the officials and all the people brought their
contributions gladly, dropping them into the chest until it
was full. Notice that it says they gave to the rebuilding of
the temple gladly. They were glad to give and provided a model
for what Paul calls a cheerful giver.

We are also to give sacrificially. As Paul was writing to the
church in Corinth, he told them of the sacrificial giving of
the Macedonian Christians. He said, . . .in a great ordeal of
affliction  their  abundance  of  joy  and  their  deep  poverty
overflowed in the wealth of their liberality. For I testify
that according to their ability, and beyond their ability,
they gave of their own accord (2 Corinthians 8:2-3).



Consider that on the one hand Paul is talking about their deep
poverty but then goes on to say that they still gave beyond
their ability. I dont know too many people who today are
giving beyond their ability. I know quite a few people who are
giving less than their ability. Over my years in ministry, I
have had many people tell me that they cannot afford to tithe.
In this passage, Paul challenges the believers in Corinth (and
by extension challenges us) to reevaluate our priorities and
give sacrificially.

Once again we can see this principle at work in the Old
Testament as well. David balked at giving a sacrifice to the
Lord that was not really a sacrifice for him to give. In 2
Samuel 24:24 David says, I will not offer burnt offerings to
the Lord my God which cost me nothing. David is reminding us
by  his  behavior  that  true  sacrificial  giving  means  being
willing to sacrifice that which we would be inclined to keep
for ourselves.

I trust this biblical perspective on giving has been helpful
to you. It has been challenging for me to research and write,
and I hope it challenges you to reconsider what you are giving
to the church and Christian ministries. May we all be found
faithful in our giving to the Lord.
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Is  This  the  Last  Christian
Generation? – The Future of
American Christianity
Steve Cable joins Josh McDowell in asking about the future of
the American church.  Do Christians have the will to turn
around the degradation of biblical beliefs and restore the
church to a state of vibrant belief in Christ touching the
lives  of  everyone  in  the  country?   According  to  Josh’s
research, we need to change the trends to have a chance of
growing the church.

The Concern
Is  this  the  last  Christian  generation  in  America?  Mark
Oestreicher  of  Youth  Specialties  stated  recently  in
Christianity Today, “There are a lot of people who’ve had this
nagging sense that we’re missing the mark somehow . . . kids
seem  happy  and  willing  to  attend,  and  engage  in  our
ministries, but five years from now, when they’re in college
or post-college, they just really aren’t connecting with real
faith, let alone church.”

I know what you are thinking: “This is not new.” Of course, I
agree. For over thirty years, Probe Ministries has worked to
create a strong foundation for Christian teens.

However, some believe it has reached a dangerous new level.
This upswing has prompted Josh McDowell to co-write a new book
with Dave Bellis. Josh states, “the decision to call this
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[book] The Last Christian Generation was not made lightly nor
was it done for sensationalism. I sincerely believe unless
something is done now to change the spiritual state of our
young  people  –  you  will  become  the  last  Christian
generation!”{1}

Is Josh’s concern justified? Will this trend correct itself or
will we follow in the secular footsteps of Western Europe?

How are we doing at converting church involvement by teens
into  a  lifelong  relationship  with  Christ?  A  2006  study
indicates that over eighty percent of today’s teens attend
church  for  a  period  of  at  least  two  months  during  their
teenage years. What an opportunity! The bad news is that only
one out of four of those churched youth are still spiritually
engaged  by  age  twenty-nine;{2}  that  is,  they  are  still
actively attending church, reading the Bible, or praying. In
comparison, roughly twice as many adults in their forties are
spiritually engaged.

An earlier study looked at the beliefs of teens involved in
evangelical churches. Over two-thirds of these young people
believe

•that there is no absolute moral truth,

• that Christianity is about showing bad people how to live
better,

• that there is no way to tell which religion is true,
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• that Jesus is not the Son of the one true God.

And, over half believe

• that Jesus did not rise from the dead.

Is it any wonder that these young people readily abandon their
Christian involvement when confronted with a hostile culture?

The Causes
Let’s  consider  some  potential  causes  three  out  of  four
churched  teens  become  disengaged  from  Christianity  during
their twenties.

