THUR APR 1

'...If God has given you leadership ability...' Romans 12:8 NLT

The future's bright; the future is you

Skip through your Mum's iPod tracks and it won't be long before you come across an 80's cheese-tastic tearjerker with the opening line, 'I believe the children are the future ...' Now before you sue your mum for polluting your airwaves, just sit on that thought a minute; you are the future.

God has an amazing future mapped out for you (Jeremiah 29:11). You could be this country's future prime minister. You could be the future's most-sung songwriter. You could be the future's Nobel peace prize winner. You are called to excel and lead for a better future. Check these famous God-chasers out for your inspiration in how to lead and excel:

1) Moses. The Bible says that God spoke to Moses 'as a man speaks with his friend'. If you want to lead big-time, you need to talk with your friend God. Prayer makes famous leaders.

2) David (AKA a man 'after God's own heart'). David messed up in king-size ways on three occasions, but his heartbeat was to worship, repent and obey. God's heartbeat makes famous leaders.

3) Daniel. This awesome guy left even the angels awestruck, as they'd greet him as one who was 'highly esteemed'. It was Daniel's strong character that wouldn't bottle it in the face of hungry lions. Strong character makes famous leaders.

So start improving on your 1-2-1's with God; get in tick with his heartbeat; fine-tune your character. The future's yours - let God shape it.

FRI APR 2 (GOOD FRIDAY)

'At noon the whole country became dark ...' Matthew 27:45 NCV

Black Friday 

Good Friday, eh? Surely Bleak Friday or Black Friday would be a better description. By the end of this particular week in Jesus' life, things are bleak to say the least: by three o'clock late afternoon, the whole land will be dark; God will be nowhere to be found; and an innocent man's head will flop inches from a splintered crossbeam. Does humanity get any darker than Jerusalem, Passover week, 2000 years ago? 

Moments ago, a carpenter has forced out the bloodied words, 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?' For a man so in-tune with God for 33 years of His life, why does His last breath seem to suggest God is nowhere to be found? The light of the world has finally been snuffed out. The last chapter of Jesus' life seems to have soaked up as much human misery as possible: betrayal, injustice, violence, hatred, death and the absence of God. 

It's as if the cross is a magnet for everything that is wrong with the world. It's as if Jesus' final act is to soak up every last dreg of human pain and bitterness and draw it into Himself like a sponge. And as somebody turns the lights out across the land for three hours after noon, it's as if the last of the world's darkness will be left there. There's only light from now on. Only goodness. It's as if Black Friday should be really called Good Friday.

SAT APR 3 (EASTER SATURDAY)

'... the women ... followed, and saw the tomb ... then they returned.' Luke 23:55 RSV

Mourners' thoughts

What are we to make of yesterday? As we unpinned Him from that tree, wiped the spit from His mouth, mopped the dried blood caked on His forehead... As we cast off that crown of thorns and wrapped Him up in swaddling cloths, as if He was some poor innocent new born baby... What are we to make of it? 

I think of those soldiers gambling for His clothes; playing games at the foot of the cross, as if playing games with God Himself. The saying goes that 'cursed is a man hung upon a tree; accursed by God'. What then are we to make of His death? Was Jesus a curse for God? A curse for humankind, perhaps, after all it was humans that put Him there. And the tomb: cramped and confined, as small as a stable. We lay His precious head in a new tomb, as if we were tucking a child into a newly-made bed; as if we were burying death itself.  

It's stony silent today, as if the world is in mourning; as if somehow we'll never forget what happened yesterday; as if things will never be the same. We'll prepare the spices and head for the mouth of the tomb early tomorrow morning. But for now we'll wait. And Jesus will sleep. Sleep, Jesus, sleep, cold and alone, your passion spent behind an unmoveable stone.

SUN APR 4 (EASTER SUNDAY)

'... I am the resurrection and the life ...' John 11:25 NIV

Dead men don't walk

We perhaps move into resurrection gear a little too smoothly. We've read the book, seen the film, we know the ending; today doesn't come as a shock. This morning you may have already been to church, sang the songs, waved the 'Jesus is alive' flags. We know what to expect out of today. 

But hang on a minute; think about it: dead bodies do not just get up and walk. Something far more important than your face full of Cadbury's Crème Egg is going on today. Dead bodies do not just get up and walk. We read that the women 'were frightened and bowed their faces to the ground' (Luke 24:1-12) because common sense told them dead men don't walk. Perhaps, we need to put a hallelujah in our step again, completely shocked that all things dead can now walk and talk. 

