Sun Aug 1

'But the word of the Lord stands forever.' 1 Peter 1:25 NIV

Living, breathing book

You know that fat old book gathering dust on your shelf - the one which is just thick enough for propping open doors? Well here's an idea... try prising it open with your dad's best wrench and see what happens. You never know, it might just have something to say; it might scream something important from the tonsils of its pages; it might grow two large arms and grab you in a bear hug somewhere around John chapter 3, verse 16. 

A book with tonsils and feet and a body - why all the weird imagery? Because you need to get in your head that the Bible isn't just a neat bundle of ink and paper ideal for door-stopping - it's alive. Seriously, Martin Luther (Google him) thought so: 'The Bible is alive, it speaks to me; it has feet, it runs after me; it has hands, it lays hold of me.' 

Take time-out to read it, chew it over in your mind, think of creative ways to apply it to how you live life. Do all that and you'll find a book that shapes, shakes and sticks you together. 

'The Word of God is full of living power. It is sharper than the sharpest knife, cutting deep into our innermost thoughts and desires' (Heb. 4:12 NLT). It exposes us to what we really are. Do you want to be sharp like a knife and packed with power? Well, get greedy with your Bible. 

Mon Aug 2

'Now give me this hill country that the Lord promised me ...' Joshua 14:12 NIV

Too young to die

Ah, Disney World - the only place on earth where it's perfectly acceptable to hug a six foot rodent without fear of men in white jackets whisking you away to a place with padded walls. 

However, Mickey Mouse's stamping ground wasn't just sneezed out of Walt Disney's imagination - it was expertly designed and carefully constructed by grey-haired architect, Joe Fowler. This specialist designer was 55 when he built Disneyland in California. Not one for propping up Zimmer frames, Fowler then put together Disney World in Florida, aged 71. At 87, he was asked to build a futuristic theme park called the Epcot Centre. 

While most of his mates were being sized up for coffins, Joe Fowler was taking on another enormous task. Why? 'You don't have to die until you want to!', was his answer. He completed the job in 1993 before retiring, aged 99. Phew!

Know what? You're never too old and you're never too young to take on enormous tasks of your own. God is probably not asking you to build Disney World, Barnsley in your local Tesco car park but there may be a wild-eyed dream you've got lurking in your heart. With God's expert design and your willingness to construct, anything is possible. At 85 years of age, Caleb said to Joshua, 'Give me this [mountain] that the Lord promised me [45 years ago].' Did he get it? Yes. And you have 70 years' head start on Caleb - so no excuses, all right?

Tue Aug 3

'Look at the birds in the sky!' Matthew 6:26 CEV

What's good for the goose (1)

Next time you're exercising your worry muscles over a pimple or a split end, you want to look heavenwards to our feathered little friends. That's what Jesus says: 'I tell you not to worry about your life ... Look at the birds in the sky!' Now this isn't hippy-speak from the long-haired one; there are lessons to be learned from birds. Take geese for example.

When geese fly south for their jollidays they don't pack a suitcase for one. Geese fly in droves. They group together in their famous flying 'V' formation, because when a bird flaps its wings the air movement created provides uplift, easing the workload of the bird behind it. Together, their flight range increases about 71 per cent. Even the youngest, weakest and oldest geese can make the trip. They accomplish together what they could never achieve separately. 

There's a lesson here. The Bible says, 'Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another ...' (Heb. 10:25 NIV), or in other words: no flying off solo. Why? Well, when a goose strays off from the flying 'V' formula, he soon finds he's cream-crackered. He loses altitude. He's doing the work of a hundred geese all by himself. What about you - are you in a flap, doing the work and worry of ten men when you could be soaring with God and His people?

Wed Aug 4

'Look at the birds in the sky!' Matthew 6:26 CEV 

What's good for the goose (2)

Remember our flying 'V' formation from yesterday? Imagine being the poor little bird out front, making the tip of the point. He's the one who gets the full force of the wind breaking in his face. He's the one who feels the first drop of rain. He's the one out there on his own with no one to chat to. He's the one who has to set the pace for the others. 

What a tough, lonely, thankless task it must be to be out front. And that applies to everybody who's got the job of leading the way. Prime ministers do a tough job leading out front and what thanks do they get? Newspapers tearing their decisions apart. Teachers lead from the front, only to be thanked by pupils' cruel back-chat. Pastors set the pace out front, and are mostly thanked by the groans and moans of their church. 

Here's an idea: let's be quick to being supportive and slow to being nit-pickers when it comes to our part in the formation.  In fact, let's do our bit. Maybe we think it's an easier ride for us if the guy out front with the dog collar on is doing all the flapping. Not so. Geese adjust their formation in order to reach their destination. So should we. How about lending a helping hand or throwing out a word of thanks? Take up your position in the church's flying formation. Soar like a bird.

