FRI JAN 1 New Year's Day

'For the vision ... will surely come ...' 2:3 KJV

New Year, new vision (3)

New year, new beginnings and all that stuff, but what if this year you really meant it? 

Let's not be like your Mum, who will today swear by the god of 'new year resolutions' that no carbohydrate will pass her lips until she can squeeze into her Kylie-style hot-pants. Or your Dad with his 'I'm quitting these fags, even if I have to set light to these nicotine patches to do it'. 

Let's set ourselves some quality goals at the beginning of 2010. Let's start acting on the vision that God has given us. Let God's will be done on earth as it is in heaven this year, courtesy of our fresh faith-like approach to life. 

Unlike Mum, who come January 4, will be having withdrawals from HobNobs, we're going to have the will power of a saint. Why? Because, '... we're not quitters who lose out. Oh, no! We'll stay with it and survive, trusting all the way' (Hebrews 10:39 TM). Yes, and when Dad is licking out the inside of a used ash tray for the taste of tobacco, we will pray for the strength of Psalm 119: 'Invigorate my soul so I can praise you well. Use your decrees to put iron in my soul' (v.175). 

Whatever up and downs 2010 has planned for you, 'Don't burn out; keep yourselves fuelled and aflame. Be alert servants to the Master...' (Romans 12:11 TM).

SAT JAN 2

'For the vision ... will surely come ...' Habakkuk 2:3 KJV

New Year, new vision (4)

Whether your dream for 2010 is to kick-start a credible youth service in your church or to impress Simon Cowell with your bump 'n grind rendition of 'Millennium Prayer' (best seek the advice of a church elder on that one) you're going to need plenty of iron in your soul. 

Every dream will taste the pin-prick test sooner or later. But it's not the pain, it's the praise that will say whether you survive. Early church hero Paul dreamed of spreading God's happy-clappiness around the ancient world. After 16 months of being chained in a Roman dungeon, you'd expect him to be all 'woe is me', but this guy's happy-clappy is still going strong. Listen: 'Rejoice in the Lord always and again I say, rejoice' (Philippians 4:4 NAS). How did he keep his smile when the world was telling him to frown? Extra brownie points for all you who answered: vision.

Vision says: It's not over till God says it's over. Circumstances and people don't have the last word; God does! He is 'the author and finisher of our faith ...' (Hebrews 12:2 NKJ). With God, quitting is not an option. When you quit without his permission you're 'AWOL'; you abandon His protection and provision. 

Vision also says: Nothing can defeat you without your permission. You can't control what happens to you, but you can control what you say and do. Take control; hold onto vision.

SUN JAN 3

'Words of the wise ... should be heard ...' Ecclesiastes 9:17 NKJ

Spot the deliberate mistake (1)

Perhaps you got a shiny new guitar from Santa last week. Perhaps you've perfected some of your better guitar hero poses in the mirror. Perhaps you've styled yourself somewhere between Arctic Monkeys and Slash, for that retro feel. Who knows, maybe you've even rehearsed your acceptance speech for 'Sexiest Guitar Solo Ever to Grace the Airwaves' for next year's Brit awards. 

Now, all you have to do is learn to get a sound, other than that of cat's intestines being plucked by a gorilla, out of it. Yep, that's right, no matter how promising we look, we're all still a 'work in progress'; whether it's learning guitar or learning to be humble, the principle is the same: we learn by our mistakes. Two top tips for you:

First, recognise the bum notes. If you insist there's nothing wrong with your out-of-tune scales, you're only fooling your own ears. Everyone knows when you hit a bum note. Likewise everyone knows your weaknesses, so don't try and hide them. Learn from them!

Second, remember that practice makes perfect. Jimi Hendrix (ask your Dad) didn't fall out of his mother's womb playing 'Purple Haze', he persevered through all his years of bum notes. Likewise, learn to see failure as part of the road to success. Those who are willing to learn from their mistakes don't have to keep repeating them.

So there you are, happy plucking!

MON JAN 4

'Words of the wise ... should be heard ...' Ecclesiastes 9:17 NKJ

Spot the deliberate mistake (2)

A story about a rich and powerful man made the headlines. Perhaps you read it? The man had a weakness for the opposite sex, and one day, after his afternoon nap, he strolled across the roof of his penthouse and stopping to perve on a bit of nude showering. He made up his mind there and then to have the woman no matter what the cost. 

One affair, one murder, one dead child later, the man came to his senses. His reputation, his public standing, his character all lay in tatters.

His name? King David of Israel (2 Samuel 11). Some mistakes have dire consequences. David allowed lust and passion to burn him up, completely disrespecting God's law, destroying Uriah (the husband of the woman David takes) and implicating Bathsheba (the bathing woman) in the process. It's as if he turns the part of his brain off that deals with thinking about two steps ahead. Surely he knows it will all come back to bite him, and yet he goes ahead with his big seduction routine anyway. 