Jesus gives us confidence that nothing is ever dead and buried if you have a little faith. Dead dreams, dead relationships, dead emotions, can all rise back to life with a little faith. God didn't stop the show once Jesus appeared for an encore; no sir, He'd only just begun. Resurrection is about God bringing life where there is death. God doesn't live with death, He only moves in life. So, whether it's your own personal faith, your long-lost vision or whatever, God wants to bring life back to you today. 

MON APR 5 (EASTER MONDAY)

'The apostles saw Jesus during the forty days after he was raised.' Acts 1:3 NCV

Spot the saviour

It came and it went faster than your Dad can eat your last Easter egg. No more Jesus until ... what ... we drag Him out for Christmas? I guess that's how the disciples must've felt as well, right? 

Wrong. Jesus didn't just put an obligatory appearance in at the tomb that Sunday; He stuck around for forty more days, so Acts 1 tells us. In fact, the apostles can't even light up a barbeque without Jesus turning up with a set of kebab skewers (for full recipe, turn to John 21). What seems to characterise most of these guest appearances though, is the unexpected nature of His arrival: at one point He even turns up in full Clark Kent disguise on a road to Emmaus. 

Jesus loves to drop in unannounced and He's still up to his tricks, even today. Philip Yancey writes, 'As a Christian journalist, I have learned to look for traces of God ... I have found those traces in unexpected places: in atheistic nations, slums ... in prisons, orphanages, and even in the plays of Shakespeare.' As a journalist, Yancey's job is to see; like the first disciples, he has seen Jesus turn up in the most unexpected places. 

You don't have to enrol on a creative writing course in order to see Jesus at work though; you just need to learn to see. Next time you're in the countryside, or at school, or even passing the Big Issue guy, open your eyes and expect to see Jesus.

TUE APR 6

'... the world offers ... a craving for everything we see ...' 1 John 2:16 NLT 

Hungry heart

'Mum knows best.' So what if your insides are rattling and your stomach could digest a whole scabby horse complete with cart (for all you veggies substitute 'horse' for 'a vase of tulips'), Mum still knows best. Half a packet of Hob-Nobs is not going to satisfy that hunger in the same way as a healthy, nutritious dinner. In fact, when we pig out on 'treats' that aren't good for us; we're left feeling cheap, sick and curiously unfulfilled not long after. 

If that's true of physical hunger, what of spiritual hunger? If we're filling our hunger spot for God up with E-number meanies, can we also be left feeling cheap, sick and unfulfilled? It's possible to excel in school, church, sports, music and still be left feeling unfulfilled. It's common for people to desperately crave intimacy but end up feeling cheap through repetitive, loveless sex. It's likely that some of the number one mirror-gazers, who we think have got it going on, are actually sick to the stomach of how they look. 

You see, all of us are hungry for something that will never satisfy. Hunger for fame, money, approval, love, all leave us empty; they're like Hob-Nobs before dinner. Jesus says He's 'the bread of life'. If you're hungry right now fill that emptiness with the bread of life. Only God can fill that God hole in your appetite.   

WED APR 7

'God blesses those who are humble [gentle] ...'   Matthew 5:5 NLT

Apply yourself gently

Who knew a gentle old man with a weakness for bonsai trees could be such a powerhouse? In cheesy 80's teen-flick, 'The Karate Kid', Mr. Miyagi is just that. His mild-mannered and meek disposition sets him apart from his rival karate instructor, who preaches success at all costs: no pain, no gain. Yet it's the tender, 'tread lightly' approach that wins the day in the film, proving that 'gentleness' and 'wimp' are not the same thing. 

Jesus said, 'Blessed are the meek [gentle], for they shall inherit the earth' (Matthew 5:5 KJV). Notice, the gentle don't strive, manipulate or compete like others, yet they inherit everything. When you 'inherit' something you don't have to strive for it, you receive it because you're loved, valued, and part of the family. 

Gentleness is part of the love family. It doesn't preach 'win at all costs'. It doesn't elbow its way to the top. It doesn't parade itself like a carnival float through town screaming, 'Look at me! Look at me!' It does what it says on the tin; applies itself gently. If you look before wading in with your Doc Martens, you're applying yourself gently. If you listen before spouting off, 'What you should do is ...', you're applying yourself gently. If you encourage rather than point out failure; you apply yourself gently. Apply yourself gently: in this tough old world, it's a reminder of how God is gentle with us.  

THU APR 8

'Don't copy the behaviour and customs of this world ...' Romans 12:2 NLT

 Faithful friend (1) 

How do your morals compare to your mates'? Everyone does a bit of supermarket grazing (eating in the aisles with no intention of paying at the till). Do you? Everybody plays gossip pass-the-parcel with the new juicy lowdown on the pregnant year 10. Do you? Everybody is creative with the truth if it means getting out of that detention. Are you? 