Thu Aug 5

'Look at the birds in the sky!' Matthew 6:26 CEV 

What's good for the goose (3)

So, you've made your mind up about the coffin-dodgers at church: best to avoid them unless you want a whiff of stale urine and a dose of 'Back in my day, we didn't need all this texting; we got by with carrier pigeons and smoke signals'. Well, think again. 

With age comes experience and wisdom. You could learn a lot from the older members of your church. Geese have this sussed. When a goose gets old, the younger birds don't wheel him off into a corner with a copy of 'Take a Break'. No, he's given a vital role in the flying formation. He's entrusted to 'honk' (and before you say, 'That's exactly what our old people do' - it's not that kind of 'honk'). 

To honk is to encourage. Old, experienced birds know how tough it can be out front so they spur on the younger ones with their honking choruses. 

Fashions may change but one thing that never changes is human nature. The older people in your church have struggled with the same type of challenges you face. But get this - they've lived to tell the tale. If you want a bit of encouragement or a bit of wisdom from one who has bravely battled the weathers, go to the pew honkers. A few drops of their encouragement can overpower your storm of struggles, because 'Gracious speech is like clover honey - good taste to the soul' (Prov. 16:24 TM).

Fri Aug 6 

'Look at the birds in the sky!' Matthew 6:26 CEV 

What's good for the goose (4)

We trade in our pitiful iPod for a pretty impressive iPhone. We chuck out our winter Ugg boots for summer's gladiator sandals. We tip the old digital TV for the latest HD model. And sometimes, unfortunately, we transfer our 'out with old, in with the new' attitude to people. If somebody's getting a bit needy or old, or they just can't look after themselves as well as they used to, we treat them like last year's model. We dump them on the slag heap. 

But that's not the attitude a Jesus follower should take. We should be more like the geese. When a bird is too old or ill or injured to carry on with the flight, the other birds don't leave them for dead. What happens is that two stronger geese leave the formation, flying with the 'patient' safely between them, finding shelter, food and a new home for the needy bird. These stronger birds stay with the weaker one until it either recovers or dies. What a lesson in self-sacrificing love. 

Paul's first letter to the Corinthians says the same: 'God has combined the members of the body ...  that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it' (12:24,25 NIV). God hates it when we treat people like disposable rubbish: 'Never walk away from someone who deserves help. Your hand is God's hand for that person' (Prov. 3:27). If a simple bird can do it, so can we. 

Sat Aug 7

'Look at the birds in the sky!' Matthew 6:26 CEV 

What's good for the goose (5)

Imagine it - you're a well-primed, muscular bird. You've braved near-arctic blizzards, you've battled through cramp in your wings, you've done your brave stint as the wind-breaker at the front of the formation. The team are just starting to look like a well-oiled machine when suddenly a bunch of dirty, bedraggled and ill-fed birds join your crew. 

Surely you'd be entitled to chase them out of your squad of high-fliers: after all, they're only going to be a drain on you; they'll slow down the team and eat their way through your food. 

But geese don't have that mindset: even if it means altering plans and rescheduling arrival times, all are welcome, all are given full family status. Jesus has the same ideas about church: 'All ... who are weary and carry heavy burdens' are accepted (Matt. 11:28 NLT). 'I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also ... there shall be one flock and one shepherd' (John 10:16 NIV). 

High on Jesus' agenda is to to save and sign up starving, scruffy little sheep like us . He scrubs us up, feeds us up and straightens us up. He welcomes us to the family despite all our faults. And He expects us to welcome other bedraggled sinners as well. Listen: 'With both feet planted firmly on love, you'll be able to take in with all Christians the extravagant dimensions of Christ's love' (Eph. 3:17 TM).  

Sun Aug 8

'God is ... a very present help in trouble.' Psalm 46:1

Don't drop me

Randy Reid, a 34-year-old construction worker, was welding on top of a nearly-completed water tower outside Chicago. The story goes that Reid unhooked his safety gear to reach for some pipes when a metal cage slipped and bumped the scaffolding on which he stood. It tipped, and Reid lost his balance. 

He fell 110 ft, landing face down on a pile of dirt, just missing rocks and construction debris. A fellow worker called the emergency services. When paramedics arrived, they found Reid conscious, moving, and complaining of a sore back. As paramedics carried him on a backboard to the ambulance, Reid had just one request: 'Don't drop me.' Doctors later said Reid came away from the accident with no more than a bruised leg. 

Sometimes we resemble Randy Reid. God protects us from harm in a 110 ft fall, yet we are not willing to trust Him to get us over the next two-foot hurdle. Exodus tells the story of Israelites experiencing God's protection: they're led through a wall of standing sea without getting the slightest bit damp. And yet, in a full-blown case of Randy Reid syndrome, only days later, they've lost all trust that God can provide a bottle of Volvic for each of their parched tongues. 