Aren't we a bit like that at times? OK, so maybe we're not committing a murder-adultery cocktail, but we can, in our own way, turn our brains off when it comes to thinking about consequences of our actions. 

Gossiping, sleeping around, taking drugs, whatever - it all starts when we flick the switch marked 'consequences' in our brains to 'off'.  

TUE JAN 5

'Words of the wise ... should be heard ...' Ecclesiastes 9:17 NKJ

Spot the deliberate mistake (3)

Fear of making mistakes keep us from reaching our potential. Fear stops us from asking for help or owning up when we don't have all the answers. Fear stops us speaking out in case we get shot down. To be successful you need to be brave enough to listen. When you don't, it can be disastrous. 

In It's Your Ship, Michael Abrashoff writes: 'The moment I heard about it [the tragic sinking of a Japanese fishing boat off Honolulu by the submarine USS Greenville], I was reminded that, as is often the case with accidents, someone senses possible danger but doesn't actually speak up. As the Greenville investigation unfolded, I read in a New York Times article that the submarine's crew "respected the Commanding Officer too much to question his judgement." If that's respect, then I want none of it. You need to have people that can tap you on your shoulder and say, "Is this the best way?" or "Slow down", or "Think about this". or "Is what we are doing worth killing or injuring somebody?" 

'History records countless incidents in which ship captains or organisation leaders permitted a climate of intimidation to pervade the workplace, silencing subordinates whose warnings could have prevented disaster. Even when the reluctance to speak up stems from admiration for the Commanding Officer's skill and experience, a climate to question decisions must be created in order to foster double-checking.'

WED JAN 6

'Words of the wise ... should be heard ...' Ecclesiastes 9:17 NKJ

Spot the deliberate mistake (4)

One day, King Zedekiah said to the prophet Jeremiah, '"I will ask you something. Hide nothing from me"' (Jeremiah 38:14 NKJ). 

Could you face that kind of honesty? Would you dare ask someone to go through your life and give them permission to ask some tough questions? Lots of Christians do this sort of thing all the time. It's called having an 'accountability partner'.  This is when a strictly no-fun Christian ties you to a chair and beats confessions out of you with a sharp bamboo can. Errr, actually, it's nothing scary at all: it's about meeting with someone older and wiser than you and being able to be honest about your successes and failures. 

It takes a special somebody to be able to challenge you on your slip-ups and it's only a special few who can take the probing without wanting to worm their way out one way or another. Those who have accountability partners, however, find the support key to their proven track record. Too often, we only want to hear how great we are, but if we are just 'works in progress', it can only help to hear what areas we need to pull our socks up in. 

It's all part of becoming beautiful, 'What matters is not your outer appearance ... but your inner disposition. Cultivate inner beauty, the gentle, gracious kind that God delights in' (1 Peter 3:3-4 TM). 

THU JAN 7

'... which is the greatest commandment? ...' Matthew 22:36 NIV

Loving God, loving others

So how do you know when you've arrived as a super-duper top-notch premier league Christian? 

Is it when you can raise your arms higher than anyone else during the worship time? Is it when you've mastered the art of pronouncing those long names in difficult Bible readings? Or is it when you have a variation of a 'WWJD' bracelet strapped to every spare inch of skin?  

You get the vibe off Jesus, that the things that require the least fuss and attention to us are the things that God smiles on the most.  Someone once asked Jesus, 'Which is the greatest commandment?' He answered, '"Love the Lord ... and ... Love your neighbour as yourself' (Matthew 22:37-39 NIV).  Don't you just love the simplicity of Jesus? We make 'religion' so hard and complicated, when really it's all about loving God and loving others. 

When it comes to singing, it's not about who's making the sweetest sound, it's about who you're singing to. When it comes to Bible study, it's not about who knows the most Greek root words, it's about the words shaping your life. When it comes to 'WWJD' wristbands, it's not about who has the funkiest collection, it's about applying the 'What Would Jesus Do' principle to your everyday choices. 

How do you know when you're getting there? Simple: when you're loving God and loving others.

FRI JAN 8

'...Arise and walk...' Matthew 9:5 NKJ

Tough love

'Arise and walk', Jesus says to a man who is paralyzed. Can you imagine what must have been going through this guy's mind? There He was, being carried on a mat down the street by his mates who put him down right by this guy called Jesus. By now everyone wanted to meet Jesus who was getting a reputation for doing miraculous stuff. 

The place was packed and Jesus looks at him, mentions nothing about his paralysis but says, 'Cheer up, son. I forgive your sins.' This causes some religious people there to start kicking off at Jesus, because they didn't like what He was saying. This guy is now stuck in the middle of all this. Jesus turns to him and says 'Get up. Take your bed and go home.' Talk about pressure! Everyone's now looking at him: what can he do? He knows he's paralyzed and can't move! Where's the sympathy and understanding from Jesus, eh? Where's the love? How tough is Jesus on this poor guy?