You're supposed to be standing up for God by standing out from the crowd aren't you? 'Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!' (2 Corinthians 5:17 NIV). Being the 'Bible Basher' in your crowd is going to be a challenge and an opportunity, especially when you feel all by yourself. 

The challenge comes when your faith and your friends aren't mixing. When comedy Dave is in chortle heaven making wise cracks at the expense of the school geek, the temptation is to laugh along. However your faith reminds you, 'Whatever you do or say, do it as a representative of the Lord Jesus' (Colossians 3:17 NLT). Would Jesus be making bodily function jokes? Nope. 

The opportunity comes in how you handle the situation. If you become known for being a good laugh, without laughing at the expense of others, people will notice there's something different about you. How will you gain respect with your mates? By respecting God and respecting others.

FRI APR 9

'... pray for those who persecute you.' Matthew 5:44 NLT

Faithful friend (2) 

You try not to swear. You don't want to hurt others' feelings. You try and have a kind word for everyone. People should be queuing up to add you as a friend on Facebook, right? And yet no-one seems to be digging your new found niceness. In fact, they call you, 'God Squad' and other assorted names from the book of unoriginal Bible-bashing clichés. You'd go as far as to say, they've got it in for you. What's the deal here? 

'Anyone who wants to live all out for Christ is in for a lot of trouble; there's no getting around it' (2 Timothy 3:12 TM). What?! You mean, the more I try and do the right thing by God, the more I land myself in hot water. 'If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world ... the world hates you ... If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you ... all these things they will do to you for My name's sake, because they do not know Him who sent Me' (John 15:19-21 NKJ). 

Don't take it personally. It's not about you, it's about Jesus. People get uncomfortable around truth and goodness. When people start on you it's because you're close to God's truth. That's why it’s important to 'pray for those who persecute you' (Matt 5:44 NLT) because they're closer to God's truth than they think.

SAT APR 10

'Love is patient and kind ...' 1 Corinthians 13:4 NLT

Faithful friend (3) 

Remove your mate's cap and hoodie, replace with two-tone cardigan and comb-over hairdo. Wrap a jewel-encrusted WWJD bracelet around their wrist. Attach bicycle clips to their socks. Drape a rainbow strapped de-tuned acoustic guitar over their shoulder. Spray a dose of camel breath liberally around the mouth. Now you've given them the chic retro Christian make-over, they'll be good enough for your Sunday pews right? 

OK, so you'd never go to these extremes, but it's funny sometimes how we imagine our mates would have to have a serious attitude makeover before God could accept them. Wrong. 'God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us ... when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son ...' (Romans 5:8-10 NIV). 

God would still love you even if you'd never bothered with him. Equally, God loves that mate of yours who makes Marilyn Manson look like Sir Cliff. Your job isn't to point out where your mates are going wrong. That's the Holy Spirit's job. Your only job is to love your mate, no strings attached. And you know how love works: what's that famous verse? 'Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude ...'(1 Corinthians 13:4). If you put to use some of those qualities, your mate will be attracted to the God who gave you a spiritual makeover.   

SUN APR 11

'...though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor ...' 2 Corinthians 8:9 NLT

Faithful friend (4) 

It's official; your best friend must have 'Philistine' stamped on their passport. For days we've been banging on about them becoming a Christian. You've tried humming 'Light of the World' in their faces, you've planted copies of Mike Pilavachi's new book in their school satchel, hey, you've even bought them front row tickets to Alpha: The Musical. And yet no joy. Heck, if it continues like this, you might just have to show them God's love yourself. 

Now there's an idea. Your life being a light to point your friends to Jesus, I mean. 'Here is a simple, rule of thumb guide for behaviour: Ask yourself what you want people to do for you, then grab the initiative and do it for them. Add up God's law and prophets and this is what you get' (Matthew 7:12 TM). When we behave like this, our thoughts and actions shift away from ourselves (which is self-centred) and shift towards others (which expresses love and concern). 

But wait a minute; this is going to cost, right? Giving always costs. Whether you're giving time, a shoulder to cry on, or a lump sum of cash in a Swiss bank account, it always costs. Yep, love and compassion cost us; but that's Jesus' way. Out of love and compassion for you Jesus gave up his heavenly high position to come to earth. Are you willing to give an inch of yourself out of love and compassion? 

MON APR 12

'You use steel to sharpen steel, and one friend sharpens another' Proverbs 27:17 TM

 Faithful friend (5)

What type of friend are you? 

