Free Indeed!

Recently I had the privilege of speaking in a women’s prison.
I shared my story which I call, “How to Handle the Things You
Hate But Can’t Change.” (How’s that for a topic of interest

for incarcerated people?)

But then I was able to
speak briefly about
what we have in common,
a situational loss of
freedom. I have lost
the ability-the
freedom—-to walk, and
they have temporarily
lost the ability-the
freedom—to walk out of
lockup. Still, even
while imprisoned by our
situations, Jesus
offers true freedom
that has nothing to do with our circumstances. He promised to
His disciples, “You will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.” He even said, “If the Son sets you free, you
will be free indeed.” (John 8:32, 36)

So what does THAT mean?

What was so crazy great about this opportunity to speak to and
hug and love on the precious ladies in the women’s prison, was
that the previous weekend I had given four messages on freedom
at a women’s retreat at sea. (You can listen to the recordings
here, if you like.) So many facets of freedom were already
rolling around in my head as I thought about Jesus’ offer of
freedom to women in prison.

* As we look at our past, Jesus can set us free from guilt
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when we confess our sins and receive His forgiveness and
cleansing (1 John 1:9). He can set us free from shame, that
feeling of not just making a mistake, but being a mistake,
when we receive His gift of honor as He showers pleasure and
acceptance on us.
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they had to be perfect in order to be acceptable. The weight
of needing to be perfect 1is soul-killing because it’s
impossible for imperfect people to be perfect! But we can be
set free by embracing the truth that only God is perfect, so
we can let go of the unrealistic expectation that we can ever
live perfectly this side of heaven. God knows we will stumble,
and He has promised to hold our hand when we do. And beyond
that, He understands our longing for perfection is actually a
longing for the perfect home of Eden, which we will get to
experience on the New Earth we read about in the book of
Revelation.

* We can walk in the breathtaking freedom from the soul-
crushing imprisonment of unforgiveness by forgiving those who
have hurt or offended us. The weight of others’ sins against
us is bad enough, but Jesus said that if we refuse to forgive,
we will be subject to tormentors—demonic torturers (Matthew
18:34-35). When we release our offenders over to Jesus for Him
to deal with, we are set free—free indeed!



e As we think about the future, there is glorious freedom when
we trust God instead of being controlled by fear. So often, we
are in bondage to fear because we want to be in control. We
forget that we are not God, wanting to manage not only our own
lives but the lives of others. There is freedom in trusting
God instead of trying to control others.

* Proverbs 29:25 assures us that fear of man is a snare. This
isn’t talking about being afraid of people like some are
afraid of heights, or the dark, or spiders. Fear of man 1is
about working for other people’s approval and fearing their
disapproval. When we look to Jesus, though, we see how He
modelled living for “an audience of One,” caring only about
pleasing His Father (John 8:29). When we follow Christ’s
example, living to please the Father instead of fickle people,
there is freedom! I can personally attest to this. Because of
my stubborn attachment to a biblical sexual ethic, I have been
slimed online by people who despise God’s standards. The slime
slides off, though, when I keep my focus on the Lord and, like
Jesus in Hebrews 12:2, I can “despise the shame” by refusing
to accept it. That's what freedom feels like!

e There is true freedom in accepting God’s choices for our
lives: personality and temperament, introversion or
extroversion, health limitations, even capacity. (Some people
naturally have a “gallon” energy tank, while others naturally
have a cup.) Resenting and fighting God’s choices—even
gender!—leads to expending mental and emotional energy that is
restricting and costly. But embracing God’s right to make
these decisions for our design and our lives, laying down our
non-existent “right” to define ourselves the way WE want,
brings us freedom.
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e And finally (though definitely not exhaustively), we are
free to choose our attitudes. We can decide to either live in
bondage to an attitude of entitlement or a continual
expectation of the negative, or live in freedom by developing
an attitude of gratitude. I love Dr. Charles Swindoll’'s poem
on Attitude:

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude
on life.
Attitude, to me, 1is more important than facts.
It is more important than the past,
than education, than money,
than circumstances, than failure, than successes,
than what other people think or say or do.

It is more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill.
It will make or break a company . . . a church . . . a home.
The remarkable thing is we have a choice
everyday regarding the attitude
we will embrace for that day.

We cannot change our past
we cannot change the fact that people
will act in a certain way.



We cannot change the inevitable.
The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have,
and that 1is our attitude.
I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me
and 90% of how I react to it.
And so it is with you . . . we are in charge of our Attitudes.

