YOU. ARE.
LOVED.

LIVE THE LOVE SONG

LISA HEATON

[ FAITH /.
RWARD RESS

3¢ Al

FAITH FORWARD PRESS



Copyright © 2019 by Lisa Heaton
All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-1-7320068-5-0
Published by: Faith Forward Press

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture is taken from the NEW KING JAMES VERSION Copyright
© 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Also used: HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION Copyright © 1973, 1978,
1984, by International Bible Society. All rights reserved.



CONTENTS

You. Are. Loved.

Before We Begin

In the Cool of the Day
Be Loved

Your Walking Companion
Intimate Relationship
In the Day to Day

Live the Love Song

Live Your Heart’s Desire
Live the Love Letter
Live in Expectation

Live Out of Control
Live Under Control
Live In Safety

Live In Today’s Light

Live Rattling the Gates

16
24
36
48
62
72
83
94
108
122
135
149
165



YAL Study Recap

Keep Living the Love Song
Share His Love

Good News

Connect with Lisa

Other Titles by Lisa

179
181
183
186
188

189



YOU. ARE. LOVED.

F rom the beginning:

One summer morning, I was about to walk away from my quiet
time with God the Father. I specify God the Father since I often address
Him according to my need. That morning, I needed the Father’s ear. All
this time later, I can’t remember what was so pressing, just that this girl
needed her Dad.

AsTIstood to walk away,  heard as clearly as I've ever heard Him speak,
“You are loved.” The words were choppy and specific, more like: You.
Are. Loved. I paused mid-stand and then sat back down. With my eyes
closed and a grin tugging at my lips, I said back to Him, “You are loved.”
I'sat a while and listened, but nothing more happened.

I started to stand again but then stopped. Before I walked away from
a word so intimate, I had to ask myself this question: What will my
day look like if I live it loved? A few things came to mind, like how I
would live out my day with purpose and intention. I was working on a
massive revision project at the time and needed focus. I reminded myself
that God would be with me. It was, after all, His kingdom work I was
accomplishing. I knew I could live out my day trusting that He would
provide what I needed.

That’s about all I came up with, so I moved on about my day. Many
times throughout the day those three words came to mind: You. Are.
Loved. Each time, the memory made me smile, and a warm feeling
washed over me. Different than my many decades before, I now know
I’'m loved by God the Father and Jesus the Son, my Beloved. Living loved
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is not new to me anymore. It’s not something I take for granted by any
means, but after about a decade of living loved, I know what love feels
like. It’s what I needed all my life. To me, love is the biggest deal. I wallow
in it and revel in it and am constantly amazed by it. I now know that I
was just as loved during my broken years as I am now, but I had failed
to grasp it and pull it into my belief system. It was an elusive ideal that I
knew was true, but I hadn't taken hold of it as my personal possession.

Later that night as I was settling in with my husband to watch TV, I
was scanning through something on my phone while we waited for our
show to begin. I heard music on the TV that caught my attention, so I
glanced up. There were no words, but the tune was familiar. When I saw
that it was just some commercial, I looked back at my phone, figuring
the song was familiar because I had seen the commercial before.

For some reason, I glanced back up at the TV atjust the right time and
heard, “You are loved.” That was it. The letters “ADT” appeared on the
screen. It was a home security commercial that was using the Christian
song by Stars Go Dim. The tune was familiar to me because I had used
it at conferences where I had spoken. Of all things, the Jesus Loves Me
conferences.

I was so blown away that I just sat staring at the TV. Father God
had spoken those exact three words to me that morning in a way that
stopped me in my tracks. He even made a commercial about it to drive
the point home, like bookends at the beginning and end of my day. That
was serious planning on His part.

When things like that happen and He begins to weave together chords
of revelation through repetition, then I know He’s up to something.
The next morning, I began to jot down a few notes of how I might use
this subject as a possible book or study. Since I was working on that
revision project and knew I didn’t have time to devote real attention to i,
I decided to hold oft a few weeks until vacation. I figured if God planned
on me writing a book, then the fire would fall when the time was right.

I’'m not sure that you can call what happened on that vacation fire
falling. One event after another hindered me from devoting time to
writing, until once, when I was at my most frustrated, the commercial
came on again. It served as confirmation that I was to write about this
topic someday.
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That season wasn’t His timing, but eventually, other small sparks of
thought came together, fire fell, and I got started. Then I stopped again.
Then fire fell again. Now I see that each delay has only provided deeper
revelation and given me more insight.

One notable thought from my vacation emerged and has carried over
into this book. An email devotional I read contained the following verse.
It wasn’t in my usual translation, but the timing of it kicked off one of
those sparks of revelation.

"Yabwebh, your God, is in the midst of you, a mighty one
who will save. He will rejoice over you with joy. He will
calm you in His love. He will rejoice over you with singing.”
(Zephaniah 3:17 WEB)

While in context a millennial promise, this verse expresses the reality
of what we have in Christ. It happens to be one of those verses that often
comes at just the right time as a reminder that God is here, watching and
in charge.

I have begun with this long story filled with minute details of how this
book came about for this reason: to illustrate and emphasize that God is
in our midst, just as Zephaniah says. He is in the small details of your
life and my life just as surely as He’s in the big ones. That’s where people
miss God at His most loving, in the minutia of their daily lives.

As further proof of His presence along this journey, a major new
component of the project was added well into the process of writing it.
This book is divided into two primary sections. Part One contains the
foundational concepts that highlight God’s love and how knowing you
are loved will shift your entire life’s perspective. Part Two is made up of
individual topics that depict what living loved can or should look like in
that particular area.

Though I understood the connection and how the two parts were
irreversibly intertwined and dependent on each other, I had been at a
loss as to how to explain it with clarity. I was missing the imagery.

I continued to pray until the answer finally came just the morning
before I was to speak on this You. Are. Loved. topic for the first time. It
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was early morning when I prayed, “Help me explain it. Give me a way to
express it.” I heard only two words: 4 dance. That was all it took. From
there all the pieces fell into place. His love is the music, His Word the
lyrics, and your faith walk is the dance you live out in relationship with
Jesus.

That brings me back to Zephaniah 3:17, and how this phrase sings a
new melody: “He will rejoice over you with singing.” This life He has given
us is His love song sung over us. I now offer this book as a verse in my love
song of praise back to Him. I pray you draw closer to the lover of your
soul so that you may hear the music of His love playing louder every day.
May your heart catch on fire so that you sing a love song in return with
the way you live loved.

My hope is to show you what I've been shown, to tell you what
I’ve been told, and to give you what I've been given. Recently, I ac-
knowledged in prayer that I have no right to be writing this book. Jesus
reminded me: Who better to write about the dance than one who’s lived
it?

I’m nota pastor, minister, or theologian. I am, however, a woman who
has done it wrong most of my life. More importantly, I am a woman who
has learned to dance to the melody of His love. I've been transformed in
ways that I can hardly believe. Oh, I'm still a mess in many areas, but I've
been healed by the love and grace of God. Nothing matters more to me
than sharing God’s love. I know of no better way to express the work the
Holy Spirit has done in me other than through examples from my own
journey. I am living the love song; come dance and sing along with me.

Grace and peace,

[



BEFORE WE BEGIN

I can’t, in good conscience, begin this book without asking this ques-
tion: Do you belong to God the Father through Jesus the Son? You
can’t count on childhood baptism or family connections for the answer.
There must be a moment in your life when you admit you are a sinner
and accept what Jesus did on the cross to save you from a life apart from
Him. Have you done that?

You are loved by God the Creator before accepting Jesus, but you
aren’t yet a child of God the Father until you experience salvation
through the cross.

Without the Spirit of God indwelling your spirit, something that
happens when you invite Jesus to be your Savior, you can’t experience
the life of living loved that I am about to describe. A sense of walking in
the cool of the day, as we will consider next, isn’t possible for the person
who isn’t walking with God.

Maybe your walk of faith has been tentative. Maybe you’re new to
the faith and can’t yet say a resounding yes, that you belong to God the
Father through Jesus the Son simply because this terminology is so new
to you. In any case, I invite you to read on. I will tell you much about
Jesus and God the Father and how deeply You. Are. Loved. If you don’t
know Him, then allow me to introduce you to Him. Living loved is
knowing Jesus.

If you stumbled upon this book and have questions on how to invite
Jesus into your life, find a believing friend or turn to the Good News
page in the back of this book. I invite you to know the Jesus I know.






PART ONE



IN THE COOL OF THE DAY

R ecently, during my quiet time, a phrase came to mind about walk-
ing with God: 7z the cool of the day. It was as if He was reminding
me that walking with Him should feel like that, restful.

I love that this book begins with the beginning. I’'m not strategic
enough to have planned that on my own.

“And they beard the sound of the LORD God walking in
the garden in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife
hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among
the trees of the garden.” (Genesis 3:8)

Usually when this verse is quoted, the focus is on the sin aspect, but
that’s not where I want to draw your attention. I want to point out that
God’s original design for man (and woman) was for us to walk with
Him in the cool of the day. That’s what living loved should look like. To
walk with the Lord in the cool of the day should be a life of peace and
acceptance and purpose.

Punishment for the original sin included mankind being expelled
from the Garden of Eden, preventing humans from walking with God
physically as Adam and Eve did. In a spiritual sense, that barrier was
removed with the rending of the veil when Jesus was on the cross. We
now have full access to walk with God the Father and Jesus the Son
through the Holy Spirit. We are invited to that walk every day of our
lives.
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When God questioned him regarding his sin, Adam’s response was:

“Then the man said, “The woman whom You gave to be with
me, she gave me of the tree, and I ate.”” (Genesis 3:12)

Never underestimate the tremendous sway you have over your hus-
band, home, and family. Take great care how you wield your power.
Yes, Adam should have been the leader of his home and said no to the
temptation, but Eve had an influence over her husband that altered the
course of human history.

Consider this: If you know you are loved and live your life as if you are,
there is a much better chance your family will follow suit. Our children
tend to model our behavior. Our husbands take cues from us as well.
This topic is critical for your life; it’s vital that you live loved in front of
the ones you love. They will only want what you have if what you have
is inviting.

The latter part of the verse says:

B3

“The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.
(Genesis 3:13)

I’m not sure why this verse has never impacted me in the past the way
it has recently, but for whatever reason it’s now stuck in my head, often
ringing out in my own circumstances. I've been given a fresh revelation,
anew way to view this verse: The serpent is still deceiving, and we are still
eating.

The enemy feeds us lies, and we eat. We eat until we’re so full of doubt
that we can hardly believe God is good. The enemy convinces us that
what we are experiencing in our Christian walk is all there is, that our
mediocre lives are what we are stuck with. We have no reason to believe
there’s more since we’ve never experienced more.

I’'m here to tell you that’s not true. You and I are designed to walk in an
intimate relationship with God where we hear His clear leading, a walk
where we feel loved and live our lives based on His truth. The Church as
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a whole isn’t walking with God in the cool of the day. Most are hiding
among the trees after eating what the serpent has fed them.

The list of lies we believe is a mile long: I am worthless, pointless, and
aimless. ’'m unlovable. There is no hope. I hold on to yesterday as if I
might change it and fear tomorrow as if worry might affect the outcome.
I’'m too fat, too thin, too short, too tall. I’'m not pretty enough or smart
enough or capable enough. I have nothing to contribute. God could
never love me.

The most detrimental deception we swallow is doubting God’s love
and faithfulness, which leads us to wonder if God really has our best
interest at heart. Will He fail me? Why didn’t He heal? Why did He
allow...?

There is something about settling the love issue that, with time, un-
ravels all the other doubts. I say with time because trusting in His love
doesn’t happen overnight.