1) The Control Freak. CF's go through their friends diaries with a highlighter pen. If anyone dares miss an important appointment, such as 'Meet the girls at Costa to discuss the finer points of Ricky Whittles' rear-end', woe betide them 2) The Door Mat. DM's apologize for breathing too forcefully. Their idea of conflict involves beginning a sentence at the same time as another friend. 3) The Drama Queen. DQ's demand airtime, every little episode in their life is a full-on world catastrophe. Emergency meetings at 10 Downing Street are called over the breaking of a nail, a newfound spilt-end, or red-alert, red-alert: 'there was three whole calories in that phlegm I just swallowed!'. 4) The Two-Face. TFs offer a shoulder to cry on for a close companion whilst offering a sarcastic, spot- on impression of said companion to the rest of the friendship group 5) The Emotional Rollercoaster. An afternoon in a morgue is like Disneyworld compared to one ten minute phone call with the rollercoaster. Better stock up on the Kleenex if ER is coming round for tea. 

Did you recognise yourself or are you more like the Faithful Friend? FF's love their friends as much as they love themselves. You can count on an FF to listen without judging. FF's know that, 'just as lotions and fragrance give sensual delight, a sweet friendship refreshes the soul' (Proverbs 27:9 TM). 

TUE APR 13

'... Jesus stooped down ...'   John 8:6 NKJ

Lift them!

There's a story in John 8 of a woman caught red-handed with a case of the extra marital affairs. The story isn't used to highlight the woman's relationship CV though; it's told to highlight our reactions to others' failings. In the red corner, we have the Pharisees, foaming at the mouth, veins pulsing in their necks, ready to lift an enormous collection of rockery in her direction. In the blue corner, we have Jesus ready to lift her up, full stop. Before we catch our panto-selves crying 'yeah' for Jesus and 'boo' for the baddies, we need to stop and recognise ourselves in the story.

Like, imagine your best mate has just cheated on her boyf. Everyone at school is calling her ... well, you fill in the four letter blanks. What do you do? a) tell her she's only got herself to blame and the writing on the boy's toilet wall backs your theory up? b) tell her, cheer up, plenty more fish in the sea, which seems appropriate as haddock-faced lads seem to be her thing anyway? Or c) take now as the opportune time to confess you got off with him last Friday behind Greggs, so now you're even-stevens. 

If you did any of the above, you've just picked up a rock and thrown it in her face. We all have the power to build up or break down. Whose corner are you in? Jesus or the Pharisees?

WED APR 14

'Anyone signing up ... has to go through plenty of hard times' Acts 14:22 TM

Easy street

'And verily,' Jesus said unto them, 'whoever prays the prayer of commitment shall be well sorted. No troubles, no hassles, no nothing. Hey, I may even throw in the winning lottery numbers for anyone willing to take up their cross and follow me'. 

If you can find that verse anywhere in your Bible; your church is probably the type awaiting a giant UFO to descend and take you off to the promised land of Zog. 

Actually Jesus promised the opposite, 'In this godless world you will continue to experience difficulties. But take heart! I've conquered the world' (John 16:33). When Jesus explained the cost of following Him, some of His disciples walked away. Yet the impact of those who didn't is still felt in the world today. By the time they wrote their epistles, His apostles had learned to see every test in life as a chance to strengthen their faith and multiply their effectiveness.

Tests of faith are opportunities to surrender something of value to God. In a test of faith you'll feel assaulted and stretched by circumstances, yet not distant from God; tried by them, but not judged or guilty. The Psalmist writes, 'For you, O God, tested us; you refined us like silver ... you brought us to a place of abundance' (Psalm 66:10-12 NIV). A test of faith doesn't really test anything unless it pushes you beyond your last test.

THU APR 15

'In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne ...' Isaiah 6:1 NIV

Our God reigns

In the good old days, before a pile of bricks and a pickled shark passed for art, artists had an uncanny knack for recreating real life onto their canvases. No canvas has quite captured life with such accuracy as the Bible though. Matthew 24 paints this: 'Nations will fight against other nations; kingdoms will fight against other kingdoms. There will be times when there is no food for people to eat, and there will be earthquakes in different places ...' 

Well, pickle my paintbrush, Jesus is spot on with His pictures of the future isn't He?! Almost two millenia after Jesus' predictions, nation did fight nation in two world wars. Famines hit our headlines as we speak. Earthquakes and tsunamis seem to be occurring far too frequently. What does all this mean? Should we be marching down to the precinct with a sandwich board strapped to our cardigans, saying, 'The end of the world is nigh'? 

Well, just before you dig out your back garden to build an Armageddon hide-away, know that you're in good company wondering about the state of the world. Isaiah too lived in troubled times when he wrote, 'In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted ...' (Isaiah 6:1 NIV). 

Isaiah didn't see a twitchy God biting His nails worrying about what was happening. He saw a God that reigned. Guess what? That God still reigns.