It’s possible to be “free indeed.” Regardless of your
circumstances. Choose the freedom Jesus offers!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue _bohlin/free indeed on July 25,
2017.

I've Got a War Room—Now What
Do I Do?

Millions of people have seen the
summer blockbuster movie War
Room, many of them challenged to
be more intentional about
prayer. Some have even cleaned
out a closet or a corner to make
their own War Room.

But the movie, for all its motivation to experience the power
of prayer, did not provide instructions on what and how to
pray. Other than eating potato chips in secret!

Prayer is not about sacred words or flowery religious
language. Biblical prayer is about talking to God, heart to
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heart. Here are some suggestions for what to do in the War
Room.

Many people have found it helpful to follow the structure of
the acronym ACTS: Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving,
Supplication.

Directing our prayers and thoughts in this particular order
aligns the heart with God’s heart.

Adoration: This is simply telling God how great He is,
focusing on His character and praising Him with words. The
book of Psalms is one of the best place to find truths about
God and tell Him about it. Several years ago, I went on a
treasure hunt as I read through the Bible, drawing a box
around every title and name of God I encountered, and writing
them down on the blank pages at the back of my Bible. Simply
reading some of the titles of God back to Him constitutes
adoration. (“You are the King of Kings and Lord of Lords! You
are the Bright and Morning Star! You are the Ancient of Days!
You are the Creator of the Heavens and the Earth!”)

Confession: Quietly consider what unconfessed sin you need to
bring out in to the light. Confession means to agree with God.
You may not even feel remorseful about it (yet), but it 1is
still important to agree with God that sin is sin and you were
wrong. (“Lord, I confess being short-tempered with my family
yesterday. I confess yelling at that driver who cut me off in
traffic. I confess going all day without once thinking of You.
I was wrong. Please forgive me.”)

Thanksgiving: Consider the things God has given you, the
things He has done for you, just in the past 24 hours, and
tell Him “thank You.” The discipline of keeping a gratitude
journal provides lots of things to give thanks for. The great
thing about being mindful of what God is doing so we can give
thanks for them, is that it makes us more sensitive to the
many ways in which He shows His love and concern for us



throughout each day, which kicks up our gratitude meter, which
overflows in more and more thanksgiving, which leads to a
joyful heart.

Supplication: NOW we get to the part of asking for the things
we need or want, or which we would like to see God do in our
lives and in the lives of others. It really helps to keep a
list of our requests, just like we see in the movie, so we
have a record of how and when God answers them.

This is one of the most misunderstood parts of prayer because
often, people mistake having faith in the answers they want,
with having faith in the God who answers prayer in His time
and in His way. It's fine to ask (not demand, and not presume)
for what we want, but it’s important not to have unrealistic
expectations of getting everything we ask for like a spoiled
little kid. (This is one of the reasons people lose heart and
can lose their faith-they aren’t trusting the God who sees the
big picture and knows what is good for us and what isn’t, they
are looking for the answers to their prayers on a timeline
usually faster than the one God is on.)

What should we pray for?

Our daily needs (see also: the Lord’'s prayer, “give us this
day our daily bread,” Matthew 6:11), financial provision
(“your Father knows what you need before you ask Him,” Matthew
6:8), relationships (“it is not good for man to be alone,”
Genesis 2:18), peace in our relationships (“Peace I leave with
you; My peace I give to you,” John 14:27) . . . whatever comes
to mind.

But we get a head start when we pray God’s word. This is great
War Room material! Consider praying for one’s spouse (even a
future spouse!) or children or friends the great prayers
recorded by the apostle Paul.

“Lord I ask that may be filled with the knowledge of

Your will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that



he will walk in a manner worthy of You, to please You in all
respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in
the knowledge of You; strengthened with all power, according
to Your glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness
and patience; joyously giving thanks to You, Father, who have
qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in
light.” (Colossians 1:9-12)

“I pray that You would grant @, according to the riches of
Your glory, to be strengthened with power through Your Spirit
in the inner man, so that Christ may dwell in his heart
through faith; and that he, being rooted and grounded in love,
may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the
breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love
of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that he may be filled up
to all the fullness of You.” (Ephesians 3:16-19)

Consider praying a Psalm, such as Psalm 1:1-3-

“I pray that would be blessed, that she would not walk
in the counsel of the wicked,

Nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of
scoffers!

I pray her delight would be in the law of the Lord,

And in Your law she would meditate day and night.

I pray she would be like a tree firmly planted by streams of
water,

Which yields its fruit in its season and its leaf does not
wither;

And in whatever he does, she would prosper.”