Have you got a dose of the 'Randy Reids'? Are you feeling abandoned, even though you've seen God come up trumps for you in the past? Well, Psalm 46 is just for you.

Mon Aug 9

'You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.' Jeremiah 29:13 NIV

Less talk, more feeling

Adam Clarke wrote, 'Prayer requires more of the heart than the tongue'. Do you find prayer hard work? Maybe taking the pressure off your tongue and letting your heart do some of the work might be just want you need. 

First, don't think of it as a long monologue or a big shopping list of what you want from God - after all, He is the Almighty, not Asda. Think of a trusted friend who you love to spill the secrets of your heart to. Share your exciting news with Him, tell Him what's troubling you. Admit the stuff you're craving for that you know is not right; ask Him to clean out the junk you've clogged yourself with. 

Call for help when you're tempted to trample on somebody else to make yourself look good. Ask for a fire in your heart where the frost has set in. Find out what makes Him tick, what sets His pulse pumping and then match your own pulse to His rhythm. Show Him the pains in your heart and expect Him to heal them. Tell Him who hurt you and then wish for good things for that person. Ask Him to lift your eyes from your own feet and to look to the needs of others. Don't role-play, just be as honest as you can manage. 

Say what you think and you'll find the focus shifts from your tongue to your heart. You'll find a focus on God, your trusted friend.  

Tue Aug 10

'The Lord was with Joseph ...' Genesis 39:2 NKJ

Dysfunctional DNA

Picture the episode: the opening credits fade to the sound of studio applause. The patron saint of the dysfunctional family, Jeremy Kyle, introduces his first guests: 'Coming up next on my show, the mass-murdering brothers who trafficked their own flesh and blood halfway across the world ...' Now there's a family Graham and his aftercare team are going to struggle to turn around! 

And yet, God not only turns round this family, He makes them one of the most famous family units in history. You may have heard of them - heck, you may have seen their real-life soap opera performed on stage - Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. We can learn from Joseph: it's possible to rise above your beginnings; that your history needn't hold you back; that with God, the most dysfunctional DNA can be transformed into the holiest.  

Joseph inherited bad blood: his father, Jacob, was a shark who did the dirty on his own brother. Joseph's brothers had blood on their hands: Genesis 34 tells a story of Simeon and Levi on a revenge rampage that would make Quentin Tarantino look like Walt Disney. Finally, driven by jealous bullying, his brothers earn a quick buck selling him into slavery. And yet, because the Lord was with Joseph he rises to historical greatness, despite his horrendous start in life. 

Bottom line: if God is for you, it doesn't matter who or what's against you.

Wed Aug 11

'Seek out ... men of good reputation ... whom we may appoint over this business.' Acts 6:3 NKJ

Be a God-getter

Hey you! Do you know that you are the light of the world? Your light cannot be hidden. Fact. Jesus said so. Jesus began all this freedom work but now He believes in you to take it further: more God freedom everywhere because of what you do. Amazing, eh? So, let's get down to the nitty-gritty of what's going to help you be a freedom movement leader. 

First, practice being a follower: accept and act upon good instructions from tried and tested quality Christians in your inner circle. Second, get yourself in order. Take control of the 'yuck' stuff in your life before it takes control of you. 'Don't indulge your ego at the expense of your soul' (1 Pet. 2:11 TM).  Third, cultivate staying power. What good is it to be fastest out of the blocks, only to limp off track halfway through the race? 'Finishing is better than starting. Patience is better than pride' (Eccl. 7:8 NLT). Get spiritually fit by digging into your Bible, fixing prayer and praise times into your day, and taking risks for God. Fourth, be accountable. A green light from God and a gutful of passion are great starting points but it's easy to stray off course, so surround yourself with older, wiser Christians who can share the ups and downs with you. Finally, Matthew 20:26 is your best recipe for success: 'Whoever wants to be great must become a servant.' 

Thu Aug 12

'We are not ignorant of [Satan's] devices.' 2 Corinthians 2:11 NKJ

Hands on/hands off

OK guys and gals, wipe that fog from off your specs because today we're getting all steamy: we're looking at temptation. Our lesson: 'Hands on or hands off?' 

In the Bible we find these two approaches exemplified by Joseph and David. Israel's greatest king's attitude to temptation could be described as 'hands on'. You see David got the royal hots for somebody else's wife, Bathsheba. From the minute his wandering eye ran over every curve and bump on her body, he was in trouble. He allowed his quickening pulse and the flutter in his stomach to do the reasoning. It was 'goodbye morals, hello king-sized bed'. David got his short-term fondle fix but ended up with a long-term heap of trouble (murder, bereavement - in fact things were never quite the same again). David just had to have his 'hands on' something he shouldn't.