FRI APR 16

'... My purpose is to give them a rich ... satisfying life.' John 10:10 NLT

Full of life

Jesus didn't come to this earth so that you would get good grades; or get into the university you want to; or get you a good job. Jesus came so that you...'may have life, and have it to the full' (John 10:10 NIV). Though getting good grades or landing that dream job are not bad things in themselves, getting bogged down with the worrying about them can be. 

John Lennon once sang, 'Life is what happens while you're busy making other plans'. If we're not careful, we can be so wrapped up in 'doing tomorrow' that we miss out on living today. Isn't that what Jesus meant when He said, 'Can all your worries add a single moment to your life?' (Matthew 6:27 NLT). Instead of adding more time or giving you a better life, worry bleeds your happiness and sucks your health dry. 

So, how about taking the time to detox your worry-life and reinvigorate your God given-life.  Why not go for a walk without a reason? Nope, there's no Miss Selfridge at the end of your rainbow. Turn off the iPod, put on your wellies, and go find nature. Why not read without revising; blub your way through Jane Austen for the fun of it and not for the exam at the end of it. Or why not paint a mural or join a band or ... whatever it is that will start you treating life as a want-to-do-list rather than a have-to-do-list.

SAT APR 17

'... Be fruitful ... ' Genesis 1:28 NKJ

Tutti frutti (1)

So what was the first thing God said to Adam? 'Keep your head down and get on with it'? 'Keep your mucky paws off my Eve?' or was it, 'Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it'? (You'll find your answer in Genesis 1:28). 

When God first shaped a pile of bones, blood and flesh into the likes of you and me He took great care in filling us up with a double dose of potential. God made us as an expression of Himself which means we're loaded with God given ability. So, when God says 'Be fruitful' He's talking more than us just clinging to our own insignificant little agenda, He's saying 'I believe in you', He's saying we can be creative in how we look after His world. 

Jesus stays on the same theme 'I chose you ... that you should ... bear fruit, and that your fruit should remain ...' (John 15:16 NKJ). In other words, Jesus gives us the go-ahead to make something out of our lives that expresses our image of God. Jesus also said, 'Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away ...' (John 15:2 NKJ). Now He's not talking about 'It's my way or the highway' here. No, He's saying that when part of you is off-track, God comes in to get you back on track with His pruning and cleaning. 

SUN APR 18

'... Be fruitful ... ' Genesis 1:28 NKJ

Tutti frutti (2)

Vineyards have only one purpose: to produce grapes. Energy spent on anything else is wasted. The pruner has four things in mind: removing what's dead or dying; making sure sunlight gets to the fruit-bearing branches; increasing the size and quality of the grapes; encouraging new grapes to develop. 

God does the same with you. He will cut away parts of your life that are no good to Him or anyone else. Sometimes God does it even though we don't understand what's happening. Maybe, you've been loved-up with someone and all of a sudden it's over. Maybe your Xbox has just blown up. Maybe that mate who you always seem to end up in a police cell with, has just been shipped to another part of the country. Maybe, all this isn't just a long streak of bad luck. Maybe God the gardener has been pruning stuff off your life that isn't very helpful for you at the minute.

Whether it's bad habits, wrong attitudes or lesser priorities, God cuts away anything that distracts you from living out who He made you to be.  So don't blame all your pain on the devil or throw the book at other people if you're facing tough times at the mo, it may just be God answering your prayer for greater blessing in your life. It may be God dealing with your sin. It may be God preparing you for your next exciting phase of life.

MON APR 19

'... Be fruitful ... ' Genesis 1:28 NKJ

Tutti frutti (3)

Remember when Jesus was arrested and Peter does an audition for 'Kung Fu Panda'; crisscrossing the air with his samurai sword? Or what about Saul holding the coats of the religious thugs as they throw the boot into Stephen's face. Or Thomas and his world record-breaking bout of disbelief? 

What would the church today look like if God hadn't pulled these boys up on their mistakes? We'd have youth leaders cutting off the ears of rowdy delinquents, vicars booting in the brains of their lay readers and there'd be no Easter eggs because no one would believe Jesus is alive. God the gardener pruned these not-so-nice qualities out of our faith heroes for His, their and our good. 

'We do not enjoy being disciplined. It is painful, but later, after we have learned from it, we have peace, because we start living in the right way' (Hebrews 12:11 NCV). What child looks forward to an ear bashing from their Dad? But in order to grow up they need to leave their childish ways behind. 

Peter spent hours and hours in the presence of God so by the time he's writing his letters in the New Testament he's no longer the ninja assassin but an expert in submitting to authorities above him. Saul becomes Paul, writer of the best stuff defending Christians as opposed to persecuting them. These two Bible heavyweights prove that when God prunes you, everyone benefits.  