From my own experience, the most effective lie the enemy has ever fed
me was to doubt God’s love for me. If I doubt that, nothing else works:
not trust or surrender or accomplishing what I was created to do. All it
takes for the enemy to defeat and cripple us is to cause us to doubt the
completeness of God’s love.

Let’s consider what it might look like to walk in the cool of the day
with Jesus. We need inspiration, a reason to pursue this topic of grasping
God’s love and living loved. We all need a finish line in sight to urge us
on.

If you walk in the cool of the day with Jesus, you:
* know that He is enough

hear from God

L]

.

keep reading the Love Letter

.

walk in the moment, not the past or future

reflect who He is to others

.
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IN THE COOL OF THE DAY

This is far from a comprehensive list, but it’s enough to give you an
idea of what you can look forward to.

One of the things I love about God is how He can tailor His work in
my life to me and at the same time be the God you need. He knows us
and meets us individually. Consider this from the Psalms:

“He fashions their bearts individually; He considers all
their works.” (Psalm 33:15)

In my own walk, the cool of the day means I feel no pressure of
impending things. Whatever His call and plan, I know He will carry it
out and empower me to do my part. The weight of the world is on His
shoulders, not mine. I am at rest from worry. He calms my fears. Past
moments of His faithfulness remind me He will come through, just as

He always has.
I feel exhilaration while with Him, no matter the gloom and doom

that await me in the world. I find time flies, and I must tear myself away
from Him. It hasn’t always been like that. There were times in my life
when I was kind of phoning it in, making time to read a little and pray a
little. Now, I get so absorbed in the moment that I find myself running

late for what’s next in my day. That’s a good thing. I can live with that.
I grow along the walk. He accepts me as I am but refuses to leave me

that way. Every season brings to light new places for growth and allows
for His continued work in making me more like Him.

The cool of the day isn’t just a quiet-time experience, something you
only recognize while reading your Bible or spending time in prayer. It’s
alife experience. Jesus wants to hang out with you. He wants you to live
out this life knowing love so penetrating that your daily life reflects Love.

“Come to Me, all you who labor and are beavy laden, and
1 will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from
Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is
light” (Matthew 11:28-30)

11
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The cool of the day feels like that, rest for your soul. If you don’t know
love so restful, prepare for a journey where you will come to know His
love with such certainty that you will live each day of your life loved.

12
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Cool of the Day Takeaway

Key Point:
You are supposed to be walking with God as if in the cool of the day.

Are there times when your walk with God feels like a lingering “in the
cool of the day” encounter, or do you more often find you sprint through
your time with God to merely check it off your list?

When you begin your time with the Lord, how would you most often
describe your attitude: expectant, obligated, hopeful, hesitant, other?
How can your attitude set the tone for your experience with Him?

During your quiet time, how would you most often describe your mind-
set: enthusiastic, focused, distracted, bored, scattered, and why do you
think that is?

In your time with Jesus, do you feel peace, acceptance, and purpose?
How would you rate your current experience in the following areas on a
scale from 1-10, with 10 being the highest?

Peace Acceptance Purpose

13



YOU. ARE. LOVED.

In each area above, do you feel a greater or lesser degree than this time last
year?

Peace Acceptance Purpose

Key Point:

Never underestimate the tremendous sway you have over your husband,
home, and family.

Does your family see you setting aside time for God?

How can your deepening intimacy with Jesus impact your home and
family and how they see Jesus?

Key Point:
The enemy is deceiving you if you believe you are anything less than loved
unconditionally and completely by God.

Do you really believe you are unconditionally and completely loved by

God, not just in your head, but deep down in your heart? What leads
you to this answer?

How do you think your belief about God’s love for you may be impact-
ing your walk with Him?

14
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The cool of the day feels like rest for your soul. Does the word rest
describe you? If not, how would you describe the state of your soul?

Do you sometimes wonder if there’s more to the Christian walk than
what you’re currently experiencing? Do you see Jesus as enough for you?

“The list of lies we believe is a mile long: I am worthless, pointless, and
aimless. I’'m unlovable. There is no hope. I hold on to yesterday as if I
might change it and fear tomorrow as if worry might affect the outcome.
I’'m too fat, too thin, too short, too tall. I’'m not pretty enough or smart
enough or capable enough. I have nothing to contribute. God could
never love me.” — You. Are. Loved.

Do any of my examples of lies resonate with you? What are some other
lies the enemy has convinced you of over the years? Is there a specific lie
that comes to mind most often?

How do these lies hinder you in your daily life?

Write out Genesis 3:13 here:

Remember, he’s still lying, and we’re still eating. Spit it out!

15



BE LOVED

I t stands to reason that in order to live loved you must be loved. You
are. That’s a given. Your state of being is loved. Not only are you
loved, you will always be loved, and nothing can take God’s love away
from you. Paul expresses God’s steadfast love in this way:

“For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels
nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things
to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing,
shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in
Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39)

You. Are. Loved. Thing is, most of us either don’t feel loved or we
underestimate the love God has for us, which drives our actions. It’s
merely a clinical practice to know in your head that God loves you.
Knowing it in your heart and experiencing it daily are what actually
transform you. Love is the key to every locked door in your soul. It’s a
divine thing to know God’s love, a happening only the Holy Spirit can
ensure.

I pray Ephesians 3:17-19 over you now, that Christ may dwell in your
heart, that you would be rooted and grounded in love and comprehend
what is the width and length and depth and height of it, that you would
know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge.

16



BE LOVED

Since feelings lie, I am reluctant to use the word fee/ when I say you
must feel loved. What I actually mean is that it must become real to you,
feel as in experience and receive and absorb and believe.

To know that I am loved shapes who I am and whatI do and how I live
out my kingdom purpose. It will for you too. You look different when
you are loved. You act different when you are loved. You are different
when you are loved well by the One who created you to desire His love
above any other.

The God who is in the midst of us is not just in the midst of the
collective us. He is in the midst of us as individuals. He is dwelling in
us personally, loving us in the exact way we each need to be loved. He
knows what you need long before you do.

To feel loved by God isn’t usually an overnight process, something
that necessarily happens along with salvation. It didn’t happen that way
for me, and many people I know experience the same thing. The sense of
being loved unconditionally actually came after watching Him love me
unconditionally through my worst failures. His faithful love was evident
when He never gave up on me, no matter how many times I turned from
Him. Devoted love was there day after day as I healed after a destructive
season while walking apart from God. Even when I pushed Him away,
He took another step closer. His perseverance and patience in waiting
for me to come around eventually unraveled me.

I returned to Him covered in the mire of this world. The fact that I
had turned my back on God at all forced me to take an honest look at my
heart when compared to the verse that says to love the Lord your God
with all your heart, soul, and mind (Matthew 22:37).

I didn’t love Him with my all or even with my most. I wanted to.
Because of my history of a desperate need for human love, my perspective
was skewed, and I found it hard to believe that fulfilling love was possible
with Jesus. My approach was, as I said before, clinical. It was a mental
assent that I gave to loving God. I loved Him as in I revered Him. I saw
Him as holy. I loved Him as much as my heart was able to at the time.
But deep down, I didn’t love Him with all my heart, soul, or mind.

That eye-opening revelation, the fact that my lack of love for Him was
responsible for my walking away from Him, started me on a journey. I
was determined to love Him. I sat with Him and told Him that He was

17
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to be my pursuit and that I wanted to be real or nothing at all. I chased
after Him in every way I knew how. I began each day reading my Bible,
even when it didn’t give me any new insight. I listened to sermons, like,
really listened. I worked to apply what I was learning to my life.

This new pursuit of mine was just like my old way of doing things
before walking with God. I believed I could actually do it on my own as
if it were up to me. I was pretty well versed in my Bible at the time but
never considered the passage that says we love because God first loves us
(1 John 4:19). Come to find out, I didn’t need to chase what had been
there all along: His love.

I love the title of this chapter, “Be Loved,” since those two words
eventually converged and gave me my new name. It was actually through
a work of fiction where the main character called his wife beloved that
the word began to resonate with me. I found it followed me long after
the story ended. It banged like a drum in my head and was all I could
hear, no matter what was going on around me. I would be in the middle
of a conversation or watching TV and hear, “beloved, beloved, beloved.”
Until then, I had experienced very few moments where I was certain I
was hearing the voice of God.

From that point on, the word was everywhere: in sermons, devotions
I was reading, and my daily Bible reading. Maybe my awareness was
simply heightened, but the word chased me relentlessly until finally I
succumbed to the truth of it. I was God’s loved one, His beloved. I
went from being a lifelong unloved woman to a woman loved, knowing
I was loved and experiencing His love. Other than salvation, nothing
has impacted my life in any greater way than discovering I was loved by
Jesus. All my years of searching, all my years of disappointing, wounding
human love led me to true love, to Jesus. No matter what happens in this
tragic world I live in, I know one thing: I. Am. Loved.

Out of the overflow of His love for me, I was able to finally love Him
in return. Ilove Him with all my heart and soul and mind. I don’t always
doagoodjob ofit, but Ilove Him. He gives me grace when I getit wrong
and teaches me lovingly. I love Him better now than I did ten years ago.
I have no doubt that I'll love Him better ten years from now.

At the time I began that journey, I assumed everyone already feltloved
by God. I assumed the believers around me loved Him with their all.

18
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When in Sunday school or women’s studies, I was certain I was the
only one who hadn’t “gotten it” all that time. Of course, I was too
embarrassed to share my story at first. I never asked anyone how someone
as broken as me could love and be loved by a holy God. Following my
usual pattern, I did what I had always done and tried to figure it out by
myself.

Now, all these years later, I know others are feeling what I felt, as
if something is missing. They are faking it through this thing called a
faith walk just like I did. So many settle for a cup when an ocean of
soul-quenching love is offered.

Beloved of the Lord, take hold of His love and draw it so deep into
your longing soul that you refer to yourself as the disciple whom Jesus
loves—present tense. Hear it echo in your heartand soul and mind. That’s
what takes you captive, His intimate love.

This topic of being loved strikes you one of two ways. You shout, “Yes,
this is what I've found, and the world needs to know it!”
“That’s exactly what I need, to be loved as I am.”

Or you whisper,

Either way, before you move on, take some time to consider the fol-
lowing questions with great intention. Take as much time as you need.
Spend time with God in prayer. Don’t just ask yourself these questions.
Ask God His truth. If you struggle with believing you are loved, cry out,
“Help me overcome my unbelief!” You can believe God’s priority is for
you to know His love with certainty.

19
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Be Loved Takeaway

Key Point:
Your state of being is loved.

Has the enemy ever convinced you that your actions in the past have
lessened or removed God’s love for you? Is that something you still
struggle with?

Have fears over what you may or may not do in the future ever caused
you to wonder if God will stop loving you? How might this fear hinder
you, and what does the enemy gain when he convinces you that God may
stop loving you?

Write Romans 8:38-39 in the space below. What do these verses promise
to help combeat the fear of losing God's love?

“Love is the key to every locked door in your soul.” What are some of
your locked doors? Think of hurts, disappointments, doubts, unmet
needs, etc.

20



BE LOVED

Key Point:
To know that you are loved shapes who you are and what you do.

In what ways can God’s unconditional love reshape who you are inside
and how you think?

In what ways might confidence in God’s unconditional love aftect how
you live out your kingdom purpose?

Key Point:
Fulfilling love is only possible with Jesus.

How have you tried to fill the void only Jesus’ love can satisfy? Give

examples. (Consider people, children, careers, wealth, success, home-
making, reputation, ministry, etc.)

What have you learned that proves human love or worldly possessions
can never quite satisfy?