One cause may be the way we define and measure youth ministry.
As adults abdicate their training responsibility, our youth
are isolated as their own congregation. The measure of success
is numerical attendance rather than instilling a life long
discipline for spiritual growth. Church becomes a series of
fun activities interspersed with encouragement to avoid risky
behaviors.

A  second  factor  is  primarily  teaching  topical  lessons  on
Christian rules rather than laying a strong foundation of
truth. As our teens move into college, professors, peers, and
the popular media all portray authentic Christianity in a
negative light. It takes a strong foundation to
choose to endure hostility when one can adopt a so-called
“private faith” and avoid the confrontation. As you know,
soldiers  participate  in  exercises  simulating  the  most
effective tactics of their opponents before being sent onto
the battlefield. Yet, in training our teens, we often avoid
exposing them to the tough questions lest some of them are put
off by the experience.

A third factor is allowing teens to be content with a second-
hand faith. In Joshua, we learn that “Israel served the LORD .



. . all the days of the elders who survived Joshua, and had
known all the deeds of the LORD” (24:31). After these elders
who had personally experienced the Lord died, most in Israel
fell away from serving God. More recently, during the Welsh
revival of 1904, over 100,000 conversions were recorded in
less than five months. The impact was so pervasive that police
duties were reduced to providing quartets for prayer meetings.
A century later, church attendance in Wales is at an all-time
low. Only nineteen percent of UK teenagers say they had a
religious faith (as compared to over seventy percent for US
teens). Luis Palau summed up the Welsh experience by noting,
“God has no grandchildren.” Teens who attend church to live
out their parents’ faith find it easy to leave the faith to
conform to the expectations of their new authority figures.

These three factors have been around since the inception of
Probe. A new factor, somewhat unique to today’s culture is a
“distorted worldview filter” unwittingly adopted by our youth
and adults. This filter tells them:

• Truth is relative, not absolute.

• Science and spirituality are at odds.

• Science confirms that I am nothing but insignificant dirt.

• An irrational, spiritual tradition can help me cope with
this harsh reality.

•  However,  I  am  in  no  position  to  critically  evaluate
someone else’s tradition.

With  this  distorted  filter  in  place,  even  solid  biblical
teaching can leave teens unprepared to stand firm in their
faith.

The  Last  Christian  Generation  lists  some  of  the  concepts
distorted by this filter, for example:{3}



• Truth now means whatever is right for you.

• Tolerance means accepting that each individual’s values
and lifestyles are equally valid.

• Moral judgments mean bigoted attitudes we have no right to
hold.

Many teens are synthesizing Christian teaching and popular
culture into a new personal religion. In their 2005 book, Soul
Searching:  The  Religious  and  Spiritual  Lives  of  American
Teenagers,{4} the authors found that religious teens tend to
hold  a  vague  group  of  functionally  religious  beliefs  the
authors  termed  “moralistic  therapeutic  deism.”{5}  Its  key
tenets are:

• God is distant and uninvolved in daily life.

• But I can call on God as a “cosmic therapist” when I have
a problem.

• My purpose is to be happy and feel good about myself.

• If I avoid being an intolerant jerk, I will go to heaven.

Although  these  beliefs  could  be  considered  theistic,  they
definitely are not evangelical Christianity.

What happens when these beliefs are put to the test? I’ve
known Julie{6} all her life. Julie consistently attended youth
group. She was also tuned into the popular culture. When her
circumstances  disappointed  her,  she  turned  to  God  as  her
“cosmic therapist.” When He did not change her circumstances
to suit her, she decided that God was not worth her time.
Instead, she chose to escape her circumstances through drugs.
She had distorted the truth into a perversion that prevented
her from having a solid relationship with her Creator.



The Correction
How should we respond to this disturbing trend?

Historically, much of youth ministry has been about getting
the  crowd  in  the  door  and  keeping  them  involved.  Recent
studies show we are doing a good job at this function.{7} But
we are not doing well if we measure success by how many are
still actively involved through their twenties. If the problem
is not getting them in the door, it must be in what is
happening once they are involved.

Josh McDowell suggests that we need to readjust both what is
being taught and how it is being taught.{8} We need to train
our youth in a “relational apologetic,” meaning knowing and
defending a belief in God as absolute reality revealed through
the Bible and experiencing this truth lived out in their lives
and through the example of others.