TUE APR 20

'Our enemies were trying to scare us...But I prayed, "God, make me strong."' Nehemiah 6:9 (NCV)

Hot passion

Passion doesn't have to mean mattress springs pinging and underwear straps unhinging. Passion is what will push you through the hard times and keep you pressing on until you've reached the prize. Nehemiah had passion. He's the guy who resigned from a kind of Downing Street BC in order to walk across a desert just to build a wall. 

We learn that Nehemiah is always texting God, always dependent on God and puts to good use his God-given organisational skills. We learn that sometimes, just moaning about how bad a situation is not good enough; sometimes we have to take action. But most of all, we see a burning passion that drives Nehemiah on. You see our biblical Bob the Builder has more than enough reasons to down tools and walk away. 

In chapters 4 and 6, Nehemiah runs into problems from foreign trouble-makers. His diary reads, 'Our enemies were trying to scare us, thinking, "they will get too weak to work. Then the wall will not be finished." But I prayed, "God make me strong" (Nehemiah 6:9 NCV). That determined attitude ensured Nehemiah built the wall around Jerusalem in just 52 days. Is there something you believe God has called you to do, but your mind keeps throwing up reality checks telling you to behave and 'who do you think you are?'. Don't quit just yet; pray 'God make me strong' and get a bit of fresh passion inside you.

WED APR 21

'... They shall obtain joy and gladness; sorrow and sighing shall flee away.'   Isaiah 51:11 NKJ

Clean slate living (1)

'Make this your common practice. Confess your sins ... the prayer of a person living right with God is something powerful to be reckoned with' (James 5:15 TM). 

When you live with God's clean slate over your life you're a force to be reckoned with. You see, God's clean slate means He looks at you as if you've never been in the wrong. 'You are holy and blameless as you stand before him without a single fault' (Colossians 1:23 NLT). When God forgives, He's not resenting letting you off the hook, He's not storing up all your sins ready to throw back in your face at the first sign of your next slip up. He completely whitewashes them from his memory: '... though your sins are like scarlet, I will make them white as snow. Though they are red like crimson, I will make them as white as wool' (Isaiah 1:18 NLT). 

God's forgiveness isn't measured by what you've done. Nothing you've ever thought, said or done comes as too shocking for God to forgive. 'I tell you the truth, all sin ... can be forgiven' (Mark 3:28 NLT).  What do you do to receive forgiveness? Earn brownie points with God? Give money to charity? Beat yourself up sufficiently with guilt? Nope. 'If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us' (1 John 1:9 NLT).  Are you getting the picture yet? God forgives you. Question is, do you forgive yourself? 

THU APR 22

'Behold, I make all things new ...' Revelation 21:5 NKJ

Clean slate living (2)

You know when your boozed-fuelled Uncle grabs the karaoke and starts to croon in his best Sinatra voice, 'Regrets, I've had a few, but then again, too few to mention ...', well maybe he's got a point. We've all got skeletons in our closet, all got chapters in our lives we wished had never been written. But what's the use in dwelling? Rehashing old hurts or mistakes is like watching the same film over and over again hoping for a different ending.  

So, how do you bury your past? Firstly, don't play the blame game. Blame is a waste of time. When you blame yourself, you multiply guilt, chain yourself to the past, and you still feel down on yourself. When you blame God you cut yourself off from His power, ' I - yes, I alone - will blot out your sins for my own sake and will never think of them again' (Isaiah 43:25 NLT). Why cut off God to spite your own face? 

When you blame others you add to the distance between them and you, and lose the only option that works; forgiveness. Instead, trust the One who promised to 'make all things new', and move into freedom from hurt and sin. 'Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of evil behaviour' (Ephesians 4:31 NLT). Don't dress yourself in unforgiveness; the person you'll most hurt is you.

FRI APR 23

'Come to me ... Let me teach you ...' Matthew 11:28-29 NLT

You + Jesus = heaven

Anyone who begins a sentence with 'No offence but ...' can be counted on to say something offensive times infinity. Just like 'Not to be rude or nothing ...' usually ends with '... but your perfume smells like a rat's nappy'. Or that priceless gem, 'I'm your friend, and you'll thank me for telling you this ...' is bound to end with the words '... but your man was seen licking Ayesha's cousin's earlobe last night'. 

You see, the only thing you can learn from some people is how to close your ears and run away fast. Not so with Jesus. The stuff He wants to tell us is good for us. It's meant to build us up not tear us down. See, the lowdown with Jesus doesn't involve trivial half truths; it involves downloading the blueprints of heaven.