21
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Key Point:
We can only love Him out of an overflow of His love for us.

Is loving God something you thought you were responsible for do-
ing (feeling) on your own? Look up 1 John 4:19. How does this verse
counter that thought?

Have you tried to love Him in your own strength? How did that work
out for you?

“From that point on, the word (beloved) was everywhere: in sermons,
devotions I was reading, and my daily Bible reading.” — You. Are. Loved.

In the quote above, notice that I had positioned myself to encounter God
and His love through time with Him. This is about intentionality and
making time for Him. What are some specific actions you can take to
pursue the One who’s pursuing you?

“So many settle for a cup when an ocean of soul-quenching love is
offered.” — You. Are. Loved.

22



BE LOVED

Write out Matthew 22:37 in the space below:

Time to answer the BIG question honestly and openly. Do you love God
with your all: all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind?

Remember, no guilt here. This is simply a quick heart check. You need
His love to open the doors of your heart to Him. If you don’t love Him
with your all, all, all, you are not the only one who feels this way. Most
people around you are likely faking it too. I faked it very well.

Rather than additional questions, I'm sending you on a mission, one of
the most critical missions of your life. I want you to sit with the Lord and
talk to Him about your answer above (as if He doesn’t know the answer
already). If you find your love lacking or even waning from what you
once felt for Him, tell Him. Be open with Him. Ask Him to pour out
His love for you in torrents until you’re so saturated that you can only
love Him in return. He’s waiting for you, calling for you to walk with
Him in His love as if in the cool of the day. Beloved, Jesus wants you to
know and experience your own love story with Him.
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n the physical realm, you can’t love or receive love from someone you

don’t know. You can admire, respect, and even follow the teachings
of a person, but sincere love isn’t achieved without intimate knowledge.
It’s the same with loving God.

In the early years of my faith walk, I knew the Sunday Jesus, the one
others knew and told me about. I believed in a faraway God the Father.
I lived my daily life neglecting the companionship of the Holy Spirit. I
sought out others to help solve life’s most difficult issues because I didn’t
believe the Triune God would actually answer my questions. I joined
women’s Bible studies where I filled in every blank and gained useful
knowledge, but I'still didn’t know God on a personal level.

I spent years doing the right things. On the outside I seemed to have
my life in order. I stopped doing the things church people frowned upon,
began walking and talking like church people, and even tried to dress
the part. However, untended-to business was still lurking beneath my
surface. All my adult life I had shoved unhealed trauma into the deepest
recesses of my soul.

When the typical Christian life of do-ing the dos and don’t-ing the
don’ts didn’t work for me, I bailed. Why wouldn’t I? I had spent thirty
years getting my needs met by the world. Why not go back to what was
comfortable? Like a thorn working its way out of flesh, those things from
my past reemerged and nearly destroyed me. I was a found person living
lost.

What I discovered during my brief time away from God was that old
habits no longer had the power to ease my tangled mind. If anything,
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my worldly ways left me feeling emptier. I was miserable. Once I realized
that being away from Him was even worse than faking my way through
church life, I came to my senses. I was exhausted from running and
weakened in a way I've rarely been in my life. My spirit was in constant
turmoil, so I limped my way back home just like the prodigal son.

During that time, my husband and I were working on an outdoor
project that required a large amount of dirt to be brought in to backfill
our yard. The dirt was dark and rich and promised to grow healthy grass.
I was told it was dirt from a pig farm, well fertilized. We did what we
were supposed to do and sowed good seed. We watered, and soon tender
grass was shooting up all over. Then they came, weeds like I've never
seen before. Overnight, tall, ugly, red-thorned weeds had sprouted up
and were looming over the new grass. They were everywhere I looked.

In frustration, I began to snap off the weeds and toss them aside. I
heard a voice that day say, “If you snap them off, they will only grow
back. You have to dig up the root.”

The voice was God. I’m not sure how I knew since there was no reason
I would recognize His voice at that stage of my life, but I was certain. I
went to get a weeding tool and began to pry up root after root. It wasn’t
long before I looked out over that field of wicked weeds and said, “But
there are so many.” The voice came again. “Just pull one at a time.”

Consider this aspect of the prodigal son’s story: Yes, he came home,
but what was his life like after his return? I would suppose he could
hardly look his dad in the eye. You know he had a strained relationship
with his embittered brother. The prodigal lived with guilt and remorse,
and he wore the stench of the world for a season after his return. You
can’t walk away from your spiritual home and not rack up debt and
consequences that must be lived with.

That pig dirt was symbolic of my time in the world and how I brought
the stench of it back home with me. I was not only broken, I was dam-
aged in ways that took the Lord Jesus years to mend. Just to mention
a few things: I came back to Him in the middle of a full-blown eating
disorder, dependent on alcohol, and filled with shame over my lost-like
behavior. I had hurt people I loved, and I was hurting myself. I needed
restoration. I needed Jesus.
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The Gardener and I worked tireless hours in my garden. The physical
weeds were tackled easily. My spiritual weeds, however, were dealt with
over the course of many years. Just as He had instructed me to do that
day when I was snapping off weeds, He began to dig deep down to the
root of the weeds in my heart and mind. One by one He pulled them
with a gentle hand.

I wish I could say I'm completely well. Are any of us ever complete
here in this life? It’s been a long process, but I now know sustained joy
and peace, and I love Jesus with true abandon. I'm a different woman
than that poor girl who came hobbling home to a Father she didn’t even
know.

No matter your history, there is healing with God the Father and
Jesus the Son through the Holy Spirit who indwells you. No matter how
far away God seems to you, I give you my word that an intimate and
personal Jesus is waiting to reveal Himself to you. God your Father wants
to extend His arms to you and share who He is and how infinitely He
loves you. You must decide to step in closer so that you can see all He
wants to show you.

You may not resemble the prodigal son. You may be the big brother
who got it right by staying home in the first place, but if your daily life
isn’t rocked by the love of a tender Father and the beckoning call of the
Son, then you still have work to do. You must lean in and get to know
the lover of your soul. The Apostle Paul prayed,

“..that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory,
may give to you the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the
knowledge of Him.” (Ephesians 1:17)

In hindsight, I’ve discovered this truth: There are infinite facets of
who God is and who He is willing to be to each of us. What do you
need? Do you need a Father’s touch? Do you need the companionship
of a Friend or the guidance of a Counselor? Only you know the answer
to that question. What I hope to give you in the section to come is a
jumping-oft point so that you will run to the God of your need. The way
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to get to know Him is to expose your weakness and need and then allow
Him to invade your situation and be who He already is.

In no way do I want to make this seem as if God is somehow your go-to
genie, here to meet your needs and give you a happy life. It’s the exact
opposite of that. He wants you to see that all your need is wrapped up in
Him. He is your life (Colossians 3:3-4). Until you come to the obvious
conclusion that Jesus is all and everything you need, you will continue
to live your life as if there might be more out there than your life hidden
in Christ. Without a hidden walk with Jesus, you are openly exposed to
the dangers and influences of the outward world and its ruler.

Along with each attribute of God I've described in the following
pages, I've provided Scripture references to substantiate my claim that
God is the God of all your needs. Don’t blow through these without
thoughtful consideration. If something resonates with you, look up the
verse and make note of it. Circle itin your Bible. Make an index card with
it. Do something to highlight your need and continually bring it before
the Lord. There will come a time when you will need something to lean
on. What better to hold you up than the mighty Word of God?
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FACETS OF WHO GOD IS

Approach God as My Father
(Romans 8:14-16)

I. Am. Loved. by an infallible Father who has no variation or
shifting shadow (James 1:17), a parent always concerned with
my well-being. He watches over me while I sleep and while I go
about the business of my day. He has compassion on me and
remembers my frailty (Psalm 103:13-14).

He wants to lead me and guide me as any good father would,
and says, “This is the way, walk in it” (Isaiah 30:21). The unseen
Father has made Himself known by sending Jesus the Son (John
1:18).

When I feel vulnerable and the world seems overwhelming, He
is my mighty Dad, a Father to the fatherless (Psalm 68:5) who
can take on any foe. He is my protector.

When I feel lost and far from home, He reminds me that He is
waiting for me with open arms (Luke 15:20).

His Father’s heart is always for me, even when I'm a
not-so-well-behaved child. He receives and disciplines me be-
cause I am His (Hebrews 12:5-6).

He is my Dad whom I can ask for anything, one who will only
give me what’s best (Luke 11:9-13).

God is a Father who will bring me home to be with Him some-
day (John 14:2, 17:24).
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Walk with Jesus, My Beloved
(Matthew 12:18-21)

This Jesus died for my rescue (Galatians 1:4). When I long for
romantic love, I know there is no more romantic gesture or
happily-ever-after than when the Hero rides in to redeem me,
His beloved (Isaiah 43:1-4). He is my ultimate love story.

When I am lonely, He is the Lover of my soul and calls me
beloved (Romans 9:25).

Neither shame nor condemnation has power over me, the one
whom Jesus has made clean (Isaiah 54:4-5, Romans 8:1). No
matter my history, he has made me white as snow through His
sacrifice (1 John 1:7).

I am accepted in the Beloved (Ephesians 1:6-8). When I feel
rejected by this world or by individuals and relationships, Jesus
accepts me as I am. He also loves me too much to allow me
to stay as I am. He grows and stretches me and removes what
is blemished within my human heart. I am a new creation in
Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17).

He listens when no one else will. I can go boldly before the
throne (Hebrews 4:16). He cares for me when no one else does
(1 Peter 5:7). He is for me and not against me (Romans 8:31).
He loves me when others refuse to and willingly died for me
while I was still a sinner (Romans 5:8).

His embrace is enough, even when the world tells me that what
I need is human love (2 Peter 1:2-4). Human love fails. The God
who is Love never fails me (1 Corinthians 13:8).
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Fall Before Jesus the King
(John 12:15)

 Attheappointed time, Jesus will rule as King of kings and Lord
of lords (1 Timothy 6:15-16).

* Jesus as the Lamb will overcome those who wage war against
Him because He is King of kings. I will be with Him, called
chosen and faithful (Revelation 17:14).

* My position is that of a servant (Romans 6:22), a soldier
(2 Timothy 2:3-4), and a messenger on His behalf (2 Corinthi-
ans 5:20). He has a plan for me and will accomplish great things
through me as I’'m submitted to His authority (Ephesians 2:10).

« His power goes before me in battle. The battle is His—not
mine-to win. I will stand firm on the battleground (2 Chron-
icles 20:17).

Meet With the Wonderful Counselor
(Isaiah 9:6)

* You, the Spirit of Truth, will abide with me forever (John
14:16-17).

* Iknow You will guide me with Your counsel (Psalm 73:24).

» The Helper, whom the Father has sent, will teach me all things
and bring the Word to my remembrance (John 14:26).
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Pursue the Prince of Peace
(Isaiah 9:6)

e When the wind threatens, waves roar, and the world clamors,
Jesus says, “Peace, be still” (Mark 4:39).

» He is my hiding place, refuge, and shelter (Psalm 32:7, Psalm
61:3).

* I can cast all my cares upon Jesus because He cares for me
(1 Peter 5:7).

* The Lord gives me strength and blesses me with peace (Psalm
29:11).

Seek the Great Physician
(1 Peter 2:24)

* Healing is His nature. No matter my ailment, He is the Cure
(Matthew 8:1-17). He created my body and knows its every
working part (Psalm 139:13-16).

* Healing may come now. Healing may come tomorrow. Healing
may be found only in the eternal. When He doesn’t heal here,
He heals in heaven (2 Corinthians 5:1-2).