The other tactic for temptation is the 'hands off' approach as demonstrated by Joseph. His stakes are upped because his temptress, Potiphar's wife, is deliberately flashing a bit of flesh, trying to seduce him. Joseph, however, keeps his 'hands off' and his godly character still intact. 

When temptation comes your way (dodgy websites, spreading gossip, going too far with the opposite sex) will you have your hands on or hands off it? 'God will bless you, if you don't give up when your faith is being tested. He will reward you with a glorious life' (Jas 1:12 CEV) .

Fri Aug 13

'We ... are ... one body, and each member belongs to all the others.' Romans 12:5 NIV

Advice from a man called Hillary

So what do your youth worker, pastor, PE teacher, Bible and even the Word 4 u 2day all have in common? Answer: they all stress and stress the importance of teamwork. A great lesson in this was learned by the first ever team to climb Mount Everest. Listen to what they found out:  

'For each level we reached, a higher degree of teamwork was required. One group would exhaust themselves just getting the equipment up the mountain for the next group. Two-man teams would work finding a path, cutting steps, securing ropes, spending themselves to make the next leg of the climb possible for others. You don't climb a mountain like Everest by trying to race ahead on your own or by competing with your comrades. No, you do it slowly and carefully, by unselfish teamwork. Certainly I wanted to reach the top myself; it was the thing I'd dreamed of all my life. But if the lot fell to someone else I would take it like a man, not a crybaby. Where would Hillary and I have been without the others? Without the climbers who made the route? The sherpas who carried the loads? Those who cleared the path ahead? It was only through the work and sacrifice of them all that we had our chance at the top.'

The Bible teaches, 'We... are... one body, and each member belongs to all the others.' Come on, let's climb together.

Sat Aug 14

'When He saw him, He had compassion.' Luke 10:33 NKJ

Get a God job

There are plenty of 'Christian Job' bulletin boards out there on the net, pinned to church notice boards and propped up at festivals. But did you know though that God has a heavenly Jobcentre everywhere you go? All you need to do is learn to open your eyes and see the needs of a hurting world and you'll never be short of a job. 

Here's a true story of a guy who lived with his wife in London. For his first ten years in the capital he just didn't know what job God wanted him to do. One evening, whilst his missus was leading a Bible study, he took an evening stroll through the slums of the East End. His eyes were opened up. He saw kids running wild, men fighting, women on street corners, small children getting smashed on gin without anyone batting an eyelid. It was as if God's heavenly Jobcentre was recruiting for a post to work, love and live right there. However, there would be no starting salary, no holidays, no company car or any perks of a job. 

Later that year, this man and his wife set up their first project amongst the down-and-outers. Their names: William and Catherine Booth. Their project: The Salvation Army. Over a hundred and fifty years later, this couple's vision has grown into a movement that works for God in 91 countries around the world. Jobless? Just ask God to open your eyes.

Sun Aug 15

'Let us follow the Spirit's leading in every part of our lives.' Galatians 5:25 NLT

Galatians guidance

Charles Spurgeon said, 'If we are not seeking the Lord, the Devil is seeking us.' And He gets us when we're not worried but smug with ourselves. If you're serious about living all out for God, get what Galatians 5:19-23 (in the Message) says: 

'It is obvious what kind of life develops out of trying to get your own way all the time: repetitive, loveless, cheap sex; a stinking accumulation of mental and emotional garbage; frenzied and joyless grabs for happiness; trinket gods; magic-show religion; paranoid loneliness; cutthroat competition; all-consuming-yet-never-satisfied wants; a brutal temper; an impotence to love or be loved; divided homes and divided lives; small-minded and lopsided pursuits; the vicious habit of depersonalising everyone into a rival; uncontrolled and uncontrollable addictions; ugly parodies of community. I could go on. This isn't the first time I have warned you, you know. If you use your freedom this way, you will not inherit God's kingdom. But what happens when we live God's way? He brings gifts into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an orchard-things like affection for others, exuberance about life, serenity. We develop a willingness to stick with things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to force our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies wisely.' 

Be God-satisfied, not self-satisfied.

Mon Aug 16

'Bring me seventy ... who are known ... as leaders' Numbers 11:16 NIV 

Lifting from your gifting

In the Old Testament, we read about Samson and his amazing adventures in origami, the craft of paper folding. We also read about King David, famous for opening supermarkets and cutting ribbons on newly-launched community centres. And as for Esther, what that woman could do with a tin of beans and a loaf of Warburton's - the mind boggles. 

Sarcasm alert! There's nothing wrong with origami, opening Tesco's or being a chef. The point is these things are not part of Samson's, David's or Esther's stories. Their strengths could be found in other areas. Samson's God-given gift was muscle. His physical prowess enabled the Jewish people to be protected. David was a God-born leader, famous in the Bible because his leadership brought the Jewish people their strongest position in their history. Esther had God-given people skills: yes, she was a well known hotty, but it was her ability to negotiate with the powerful, rather than her long eyelashes, that saved the Jewish people from an Old Testament holocaust. 