What should we teach? Although we should not ignore behavioral
issues such as sex, drugs, etc., McDowell calls us to help our
teens see the reality of God. If there is a God, it is of
paramount importance that we seek to know absolute Truth with
a capital T. Consistent with everything the tools of modern
science can observe about our universe, they have rational
reasons to believe that God has revealed Himself to us through
His Word.

McDowell and Bellis suggest teens must learn to know Him as
the God of redemption, relationships, and restoration.{9} A
clear  understanding  of  each  of  these  aspects  serves  an
important  role  in  countering  the  tenets  of  today’s  teen
religion which we defined above as “moralistic therapeutic
deism”:

• Knowing the God of redemption tells them that good people
don’t  go  to  heaven;  redeemed  people  go  to  heaven.  Our
definition of good is so shallow compared to a transcendent,



holy God. We must rely on Him for redemption.

• Knowing the God of relationships tells them God is not a
cosmic therapist, but a
personal heavenly Father, intimately involved in all aspects
of life.

• Knowing the God of restoration highlights that our earthly
life is a brief precursor to eternity. This truth changes
our central goal to creating eternal value in Christ.

Youth who can articulate these truths have taken a big step to
repairing their distorted worldview filter.

Laying a Firm Foundation
McDowell points out that it is not only what we teach but how
we teach it that is important.{10} In America, we have adopted
a Hellenistic [Greek] teaching model focused on communicating
information and testing whether the student can regurgitate
it. In addition, Christianity is often communicated as a set
of behavior rules covering one topic at a time, rather than as
a deep relationship emulating the character of our heavenly
Father. Bits of knowledge and rules for behavior are not a
comprehensive worldview.

In contrast to the Hellenistic model, the Hebrew model of
Deuteronomy and Proverbs uses a set of ongoing object lessons,
applying the character of God to each life situation. The
entire inter-generational community is modeling their faith
and articulating their biblical worldview. For this model to
work, parents and youth leaders must continually express their
reasons for believing that Jesus is the truth in a world that
says there is no truth. Teens must experience a community of
faith willing to trade in a life purpose of being happy and
avoiding pain for a life purpose of building eternal value
through serving Jesus.



This may sound like a daunting task, but there are ministries
that want to come alongside and help in this process. Josh
McDowell’s ministry is developing study materials and training
events  specifically  designed  to  fill  this  need.  More
information  is  available  at  truefoundations.com.  Probe
Ministries offers the Student Mind Games Conference, a week-
long camp designed to equip students to stand firm in their
faith  through  college  and  beyond.{11}  In  addition,  Probe
offers  speakers,  curricula  and  other  materials  to  help
parents, youth leaders and students to articulate and live a
relational apologetic. You can visit our website at Probe.org.

We know the church will survive and ultimately triumph at the
return of Jesus, but there is no promise that America will
continue to have a high percentage of evangelical Christians.
Four out of five youth in America are giving us a chance to
influence the future. I believe God has called all of us to be
a part of responding to that challenge.
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Forgiveness,  Reconciliation,
and You

Forgiveness Can Be Good for Your Health
Have you ever been cheated or mistreated? Got any lingering
grudges  you’re  holding  onto?  Is  there  any  “unclear  air”
between  you  and  a  family  member,  neighbor,  or  coworker
regarding  a  dispute,  a  slight,  an  offense?  Could  those
situations use some forgiveness?

More  and  more  medical  doctors  and  social  scientists  are
extolling  the  benefits  of  forgiveness  and  reconciliation,
benefits both to individuals and to society. This article
examines some of these benefits and presents several inspiring
case studies, stories of forgiveness in action.

Would  you  believe  that  forgiveness  can  be  good  for  your
health? Lingering anger, stress, or high blood pressure could
indicate that you need to forgive someone (or to be forgiven
yourself). Many religions—including, of course, the Christian
faith—have  long  held  that  forgiveness  is  an  important
component of a fruitful life. Now secular research supports
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its value.{1}

In the early 1980s, Kansas pschologist Dr. Glenn Mack Harnden
searched  in  vain  to  find  studies  on  forgiveness  in  the
academic digest Psychological Abstracts. Today there exist an
International Forgiveness Institute and a ten-million-dollar
“Campaign for Forgiveness Research” (Jimmy Carter and Desmond
Tutu have been among the ringleaders). The John Templeton
Foundation awards grants in the field.