* For those who become His, He has already healed the greatest
sickness known to man-sin (Isaiah 53:5).

The list above isn’t exhaustive by any means, but I hope it will trigger
your own thoughts as you answer the questions that follow.
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Walking Companion Takeaway

Key Point:
You can’t love or receive love from someone you don’t know.

Do you feel you know Jesus on an intimate level, or do you feel you only
know the Sunday Jesus, the one others tell you about? What do you
think an intimate relationship with Jesus should look like?

Is God as your Father more of a faraway figure or a Dad who walks with
you throughout your day? How can experiencing His daily presence
change the way you live your life?

Do you believe God will actually answer life’s questions? If so, can you
remember a time when you asked God a specific question, and He
answered you?

Write a verse below that reminds you that God wants you to ask Him
your questions. If nothing comes to mind, here are a few to consider:
Jeremiah 33:3, James 1:5, and Matthew 7:7.
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Key Point:
The world we run to leaves us empty.

When we don’t walk in an intimate relationship with Jesus, our only
hope is to run to the world for answers, fulfillment, validation, relation-
ship, comfort, safety, etc. What have you sought from the world that you

now realize only Jesus can give?

In what ways has turning to the world to meet your needs shaped or
misshaped you?

Have you known the open arms of the Father toward you, the prodigal,
in a real and tangible way? If so, recount the story of your return.

Key Point:
The Gardener weeds our lives with a gentle hand.

When we try the easy route and snap off an unsightly weed at the surface,
the weed will certainly grow back. The only way to fully get rid of it is to
dig deep down to the root.

How do you now view God when you mess up or fail, as a loving Father

who wants to help get you back on track or as a condemning Father who
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is disappointed in you? Have you always seen Him as you currently do?

What are some weeds you have had or currently experience in your
life’s garden, and how have they impacted you and others? For exam-
ple, doubt, anger, anxiety, unforgiveness, pride, greed, gossip, bitterness,
substance abuse, co-dependency, selfishness, fear, insecurities, adultery,

pornography, etc.

Were there times when you tried to remove the weeds yourself rather
than working with the Gardener? Did you find success in your own
efforts?

Have you known the tenderness of the Gardener as you’ve worked
through issues in your life? What are some examples?

It may take many years to overcome some of the costs and consequences
of living a life apart from God. Even if your weeds aren’t related to a
prodigal season, weeds spring up in every life. The work you do alongside
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the Gardener will be a lifelong process. Some pulled weeds never return,
while others rear their ugly heads again and again. We never have a
weed-free garden.

Key Point:
God is the God of all your needs.

The Facets of God pages list ways He meets all your needs. Choose one
or two of the entries and make note of them below, along with why they
speak to you.

‘Watch for Jesus:

In the days and weeks ahead, prepare your heart for an invasion by God
as you invite Him into your situation. Watch for Him. Expect to get to
know Him more. His intention is an intimate relationship with you.
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U pon my return to God, I began to get to know and speak almost
exclusively to Jesus. It wasn’t intentional on my part, but at the
time, God the Father was still a faraway concept to me. What I needed
in that season was the ear of the Wonderful Counselor. My heart needed
the Great Physician in order to even beat again.

All these years later, I still have countless needs. So when I walk with
God in the cool of the day, the God who walks with me is exactly who I
need at that moment. I began this book by telling you I was meeting with
God the Father the morning I was given the You. Are. Loved. message.
Walking with God based on my specific need has been one of the most
beneficial and real aspects of my overall walk with the Triune God. I run
to God based on my desperate need of the moment.

At times, when working on this book, no matter how much progress
I make, I feel unqualified and ill-equipped, and rightly so. I can’t tell you
how many times I’ve just sat with Jesus, shaken my head, and said, “I
can’t do this. It’s too big for me.” In those moments, I sat with Jesus as
my King and remembered that I am a servant of His kingdom. This is
His call on my life in this season, so I can trust zbe Word to give me the
words.

It never fails that something comes along to remind me it’s His power,
not my own, that propels this book forward. One morning I read these
red-letter words:
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"The words that I speak to you I do not speak on My own
authority; but the Father who dwells in Me does the works.”
(John 14:10)

I underlined that verse and even copied it over into my journal as a
reminder that it’s His resurrection power that dwells within me and will
do the work through me. I’'m notable. This is too big. But He is able and
bigger than any overwhelming task.

That verse was encouraging and powerful, but the truth is I still felt
just as overwhelmed. Then I received this text from my son:

"Walked by your bible study stuff sitting in the kitchen
last night and saw the live loved binder... i remembered
you talking about how you don’t feel qualified to write the
nonfiction stuff that you are writing and a quote came to
mind about it. God doesn’t call the qualified; He qualifies
the called. You got this."

God was in my midst that morning. Just when I needed it, He gave
me the encouragement to keep moving forward no matter my doubt.
I'm telling you this: God is in your midst just like He is in mine. I hope
that by sharing examples of the little and big ways He’s shown up in
my life, confirming His faithful love, you will see He does the same for
you. You have to be on the lookout. That verse at the right time was no
coincidence. For my son to take the time to send that text was at God’s
urging. God is in my midst. God is in your midst. Keep your eyes open,
and you will see Him.

When the God of all the universe steps into the small places of my
daily life, I am amazed. How can that do anything other than prove He’s
aloving Father and Friend who wants to be a part of my life?

One of the foundational truths you must stand on is God’s love for
you as a Father. The other is Jesus’ love for you. I find their love for me
differs, yet is intensely the same. Though I need to be loved on many
different levels, the Triune God’s capacity for love far exceeds my need.
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As many broken women as I have known over the years, I rank right
up there with them as one of the biggest messes I've encountered. On the
outside for most of my adult life, if you would have met me, you would
have thought I was fairly pulled together. That was mere deception
on my part. Because I was the victim of sexual abuse as a little girl, I
learned early on to be someone else, anyone else but the mass collection
of insecurities that raged within me. I was an empty fagade, with an
underscore on the word empty.

And on top of that, my parents divorced when I was only five, so not
having a father in the home chipped away at any foundation of security
that I might have had as a little girl. I have a good relationship with my
father, and I never doubt his love for me, but back then I felt anything
but loved. I’'m not even sure I felt abandoned since I don’t think I saw it
in those terms. Instead, he was just gone from my home, nonexistent in
my daily life.

I am tempted to share all the dreadful decisions I've made in life, all
the wrong choices that labeled me chief among sinners. That isn’t what
this book is about. You know what it looks like to try and get your needs
met by the world. No matter if it’s your own daddy issues you are trying
to work through or if your perspective of love is skewed by abuse or
abandonment, there is only one thing that matters: God is your Father
if you have become His through faith in His Son, Jesus.

Your history doesn’t matter. Your family tree doesn’t matter. Your past
choices don’t matter—other than you are likely living out consequences
of them. What does matter is that you find a way to God the Father
and know the love He has for you. When I say find a way, that may be
misleading since He has never left you. He’s right there. Your hindrance
may be your own mistrust and false notions of what a real Father looks
like.

I personally am still working through this. I drew near to Jesus and
developed an intimate relationship with Him long before I could ap-
proach God as Father with any comfort. I would sit with Jesus and run
off at the mouth for hours at a time, but when it came to Father God, I
was shy and timid in my conversations. All the years of this journey, in
my mind I have sensed Jesus next to me always. Until recently, God the
Father seemed farther away, like I had to travel to get to where He was
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just so I could pray to Him. I don’t experience that distance at all now.
Just as Jesus is with me always, I feel the presence of God the Father in
my daily life as well. This new relationship with God as my trusted Father
has taken years to develop and has required me to believe His Word even
when my heart was too wounded to relate to Him as my Father.

Here is what opened my eyes to the difference. One day while in my
quiet time, something came to mind. When I was a little girl, if T was at
the store with my mom and near the checkout, I would start begging for
candy or whatever grabbed my attention. I didn’t hesitate to ask. If T was
visiting my dad and at a store with him, however, I wouldn’t ask him
for anything. I didn’t feel comfortable enough with him to ask since I
wasn’tactually doing life with him. If he offered, 'm sure I accepted, but
I couldn’t bring myself to ask my dad for anything I wanted or needed.
God brought that memory to mind to show me that I did the same with
Him. I would share my deepest needs and wants with Jesus but not with
God the Father.

Besides what we covered in our earlier list of the facets of God, Scrip-
ture describes Him as having many different roles in our life. Anything
you need Him to be, He already is. You have no need, spiritual, emo-
tional, or physical, that He can’t meet.

For some, you may more easily relate to God as Father and struggle
with an intimate relationship with Jesus the Son. What many believe,
but would never admit, is that to them, Jesus isn’t enough. They think,
“Jesus is fine to get me to heaven, but He can’t actually make me feel
less lonely when I’'m all alone here on earth, right?” That’s the wrong
thinking that kept me such a mess for many years, even after I had
decided to sincerely walk out my life with God. Deep down, I didn’t
think He was enough. The serpent deceived, and I ate.

My old need for romantic love was so great that it took the love story
of all time to eventually capture my longing heart and break its power
over me. Out of my skewed perspective of love and sex, my history had
been riddled with one failed attempt after another to fill the emptiness
within me through relationships with men. Never once had that worked.
When finally desperate enough, I focused on Jesus as my Beloved, and
His faithful love ended my relentless pursuit.
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What finally opened my eyes? There was a song on Christian radio,
“By Your Side,” by Tenth Avenue North. Sung from the perspective of
Jesus, these were the lines that changed everything: “Why are you looking
for love? Why are you still searching as if I'm not enough?”

That was it; those two lines of a song exposed my heart. I was still
searching for human love to fill and complete me. I had to sit with Jesus
one morning and admit, “You’re not enough.” I was wise enough to add,
“But I want You to be.” From there we set off on a journey where Jesus
genuinely became enough. He has become my first love, the One I put
above all else in my life. All that I do is for Him. Whether it is countless
hours banging on a keyboard trying to share my experiences with other
women so that they might see Him for who He really is or searching
out the Scriptures or praying or journaling, it’s all for Him. Because the
word 7z implies being contained within something or submerged, I can
say that I have fallen 7% love with Jesus. He is who I am now, He in me
and I'in Him.

Little did I know, all that time when I was only willing to meet with
Jesus, I was missing out on something spectacular: my real Dad. When
the grocery store memory came to mind and its implications began to
rattle around in my head, I had to sit with God the Father and admit to
Him, "I don't really see you as my Father, my Dad who can be trusted.
That's why I don't come to You and ask for anything. That's why I hardly
talk to You at all.”

Conversely, those of you who have close relationships with your
earthly dad may struggle as much. If you depend on your dad and his
advice here in this life, your soul won'tlikely long for your Heavenly Dad.
You would be wise to look inward, examine your heart, and take that to
God if you find you lean more on your biological father and less on your
Heavenly Father.

As you get to know God through His Word, the one common theme
throughout Scripture is God's love for His children. It is seen through-
out the Old Testament and carries over into the New Testament. He
pursues us, woos us, and is jealous for us.
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“The Lord has appeared of old to me, saying: Yes, I have
loved you with an everlasting love; therefore with lov-
ingkindness I have drawn you.”” (Jeremiah 31:3)

Heloves us with an everlasting love. His love can’t be compared to that
of the human experience. It is in looking through the lens of human eyes
that we underestimate His love for us. While He often uses father/child
and husband/wife relationships in Scripture as a basis of comparison of
His love for us, something most of us can identify with, we still can never
seem to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ
(Ephesians 3:18).