Even so, this guy chooses to trust Jesus, and, guess what? He stood up! He was healed. He didn't just walk out that room; he ran! Sometimes, what Jesus asks us to do can seem too hard, too tough. It can even seem like Jesus doesn't care about us, doesn't understand our situation. But if you trust Him the benefits will blow your mind.

SAT JAN 9

'Jesus ... asked, "Are you also going to leave?'' ' John 6:67 NLT 

Rejected (1) 

Have you been dumped by your boyfriend or girlfriend? Rejected by your friends? Abandoned by your parents? If yes, you could still be feeling hurt today, because situations like this can cause us great pain and sadness. What's weird though is that even if nothing like this has ever happened to us we could still be worrying about it: fearful that one day someone will dump us, reject us or abandon us, because no-one wants to be left alone.  At some point we all experience the heartbreak of losing someone we love, or being disappointed in people. It's why God tells us over and over, 'Fear not, I am with you' (Isaiah 43:5 NKJ).

Jesus knows what its like to be rejected by friends, and not just once! A whole bunch of his friends told Him to, 'Do one!': 'At this point many of His disciples turned away and deserted Him' (John 6:66 NLT). So how did He cope? He didn't deny his emotions. He said: '... "Are you also going to leave?"' (John 6:67 NLT). It's all there: the pain of loss, wondering what's going to happen next.

Remember the pain you feel is OK. Those who say, 'You shouldn't feel this way,' are well-meaning but wrong. Acknowledging pain initiates the feeling-dealing-healing process. You can't heal what you won't feel or deal with. So, embrace your feelings, draw on God's grace, and move through the healing process.

SUN JAN 10

'... Jesus ... asked, "Are you also going to leave?''' John 6:67 NLT

Rejected (2) - Truth and dare

Being abandoned; ditched, dropped, jilted, neglected, rejected; can mess with our heads so much.  When stuff like this happens, we tend to handle it by turning into one of three characters:

The Boxer: We 'kick off' big time! Never throwing the towel in, we fight to the finish!

The Actor: We pretend it doesn't matter, act like it makes no difference to us: 'I'm perfectly fine, thank you!'

The Assassin: We plot revenge; 'I don't get mad, I get even!' 

Kicking off, pretending we're fine, or plotting revenge will only leave us getting more hurt and probably hurt others in the process. So what should we do?

Have you heard of the game 'Truth or Dare'? You choose between Truth and Dare. Pick truth and you have to answer in total honesty any question that your friends ask you. Choose dare and you have to participate in a challenge set to you by your friends. But have you ever played Truth AND Dare? It's not so much a game but actually a way of life that God wants us to live; especially when we are feeling rejected.

TRUTH; Know God's truth about you ... in spite of everything that's going on you are precious. God says 'you are precious to me. You are honoured, and I love you' (Isaiah 43:4 NLT).

DARE;  to act on Gods truth and not on your feelings! Live, knowing you're precious!

MON JAN 11

'... Jesus ... asked, "Are you also going to leave?''' John 6:67 NLT

Rejected (3) - Your 'stress head'

Q: When negative experiences happen, what's your greatest enemy? A: Your own head! Your thoughts! We worry and become STRESS 'EADS! Our thoughts dictate the pace; think like a stress head and you'll become a stress head! 

We need to let God in on our thoughts, let God control our thinking. If we don't, our thoughts run riot in our heads making us fearful, depressed, alone.  Romans 12:2 (NKJ) says, '... be transformed by the renewing of your minds.' Get God stuff in your head - and you'll fight off your stress head:

When you say 'I can't solve this!', God tells you 'I will direct your path' (Proverbs 3:5-6). 

When you say 'It's impossible!', God tells you 'Everything is possible' (Luke 18:27). 

When you say 'I feel all alone!', God tells you 'Never will I leave you' (Heb 13:5). 

When you say 'I can't do it!', God tells you 'I can do everything through Him who gives me strength' (Phil 4:13).

When you say 'I don't deserve forgiveness!', God tells you 'I have forgiven you' (1 John 1:9, Romans 8:1).

When you say 'I'm afraid!', God tells you 'Do not fear for I am with you, I will strengthen you and help you' (Isaiah 41:10).

When you say 'no-one really loves me!', God tells you 'I love you.' (John 3:16). 

When you say, 'I don't know how to go on!' God tells you 'I will show you' (Psalm 32:8).

TUE JAN 12

'... without Me you can do nothing.' John 15:5 NKJ

Do you know Him?

'Without Me you can do nothing,' said Jesus, letting us know that the only way to live life right, is through knowing Him. This can seem maddeningly confusing at worst and a little irritating at best! But when we get to know who Jesus is, it begins to make sense. 