What kind of story will you write with your life? A good starting point is becoming aware of what talents God has given you. He won't call you to be the next Tim Hughes if you sound like a loose fan belt every time you exercise your tonsils. Your purpose will be connected to your gifts. 

Tue Aug 17

'... love your neighbour ...' Mark 12:31 NKJ

Neighbour love

Does loving your neighbour mean saddling up to old trout-face next door and giving her a bear-hug until she either passes out or surrenders to the Lord? Er, nope. What you've done there is confused 'loving your neighbour' with 'creeping out your neighbour'. Actually you don't have to live next door to somebody to be a neighbour. And loving them isn't about sentimental gush. 

Making other people's priorities your own priority is loving your neighbour. Making your time their time is loving your neighbour. Random acts of kindness without expecting a thank you in return is loving your neighbour. 

So, you want to love your neighbour but you're stuck for ideas. Check out www.shineyourlight.com for inspiring ways to spread the love. Like, you could 'hang with Gran' (yours or somebody else's): play Scrabble, listen to what life was like for their generation, clean up her garden. You could 'give a lunch': next time your homeless neighbour asks for spare change, bless him with a sarnie or a Starbucks. 

You could 'lose the litter': you and a few mates tidying up your street and save the council a job. Or how about 'bless a bobby? It's not easy being a police officer. Why not write your local bobbies a thank-you card and buy them a box of choccies. Simple, small but effective ways to love your neighbour.

Wed Aug 18

'I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision' Acts 26:19 NKJ

Vision expressed (1) 

Hang out with big-mouth Christians and you're sure to hear to this word 'vision' hurled into conversation from time to time. 'Vision' - doesn't that mean the ability to see, or getting caught up in a dream? Yes, so what is the God Squad on about when they say they 'have a vision'?

Well, William Carey (considered as one of the founding fathers of overseas mission as we know it) said, 'Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God'. You could argue that this sums up what is meant by 'vision'. 'Expect' suggests that we wait on God for the great ideas of what we should do with our lives. 'Attempt' suggests that once we have ideas from God, we should have a good crack at putting them into practice. 

The important part in all of this is making sure the ideas have come from God in the first place. We could say we have a 'vision' to walk down the aisle with Zac Efron - but that daydream has come from you, not God (probably). We could even pretend to be super-spiritual and say God has given us a vision to work with orphans in Romania - which on the surface sounds amazingly godly, but if the idea has come from anyone other than Him, you'll soon find yourself worn out because you'll lack the confidence that God is doing the work and start to believe it all rests on your shoulders. 

So, how do you know it's God-stamped vision? More tomorrow.  

Thu Aug 19

'I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision' Acts 26:19 NKJ

Vision expressed (2)

Four ways to spot a truly God-given vision: 

1) Vision butts into your brain. If a verse or thought or idea keeps on coming to you, it's time to pray and ask God what He wants you to do with this thought. 

2) Vision won't take no for an answer. Read the story of Jonah. God allowed him to reach the very pits (the pit of fish guts to be precise) in order to get his attention. Jonah teaches us that we can run but things won't go right until we've said 'yes' to God's idea. 

3) Vision means trouble. Acts 14:22 says, 'Anyone signing up for the kingdom of God has to go through plenty of hard times' (TM). The devil won't update your Facebook with 'I like this' once you agree to do God's will. He'll single you out for his dirty tactics. So fasten up that spiritual armour and get plenty of support from committed Christians.

4) Vision arouses your heart-rate (and bowels). Gideon had self-esteem issues; when God went looking for him, Gideon was blending into the wallpaper (check out Judg. 6:11). God calls this whimpering coward 'a mighty man of valour'. Our resident wimp takes little step of faith by little step of faith, until soon the nerd emerges into a soldier who defeats a whole army armed with a crew the size of a small, rural primary school. God-given vision flips the impossible sunny side up.

Fri Aug 20

 'No ... I have not achieved it, but I focus on this ... forgetting the past and looking forward' Philippians 3:13 NLT 

Forward thinking

Flip through any Christian biography or sit at the back of a big, bouncy Christian festival and before long you can feel a little bit of a spiritual featherweight. On stage there's this blue-eyed, Colgate-teeth smiling, haloed evangelist who has raised orphans from the dead, cured lepers and tweaked the nose of Satan (all before his first mouthful of Weetabix in the morning), and crouching at the back is little old you (who'd be doing somersaults if you could make it all the way to your Weetabix without sinning for one morning). 