We must, at all costs, grasp and take hold of such life-altering love.
Love was the game changer for me. Little things He did for me, little
things He has shown me, those signs of affection from Him crept into
my heart, softening it toward Him, causing me to dare to believe that
such love could actually exist. I can hardly remember the time specifically
when the floodgates opened and my heart was filled. I remember it
seemed sudden, like I went from a woman who desperately needed love
to a loved woman. I felt complete in a way I had never known before.
Until you have your spiritual eyes opened to see God’s love for you in
action and in your daily life, rely on the truth of Scripture. God is Love.
You. Are. Loved.

Paul prays for us to:

“.. know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you
may be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Ephesians 3:19)

We can be certain of this: His love for each of us is so vast and beyond
human perception that, once we even catch a glimpse of it, there comes
with it an immense filling of what is said to be the fullness of God. That
is when we finally feel complete. That empty place you’ve always known
is a place only God’s love can fill.

Contrary to what your deceptive heart tries to convince you of, what
you have always wanted and needed can only be found in the Person of
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Jesus Christ, in intimate relationship with Him and with God the Father
in the day-to-day living out of your life. As early as childhood we become
convinced that our deepest need for love and worth can be found within
the bounds of a human relationship, specifically with the opposite sex.
We have accepted the world’s view that ultimate love is human love. Not
so! Ultimate, completing, fulfilling, and unconditional love can only be
found in God the Father and Jesus the Son.

If you find you relate to only one or the other, it’s time for you to
explore the basis of that. Some reasons are textbook examples, like my
coming from a broken home. Maybe you feel it’s only reverent to speak
to God as Father. I won’t try and alter your beliefs if that is how you feel.
I can only speak from my own experience.

I recently heard someone say that we can only pray to God the Father.
His basis for that was the Lord’s Prayer, which is a model not a directive.
If we are expected to only pray that specific prayer, then how can we
account for the fact that we are told to be wary of vain repetition in
prayer? I admit, the man’s statement sent me reeling since I was just
about to write this chapter. Literally, I was to begin writing on this topic
the following day.

I researched his position and came to my own conclusion. I found that
some of my favorite pastors, Bible teachers, and commentators believe
we can address Jesus in our prayers and even encourage it. Before the
research, I said to my husband: “Good thing I didn’t know I couldn’t
talk to Jesus all those years He was healing me.” I was kidding, of course,
but that truth did lead me to my primary reason to believe I can talk to
Jesus directly. Even more than what other people said about how I can
communicate with the Triune God, the proof of Jesus’ intimate presence
in my life and in my prayers was the miraculous transformation in me
spiritually. I had prayed to Him, and He heard and healed me.

That may be what you need, miraculous transformation. In that case
you must pursue an intimate relationship with both Father and Son.
No matter the cost, chase after the One who chases after you. You will
discover Him walking with you through your day-to-day life by His Holy
Spirit.
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“Then you will call upon Me and go and pray to Me, and I
will listen to you. And you will seck Me and find Me, when
you search for Me with all your beart.” (Jeremiah 29:12-13)
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Intimate Relationship Takeaway

Key Point:
God is to each of us exactly who and what we need.

At this time, what would you say is your most critical need in each area:

spiritual, emotional, and physical?

What present tasks in life feel too big or too overwhelming for you to
accomplish?

Can you think of a verse that reminds you that God will meet your every
need?

Think of a time when you knew God was in your midst as He sent you
a much-needed verse or someone with an encouraging word at just the
right time. Share below.
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Would you say you are on the lookout for God in your daily life? What
are some little ways and big ways God has shown up in your life recently?

Key Point:
We are invited to experience a relationship with both God the Father and
Jesus the Son.

Was my description of an individual relationship with God the Father
and Jesus the Son a new concept for you?

Read John 14:23 and John 17:3. How do these verses express their
oneness, yet distinction?

Do you view your relationship with God the Father distinctly from Jesus
the Son? If so, in what ways?

Your walk with God the Father and Jesus the Son may not look exactly
like anyone else’s, and it’s not supposed to. You are His only you. God
will be to you exactly who you need. Trust that.
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Key Point:
The Father loves you as your perfect Dad.

How might the Father’s love meet certain needs in your life?

Did you have a more positive or negative relationship with your earthly
dad? Explain below.

How might a negative history with your earthly dad create mistrust or
false notions of who God the Father is and misrepresent His love for you?

Conversely, how might a positive or dependent relationship with your
earthly dad interfere with you running to God as your Father?

Key Point:
Jesus loves you as your faithful Companion and so much more.

It makes sense to see Jesus as your Savior, but do you see Him as your

constant Companion, the One whom your heart loves?
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List some of the names or roles Jesus is said to serve through Scripture.
Examples might include Groom, Beloved, Friend, etc. Challenge your-
self to find as many as you can.

Deep down, do you believe walking in relationship with Jesus can fulfill
your innermost longings for love, even surpassing the human love that
you desire? Do you now have hope that He can meet your deepest needs?

Have you been taught, based on the Lord’s Prayer, that you should only
pray to God the Father?

After reading through this chapter and considering the verses you looked
up, do you find it as an invitation to meet with both God the Father and
Jesus the Son?

Meet with Jesus:
Express below in prayer your longing to know God’s ultimate, complet-
ing, fulfilling, and unconditional love.
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“As the Father loved Me, I also have loved you; abide in My
love.” (John 15:9)

rue love isn’t a feeling; it’s an experience. Love is action. Love is

listening. Love is there for you and cares for you. Love is a thou-
sand little things. We live in a physical realm where spiritual things often
remain hidden. After looking at the world around you and experiencing
disappointment, rejection, and heartbreak, your eyes must adjust to the
inner life of love you live with Jesus.

A verse has recently taken my heart captive. Jesus says in the Book of
John that He and the Father would come and make their home with us
(14:23). Consider that. The Father and Son are at home with you: in you,
around you, beside you, before you, and holding you. You are at home
with the Person who is Love. You live out your life-all aspects of it—with
God at home with you. No matter where you are or what you’re doing,
you can talk to Him. You can call on Him. You can reach for Him.

Instead of cohabitating with God, most settle for weekend visitation
with Him at church on Sunday. For any kid from a divorced home, that
feels all too familiar. We are comfortable with weekend visitation since
we grew up with that life. Our experience has told us that is what it’s
supposed to be like with a dad. Since the divorce rate is around fifty
percent, half the people who read this will know exactly what ’'m talking
about.
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For those who have grown up with a dad in the home, you still may
compare God to the distant dad you grew up with. And by the way, this
isn’t beat-up-on-your-dad day. Earthly parents get it wrong at times no
matter their best intentions. It’s just an observation that our minds are
taught by our experiences, and sometimes, our perceptions of what we
have experienced. Then we act out what our minds believe.

The point is this: Relationship requires investment, serious invest-
ment, on our part. There is an investment of time required in any rela-
tionship you value. Whether it’s a marriage relationship, a parent/child
relationship, or even a friendship, you have to give of yourself and of your
time in order for the relationship to grow. We invest in education, careers,
and entertainment, but not in the Savior who came to save us. The time
you spend in pursuit of the Beloved is in direct relation to your closeness
to Him.

After years of women’s ministry, what I hear most is that women
don’t have time to devote to Bible reading and prayer. That’s not true.
They don’t make time. There’s a difference between having and making.
Check on any one of those women’s social media pages and, chances are,
you’ll find them pretty active. I’'m not bashing social media. Just don’t
lie to yourself if you’re using time as an excuse for a distant relationship
with Jesus.

If you truly have no time to spend with God, then you have something
on your plate God didn’t put there. He would never order your life in
such a way to where you couldn’t spend time with Him. What loving
father would do that?

Until God’s love is experienced in the living out of your life, it won’t
feel real. It’s in the everyday walk that love is proven. We give mental
assent to the fact that God so loved the world that He sent His Son to
die for us. But for some reason, we can’t grasp the concept that God was
just as intentional about sending His Son to /zve out His life through us.
Jesus, by His Spirit, is living in us and in our midst. He did die, but now
He continues to live. Embrace that reality.

His love is ever present. It’s something you can feel and see and experi-
ence if you’re paying attention. The morning God spoke the words You.
Are. Loved., I could actually grasp His love for me in a real and intimate
way.
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Here’s the key as to why many miss His day-to-day love: They look for
Him in the big things but not the little. I watch for Him in nature and
through His Word. Ilisten up when a preacher is preaching or a teacher is
teaching. God’s touch in my life comes in many ways. ’'m ever watching
and waiting, even encountering Him through a TV commercial that

sang His love over me.
Even if you have convinced yourself that God is present in your life,

have you come to know that He is present in your day? Those are totally

different thoughts.

~ In my life is the big picture.
~ In my day is the minutia of life.

We sing about Him being with us in the fire and in the flood, in the
valleys and on mountain tops. When will we sing, “You’re here with me
while I wash dishes, sit in traffic, and fold laundry”? It’s experiential love
that transforms you, not head knowledge. It’s seeing Him show up day
after day. It’s finding Him merciful when you blow it in the worst ways
that assures you of His unconditional love. It’s His whispers through
His Word that stop you in your tracks. It ultimately becomes a staggering
realization that God, the Almighty God that the Bible reveals, has shown
up and is sitting next to you, giving you strength to face the day and peace
to overcome the chaos. That’s love! The One who is there, always, no
matter if you woke up on the wrong side of the bed or if you are so weak
and worn out you can hardly take another step forward, He’s there. Love
is pursuing you. Question is, are you pursuing Him? That’s what He
wants, you know.

“And He has made from one blood every nation of men to
dwell on all the face of the earth, and has determined their
preappointed times and the boundaries of their dwellings, so
that they should seek the Lord, in the hope that they might
grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far from
each one of us; for in Him we live and move and have our
being...” (Acts 17:26-28)
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Notice it says He made us all so that we should seek Him. God is all
about relationship with you. If you only knew the extent of relationship
available to you, the difference it would make in your life, you would turn
from chasing after the wind and chase after the Almighty!

If you do not currently devote time to this pursuit each day, it’s time
to begin. What you will find in His presence is worth more than all you
currently devote your time to. Empty arms reach for the things of this
world by default when not embracing Jesus. I don’t even mean the bad
things of this world. If you aren’t full of Jesus each day, you will drink
what the world offers.

I mentioned before about time being an issue for many believers. Is
that the case for you? Do you struggle with setting aside time to spend
with God?

Often, when someone says they don’t have time, they underestimate
the value of even fifteen to twenty minutes. If you set your alarm fifteen
minutes earlier, you could read a few verses. That’s a start. Or, if you’re
a night person, carve out a few minutes before you lay your head down.

I have to believe if you’re reading this book that you want something
different. You are longing for more out of your walk with Jesus. You need
exactly what I said before, to walk with Him in the cool of the day. You
want to feel loved. You want to experience closeness with Him. In that
case, it’s time to change your approach. If you don’t already meet with
Jesus, starting tomorrow, find time. That’s a loving directive from your
sister. I don’t care who in your family that inconveniences. Lock yourself
in the bathroom with cotton balls in your ears if that’s what it takes.
That’s a great mental image: youssitting in the tub with your coffee, Bible,
and rubber ducky. Just do something. Make the first move.

The cool of the day for me is morning. I need strength to face the day
ahead. I need the Bread of Life to nourish me. I need Living Water to
face the parched world I live in, but schedules difter. You may be a night
owl who needs to wash off the yuck of the world when you get home or
before bed. What matters most is that you are actually setting aside that
time. You won’t likely know rest and peace if you don’t. A strong truth is
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this: If you are at rest or at peace in this world without intimately walking
with God, something is wrong. You can’t know peace apart from God.

Ask yourself the following questions, not with condemnation, but
just to take an honest inventory of your time.