Preacher SM Lockridge's once gave a six-and-a-half minute description of Jesus. Listen to some of the things he said (search on YouTube for the whole thing. It's worth it!):

'He's ... the King of Kings ... the Lord of Lords ... the greatest phenomenon that has ever crossed the horizon of this world ... He's the centrepiece of civilisation ... He's the only one qualified to be an all-sufficient Saviour ... He strengthens and sustains ... He guards and He guides ...He heals the sick ... He forgives sinners ... He blesses the young ... He's the key to knowledge ... His life is matchless ... His goodness is limitless ... His love never changes ... His word is enough ... His grace is sufficient ... He's indescribable, He's incomprehensible, He's invincible, He's irresistible ... You can't out live Him and you can't live without Him ... Death couldn't handle Him and the grave couldn't hold Him ... Do you know Him?'

The more you get to know Jesus, the more incredible He becomes, the more you know you need Him and the more thankful you become in knowing that...'without Jesus you can do nothing.'

WED JAN 13

'... teach us to number our days' Psalm 90:12 (NLT)

What's the time?

When we're young it feels like the world is our oyster. We've got all the time in the world.  Psalm 90 (the oldest Psalm) was written by Moses and He asks God to '... teach us to make the most of our time, so that we can grow in wisdom.' 

It's possible Moses wrote this psalm when all he could see was sand. For 40 years Moses was with the people of Israel, living in a desert. God promised them good things for their lives, but instead they ignored God and did their own thing. As a result the majority of them never left the desert; they never got to see God's better way for their lives. They lived and died in a desert, over six hundred thousand of them. They wasted their time doing their own thing, becoming right miserable numpties! 

You may not be living in a desert, but how many times already have you 'wasted your time?' or been told by someone else that you're wasting theirs? How many times have you wished time away, wanting to sack off your teenage years because you're sick of people 'treating you like a little kid!' 

Moses saw firsthand the horror of people wasting the time they have. Today ask God to '... teach you to make the most of your time, so that you can grow in wisdom.' 

Let your life be a life of significance; not a waste!

THU JAN 14

'... I'll start over with you and build you up again,...' Jeremiah 31:4 TM

I get knocked down but I get up again!

You check your jeans pockets before you shove 'em in the wash and discover two pieces of crumpled-up paper. One a flyer, the other a £10 note. One you'll keep and one you'll throw away. Why? After all they're both just crumpled up pieces of paper right? Wrong! One makes you think, 'Bin it!' because it's just a manky bit of paper that you don't need any more. The other makes you smile and think, 'Nice one!' because you'd forgotten all about that tenner. One of them is valuable to you.

When things go wrong, and they sometimes do, we can begin to feel like that flyer we found crushed in the corner of our jeans pocket. It started out OK; colourful, shiny, useful, but then it got pushed and pulled in every direction, the info on it wasn't as clear as it used to be and it looked dull and boring. It became a lost cause.

When things go wrong, and they sometimes will; you need to think of yourself like that tenner you found crumpled up in the pocket of your jeans, not the tatty flyer. Even if it had gone through the whole wash cycle it would never lose its worth, never lose its value. 

You may feel battered, broken, bruised, useless! But you will always remain priceless to God and He promises, 'I'll start over with you and build you up again.'

FRI JAN 15

'... Let not your heart be troubled ...' John 14:27 NKJ

Heartache

Have you heard about that boat trip Jesus went on with His pals? The one where the sea got so choppy, the waves weren't just rocking the boat, they were lashing over the sides and the boat was filling with water? (Check it out in Mark 4.) 

They weren't just worried about puking up with sea-sickness but petrified they were actually going to die. Well, everyone except Jesus that is. His pals; most of whom were used to life on the waves were reduced to quivering wrecks in one short trip. But Jesus was so chilled out He fell asleep.

The disciples thought that Jesus didn't care about them, '"Teacher, don't you care that we're going to drown?" And you can't blame them for thinking that can you? They're in the middle of a massive crisis and Jesus is having forty winks!  But the disciples were wrong. Jesus cared more about them than they realised, He sorted everything: 'He told the wind to pipe down and said to the sea, "Quiet! Settle down!" The wind ran out of breath; the sea became smooth as glass' (Mark 4:39-40 TM).

We don't have a clue what life will throw at us tomorrow, next week, next month, or next year. It could be calm and tranquil or it could be whipping up a storm. The thing is, Jesus does know what's going to happen and whatever it is, Jesus says, 'Don't let this throw you ...Trust me.'