Scenarios like this do nothing better than remind us how weedy we are and how everybody else seems to have this God-thing sorted. Not true. Every wild-eyed evangelist, every holy heavyweight has had and still has struggles in some shape or form. It's part and parcel of the Christian walk. 

The trick is to not let it hold you back. Paul, the daddy of missionary, admits his faults but he won't let it hold him back: 'I am still not all I should be, but I am focusing on ... forgetting the past and looking forwards'. James 3:2 says, 'we all make many mistakes'. The way to forge forward, though, is to own up your mess to God, get forgiven, forgive yourself, forgive others, forget it and then move on. 

God said, 'I ... am He who blots away your sins ... and will never think of them again' (Is. 43:25). Forget your mistakes (God has) and know grace instead.

Sat Aug 21

'Take the stumbling block out of the way ...' Isaiah 57:14 NKJ

Stumbling blocks

Any sprint hurdler needs to overcome ten stumbling blocks in order to reach the finishing line. 2 Timothy 4:7 says, 'I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race. I have kept the faith'. Paul has finished the race, but not without stretching over a few hurdles along the way. To run your race, here are some examples of stumbling blocks you'll need to hurdle: 

1) Pride. Whether it's a superiority complex you're carrying, or you tend to be self-sufficient rather than God-sufficient, pride is a hurdle waiting to trip you up. The antidote? 'With humility... regard one another as more important than yourselves' (Phil. 2:3 NAS). 

2) Insecurity. Wobbly in our emotions and shaky in our identity, insecurity is like a hurdle we can clatter into. How do we clear it? By finding our worth in God and nothing else. 'What you say about yourself means nothing in God's work. It's what God says about you that makes the difference' (2 Cor. 10:18 TM). 

3) Negativity. Saying 'no' to life can drain the goodness out of it. Looking through grimy spectacles makes the world seem grubby. Galatians 6:5 says, 'Each of you must take responsibility for doing the creative best you can with your own life' (TM). We leap over the negativity hurdle by saying 'yes' each day to God's beautiful life.  

What about you? Make a list of stumbling blocks you struggle to clear, then ask God to provide situations where you can practice your hurdling technique. 

Sun Aug 22

'God has given gifts to each of you' 1 Peter 4:10 NLT

Song and dance for God

Using your gifts is important to God. It's no accident that you're a dab hand with a paint brush or you're quick at making friends or you're good at saying the right words at the right time - it's part of how God has designed you. 'God has given gifts to each of you ... Manage them well ... then God will be given the glory.' (1 Pet. 4:10). 

You've been given shades of genius in certain areas, so that you might express shades of God in this world. Discover what He's given you ability in, develop what you have flair for and use your forte for God. There's not one person on this planet that has the same mix of talents and experiences as you, so, if you sit on your hands and do nothing, the world will be a duller place. 

By tapping into your unique abilities and giving the credit to God, you're fulfilling your part in making His will here on earth as it is in heaven. Paul says, 'Everything comes from Him ... and is intended for His glory' (Rom. 11:36 NLT). The way you show kindness to another human being, the way you take paper to pen and craft a poem, the way you bake a cake for others to enjoy; the way you use your talents - it all gives fame to God. Isn't that worth a lifetime's effort, making a song and dance so that God gets the applause?

Mon Aug 23

'Who may enter your presence ... those who ... do what is right' Psalm 15:1-2 NLT

Chinks in the family chain

You know the kind of kid at school, the one who needs to lather his gob out with shampoo and water? Ever thought where his dirty dialect comes from? Chances are there's a verbal role model at home spewing, 'I just don't know where he *!*?$*ing gets it from.' 

Like it or not, we get the ways of our parents or guardians filtered down to us this is an odd sentence. The Bible tells one or two stories along these lines. King David had so many areas of his life going for God, but he did have a weakness for the ladies. This weakness filtered down to his son, Solomon. During Solomon's reign as king, Israel continued to build, as it had started under his father. Trouble was, Solomon developed a habit for walking down the aisle, collecting wives from all kinds of cultures, and these wives swayed Solomon into being half-hearted with God. 

By the time Rehoboam became king, it wasn't just the palace that had become half-hearted, it was the whole nation - so much so, the country split, never to reunite again. The seeds of destruction could be traced back to a flaw in one man: David. His compromise weakened Solomon; Solomon's weakness impacted Rehoboam. A little unfaithfulness became the undoing of a whole nation. You see, the things we pretend don't matter really do. Our sin doesn't just affect us, it has implications for others. What kind of influence will you filter down?

Tue Aug 24

'I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.' Philippians 4:13 NKJ

Against all odds

When David first arrived at King Saul's palace he was a simple, shabby unknown kid with a GCSE in sheep. His only skill was throwing stones on target. Yet pebble-tossing opened a door to his future as the head of Israel's royal family. Lesson: God can take something small in your hands and make it enormous in His. 