Spiritual warfare was one of the elements of the War Room
movie, and prayer 1is how it 1is battled and won. For the
simplest form of it, we can look to how Jesus prayed for His
disciples in John 17. He asked His Father:

* To keep His disciples safe from the evil one (v. 15)

e To set them apart in the truth (v. 17)



e For oneness (v. 21). The context was oneness within the Body
of Christ, the church, but this is a powerful request to pray
for our marriages as well.

I am also intrigued by His prayer in v. 23, “You have loved
them just as You have loved Me.” Most people have no idea of
just how much and how great the Father’s love is for us—He
loves us the exact same way and the exact same amount as He
loves His Son! I love to pray that God will allow my loved one
to grasp this truth, which corresponds to the Ephesians 3
prayer above.

Jesus also prayed for Peter before his spectacular, epic
failure when he denied his Lord, that his faith would not
[completely and utterly] fail, and that after he turned back,
that he would strengthen his brothers. Praying for our loved
ones’ faith not to fail, and for God to redeem and use any
lapses and stumbles, is a powerful way to pray for them.

An important part of War Room prayer strategy, just as 1in
physical war, is to remove obstacles to effectiveness. In Mark
11:25, Jesus said, “”"Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if
you have anything against anyone, so that your Father who 1is
in heaven will also forgive you your transgressions.” An
important thing to do in anyone’s War Room is to examine our
hearts for any unforgiveness and deal with it.

Well, I think that’s a good start on your War Room! Would you
like to add any suggestions? Comment below!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/ive got a war room—now what
do i do
on Sept. 22, 2015
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Vain Imaginations

Not long ago, I attended a retreat at which a college student,
freshly discovering his call to an intercessory prayer
ministry, spent hours every night praying by name for everyone
on the retreat. The last morning when I ran into him, he said,
“Sue! As I was praying for you, I received a word from the
Lord for you.”

Uh-oh. I'd heard this before. And every time I had taken it to
the Lord, asking if there were anything to it, the answer was
no.

My defenses up, I smiled and said, “I’'m listening.” He got a
very thoughtful look on his face and said, “I have to get it
exactly right. . . OK, the words were, ‘Guard against vain
imaginations."'”

I thanked him for this and promised to immediately take it to
the Lord. I had barely breathed, “Lord, is there anything to
this?” when the lightbulb came on in my spirit and I knew
EXACTLY what this was about.

Oh yeah. This was from God, all right.

For about a year, my husband and I had been carrying around an
open wound on our souls. We had been deeply hurt by several
people we had trusted and loved, and it is not exaggeration to
call it traumatic. Every single day of that time I had engaged
in fantasy conversations in my head with the people who
inflicted so much pain—-except they weren’t really so much
conversations as monologues, with me lecturing on how badly
they hurt us and how dishonoring their actions were to us and
to God. . . yada yada yada.

Vain imaginations. Yep, this word was right on the money.

And God was so incredibly tender and grace-ful to merely
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exhort me to “guard against” them. Not, “You bad girl, you’ve
been sinning against my sons in your mind. Repent!” Not, “And
who are YOU to set yourself up as judge and jury? Look at your
own fleshly heart, kiddo!”

Just, guard against them.

So I confessed my sin of indulging in self-vindicating
fantasy, and resolved not to go there again. It didn’t take
long, of course, before my mind returned to what had become a
familiar and comforting indulgence—an emotional “binkie.” I
stopped and said, “Well Lord, what am I supposed to do
instead?” He didn’t even have to say anything, just wait for
me to connect the dots since I already knew. “Oh. I should be
praying for them instead, huh?”

Okay. Fleshly sigh.

The biblical pattern for changing behaviors is to replace and
displace the old with something new, and eventually the
temptation to indulge in vain imaginations about this issue
faded with disuse. It still pops up occasionally, but I know
what to do with it.

“Vain imaginations” is a good term for a lot of popular mental
sin we so easily rationalize: engaging in internal arguments
with people who aren’t even there, the lusting that
accompanies sexual pornography for men or emotional
pornography for women (steamy romance novels). We all spend
time thinking about things that are empty, fruitless, and
harmful to our spirits.

And we all need to guard against them.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/vain_imaginations on
February 3, 2009.
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“How Do I Overcome My Hurts
and Disappointments From My
Church?”

I have been a Christian for over 14 years. I love God very
much, but I have become truly discontent with church. I have
suffered from many hurts and many disappointments. I know this
may sound childish but I have been badly hurt by people who
say that they are trying to be more like Jesus.