Jesus knows God's heartbeat and He invites us to get in sync with it: '... No one truly knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him' (Matthew 11:27 NLT). Check out what He says next: 'Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens ... Let me teach you ... and you will find rest for your souls' (Matthew 11:28-29 NLT). 

Listen to those words, 'Let me teach you'. 'Let me teach you how to handle those mood swings. Let me teach you how to rise above it all. Let me teach you how to live the right way on earth.'

SAT APR 24

'Looking diligently lest any ... root of bitterness springing up trouble you ...'   Hebrews 12:15 KJV

Toothaches 'n' heartaches

Gone are the days when dentists used string and pliers to yank out those toothy pegs of yours. We're much more advanced now: we use pneumatic drills that sound like Hell's Angels' motorbikes backfiring. In order to dodge the dreaded drill we need to avoid fizzy drinks, candy floss and anything else that generally tastes like heaven on a stick. Turning away from the toothpaste inevitably means an extraction. The sugars just eat away our molars. 

Far worse than glucose for eroding our insides though is unforgiveness; it's a killer. Left untreated it can take a simple irritation and turn it into anger. The anger soon builds up into resentment. Resentment festers into retaliation. Retaliation equals extraction: the extraction of love and peace in your life. You can't control what other people do, but it's the 'inside' part - the part you can control - that God holds us accountable for.  

Paul says, 'Looking diligently lest any ... root of bitterness springing up trouble you, and ... many be defiled' (Hebrews 12:15 KJV). When you're faced with a hurtful, offensive situation, don't let a wrong attitude eat away your insides. Instead, ask God to help you replace those destructive thoughts with mercy and forgiveness towards the people who hurt you. The Bible says, 'Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life' (Proverbs 4:23 NIV) and 'Smart people know how to hold their tongue; their grandeur is to forgive and forget' (Proverbs 10:11 TM).

SUN APR 25

'... nor give place to the devil.' Ephesians 4:27 NKJ

Sympathy for the devil

Unless you've ever sat down to 'sacrificed virgin and chips' you're probably wondering what today's verse is all about. Of course you'd never dust the old welcome mat out for the devil, so why is Paul spelling out the flaming obvious to the Ephesians? 

Well, we can certainly make ourselves at home to our secret little habits. We can all get quietly comfortable with our sins. We can all become on first-name basis with certain temptations; all this is like bringing your granny's best china cups out for the devil and asking him to kick off his shoes in your living room. So, how do you show him the front door? 

First, resist his invitations: '... submit to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you' (James 4:7 NKJ). As you submit to God, and live by the Word, the devil can't get a foot in your front door. 'Put on the full armour of God so that you can... stand against the devil's schemes' (Ephesians 6:11 NIV). With truth, faith, peace, salvation and God's Spirit wrapped around you, the devil has nowhere to aim his accusations. 'The temptations in your life are no different from what others experience. And God ... will not allow the temptation to be more than you can stand ...' (1 Corinthians 10:13 NLT). The devil may dangle the bait but it's up to you whether you bite.  

MON APR 26

'... be ... gentle, showing ... consideration for all.' Titus 3:1-2 NAS

Foot-shaped mouth

Annoying isn't it. When your Dad begins that over practiced speech with the immortal words, 'Why, when I was your age...' accompanied by an over-exaggerated list of how tough things were back in the day. 

'When I was your age we didn't have Playstations. We made our own fun. A length of string and a yard of lead piping and we we're happy.' Yes, Dad. 'We didn't have Sunny Delight or Pepsi or anything. You held your tongue out whilst it were raining and you were grateful for the drink.' Yes, Dad. 'Kids today, you don't know you're born.' There isn't an inch of room for how tough things might be for you today. 

Well, maybe it's passed down in our genes or something, but sometimes we can be just like Dad. Example: your mate says to you, 'I'm really struggling with my coursework at the minute; I've just got too much on'. Now, your mate probably wants a word of reassurance, or a shoulder to cry on, or a bit of practical help. Instead, you choose to wade in with your Dad's size nines, and offer this piece of advice, '...You think that's bad. You're lucky you don't do Geography, that's twice as much coursework as you. And I've got swimming after school. And all my IT to catch up on ...' STOP. This isn't a 'who's got the hardest life' competition. Other people's problems matter as much as yours. Today's verse says so.    

TUE APR 27

'... [His...experience] making Him perfectly [equipped] ...'   Hebrews 5:9 AMP

Work experience

Maybe, you're not quite there yet, but soon you'll be asked to knock up a CV and one of the headings will be Work Experience. What are you supposed to put? What Work Experience? You've spent the last decade locked in a room being shouted at by a middle-aged nightmare that goes by the name of Sir or Miss. Does weeing on the carpet during story-time nine years ago qualify as work experience?