Yeah, you say, but don't you need qualifications and endorsements and all that before you can do anything full-size for God? David didn't own a pair of army boots, he hadn't scaled the balance beams and tunnel ropes of army training, he couldn't even fit into the uniform. All he did was believe in God and made himself available. 

All God wants of you is a dose of faith and to be open to His offer. When you give God what you've got, He gives you what He's got and that makes your odds unbeatable. The Bible has promises to back this up: 'With God on my side I'm fearless, afraid of no one and nothing' (Ps. 27:1 TM). 'Stand your ground. And don't hold back. Throw yourselves into the work of the Master, confident that nothing you do for Him is a waste of time or effort' (1 Cor. 15:58 TM). 'I can do everything through Him who gives me strength' (Phil. 4:13 NIV). 'I pray for good fortune in everything you do, and for your good health - that your everyday affairs prosper, as well as your soul' (3 John 2 TM).

Wed Aug 25

'The child grew and became strong ...' Luke 2:40 NKJ

 Home is where God's heart is

Did mum tell the infant bedtime stories of when an angel flew round her mind and made it known that she would conceive God's divine son? Was the little Jewish boy rifling through Isaiah's predictions of a pregnant virgin giving birth to a lad who would answer to the name 'Immanuel'? Maybe the child was miles away in dream-like prayers when God whispered the plan to him. 

We just don't know how Jesus put two and two together about His divine identity. However, by the time he's 12, He's fully clued up. After three days on the missing list, Mary and Joseph finally track Jesus down to Jerusalem's religious centre of operations. After Mum lays on the parental guilt trip, the not-quite-teen answers back, 'Didn't you know I had to be in my father's house?' (Luke 2:49). 

'My father's house' - not 'the temple' not 'church' or 'synagogue'; Jesus clearly understands that His Father is God. So, with a clear sense of God's calling on His life, why doesn't the boy kick off proceedings there and then? Why doesn't the Messiah story start to gather momentum - why is it another 18 years before Jesus goes public with His God assignment? Maybe one reason is that being a son, a brother, a carpenter and a 'family man' is the first step in His mission. 

Perhaps, we could all adopt that attitude: our primary mission field is our home. 

Thu Aug 26

'Those you allow to remain will become ... thorns in your sides' Numbers 33:55 NIV

Messy mates

Have you got a mess of a mate? The kind whose idea of a good night out ends with you both behind bars? Or maybe a needy friend - the sort who drains every ounce of oomph out of you? Or the green-eyed type - they turn all bunny-boiler if you so much as text someone else? 

Of course we're to love our neighbour warts'n'all ... but there may come a time in a relationship when the most loving thing you can do is let them go. If someone is dragging you back from living out your God-destiny - you need to release them. 

Releasing somebody doesn't mean they'll never improve, it just means God is better suited to the job to helping them than you are. It's why God instructed the Israelites concerning the hostile nations in the Promised Land, 'Those you allow to remain will become ... thorns in your sides'. 

When a relationship is not working, when your efforts to rehabilitate it have failed, it's time to acknowledge it. Be careful around those who are always trying to make you feel guilty for not 'being there'. There's a difference between helping somebody and carrying them. Your help may actually be a hindrance. Why should they even try, if you're always there to do it for them? Pray for the right way forward between you and your mess of a mate - but don't expect easy answers; loving them may mean setting them free.

Fri Aug 27 

'Don't just do the minimum that will get you by' Colossians 3:23 TM

Maximise your masterpiece

The difference between you and Michelangelo is not necessarily that he was an art genius and you can't even paint within the lines, it's dedication. See, Michelangelo was obsessive about his work; his sculpture masterpiece of David wasn't just knocked up over the weekend as homework, it was agonised over 24/7, 365. He didn't just pop into Hobbycraft for a bit of marble and start chiselling, either - he made hundreds and hundreds of sketches before even contemplating carving a bit of stone; he made mathematical calculation after calculation examining the best angles to approach each individual score of the marble (and you thought that bloke off Art Attack was a bit nifty). 

Sure Michelangelo was in the gifted and talented set but he knew the difference between getting by with your minimum and channelling every scrap of energy into excellence. Maybe art isn't your thing, but the point is, you should try to paint a masterpiece in whatever you undertake. 

If you're a drama queen - aim for Shakespeare. If you're a footie player - aim to be Messi. And if you're a Christian - aim to be like Jesus. Sure you could get by doing the minimum: pew filling, learning the latest songs, slapping a Christian fish on your dad's car. But you should aim bigger than that. Show people how to cooperate instead of compete or fight; bring out the God colours in the world; love the unlovable; hate injustice. Surpass the minimum standard - aim for the Jesus standard.