Harnden says forgiveness “releases the offender from prolonged
anger, rage, and stress that have been linked to physiological
problems,  such  as  cardiovascular  diseases,  high  blood
pressure,  hypertension,  cancer,  and  other  psychosomatic
illnesses.”{2}

He’s big on this theme. When I ran into him in Washington, DC,
a while back, he spoke enthusiastically about attending an
international gathering in Jordan that saw forgiveness between
traditional individual enemies like Northern Irish and Irish
Republicans, Israelis and Palestinians.

George  Washington  University  medical  professor  Christina
Puchalski  cites  forgiveness  benefits  supported  by  research
studies.  Writing  in  The  Yale  Journal  for  Humanities  in
Medicine, she says, “The act of forgiveness can result in less
anxiety  and  depression,  better  health  outcomes,  increased
coping  with  stress,  and  increased  closeness  to  God  and
others.” {3}

Daily life brings many sources of conflict: spouses, parents,
children, employers, former employers, bullies, enemies. If
offense  leads  to  resentment  and  bitterness,  then  anger,
explosion, and violence can result. If parties forgive each
other,  then  healing,  reconciliation,  and  restoration  can
follow.



Startling Contrition
Robert Enright is an educational psychology professor at the
University  of  Wisconsin—Madison  and  president  of  the
International Forgiveness Institute. He laments the fact that
despite society’s conflicts, “almost never do we hear public
leaders  declaring  their  belief  that  forgiveness  can  bring
people  together,  heal  their  wounds,  and  alleviate  the
bitterness  and  resentment  caused  by  wrongdoing.”{4}

The year 2006 brought a startling example of contrition by
Adriaan  Vlok,  former  Law  and  Order  Minister  under  South
Africa’s apartheid regime. During the 1980s, racial conflict
there boiled.

In 1998, Adriaan Vlok confessed to South Africa’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission that ten years earlier in 1988 he
had engineered the bombing of the headquarters of the South
African Council of Churches, a prominent opposition group. The
bombing campaign also included movie theaters showing “Cry
Freedom,” an anti-apartheid film.{5} I had tickets to see “Cry
Freedom” in Pretoria the night it opened, but the screening
was cancelled. The next morning, a bomb was discovered in the
theater I would have attended.

You can imagine my interest when BBC television told of Vlok’s
2006 attempt to reconcile personally with Rev. Frank Chikane,
former head of the South African Council of Churches, the
group  whose  headquarters  Vlok  had  bombed.  Chikane,  now
director  general  of  the  South  African  president’s  office,
reports that Vlok visited his office and gave him a Bible with
these words inscribed: “I have sinned against the Lord and
against you, please forgive me (John 13:15).” That biblical
reference is Jesus’ Last Supper admonition that his disciples
follow his example and wash one another’s feet.

Chikane tells what Vlok did next: “He picked up a glass of
water, opened his bag, pulled out a bowl, put the water in the



bowl, took out the towel, said ‘you must allow me to do this’
and washed my feet in my office.” Chikane gratefully accepted
the gesture.{6}

Vlok, a born-again Christian, later told BBC television it was
time “to go to my neighbor, to the person that I’ve wronged.”
He says he and his compatriots should “climb down from the
throne on which we have been sitting and say to people, ‘Look,
I’m sorry. I regarded myself as better than you are. I think
it  is  time  to  get  rid  of  my  egoism  .  .  .  my  sense  of
importance, my sense of superiority.'”{7}

Startling contrition, indeed.

Strength to Forgive
Have you ever unexpectedly encountered someone who has wronged
you? There you are, suddenly face-to-face with your nemesis.
How do you feel? Frederic Luskin, director of the Stanford
Forgiveness Project, says, “Our bodies react as if we’re in
real danger right now to a story of how someone hurt us seven
years ago. . . . You’re feeling anger, your heart rhythm
changes . . . breathing gets shallow.”{8}

Corrie ten Boom and her Dutch family hid Jews from the Nazis
during  World  War  II.  For  this  she  endured  Ravensbruck,  a
concentration camp. Her inspiring story became a famous book
and film, The Hiding Place.

In 1947 in a Munich church, she told a German audience that
God forgives. “When we confess our sins,” she explained, “God
casts them into the deepest ocean, gone forever.”{9} After her
presentation, she recognized a man approaching her, a guard
from  Ravensbruck,  before  whom  she  had  had  to  walk  naked.
Chilling memories flooded back.