SAT JAN 16

'... forgive whatever grievances you may have ...' Colossians 3:13 NIV

Forgiveness

When someone stitches us up the last thing we want to say to them is, 'I forgive you.' It feels like we're doing them a favour or we're 'letting them off the hook'. But this is just 'topsy-turvy' thinking. Forgiveness is a gift from God for you. Forgiveness isn't about doing someone else a favour; it's about setting you free!

'"If you forgive others for their sins, your father in heaven will also forgive you for your sins. But if you don't ... your father in Heaven will not forgive your sins"' (Matthew 6:14-15 NCV). When we forgive, God is able to set us free from being trapped in our own sin. Forgiveness isn't about letting them off the hook; it's about you becoming more like Jesus.

To the people who crucified Him, 'Jesus said, "Father forgive them because they do not know what they are doing."' When we forgive, we act like Jesus, we become more like Jesus. 'When a person changes and follows the Lord ... we are being changed to be like Him' (2 Corinthians 3:16-18 NCV).

Are you carrying a grudge? Why? It doesn't make sense. Why would you pick up something each day that weighs you down and carry it around with you? When we're given a gift, we're given a choice - we can accept and make use of it, or we can stash it under our bed and forget about it. Open up God's gift of forgiveness and use it.

SUN JAN 17

'... Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish ...'   Jonah 1:3 NKJ

'R U Leggin it'? (1)

There's a guy in the Bible called Jonah. He could also be called Mr Stubborn or Mr Opinionated! Jonah despised the city of Nineveh. Anyone from that city he took an instant dislike to. But God had asked Him to go there, so he 'legged it!' He took a boat trip two-and-a-half thousand miles in the opposite direction:

'Jonah got up and went the other direction ... running ... as far away from God as he could get.' (Jonah 1:2 TM)

So God uses a storm at sea, a bunch of burly sailors and a massive fish to bring him back. It's only when he gets spewed up on a beach out of the belly of a whale that Jonah decides being 'Mr Stubborn' isn't such a good idea! Instead of running away from God He actually does what God asked. In Ninevah his life (and the lives of the Ninevahites) is transformed as he drops the 'Mr Opinionated' act. 

Are you sometimes like Jonah? Mr Stubborn: digging your heals in, running away from God, doing your own thing instead? Mr Opinionated:  judging people; being mean, nasty, disrespectful, racist, violent, abusive, because you think you're right?

God loved Jonah so He never gave up on him when he was being pig-headed but Jonah had to learn the hard way to accept God's love and trust Him. God loves you so He'll never give up on you but do you have to learn the way?

MON JAN 18

'... the word ... came to Jonah the second time ...' Jonah 3:1 NKJ

'R U Leggin it'? (2)

Have you ever seen a small child playing hide and seek? They cover their eyes and, because they can't see you, they believe you can't see them. It's funny to watch; but it's not so funny for us when we act like that towards God:

If I believe God doesn't exist, then He will disappear! If I don't talk to God then He'll ignore me! If I do something wrong in secret, He'll never know! If I don't go to church, God won't find me!

Psalm 139 says: 'Every moment you know where I am. You know what I am going to say even before I say it; Lord ... I can never get away from your presence! ... even in darkness I cannot hide from you ...'

It doesn't matter how much we stand in the middle of the room hands over our eyes, saying 'God can't find me, He doesn't even exist!' It won't change the fact that He's right beside you, He does exist. He knows exactly where you are; in fact there's nowhere you can go where God won't be. Here are three 'omni's' you should know about God:

Omniscience; He knows everything about you. Omnipresence; He goes everywhere with you. Omnipotence; He is infinitely powerful, enough to meet your every need. Don't try and run from God but live knowing His omni-ness in your life! 

TUE JAN 19

'... a father corrects a child in whom he delights.' Proverbs 3:12 NLT

Training session

Ever feel like you're 'getting it in the neck' from everyone? Teachers: Blah! Blah! Blah! Parents: Nag! Nag! Nag! Police: Yada! Yada! Yada! And you're like, 'Whatever!' None of us enjoy getting 'disciplined'. It just does your head in! It can feel like people are against us wanting to bring us down.

The word discipline doesn't mean to be unnecessarily mean, cruel and downright evil. It actually means to teach and to train. God knows that in order for us to become all we were created by Him to be, we need teaching and training. That's why, 'the Lord disciplines those He loves' (Hebrews 12:6 NLT).

Discipline sounds negative to us because people who have disciplined us in the past haven't always done in it in a good or a loving way. But Hebrews 12: 10-11 (NLT) says: 'God's discipline is always good for us ... no discipline is enjoyable while it is happening - it is painful! But afterward there will be  ... right living for those who are trained in this way.'

God is love. So when He disciplines you it's not because He enjoys inflicting pain but because He is massively bothered about you. He completely, one hundred percent loves you! Be encouraged today, accept Gods discipline, knowing He loves you so much that He wants to spend time teaching and training you and receive all the benefits that brings.