Sat Aug 28

'... the Lord's unfailing love surrounds the man who trusts in Him.' Psalm 32:10 NIV

Off slant

What's going to be your slant today? Are you going to gripe about all the things you miss out on or are you going to give God a serious pat-on-the-back for all the good stuff He throws your way? Paul reckons, 'In everything give thanks; for this is the will of God ... for you' (1 Thes. 5:18 NKJ). He could've griped - after all he wrote those words from inside a prison cell - but his slant was based on his God, not his circumstance. 

Maybe, today your slant could be sceptical: 'Here goes another day of struggling with the same old sins; another day of being young, broke and single; another day with nothing worth getting out of bed for'. 

But flip that slant to faith and it becomes: 'Today, God will forgive and help me deal with my sins; today God will provide for me in ways I hadn't dreamed possible; today God can lift this dark cloud from me.' 

Faith asks us to trust: 'The Lord's unfailing love surrounds the man who trusts in Him.' (Ps. 32:10). Perhaps, your slant on today will involve other people rubbing you up the wrong way. 'If she gives me that look again today - I'll give her something to look at' or 'If I see him today, I'm gonna avoid him like the plague; he's soooo boring'. Or will those who bring out the worst in you today bring out the best from you. What's going to be your slant today?

Sun August 29

'You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you' Acts 1:8 NLT

Power supply

During the dark ages, when games consoles meant wiring a cassette recorder to a ZX Spectrum in order to play 'Daley Thompson's Decathlon' (ask your Dad), power was in short supply. There was no memory card to save your accomplishments - once you unplugged, you lost all your hard work. The power we get from God, thankfully, isn't like a dodgy old ZX Spectrum.

God has USP (That's computer speak for uninterruptible power supply, don't you know), which means when we get down on our knees there's always a constant source of power we can draw from. If you worry that you get tongue-tied when it comes to talking about your faith, Jesus has a USP for you: 'When the Holy Spirit has come upon you, you will receive power to preach with great effect.' If you're thinking of quitting because being a Christian brings a whole load of trouble, Jesus has USP for you: 'Under pressure, your faith life is forced into the open and shows its true colours. So don't try to get out of anything prematurely. Let it do its work so you become mature ...' (Jas 1:3 TM).

And if you're feeling like your battery is completely drained or your hard drive is knackered, Jesus has USP for you: 'Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you'll recover your life. I'll show you how to take a real rest' (Matt. 11:28 TM). Connect to the power supply.

Mon Aug 30

'God loves a person who gives cheerfully.' 2 Corinthians 9:7 NLT

Live to give

Maybe it's learned round the canteen table at primary school - you offer a crisp to your fellow diners and before you know it, all you've got left is a bagful of salty crumbs. Lesson learned: with giving there is always a cost. 

Generosity is a class God wants us to take throughout life. The Bible is a textbook on kindness. Think about it: right from page one, God is giving. At first there's zilch, then God gives life (life to the universe, life to nature, life to humans, life to animals). Adam is without a co-worker so God gives an eye-pleasing equal. Abraham is without a home so God gives a promised land. Moses is without purpose so God gives a burning bush. Israel's without a hope so God gives a shepherd with a slingshot. The world's in need of saving so God gives His one and only Son. 

There's no shortage of examples of God role-modelling generosity. Clearly it's important that we learn to live open-handedly.

So what does a person who gives cheerfully look like? He's the kind of guy who gives up his umbrella to stop the stranger from getting wet. She's the kind of gal who carries the pensioner's shopping, even if it means going in the opposite direction for a bit. He's the sort of lad who gives away flowers to someone he's not trying to date. She's the anonymous lass posting an envelope of cash into her needy neighbour's letterbox. It's the Christian who's grasped that giving is always more rewarding than getting.

Tue Aug 31

'When he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion [on him]' Luke 15:20 NKJ

Come home

Jesus told a story about the importance of being in relationship with God (read it in Luke 15:11-32). It begins with a son asking his dad for an inheritance even though dad hasn't died. He gets what he wants, flashes the cash, living it wild in a place far from home. Soon, the bank balance hits the red and the kid finds himself out on his own, far from where he used to be, reduced to desperate measures. 

What's the problem here? Is it the taste for loose living? Is it that the money has run out? Or is it the kid finds himself miles away from where he should be? Obviously, the taste for casinos, casual sex, drugs and alcohol are major symptoms but the root of the problem lies in where the runaway son has found himself - miles away from his father's house. After all, would the kid be living a riotous life if he was in relationship with his father? 

Does any of this strike a chord with you? Perhaps, the problem isn't your long list of wild party living antics - the real problem is you're no longer in relationship with God. 

So, you've found yourself a long way from where you should be; you've done stuff you never dreamt you'd do. What now? Leave it all behind, start those first steps back to a relationship with God. He's seen you a long way off and he wants you back home. You'll find Him running towards you.
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