“A fine message, Fraulein!” said the man. “How good it is to
know that, as you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the
sea!” He extended his hand in greeting.



Corrie recalled, “I, who had spoken so glibly of forgiveness,
fumbled in my pocketbook rather than take that hand. He would
not remember me. . . . But I remembered him and the leather
crop swinging from his belt. I was face to face with one of my
captors, and my blood seemed to freeze.”

The man continued: “You mentioned Ravensbruck in your talk. .
. . I was a guard there. . . . But since that time . . . I
have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for
the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from
your lips as well, Fraulein.” He extended his hand again.
“Will you forgive me?”

Corrie stood there, unable to forgive. As anger and vengeance
raged inside her, she remembered Jesus’ death for this man.
How  could  she  refuse?  But  she  lacked  the  strength.  She
silently asked God to forgive her and help her forgive him. As
she took his hand, she felt a “healing warmth” flooding her
body.  “I  forgive  you,  brother!”  she  cried,  “With  all  my
heart.”

“And so,” Corrie later recalled, “I discovered that it is not
on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that the
world’s healing hinges, but on [God’s]. When He tells us to
love our enemies, He gives, along with the command, the love
itself.”

“My Father, the Town Alcoholic”
When Stanford education and psychology professor Carl Thoresen
and his colleagues began recruiting adult subjects for the
Stanford  Forgiveness  Project,  they  had  trouble  signing  up
males. When they started using the terms “grudge” and “grudge
management” in the recruiting, the men came. Thoresen thinks
some men felt “forgiveness” was a feminine activity, but a
“grudge” was something they probably should deal with.{10}

Consider  a  guy  who  had  a  longstanding  grudge  involving  a



family member. And aren’t family conflicts often causes of
intense stress?

As a teenager on the family farm, Josh McDowell loved his
mother but despised his father “more than anyone else in the
world.”{11} His friends would joke about his dad being drunk.
It  tore  him  up  inside.  “I  hated  my  father  for  the
embarrassment  and  shame  his  alcoholism  caused  my  family,”
McDowell relates. “I also resented what it caused him to do to
my mother. I’d go out in the barn and see my mother beaten so
badly she couldn’t get up, lying in the manure behind the
cows.” Eventually his mother lost the will to live and died,
Josh says, “of a broken heart.”

In college, Josh met some followers of Jesus whom he liked.
Skeptical  about  Christianity’s  validity,  he  accepted  their
challenge  to  examine  evidence  regarding  Jesus’  claims  and
found it convincing.{12} He thanked Jesus for dying for him,
admitted his flaws to God, and asked Christ to enter his life
and take over. Soon he realized he no longer hated his father.

Josh says, “I had confessed to God my feelings for my dad,
asked God to forgive me, and prayed that I could forgive. And
it happened as quickly as I asked. No longer was my dad a
drunk to be hated. Now I saw him as a man who had helped give
me life. I called him and told him two things I had never told
him before: ‘Dad, I’ve become a Christian and . . . I love
you.'”

“But how . . . how can you love a father like me?” Josh’s dad
asked on another occasion. Josh explained how to place his
faith in Christ and his father made that decision, too. About
fourteen months later, his alcohol-ravaged body gave out and
he died. But the changed life of the town alcoholic influenced
scores of people to place their lives in God’s hands. “My
dad’s life was brand new those last 14 months,” recalls Josh.
“His relationship with me and with God were both reconciled.
Jesus Christ is a peacemaker.”



Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and You
Secular research supports the value of forgiveness, a concept
at the core of Christian faith. You might wonder, “How does
all  this  relate  to  me  personally?”  May  I  offer  some
suggestions?

As a starting point, become forgiven yourself. The late and
renowned  ethicist  Lewis  Smedes  wrote,  “Forgiving  comes
naturally to the forgiven.”{13} Josh McDowell says once he was
forgiven by God, he could forgive his alcoholic father. If
you’ve  never  known  for  sure  that  God  is  your  friend,  I
encourage  you  to  ask  Him  to  forgive  you.  You  might  say
something like this to Him right now:

Jesus, I need you. Thanks for dying for my flaws and rising
again. I ask you to forgive me and enter my life. Please help
me to become good friends with you.