WED JAN 20

'The Lord is on my side; I will not fear ... ' Psalm 118:6 NKJ

PHAT!

Get this: 'The Lord is on your side!' God - the one who holds the universe in His hand, and then some - is on your side! How phat is that! Which means that just like David, who wrote Psalm 118, you can say, 'What have I to fear?' Sweet!

Do you really believe that? It's so easy to think: 'God won't 'watch my back' ... I'm too bad for God to even want to hang out with me'. Or 'I've messed up too much ... I'm rubbish ... no one wants me...I'm useless, no-one picks me ... I'm just a Billy-no-mates - God wouldn't want to be on my side.'

We might get mixed up sometimes but God doesn't so what He says goes! If He says 'He's on your side,' then it's true! He is! You don't have to be scared of anything or anyone because God is there with you, He's looking out for you, He wants to help you! 

Now hang on a minute! Before you get carried away - this doesn't mean that you can go through life doing what the heck you like, doing whatever, to whoever, wherever. You can't walk around singing, 'You can't touch me, God is on my side'. But you can walk around knowing that whatever's happening, there's no need to be afraid, you can and you will get through it. So look up, walk tall, live confidently, knowing the Lord is on your side!

THU JAN 21

'... for this purpose I have been sent.' Luke 4:43 NKJ

Family guy?

They say, 'You can pick your mates, but you can't pick your relatives!' Do you ever wish that wasn't true? Would you make any changes to your family if you could? Jesus knew how tough family can be - at times His family thought He was mad, off His head! '... His family ... went to take charge of Him, for they said, "He is out of His mind."' (Mark 3:21 NCV). It seems like Jesus' family just didn't get Him at times like this. So how did He handle His relatives? 

What's certain is that He kept loving His family even despite the fact they didn't seem to understand Him. He didn't kick off at them when they insulted Him or go into a major sulk and refuse to speak to them. But neither did He spend His whole life trying to please them or let their behaviour control Him. In fact, throughout His life He was single-minded in his obedience to his heavenly Father.

The Bible is clear that we need to obey our parents (see for example, Ephesians 6:1-3) and this should be our starting point. But it's very likely that you will come into conflict at some point with people who are very close to you but who don't share your faith, or who are Christians but don't agree with where you feel God is leading you. At these times, we need to stick close to Jesus and take good advice from wise leaders in the church.

FRI JAN 22

'... don't worry about ... what to say ...' Matthew 10:19 NLT

Questions, Questions!

When people know you are a Christian, they can bombard you with their thoughts and opinions. They lob really tough questions and crazy theories at you that totally wreck your head! Usually this brings about a one in four reaction: you give up (you sack off being a Christian altogether because you don't want the agro); you shut up (you keep your head down and your faith to yourself); you punch up (answering everyone in 'attack mode', verbally lashing out) or you break up (fall apart under the pressure and end up feeling guilty for not knowing how to answer them).

Jesus had questions thrown at Him all the time. The people asking the questions didn't really want an answer; they wanted to trick Him, trap Him, and make Him a laughing stock. He knew the same thing would happen to His disciples and gave them some advice: '... don't worry about ... what to say'. Jesus never worried about how to answer his interrogators; He doesn't want you to worry either! 

Jesus didn't answer every question put to Him; sometimes He answered their question with a question to them, or with a story and left people wondering what on earth it meant. Don't worry about people's questions or theories Instead spend more time getting to know Jesus better so you never give up, shut up, punch up, or break up!

SAT JAN 23

'... the Spirit ... makes intercession for us ...'  Romans 8:26 NKJ

Friends

We don't have to learn or be taught how to talk to our friends. It just happens. A little 'hi' some time ago and a friendship was born. The more you chat, the more you learn each other's likes and dislikes, hopes and dreams. Your conversations become longer, more enjoyable, sometimes intense, even heartbreaking as you share disappointments and difficulties. You begin to trust and confide. You stop worrying when you disagree - it makes you, not breaks you. You mess up, it becomes easier to say sorry, to forgive. When friendships keep growing like this you make not just friends but best friends!

You know, that's all that prayer is - a friendship with God. You begin by saying, you keep on communicating and soon you discover that you have the bestest of best friends. 

Friends make conversation easy. You don't worry about what to say next. Sometimes friends know what you're going to say before you even say it! God is the greatest at doing that: listen: 'The Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be expressed in words. And the Father who knows all hearts knows what the Spirit is saying, for the Spirit pleads for us believers in harmony with God's own will.' 

God's Spirit in us speaks to God for us, making chatting away to Him the easiest thing in the world. Don't over complicate it or underestimate it. Discover your bestest best friend - pray! 