When my husband and I lost our 4th child at 11 weeks, I was
accused of having an abortion. I was told to “stay in my
calling.” When I asked for the youth leader position I knew my
call, my children (I have six) knew my call, but my pastor
refused to acknowledge it. Over the next several years, more
than a dozen different people took that position, and I cried
each time the position went to someone else. I was told that I
was not faithful enough.

I always was ready and willing to help where needed but was
pushed aside. I am very outspoken and speak when God says to,
which produces a lot of friction. I have been lied about,
talked about and pushed aside. I have cried over so many lost
hopes and dreams.

I left that church, but am still suffering from the things
that I endured. I feel like I don’t fit in anywhere I go. I
live in a small town and feel that no matter where I go my
“reputation” precedes me. How can I overcome this? Or should I
just wait and not go back to church? I can’t move from this
area.

I have been told I will do great things for God. That I am
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called. But I can’'t do it here. I am always under someone’s
microscope. Is there hope for me?

I am so very sorry to hear your story! My husband and I know
personally how the wounds from one’s church weigh heavily on
the heart. You have my complete sympathy. I hurt for you, and
I am asking the Lord to bring comfort and peace to you.

You ask, “How can I overcome this? Or should I just wait and
not go back to church?” Not going back to church is not an
option if you want to walk in obedience, since God’'s word
tells us not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together
(Heb. 10:25). The only way to overcome this pain is to forgive
those who hurt and disappointed you. I suggest you make a
list: ask the Lord to show you every person you are still
hurting over, every person you are still holding a grudge
about. Write down his or her name, along with everything they
said or did to hurt you-or that you took as hurtful.
(Sometimes, our perception 1is different from what people
intended, but we can’t know that unless we do a reality check
with them. For your purposes, though, if you are still
hurting, you are still harboring unforgiveness, and you need
to deal with things as you perceived them.)

Before the Lord, remember that Jesus was tortured and
crucified for every single one of those sins and hurts. He
paid for them all. In His strength, release each of those
offenses to the Cross, and let go of them. Forgiveness means
choosing to let go of our desire to make the other person hurt
or pay for what they did, and the reason we can do that is
because Jesus both hurt and paid for what our offenders did.

Sometimes, people hesitate to release the offenses because
they so deeply want the other person to understand how much
they hurt us. We have no control over making another person
understand; but we can know that Jesus understands. He was
there, receiving into Himself, everything that happened to us.
(Remember what He told Saul on the road to Damascus? Every



time he persecuted Christians, Jesus said he was persecuting
HIM.) Not being understood, not receiving compassion from One
with a full knowledge of what happened and how much it hurt,
is not an obstacle to us forgiving because Jesus does
understand, and His heart is filled with compassion.

I do hope you will get before the Lord and forgive those who
hurt you. Otherwise, you will be stuck in pain and the
temptation to wallow in self-pity.

One other thing that I wanted to mention, which I wonder might
not be a major cause of your difficulties: you said, “I am
very outspoken and speak when God says to, which produces a
lot of friction.”

Uh-oh.

I understand the importance of obeying God. However, people
who see themselves as outspoken can be blunt to the point of
being needlessly insensitive and abrasive. I'm not saying this
is true of you, since I don’t know you—-but I am just making an
observation based on years of watching people. Since you say
your outspokenness produces a lot of friction, do you think
it’s possible that you have set yourself up? Is it possible
that you have been prevented from serving where you feel
called because the friction you cause disqualifies you as a
leader? Consider what the Word commands us about what we say
and how we say it:

Speaking the truth in love. . . (Eph. 4:15)

Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but only
such a word as is good for edification according to the need
of the moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear.
(Eph. 4:29)

There is one who speaks rashly like the thrusts of a sword,
but the tongue of the wise brings healing. (Prov. 12:18)



She opens her mouth in wisdom, and the teaching of kindness
1s on her tongue. (Prov 31:26)

Let me just ask you: as the mother of six children (bless your
heart!!), how prone are you to give a lot of responsibility to
a child who causes friction among his or her siblings? Why
would it be any different for those in church leadership?

I am praying as I type that God will soften your heart and
enable you to receive this letter, since I know it must be
painful to hear that you might be responsible for some of the
pain and disappointment you are experiencing. (Again: I do not
know this is true since I don’t know you.) I do pray that you
will have grace to hear my words as coming from a sister who
longs to encourage and bless, not to inflict more pain. Please
invite the Lord to give you His perspective on my answer and
ask Him for help to lay down any defensiveness and sort out
what is true.

The Lord bless you and keep you today,
Cordially,
Sue Bohlin
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