If you asked Jesus to forgive you and enter your life, He did.
Tell another believer about your decision. Contact this radio
station or the Web site Probe.org and ask how you can grow in
your faith.

If you’ve already come to faith in Christ, keep short accounts
with God. One early follower of Jesus wrote, “If we confess
our sins to [God], he is faithful and just to forgive us and
to cleanse us from every wrong.”{14} The proverbial country
preacher said, “I ‘fesses ’em as I does ’em.”

Ask God to give you the strength to forgive others and love
them as He does. Lewis Smedes mentions three components of
forgiving others: “First, we surrender our right to get even.
. . . Second, we rediscover the humanity of our wrongdoer . .
. that the person who wronged us is a complex, weak, confused,
fragile person, not all that different from us. . . . And
third, we wish our wrongdoer well.”

https://www.probe.org/contact/


Contact  the  person  you’ve  wronge&dash;or  who  has  wronged
you—and seek to make peace if appropriate and possible. The
biblical prescription is that the offender and the offended
should run into each other as each is en route to contact the
other.{15} Of course, not everyone will want to reconcile, but
you can try.

Realize  that  forgiving  may  take  time.  Shortly  before  his
death, Oxford and Cambridge scholar C. S. Lewis wrote, “I
think I have at last forgiven the cruel schoolmaster who so
darkened my youth. I had done it many times before, but this
time I think I have really done it.”{16}

Forgiveness and reconciliation can be contagious. They can
make  an  important  difference  in  families,  neighborhoods,
workplaces, and nations. A good relationship takes two good
forgivers.

Is there anyone with whom you need to reconcile?
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Petitionary Prayer

Experimenting With Prayer
We pray for all sorts of reasons. When we’ve done something
wrong, we may unburden our conscience by confessing our sin to
God. When we’re grateful for some blessing, we may offer up a
prayer of thanksgiving. When we’re contemplating God’s work in
creation, we may offer up a prayer of worship or adoration.
But one reason that almost all of us pray is to ask God for
something.  Granted,  we  may  often  do  this  selfishly,  or
foolishly, or with all manner of wrong motives. But the thing
itself, our making requests of God, is a perfectly legitimate
thing to do. Indeed, when Jesus taught his disciples to pray,
he taught them (among other things) to make requests, such as
“Give us each day our daily bread” (Lk. 11:3).

Although heaven undoubtedly receives millions of requests each
day, there’s possibly none more common than that which asks
God for healing. While I was writing this article, my father
was admitted to the critical care unit of a local hospital.
Each day, I (along with many other Christians) prayed that he
might be healed. But after two weeks, he went to be with the
Lord. Naturally, this raises a very serious question. Do our
prayers really make any difference, or are we just wasting our
time?

Recently the New York Times ran a story with an intriguing
title:  “Long-Awaited  Medical  Study  Questions  the  Power  of
Prayer”.{1} “Prayers offered by strangers,” the story began,
“had no effect on the recovery of people who were undergoing
heart surgery. . . . And patients who knew they were being
prayed for had a higher rate of post-operative complications
like abnormal heart rhythms.” What are we to make of this? Are
prayers  for  healing  to  no  avail?  Might  they  even  be
counterproductive?

https://probe.org/problems-and-promises-of-petitionary-prayer/


In a fascinating essay titled “The Efficacy of Prayer,” C. S.
Lewis questioned the value of such experiments. He realized,
of course, that one could set up such an experiment and ask
people to pray. But he doubted the wisdom of it. “You must not
try  experiments  on  God,  your  Master,”  he  wrote.  He  also
observed:

Simply to say prayers is not to pray; otherwise a team of
properly trained parrots would serve as well as men for our
experiment.  .  .  .  You  are  not  doing  it  in  order  that
suffering should be relieved; you are doing it to find out
what happens. The real purpose and the nominal purpose of
your prayers are at variance. . . . The experiment demands an
impossibility.{2}

 

Although on one level such experiments with prayer might be
interesting,  nevertheless,  for  those  who  have  witnessed
dramatic answers to their prayers, such studies aren’t likely
to be convincing. But can we know whether or not prayer is
really effective?