SUN JAN 24

'Having then gifts ... let us use them ...' Romans 12:6 NKJ 

Gifted

God has given us all gifts and talents ... yes even you! He wants you to discover them and use them because He has given you them for a reason. 'Do what you're called to do', He says. Trouble is we can spend more time trying to be like other people instead, ending up like this crazy bunch of animals in Dr Charles Swindoll's story: 

 'Once upon a time, the animals decided that they should do something 'to help'. So they organised a school. The curriculum: running, climbing, swimming, and flying. The duck was excellent at swimming ... and very poor in running ... so he dropped swimming to practice running. This hurt his webbed feet so badly that he couldn't even swim that well anymore! The rabbit stayed at the top of his class in running, but developed a nervous twitch in his leg muscles because he had so much 'catch-up' work to do in swimming. The squirrel was excellent in climbing, but he 'was frustrated' in flying class because his teacher made him start from the ground up instead of from the treetop down ... so he only got a 'C' in climbing and a 'D' in running.' 

Why didn't they just stick to what they were good at instead of trying to do everything?  Stop concentrating on what you're not good at and start getting better at what you can do well. Enjoy being you - and excel at it! 

MON JAN 25

'... those who deal truthfully are His delight.'  Proverbs 12:22 NKJ

Liar, Liar

It's alright to tell a little white lie isn't it? 'The Lord detests lying lips' (Proverbs 12:22 NKJ). After all, it's not a real lie is it? 'The Lord hates ... a lying tongue' (Proverbs 6:16-17 NLT). It's OK, everyone tells little white lies! 'You must ... speak truthfully' (Ephesians 4:25 NIV). It's impossible to be truthful all the time! 'Do not lie to each other' (Colossians 3:9 NIV). In fact you need to lie sometimes, so you don't hurt people's feelings, right? 'Do not tell lies' (Exodus 20:16 CEV).


There's no excuse for lying, no reasons that make it acceptable. God doesn't mince His words about this. He tells us that lying is something the devil does, 'the devil ... there is no truth in him ... he is a liar and the father of all lies.' (John 8:44 NKJ)

God lets us know that '... those who deal truthfully are His delight.'  So be committed to telling the truth, it's an investment into the future: 'Truthful words stand the test of time, but lies are soon exposed' (Proverbs 12:19 NLT). 

One more thing: when you avoid lying, you actually make your own life easier. Lying is hard work: you have to keep track of everything you say; otherwise you'll trip yourself up! People will know you're lying! Lying is destructive: it trashes trust, ruins relationships and creates conflict. Live truthfully and know that God delights over you.

TUE JAN 26

'... it is God who works in you ...'  Philippians 2:13 NKJ

Let God do the 'heavy lifting'

In our culture, the pressure to succeed can be massive. It hits us from every direction: from parents, teachers, friends and relatives, from the television and other media. But the life God wants us to live for him is different from this. In fact, we can learn a lot from the humble straw!

Imagine you're in Maccy D's with a freshly-poured thick milkshake. You grab a straw, whip off its paper coat and stick it in. Now, how does this little piece of thin plastic move the thickest toughest drink known to man from the cup into your mouth? It doesn't. You do all the hard work. The straw is just the conduit.

A conduit is a channel through which things like liquid move from one point to another, and you are God's conduit! You are designed to be a free-flowing channel for Jesus Christ Himself, bringing the influence and benefits of God's kingdom wherever we go. It is God who does the hard work. You are just the conduit.

The problems start when we forget this and allow ourselves to feel the pressure of making things happen in our own strength. We must be full of the Word of God, and most importantly, spend time in intimacy with the Lord in order to be God's conduit.

So, today try and be more like the straw and let 'God work in you' more and more. Learn to let Him do the heavy lifting.

WED JAN 27

'... Anyone who doubts is like a wave in the sea, blown up and down by the wind.' James 1:6 NCV

The Thomas effect

Doubts! We all have them! God says 'Anyone who doubts is like a wave in the sea, blown up and down by the wind.' Does this mean that God is dissing us if we doubt? No.

Have you ever watched waves roll up the beach on a beach? They crash down and creep up the sand, then thrash back out, then they're back in again, then they're back out again. They're restless, they never settle.

That's what we're like when we doubt; we're unsettled, restless all the time. It's not a comfortable feeling and God doesn't want us be in this state, suffering. He's doesn't diss us for doubting. He encourages us to get rid of them. 

Thomas, one of Jesus' disciples was one serious doubter; that's where we get the phrase 'Doubting Thomas' from. So what did Jesus do? Tell him to get lost, 'don't hang around me if you can't trust me, Tom'? No way. Jesus did everything needed to help Thomas get rid of all his angsty restless doubt and replace it with guaranteed hope, positivity, certainty, security in God. '"Then He said to Thomas, put your finger here, see my hands reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." Thomas answered, "My Lord and my God"'(John 20: 27-28 NIV).

Let Jesus in on your doubts. What He did for Thomas He will do for you.