Here's the thing: with God all your experiences can be used for His work. David's early CV read 'shepherd boy'. This gave him plenty of work experience firing stones with precision at dangerous beasts as he protected his flock. When a position came up involving protecting a nation from a dangerous beast, namely Goliath, who was better equipped than David for the job, God used his work experience for greater things. Or what about Technicoloured Joseph? His school report read 'Always daydreaming'. What kind of skill is that? Well, dream interpretation was exactly the kind of skill that Pharaoh was looking for in his new prime minister's post.  

Now, what about you? What are your experiences? Maybe, you think you'll never be used by God because you're only experience is feeling guilt or insecure or fear - well, this is exactly what would qualify you to help others struggling with the same issues. Experience isn't what happens to you, as much as what you do with what happens to you.

WED APR 28

'... the Lord gives wisdom ...'   Proverbs 2:6 NKJ

Learn and reflect (1) 

As Mr. Wartface paces the length of your history classroom delivering his mind-numbingly dull lectures on crop rotation in the 14th century - what do you jot down in your exercise book?  Detailed notes of old Wartface's teaching? You'll reflect on the man's genius in between Hollyoaks and Eastenders tonight, then scribble the gist of what he's saying, close your book and never return to the page again. You practice your new soon-to-be-married signature. One day Troy Bolton will be your spouse, even though he is only a fictional character in a make-believe Disney musical. 

I wonder if your note-taking reflects your approach to learning from life. Some of us drift through life, never really taking anything in. Like C's, we never really listen, we're too preoccupied with our fantasies to ever learn anything worthwhile. Some of us are B's. We get lots of knowledge, we're intelligent in one way, but we don't have understanding, we don't grow from our knowledge. Some of us are A's, the conscientious types. We not only make a record of what we experience, but we take the time to reflect on it, to learn from it, to gain in wisdom and grow as a person. To get the best out of life you need to turn what you know into how you live. 'Foolish dreamers live in a world of illusion; wise realists plant their feet on the ground' (Proverbs 14:18 TM).  

THU APR 29

'... if it costs everything you have, get understanding' Proverbs 4:7 NCV

Learn and reflect (2)

Christmas comes early if you're feathered. October/November is one long festive eat for turkeys. Each day the grain keeps coming, thicker and faster than the one before. Why, you've barely enough room in your giblets to fit another seed in your gobbled gob but hey! It's that festive time again. Enjoy it while it lasts. 

Now our feathered little friends are not in the wrong. It's just nobody has told them the fatter they are, the fitter they are for Christmas dinner. They don't have the full picture. 

Are you a bit feather-brained? Here's what The Bible says about getting the full picture: 'Do you want to be counted wise, to build a reputation for wisdom? Here's what you do: Live well, live wisely, live humbly. It's the way you live, not the way you talk that counts. Mean-spirited ambition isn't wisdom. Boasting that you are wise isn't wisdom. Twisting the truth to make yourselves sound wise isn't wisdom ... real wisdom, God's wisdom ... is gentle and reasonable, overflowing with mercy and blessings, not hot one day and cold the next, not two-faced' (James 3:13-17 TM). 

Our own narrow-minded blinkered view of things isn't wisdom. To avoid being a bird-brain we need to get in step with God. When you know God, you know where to find wisdom. 'God with your own hands you formed me. Now breathe your wisdom over me so I can understand you' (Psalm 119:73 TM).  

FRI APR 30

'Happy is the man who ... gains understanding.' Proverbs 3:13 NKJ

Learn and reflect (3) 

There's a story of a fox, a wolf and a bear who went hunting together. After each of them caught a deer, the bear asked the wolf how they should divide up the spoils. He said, 'Everyone should get one deer.' At that point the bear ate the wolf. Then the bear asked the fox what he thought. The fox offered the bear his deer, and suggested the bear ought to take the wolf's deer as well. 'Where did you get such wisdom?' asked the bear. 'From the wolf,' replied the fox. 

The school of life offers many difficult courses. Some we sign up for, others we find ourselves taking unexpectedly. All can teach us valuable lessons, but only if we desire to learn and are willing to reflect on these lessons. Also, not learning from experience is more costly. It's tragic to pay the price for experience and not learn the lesson. But that's often what happens. When an experience is negative we want to run away from it and say, 'I'll never do that again.' No, don't run away from your experiences; instead, evaluate and learn from them. 

People who make it a practice to reflect on their experiences and learn from them are rare. But when you meet one, you know it. 'Cry out for wisdom, and beg for understanding. Search for it like silver, and hunt for it like hidden treasure' (Proverbs 2:4 NCV).
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