How much time do you spend a day online and on social media?
(Answer in minutes.)

Facebook TikTok
Instagram X (Twitter)

How much time each day do you spend on your phone: texting, talking,
surfing, and playing games?

TV time Reading
Hobbies YouTube

We are all guilty of spending too much time on things that aren’t
necessary at the expense of that which matters most. Your time alone
with God has to be a priority, or you will be stunted spiritually. I’'m not
creating a checklist for you to do so that you become bound by legalism.
I'm telling you a fact. Time with God is how you get to know Him
intimately. Time alone with Him is where love grows. You can’t know
you’re loved if you don’t know Love in the person of Jesus Christ.

If it were possible, I would go to your house, pull you out of bed, set
your Bible in your lap, then pat you on the head and leave you in peace.
It’s what you need. Sadly, the enemy has fed you lies. He says you’re
too busy. He convinces you that fifteen extra minutes of sleep is better
than walking with the God who created you. He deceives, and you eat.
Nothing is more important than your walk with God. Nothing!

I remember a time in my early walk of faith when I didn’t know
what to do when I sat down to spend time with God. The Bible was
intimidating. With so many concepts that seemed foreign to me, I was
overwhelmed. Once I began structured Bible studies at my church, that
helped. I learned how to navigate around the many books of the Bible. I
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was asked questions that made me look up answers and fill in the blanks.
In the absence of a study, what do you do?

It’s as simple as: Read and Pray and Listen. For all the days of your
life, these three things are how you communicate with God. He speaks
to you through His Word. You speak to Him in prayer. He often speaks
to you through His Spirit. Your part s to set aside time and have a willing
heart, one that will listen.

If having a quiet time is new for you, here are some helpful hints:
* Maintain a normal flow of reading. Where you end one day,
begin there the next.

* Each day read one chapter of Proverbs. For example, on the fif-
teenth of the month, read Proverbs 15, on the next day Proverbs
16, and so on. The wisdom contained in this book will slowly
seep into your belief system, and before you know it, you are
making better choices based on what God says is wise living, not
what the world says.

* Read through the Psalms.
« Start in Matthew and read through the New Testament.

 Try “red letter” reading. While every book of the Bible was in-
spired by and through Jesus, #he Word, intentionally and slowly
read the red-letter words Jesus spoke while on earth. Even when
the stories seem familiar, reading Jesus” words specifically can
take on a new dimension and speak to you in an entirely new
way. Rather than your mind defaulting to the assumption that
His words are directed toward others, you can feel them focused
on you. Be advised, you may need to back up a sentence or two
to gain context, but just as it sounds, you will pretty much stick
to the red letters. Sometimes, as I read in this way, the realization
washes over me: Jesus Himself is speaking to me, teaching me
through the Holy Spirit. It’s supernatural!
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* Begin at the beginning. Decide to read through the Bible. I
would advise you, though, to move slowly. Avoid plans that
require too many chapters or verses per day.

The goal is to have a place to begin each morning or evening. You will
be surprised how He will speak to you as you read this way. Just read,
even on those days when you “feel” as if you are not getting anything out
of it. Commit to reading. Seeds are being planted. Remember, this is a
marathon, not a sprint. Read small enough portions that you can study
and allow the Spirit to speak. If you read more than a few chapters, you
will not likely retain anything.

Some days, after a verse or two, I can’t seem to move forward, which
tells me that He has something for me to learn in those few verses. So I try
to ponder and study on what I read, making sure I understand it or learn
what He is trying to show me about Himself through it. Other days, I
may take in several chapters. Sometimes I may not fully understand what
Iam reading at all or how it applies to me. In those times I have to believe
that what I am reading is simply not for me in my current season. Then,
years later, when the time is right, understanding comes as I read those
same verses. The way He leads and teaches each of us may look different.
For us all, though, there is one common denominator: We all have the
need to meet with Him each day through His Word.

Other helpful tools:

~ Journal things you learn, things that stand out to you. Simply
keep a spiral notebook near your Bible. When something really speaks
to you, make a note of it. As you do this, you will begin to see common
threads that the Lord is weaving into your heart. I promise, years later
you will look back and be able to see your spiritual growth and trace
the blossoming of your deepening relationship with Jesus. I also use my
journal as a method of prayer. I find it helps to keep my prayers focused
and on topic.

~ Write favorite verses on index cards and keep them handy. I have
stacks of verses that have meant so much to me during specific seasons.

~ Apply what you learn. That is where growth and change come,
in the application of a truth to your life. You can read every day, but
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until you learn to apply what you are learning to your daily life, you have
accomplished little.

“But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness,
and all these things shall be added to you.” (Matthew 6:33)

The enemy speaks to you from his book of lies. Know the Book of
Truth. The means of seeking God and His righteousness and kingdom is
diving into Scripture for yourself. A pastor or teacher can never impart
what Jesus, your High Priest and Teacher, can reveal. Allow the Holy
Spirit to replace lies with Truth, that you may be transformed by the
renewing of your mind (Romans 12:2).

Remember, if one thing doesn’t work for you, don’t give up. Keep
trying. We all have to find our own groove when learning the dance of
intimacy.
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Day to Day Takeaway

Key Point:
True love isn’t a feeling; it’s an experience.

In your earthly relationships, can you trust what you “feel” to determine
your love for others or their love for you? Why or why not?

Similarly, can you trust what you feel as the basis of God’s love for you?

How can experiencing disappointment, rejection, and heartbreak in the
physical realm lead you to expect the same in the spiritual realm?

Key Point:
Home is where the heart is, where Love is.

Read John 14:23. Have you ever considered that God the Father and Je-
sus the Son literally live with you in your home? How could the thought
or imagery of God cohabitating with you change how often you talk to
Him?
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Did you have a dad in your home growing up? For either answer, express
how having or not having a dad at home shaped how you grew up.

How can the presence of Jesus the Son in your home, your Prince of
Peace, Wonderful Counselor, and Great Physician, affect to whom you
go first when in need and how you walk out your daily life?

Key Point:
Relationship requires serious investment on your part.

How much time do you now devote to Bible reading and study? Would
you call this quality time? Remember, even if it’s only fifteen minutes, if
it’s focused and meaningful, that builds relationship.

What other ways do you spend time building your relationship with God
besides reading and studying the Bible, such as prayer, listening to and
singing praise and worship music, walking in nature, etc.?

If your time with God is limited, would you say you don’t have time or
don’t make time for building your relationship with Him?
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You can never know love from or intimacy with the One you don’t make
time for in your life. He’s not the Sunday Jesus. Don’t be the Sunday you
and only focus on Him one day a week.

Key Point:
It’s in the everyday walk that love is proven.

Even if you are convinced that God is present in your life, have you come
to know He is present in your day? How can that change the course of a
day as you look and listen for Him?

In the smallest details of life, how have you most often noticed His
presence? Are you able to share a recent example of when you just knew
He was with you?

Have you ever considered that Love is pursuing you? If not, then how
can that understanding now alter the course of your relationship with
Jesus? How might that change the way you want to pursue Him?

Key Point:
Your time alone with God must be a priority, or you will be stunted
spiritually.
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Read. Pray. Listen. Does one of these come easiest to you? Which, if any,
is the most difficult sometimes?

As you’ve grown in your walk with God, is there an area in your quiet
time that used to frustrate you, but now you have peace about? For
example, have you believed that you must read a certain number of
chapters every day or must spend a certain amount of time with Him
to please Him?

Do any of the quiet-time suggestions from this chapter inspire you? Are
there one or two you would like to try for the first time or perhaps try
again if it’s been a while? Remember, if one thing doesn’t work for you,
don’t give up.
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ow that we are moving into the next phase, I want to revisit the
love song and dance imagery and remind you:

~ His love is the music that draws us to the dance floor.
~ His Word guides our steps.
~ Our faith walk is the day-to-day dance.

In a physical sense, dance steps take practice. The more you hear the
music, the more the song becomes a part of who you are and guides your
steps. Internalizing the music helps the dance to take shape.

The same is true in the spiritual realm. The more you encounter God’s
love (the music) in your daily life, the better you get at walking out your
life of faith (the dance). Internalizing His love allows you to freely dance.

While you are practicing the dance, meaning each area of your faith
walk, you will find the music of God’s love grows only louder. As you
continually turn your focus on the love of God in your day-to-day life,
your steps will naturally align with the rhythm of His love. His love be-
comes more evident through your spiritual eyes and seeps like a lingering
melody into your belief system, filling you with all the fullness of God.

“..t0 know the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that
you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
(Ephesians 3:19)
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The ease of the dance is this: The real work is on God’s shoulders.
Your part is to show up each day with God and allow Him to lead you in
the dance. Be patient. Keep practicing. Utilize the takeaway at the end of
each of the following sections. It’s frustrating to read a book and by the
end lose track of all the key points that resonated with you. The takeaway
will allow you to track your key points by topic.

In each stand-alone section, we will cover various attributes of what
it looks like to live loved. Our ultimate goal is to be conformed to the
likeness of Christ Jesus. I was well into working on this book when a
thought came to mind one Sunday morning: Jesus knew He was loved
by the Father and acted out of that love every moment of every day. He
calls us to abide in that same love.

“As the Father loved Me, I also have loved you; abide in My
love.” (John 15:9)

We can look at each of the topics in this book and see Jesus as our
model. The question What would Jesus do? has become cliché, but it’s
still simplistic genius. Now we know the answer to that question—Jesus
lived loved. It’s more than us imitating what He did. It’s who He is in
us. We naturally live loved when we allow the holiness of Jesus to be
exhibited in our lives. That comes from oneness with Him and from the
sheer knowledge that He 7s love within us.

Outwardly, we can imitate anyone, a pastor or admired Bible teacher
or friend. Inwardly, however, our motives may look nothing like that of
our model. That was exactly me during my earliest walk, cleaned up on
the outside but a hot mess in the deepest-down part of me.

While reading the topics to come, consider them a mirror to examine
your heart (James 1:23-24). If you don’t see your reflection in an area,
then see it as a goal.

Paul says something compelling in Scripture about knowing Jesus and
the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings:
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“Not that I have already attained, or am already perfected;
but I press on, that I may lay hold of that for which Christ
Jesus has also laid hold of me.” (Philippians 3:12)

Paul, the author of more than twenty percent of the New Testament,
considered himself to be a work in progress. I’'m just a wife and mom and
daughter, and here I am trying to express this vast topic of living loved
while still stumbling along on this journey. Atleast Paul’s admission gives
us the assurance that we believers are all pressing on toward a common
goal together.

As you move through the following topics, you will be given an op-
portunity to stop and ponder at the end of each one. Some topics are
brief; some are extensive, depending on the subject matter. You will find
overlaps in areas since each stand-alone section covers a single theme.
Principles that apply in one area may also apply to others. Many topics
may have similar conclusions or takeaway concepts. Case in point: I will
always lead you to Scripture as the solution. If that feels repetitive, then
good. May I never be accused of thinking I have the answers apart from
God’s Word. You shouldn’t either. Only God’s Word is sharp enough to
penetrate and divide soul and spirit and judge the attitude of the heart
(Hebrews 4:12).

When a topic resonates with you, take your time and consider each
area of the takeaway. Even if it takes days or weeks during your quiet time,
spend time praying and listening over that particular area. Watch for
ways God might communicate with you through His Word, His Spirit,
sermons, nature, and other believers. Illumination will come.

I can’t think of anyone who has mastered all of these areas, but the
mature believer continues working toward the goal of walking with God
well. The astute believer knows where they struggle, where they need the
most work, and they invest their time and attention to making strides.