Providence or Coincidence?
A few years ago I was traveling to Kansas to attend a friend’s
wedding. The sun was just about to set for the evening when I
suddenly got a flat tire. I pulled to the side of the road,
got out, and prepared to change the flat. I soon realized,
however, that this was going to be a bit tricky. Although I
had a spare tire, I had no tools to change it!

Now there have been many times when this would have really
made me angry. But on this occasion, I simply bowed my head in
prayer and asked God for his help. I then sat down on the hood
of my car to wait. I was a bit concerned because I knew it
would soon be dark. But since there wasn’t anything that I
could do about that, I simply determined to trust the Lord.



In less than a minute, a friendly looking guy with two kids
pulled to the side of the road. I explained my situation, and
before I fully understood what was happening, he had his tools
out and began to change my tire for me. Within about five
minutes I was back on the road, praising God for his help in
my time of need!

Now understandably, I looked upon this incident as a direct
answer  to  my  prayer.  But  can  I  really  know  if  this
interpretation is correct? Was it really God who helped me, in
response to my prayer? Or would that man have stopped and
changed my tire anyway? Unfortunately, apart from God telling
me one way or another, there just doesn’t seem to be any way
to know for sure.

But I don’t think we should be troubled by this. The fact that
we can’t prove a strict causal connection between what we ask
God for in prayer and what actually happens in the world
shouldn’t really surprise us. After all, we can’t always prove
a causal connection between what we ask our neighbor for and
what actually happens! Your neighbor may feed your cat while
you’re away on vacation because you asked. Then again, “Your
neighbor may be a humane person who would not have let your
cat  starve  even  if  you  had  forgotten  to  make  any
arrangements.”{3}

Of course, it may sometimes be possible to prove a causal
connection between what I ask my neighbor and what he actually
does. But this isn’t always the case. “Thus in some measure
the same doubt that hangs about the causal efficacy of our
prayers to God hangs also about our prayers to man. Whatever
we get we might have been going to get anyway.”{4} On the
other hand, the Bible also assures us that sometimes we don’t
have because we don’t ask (James 4:2). So in the end, we may
just have to learn to live with a bit of mystery about our
prayers.



Whatever We Ask?
The  most  radical  promises  about  prayer  found  anywhere  in
Scripture occur on the lips of Jesus. The nature of these
promises is nothing short of staggering. Just listen to what
Jesus tells his disciples: “And I will do whatever you ask in
my name . . . . You may ask me for anything in my name, and I
will do it” (John 14:13-14). Or again, “I tell you the truth,
my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name” (John
16:23).

What  are  we  to  do  with  such  incredible  promises?  On  the
surface, Jesus seems to be saying that he or the Father will
do whatever the disciples ask. But is this really what Jesus
meant? If so, it seems to raise a very serious problem. After
all, do we always get what we ask for? And would it really be
good if we did?

If my own experience can be trusted, then it seems to me that
Christian philosopher William Lane Craig is quite correct when
he writes, “If we are ruthlessly honest with ourselves, every
one  of  us  knows  that  sometimes  God  does  not  answer  our
prayers.”{5}  Indeed,  he  continues,  sometimes  God  “cannot
answer  our  prayers  because  Christians  are  praying  for
contradictory things.”{6} He asks us to imagine “two Christian
athletes playing on opposite sides in the Super Bowl . . . .
Each would naturally be disposed to pray that his team would
win, and yet both prayers could not be answered, for the two
athletes would be praying for contradictory results.”{7}

In addition, it’s not very hard to think of examples in which
it might be unwise for God to give us whatever we ask. After
all, finite and fallible human beings are often inclined to
ask God for rather foolish things. It wouldn’t always be best
for God to give us whatever we requested. For example, suppose
a godly young man who desperately wants to serve the Lord as a
foreign  missionary  is  praying  that  God  will  grant  him  a
particular young lady to be his wife. But suppose that this



young lady has a passion to serve the Lord here in some way.
Finally,  suppose  that  they  would  both  be  miserable  and
spiritually unproductive if they married each other, but they
would both be deeply satisfied and productive in the work of
the Lord if they each married someone else. Would it really be
wise  for  God  to  grant  this  young  man’s  request?  It  sure
doesn’t seem like it. Sometimes, as Garth Brooks observed, we
can all thank God for unanswered prayers!