THU JAN 28

'... You give them something to eat.' Matthew 14:16 NKJ

Take a leap of faith (1) 

Imagine this: you're in a popular band and the lead singer decides you're going to do a random freebie gig out in the sticks. You set off, stage and lighting arrives and word spreads. People appear in their masses. The show begins. It's amazing: the crowd are pumped, the beat goes on and you keep on playing. It's getting late, you're in a field in the middle of nowhere with a crowd of thousands but there's no burger vans, kebab heaven or chunky chips anywhere! 

During the next musical interlude you say, 'Look guys, as good as this is, we're going to have to stop. Look at all these people, look where we are; we need to send them away so they can get some grub. They'll be starving soon.' The lead singer says, 'Go on then, you feed them,' and you laugh: 'Nice one mate, very funny.' But He's serious. He's expecting you to feed them all!

Now you've got some idea of what the disciples felt like. A crowd of over 5,000 hungry people. Surely sending them home seemed like the best plan? But Jesus used the moment to teach them something. 

The disciples had a choice: put their faith in Jesus or bottle it! They choose to act on their faith and saw over 5,000 people being fed from one tiny packed lunch. A miracle! Something they'd have never seen if they'd bottled it. Don't just have faith, act on it! 

FRI JAN 29

'... faith is ... the conviction of things not seen.' Hebrews 11:1 NAS 

Growing our faith

So what's the best way to grow in our faith?

We can learn to trust God through the lives of other people. Reading the life stories of Christians can be a fantastic way to get to know God better. Jackie Pullinger's 'Chasing the Dragon' or 'The Cross and the Switchblade' by David Wilkerson are two powerful stories that reveal a lot about the life of faith in God. Why not plan to read one between now and Easter?

Ask your parents or older people in your church how they have learned to trust God over the years - you might be surprised by the stories they can tell you.

But most of all, we learn to trust in God by simply doing it: by regularly stepping out in obedience and discovering that He's totally trustworthy. That happens when you take a risk with giving away your money, when you take a risk on sharing your faith with a friend or take a risk giving up your summer holiday for mission with people you don't know. 

Faith is like a muscle. You strengthen and tone your muscles at the gym by repeatedly stretching them. In the same way, faith must be stretched. Sometimes that's uncomfortable. Obeying when God hasn't revealed the steps or the final destination can be challenging. But when we walk by faith He gets the glory, because we know we couldn't have done it without Him. So, take a leap of faith.

SAT JAN 30

'... I have come that they may have life ... to the full.'  John 10:10 NIV 

The right choice!

When Jesus says, 'I have come that they may have life ... to the full', He isn't talking about taking us on holiday to Disneyworld, isn't offering us a swanky pad, a faster car, the latest gadgets, fashion frenzy and a bank account that never runs dry. He isn't even offering a life free from pain or grief.

He's inviting us into life as it was meant to be lived, with Him. Life with Jesus is like the difference between watching the latest movie on a black and white 4 inch screen TV or on the cinema screen with surround sound. It's the difference between being robbed and being given a shed-load of the best presents ever! Jesus said, '"The thief comes to steal and kill and destroy. I have come that they may have life and have it to the full."'  It's the difference between losing your life and gaining your life.

John 3:16 says, 'For God so greatly loved and dearly prized the world that He [even] gave up His only begotten (unique) Son, so that whoever believes in (trusts in, clings to, relies on) Him shall not perish (come to destruction, be lost) but have eternal (everlasting) life.' (AMP)

Because of Jesus we can live forever. We don't have to fear anything. We can go to Heaven and get the best out of life now. Have you made the right choice for your life?  

SUN JAN 31

'... be eager to do right and to change your hearts and lives' Revelation 3:19 NCV

X Factor

Let me tell you about two types of 'X's'. One kind of X is the kind the teacher marks in red on your exam sheet 'meaning you've got it wrong'. Another kind of X signals you've got the X-factor; 'you've got what it takes to be a winner!'

Which type of X marks your heart? God wants us to 'be eager to do right and to change your hearts and lives'. He wants us to have the X-factor marking our hearts; He wants us to be a winner.

But it's so easy to be the X that gets it wrong: Temptation is all around us all the time; to smoke, to drink, to swear, to have sex before marriage, to carry a knife, to steal, to fight, to lie, to cheat, to gossip, to disobey in any way we can! 

God says, 'The temptations in your life are no different from what others experience. And God is faithful. He will not allow the temptation to be more than you can stand. When you are tempted, He will show you a way out' (1 Corinthians 10:13 NLT).

Yes, we're tempted, every day, to say and do things we know we shouldn't. But God promises He'll never allow it to be too difficult for us to say 'no'. He'll always show us another way, a better way of doing things instead. So we've got no excuses for having the X that gets it wrong marking our hearts! 'Be eager to do right!'
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