I have work yet to be done in every area, but what makes me certain
that God will accomplish the good work He’s begun is knowing I am
pliable. I’'m often willing to view myself as I really am, all my faults
and shortcomings included. I've learned to consider myself with sober
judgment.
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“For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not
think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather
think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with
the measure of faith God has given you.” (Romans 12:3
NIV)

Are you able to do that? I don’t mean beat yourself up over the
little things. I mean, are you able to look deep within at your heart and
motives? Introspection is key to each topic. If you can’t or won’t look
at yourself soberly, you will likely never grow. For any of us, unless we
admit where we are, we won’t take the next step in our journey; we’ll
never learn to dance.

If you discover an attribute of living loved is missing from your daily
life, it’s time to take notice. There may be something hindering your trust
in God’s absolute love for you in that area. You need to begin to work
with Jesus in your quiet time. Only time alone with God and learning
the lyrics of His Word can bring the hindrance to light.

While working through the takeaway, if you feel a question doesn’t
apply to you, then ask God for confirmation. Once given, move on. Since
I'am a blank-filler-inner, I can stall out trying to look inward on a matter
when it’s simply not my season to direct attention to it. If that’s the case
with you and you feel it’s not the time to explore something, move on to
another topic. Here’s the caveat, though. Some issues you need to deal
with can’t be repaired until others are addressed.

Maybe you are hindered in an area due to some particular hurt from
childhood or early adulthood. As an example: I shared earlier how the
Gardener and I dug up some deep-rooted weeds from my life. My history
of woundedness from my early years had me bound in nearly every
area, especially that of trusting my Father. I needed healing from those
wounds before trust finally came.

Until you trust God’s love for you, many areas of growth will be hard
to come by, especially ones which require you to step out in faith. In
my case, trust came much later in my relationship with God. When it
did come, it was the source of major transformation in every area of my
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life: parenting, ministry, and facing everyday life struggles. Answering my
call was long overdue since I hadn’t trusted the One calling. That is a
good illustration of how one attribute, living in trust, is interwoven with
another, living out your call. I didn’t dream of stepping out in faith until
I trusted God would catch me if T fell on my face.

Here’s another case where healing had to occur before progress could
be made in other areas. This one has an honesty alert attached! I love
telling stories of miracles. This is one for sure.

After my fall and return to the Lord, I came back bound again by
alcohol. Ithad been something that had gripped me for most of my adult
life. My Christian friends had no idea I even drank since I hid it so well.
It was a secret solace I ran to in order to quiet the chaos in my mind. My
mind was so clouded by my self-medicating that little progress could be
made toward my actual healing. Looking back now, I see why the Healer
had to begin there. I needed a clear mind, a clean slate for God to work
with.

When I'had first begun to walk with God with any level of consistency,
I stopped drinking without problem. It just happened that way, and I
didn’t give much thought to it. After my return, however, it wasn’t that
easy. I prayed for God to take the taste for it away. I begged. I kept trying
to stop on my own, but still I drank.

One day on vacation at the beach, my favorite time to drink a cold
beer, I opened one that tasted bad. Beer drinkers call it “skunk beer.” I
passed it to my husband who said it tasted fine. I opened another—same
thing. It tasted just like a skunk smells. It struck me like a bolt of light-
ning. God had taken the taste away just as I had prayed, so I passed that
beer off to my husband and haven’t touched a drop since. Somehow, I
know if I ever drink again, I won’t get another free pass.

What’s your skunk? What has you so hindered that progress can’t
be made in other areas? If you sniff around long enough-pun intend-
ed—you will smell it. Until you allow the Spirit to address and heal those
issues, you won’t make the progress you need. You, too, need a clear mind
for God to work with.

Like it was for me, the topic we will cover first is a stumbling block for
many, a place where the relationship with God stalls. If that’s the case
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with you, then it’s time to take an honest appraisal of your heart and
plan for the love song to play.
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Love Song Takeaway

Key Point:
The more you encounter God’s love (the music) in your daily life, the
better you get at walking out your life of faith (the dance).

After spending the past weeks focusing on the importance of knowing
you are loved and experiencing His love throughout your daily life, are
you watching for and encountering His love in new ways? Share one or

two examples below.

Next Steps: Look and listen for the music of His love. Ask God to
open your eyes and ears each day to His pursuing love of you. Start a
special page in your journal to keep track of these love encounters. These
will be invaluable some day when life knocks you down and leaves you
wondering where Love is.

Living loved is more than just “knowing” you’re loved. Is the love of God
beginning to trickle down from your head into your belief system?

Read Ephesians 3:17-19 and write verse 19 in the space below.

Verse 19 above states that until you go from knowledge to surpassing
knowledge, something remains empty that needs to be filled. You were
asked in an earlier chapter if you’ve ever wondered if there’s more to your

walk of faith than what you’re currently experiencing. The answer to
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that question is always yes. We can be certain there is always more.

As much as you may feel rooted and grounded in love (v. 17), there are
no limits to the depths (v. 18) of God’s love for you. Does it excite you
to know that all your life can be spent going deeper still, and that as you
do, your dance of faith will reflect that?

To gain a new view of God’s love for you takes time. Our world-shaped
minds (and hearts) must be transformed (Romans 12:2). Remember,
like holding up a diamond to the light, there are many facets of God’s
love for you, each uniquely shaped to love you exactly as you need to be
loved.

Key Point:
The real work is on God’s shoulders. Your part is to show up each day
and allow Him to lead you.

Read Philippians 2:12-13.

Paul addresses his readers as “ .” What two words

make up this term of endearment? +

Paul’s words are not his own but Spirit inspired, so the word choice here
isn’t simply referring to Paul’s love for them, but more specifically God’s
love for you. The Word Himself also considers you (His disciple) to be
His beloved, the one whom He loves (John 13:23).

Be. Loved. This is a state of being and living, not a state of doing, other
than through your cooperation with the Spirit. What have you been
taught “work out your salvation with fear and trembling” means, that
this is referring to sanctification (becoming more like Jesus) or actual
salvation (being born again, saved from sin)?
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John 3:16 states that God, because of His love for you, sent Jesus to do
the work “of” your salvation. Working “out” your salvation has to do
with your cooperation as you are being transformed into the image of
Christ (2 Corinthians 3:18).

Remember, in Philippians 2:13, we are told it is who is at
work in you. Apart from Him, you can do nothing (John 15:5).

Key Point:
Like Paul, we are all still a work in progress and need to press on (Philip-
pians 3:12).

Read Romans 12:3. Are you pliable? (Pliable: supple enough to bend

freely or repeatedly without breaking — Webster) Can you think of your-
self with sober judgment and admit where you struggle?

How can you strike a healthy balance between honesty before the Lord
and harsh personal criticism?

In what areas of your faith walk do you feel you are making the most
progress, and in which areas are you still a hot mess?

What assurance does Philippians 1:6 give you about your hot-mess
struggles?
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Key Point:
Some issues you need to deal with can’t be repaired until others are

addressed.

I shared in the book chapter about my skunk. I talked in the video about
the feeder root, that “thing” that needs to be addressed so that God can

work on other areas of your life.
Can you think of any areas where my skunk imagery might apply to your

life? Do you have something “big” that needs to be addressed so that the
smaller things can work themselves out?

Meet with Jesus:
Discuss your "something big" with God below.
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“Delight yourself also in the LORD, and He shall give you
the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:4)

B efore I take one step forward on this topic, let me remind you that
“the heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked”
(Jeremiah 17:9). So before you go making plans to live out your heart’s
desire, you need to conduct a thorough heart check. You may find that
your heart is in need of a recalibration.

A sanctified heart, one reshaped by Jesus, is a heart that can be trusted.
That’s a fact. A more realistic fact is that we are not yet fully sanctified;
at least I know I’'m not. I can’t always trust my heart. I can’t even often
trust my heart. I have to be careful when following my heart or its desires.
Why? Because this life has shaped my heart in such a way that my desires
are for human relationships and approval. Yes, human relationships are
vital for our well-being, but they should be secondary to our relationship
with Jesus.

The more you grasp the greatness of God’s love, the more it becomes
clear that He is your greatest need and desire. As you grow in your
love with and for Him, you must take inventory of your heart’s current
desires. What or who comes first? What is most prominent? There are
many examples, specifically with human relationships, where we can be
off-balance in our desires: the need for husband and mate kind of love,
love for our children, parents, siblings, friends, and so on.
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Let’s focus on one area in particular: the love and desire for our (or a)
man. That was once my own pitfall. Now, I'm in a healthy place where
my husband is second only to Jesus, but that required me taking a sober
look at my heart at its deepest level.

To establish my case, let’s return to Eve in our story of the fall and
its aftermath. Eve’s original heart’s desire was for relationship with God,
but then the things of this world seemed more inviting. The serpent lied
to her and convinced her that there was something more and that she
was missing out. Next thing you know we are cussing Eve once a month
and screaming in the delivery room. A part of the curse we don’t often
consider is this:

“Io the woman He said: “..your desire shall be for your
husband, and be shall rule over you.”” (Genesis 3:16)

I can’t count the number of times I’ve heard the part about “he
shall rule over you” discussed when talking about the family structure.
I honestly have no problem with this in our home. There are decisions
thatare deferred to my husband without hesitation on my part, especially
when I’'m too emotionally involved. Kelly has a level head in many areas
where I don’t. For the most part, though, we come to an agreement in
all major decisions.

I want to camp at an all too underappreciated aspect of the curse:
“Your desire shall be for your husband.” Years ago, this struck me with
fresh eyes. I can appreciate the magnitude of this desire, considering it
was once the most detrimental force in my life. Now, that curse over me
is not only broken but totally demolished. Jesus is the unequaled desire
of my heart, and growing my relationship with God the Father is the
absolute priority in my life.

That has taken years of being loved with a healthy God-shaped love.
Prior to that, my desire was for a man, sometimes any man. My teens
and early twenties were some of the most self-destructive years of my life.
My view of love was skewed because my desire was skewed. I thought a
relationship with a man was what would complete me. It didn’t help that

73



YOU. ARE. LOVED.

Jerry Maguire confirmed that with his broken plea to Dorothy (eye roll).
I fell for it.

Movies and fairytales train us from the time we are little girls that we’re
waiting for our prince to come. I never knew I was waiting for my Prince
in the person of Jesus. Romance novels only add to the idea that if we
will just find Mr. Right then everything will be alright. And I say that as
a writer and lover of love stories.

In any story I write, though, my heroine always comes to the place of
understanding her need for the love of Jesus more than human love. It’s
usually the actual conflict to be resolved behind what seems to be the
conflict. Why? Because in life, that is the unresolved conflict with the
woman’s heart of flesh. She believes true love is horizontal rather than
vertical. Some women are so desperate to love and be loved that they will
settle for Mr. Right Now instead of waiting for Mr. Right. That may not
be you, but if you’ve never been that girl, I bet you’ve known plenty of
women like her over the years.

A thought occurs to me for the millionth time: Notice that the first
of the Ten Commandments is to not have any other god before Him.
The first part of the Greatest Commandment is to love Him with all our
heart, soul, and mind. Everything else comes after vertical love—every-
thing. Our love for others has its healthy basis in loving God and putting
Him first.