Qualifying Christ’s Promises, Pt. 1
But if all this is so, then what’s become of Jesus’ radical
promise to do whatever we ask in his name? It seems to me,
quite simply, that Jesus’ promise must be qualified somehow.
But is it really wise to tamper with Scripture this way?

Let me suggest two responses to this. First, I think that when
his words are properly interpreted, Jesus himself qualifies
his  promises  right  from  the  start.  Second,  the  other
qualifications I will mention are all firmly rooted in the
Scriptures. In other words, we won’t be tampering with the
Bible. We’ll rather be looking at its teachings to see if
there are any qualifications expressed elsewhere in its pages
that might qualify Jesus’ promises in some way.

But let’s go back to that first point. Notice what Jesus says
in John 14:13: “And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so
that the Son may bring glory to the Father.” Immediately we
see that Jesus hasn’t really given a blanket promise to do
whatever we ask. Rather, he’s qualified his promise to do
whatever we ask in his name, so that the Son may bring glory
to the Father.

What does it mean to ask for something in Jesus’ name? Many
people  treat  this  phrase  as  something  akin  to  a  magical
formula. By saying the right words, in the proper sequence,
they think that God is somehow obligated to give them what
they’ve asked for. But this is certainly not what Jesus had in



mind! Instead, to pray for something in Jesus’ name is to pray
for  something  that’s  consistent  with  the  character  and
purposes of Christ in the world. As Merrill Tenney observes,
“In prayer we call on him to work out his purpose, not simply
to gratify our whims. The answer is promised so that the Son
may bring glory to the Father.”{8} So when Jesus promises to
do whatever we ask in his name, He’s not promising to do
whatever  we  ask—period!  He’s  qualified  his  promise  to  do
whatever  we  ask  that’s  consistent  with  his  character  and
purposes in the world.

But there’s more. As we search the Scriptures we find yet
other principles that appear to qualify Jesus’ promise. Dr.
Craig mentions several of these in his book Hard Questions,
Real Answers.{9} For instance, our requests might be denied
because of unconfessed sin in our lives. The psalmist wrote,
“If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have
listened” (Ps. 66:18). Further, our requests might also be
denied if they arise from impure motives. James states quite
pointedly, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask
with wrong motives” (4:3).

Qualifying Christ’s Promises, Pt. 2
What are some more reasons why our requests to God might
sometimes be denied?

First, our prayers may sometimes not be granted because of our
lack of faith. Jesus told his disciples, “Whatever you ask for
in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be
yours” (Mk. 11:24). This verse makes it clear that the Lord
expects our prayers to be joined with faith in his ability to
grant them.

Second, as William Lane Craig observes, “Sometimes our prayers
are not answered because, quite frankly, we don’t really care
whether they are.”{10} This was certainly not the pattern of
the great prayers recorded in Scripture. Consider the example



of Hannah, who prayed out of “great anguish and grief” for a
son (1 Sam. 1:16). Or Daniel, who upon learning from the
writings  of  Jeremiah  the  prophet  “that  the  desolation  of
Jerusalem would last seventy years . . . turned to the Lord .
. . and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting,
and in sackcloth and ashes” (Dan. 9:2-3). If we’re honest,
many of us would probably have to admit that our own prayers
are often just a pale reflection of the earnest examples we
find in Scripture.

So too with perseverance in prayer. We tend to give up far too
quickly and easily. Apparently, things weren’t much different
in Jesus’ day. Indeed, he told his disciples the parable of
the persistent widow “to show them that they should always
pray and not give up” (Luke 18:1).

These are a few more reasons why our prayers to God might not
be granted. But what if none of these reasons applies in our
case? What if we’ve confessed all known sin, our motives are
pure, and we’ve prayed earnestly, with perseverance, and in
faith, and still our heartfelt requests to God are denied?
What should we conclude then? That God doesn’t really care? Or
that he doesn’t even exist?

Although we might be tempted to doubt God in such times, it’s
important to remember one last qualification that the Bible
puts on our requests to God; namely, they must be consistent
with his will. The apostle John wrote that “if we ask anything
according to his will . . . . we have what we asked of him” (1
Jn. 5:14-15). But sometimes our requests to God just aren’t
consistent with his will. In cases like these, although it may
not be easy, we need to trust that our loving heavenly Father
really does know what’s best and that he can be counted on to
do it. In other words, we may not always know his mind, but we
can always trust his heart.
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