That’s not accidental. God knows the heart. If we jump back to our
Jeremiah verse about the heart being wickedly deceitful, then we find in
the very next verse:

“I the LORD, search the heart, I test the mind.”
(Jeremiah 17:10)

He knows what our hearts naturally desire, and He knows what our
hearts supernaturally desire-Him. Good news: Jesus came to break sin’s
curse over our hearts. When you accepted Jesus as your Savior and the
Holy Spirit took up residence in you, your heart’s desire was recalibrated.
Now, in the spiritual realm, Jesus is the desire of your heart whether you
feel it or not.
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In your flesh, however, you’re still living under the curse. Remember,
we were set up by the fairytale scenario. The prince kisses the princess and
breaks the curse. She wakes up to happily ever after with her husband,
right? Nope. There’s no such thing as happily ever after with marriage.
No matter the beauty of a healthy marriage, it’s still not enough to
complete us. We need the Prince. We need salvation and then for the
desire of our hearts to shift to Him alone. Everything after that falls in
line just like the Greatest Commandment instructs. We love others out
of the overflow of our love for God. We love because God first loved us
(1John 4:19).

Okay, so what if that hasn’t happened for you, loving God with your
all? You wouldn’t admit it to a soul, but what if your heart’s desire is
still for your man? There is nothing wrong with loving your husband.
There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be married if you’re not. The
point is: Without a husband, are you lost?

We come back to this concept: Is Jesus enough for you?

I genuinely love my husband. That’s something I couldn’t have said
years ago. We struggled so many of our early years that I finally gave up
on loving him or being loved by him. Now that our marriage has been
miraculously restored, he’s become my best friend. So, I must ask myself
the same question: Without him would I be lost? In the physical sense,
yes. We do everything together. I can’t imagine going through life now
without him. In a spiritual sense, though, I know I would be sustained
by Jesus. I trust that. I've come to know such intimate healing over my
worst wounds through my relationship with Him that I know He would
be there to pick up the pieces if I were to be left a widow.

I’ve watched Him do that with my mom over the past few years. God
has been there for her in every way she needs: Provider, Sustainer, Friend,
Teacher, Father, and her Beloved. She has grown in spiritual ways that
often surprise her. The loss of her husband wasn’t her end as it felt at
the time. It was the beginning of a new season with her Savior, one
which allowed her space to let Him claim her heart in new ways. She has
seen God’s love in action in her life and is now more vividly living loved
because of it.

Desire for our (or a) man is both good and bad, light and dark. It
can define and destroy. Unbalanced human love is a curse that must be
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broken. When considering the Greatest Commandment, note how Jesus
says to love others after He says to love God. We can’t know healthy love
for others until our heart’s desire is Him.

I will give you a pecek into a journal entry of mine from the other day:

“I think of my season of desperation and weeping before I knew You.
I didn’t hear it when You spoke my name, but my spirit did. Thank You
for Your continual pursuit of me.”

This wasn’t referring to me before salvation. This was a reference to
my fall and return. I didn’t know Jesus as I do now. I didn’t know His
love and tenderness. I hadn’t allowed grace to draw me deeper into Him.
All along, the simplicity of God as the desire of my heart had been lost
on me.

Some who will read this are in the same situation. Even if they haven’t
taken rebellious steps away from God, they are still far away in heart.
Intimate life with Jesus isn’t a reality to them. Their desire is still trained
on physical relationships, especially with men. The concept of Jesus
being their ultimate desire is a foreign one and may seem like some lofty,
unobtainable goal. It seemed like that to me in my early years. Is that you?

This is a question we would all do well to ask in every season. Is Jesus
the ultimate desire of my heart? Sneaky little foxes, as we are warned
against in Song of Solomon 2:15, can come and rob us of our true desire.
Every day it would be wise to begin with this question: Today, Lord, are
you the desire of my heart? What a great way to recalibrate your mind to
start your day.

Is it possible that Jesus is speaking your name without you hearing? Is
your spirit longing for a call your natural heart ignores?

The following encounter is one of the most tender examples of the
intimacy Jesus shared with a woman who adored Him.

Mary stood outside the tomb of Jesus weeping when she saw two an-
gels where the body of Jesus had lain. When asked why she was weeping,
she said,

“Because they have taken away my Lord, and I do not know
where they have laid Him.” (John 20:13)
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The story goes on to say that she turned around and saw Jesus but
didn’tknow it was Him. That was me. Maybe that’s why I am so affected
by this story. I spent many years with Jesus as my Savior but never saw
who He really was to me. He asked her,

“Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you secking?”
(John 20:15)

The next part of the story is the most touching and personal aspect.
Once Mary tells Jesus she is looking for her Lord, He says one word for
her to recognize Him for who He is. He calls her by name.

Mary knew Jesus and the sound of His voice speaking her name. He
had once cast seven demons from her. His earlier activity in Mary’s life
had created the most profound love imaginable, one that kept her Lord
as her first priority, even the morning after His death.

Beloved, you may not hear it with the clamor of the world distracting
you, but He calls you by name so that you will see Him for who He is to
you. He is the desire of your heart. No matter what you currently feel,
prepare to embark on a journey to living your heart’s true desire.

While gathering material for this section, I inadvertently turned to this
verse when looking for the heart’s desire passage. What a note to end
with:

“May He grant you according to your heart’s desire, and
fulfill all your purpose.” (Psalm 20:4)

If you will allow Him, He will be to you what you need. He will grant
you the desire of your heart—Himself.

One thing that changed my relationship with Jesus was that I stopped
praying to some far-away God and started praying to the next-to-me
Jesus. In order to focus my mind and attention on the Son of God, even
now I close my eyes and imagine sitting in my favorite place, the beach. I
speak to Him as if He’s sitting next to me there. That’s what I mean by
the next-to-me Jesus. I consider the verse where He says, “Abide in Me,
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and Iin you.” He’s ever present: within and without, beside and before.
He’s our rear guard and vanguard. He is always the next-to-me Jesus.
Now it’s your turn. Talk to the next-to-you Jesus as you work through
the questions to follow. Trust this process. Remember, it’s during the
exploration of what living loved should look like that you will find
Him exploring right alongside you. How can you not feel loved by
the next-to-you Jesus? Remember, this journey with God is a life-long

pursuit. Never stop secking the deeper places with Him. Keep dancing,
beloved.
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Heart's Desire Takeaway

Key Point:
The more you grasp the greatness of God’s love, the more it becomes
clear that He is your greatest need and desire.

According to Jeremiah 17:9, why is it necessary to conduct a thorough

heart check at times? In your past, what is an example that proves your
heart cannot be trusted?

What or who comes first in your life? This could even be yourself.

While human hearts are accustomed to knowing human love, God cre-
ated you to be completed only by His love. The supernatural process of
getting to know Jesus and His love for you happens over time.

Why is it so difficult to believe that spiritual love can meet your heart’s
every need?

Since you can’t see God or touch Him, have you questioned whether
spiritual love can meet your heart’s desire for love?
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Key Point:
Jesus came to break sin’s curse over our hearts.

Have you come to conclude that your heart may still be operating under
the curse? Is your deepest desire still for human love, no matter its form:
husband, children, parents, friends, etc.?

“Your desire shall be for your husband” (Genesis 3:16). As women under
the curse, most place the desire for romantic love over their love for God.
Has this ever described you? Is that a battle you still fight?

Eve fell and took us all down with her because she believed she was
missing out on something. Are there lies the serpent whispers to you
suggesting that you are missing out? If so, what does he say you are
missing?

Key Point:
No matter the beauty of a healthy marriage (or relationship), it’s still not
enough to complete us.

How have fairy tales and rom-coms misshapen tender hearts, compelling

young girls to seek romantic love? How does this follow women into
relationships?
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Did you grow up anticipating a happily-ever-after life? What did you
imagine your life would look like?

Do you feel that without a certain person in your life, whether a spouse
or close family member, you would be lost, or are you so confident in
Jesus’ love for you that you know He would carry you through? Share
your heart check below.

Key Point:
The clamor of the world, and even good things, will always compete with
Jesus to be your heart’s desire.

Like Jesus did with Mary in John 20, He has been and is now calling
you by name. Can you recall a time or season when you knew Jesus was
calling you by name?

The enemy knows your weaknesses. How can you guard your heart
against his whispers that try to draw you away from your first love, Jesus?
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How can knowing that He is the next-to-you Jesus, that He is real and
ever present in you, protect you from those things that compete for your
heart?

Meet with Jesus:
Take this opportunity to write out your prayer that the Lord will change

the desires of your heart to match His.

“Delight yourself also in the LORD, and He shall give you the desires of
your heart.” (Psalm 37:4)
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I n the introduction I compared God’s Word to the lyrics of His love
song to you. When you know and experience God’s active love in
your life, you are naturally drawn to the words of the song. His lyrics are
written in the form of a love letter, God’s inspired Word in the collective
work of the Holy Bible.

For many, the draw isn’t there because His love doesn’t feel real and
personal. It will come in time if you are willing to take a step of faith and
begin to read. There’s a valid reason why each believer needs the Word
of God: transformation.

“And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is
that good and acceptable and perfect will of God.”
(Romans 12:2)

Your life experiences have shaped your mind and thoughts. The way
you were raised, where you were raised, and the events in your childhood
and young adulthood all tell you who you are and what you feel. Many
are lies. The serpent has deceived, and you have eaten. Those lies need to
be dispelled with truth. The Bible speaks truth over those lies and tells
you who you are and Whose you are.

No matter how your mind, feelings, and emotions have been shaped,
whether negatively or positively, your spirit hears one call: "Come to
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Me..." (Matthew 11:28). That one phrase of the love song tells you all
you need is to run to Jesus.

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God.” (John 1:1)

In the passage above, John is referring to Jesus as the Word. So when
you read Scripture, you are in actuality getting to know Jesus—7%e Word.
The divine Book is His introduction of who He is and how much He
loves you.

Previously you were encouraged to pursue Jesus as the desire of your
heart. That’s impossible to do without getting to know Him. It’s impos-
sible not to love Him once you do get to know Him in Spirit and Truth.

Our verse from Romans about being transformed applies here. None
of this makes any sense at all without your mind being renewed. The
world-shaped human brain can’t grasp how we can have someone who
isn’t physically present as the desire of our heart. That’s why this is dif-
ficult for women to believe. Our boyfriend, husband, children, parents,
and all the others who vie for our heart’s affection are living, breathing,
walking-with-us beings. Horizontal love relationships are something we
can much more easily wrap our minds around. But a faraway Jesus, how
can we embrace Him?

If this was a natural process, I would stop here and list some bullet
points on how to know Jesus as your intimate companion, but that’s not
at all how it works. The supernatural process of getting to know Jesus is
something that happens over time. At least it did for me. My heart was
only accustomed to accommodating human love, so it fought against
spiritual love for way too long.

In my own experience, I found that getting to know Him was an
incremental process that happened as I chose to meet with Him each
day. I would read something from the Bible or do a day’s homework in
whatever Bible study I was attending and hope to hear something that
would apply to me. I noticed that something happened more frequently.
AsIwould read certain passages, it was like I couldn’t move beyond those
words. Even if I did continue to read, the words of what I was reading
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would never sink in because all I could think of was the previous passage
that had caught my attention.

Sometimes, that captivating passage would make sense, and I could
see how it applied to me in my situation then. Other times, a verse would
strike a chord, but I couldn’t understand why. Here is one such example:

“No one engaged in warfare entangles himself with the
afffairs of this life, that be may please him who enlisted him
as a soldier.” (2 Timothy 2:4)

I read this and couldn’t read past it. I read it again and again. I fretted
over what it might mean to me specifically since God seemed to have me
stalled there. I prayed and asked, but revelation never came. A year or
more later, I ran into someone who mentioned me coming back to work
atmy previous job. My first thought was that the spending money would
be nice.

Bam! That verse came to mind. My understanding was finally opened.
My call is ministry, in whatever form that takes. I knew I was supposed
to pursue ministering to women and not that job. I wasn’t to get en-
tangled in the affairs of this life. When that passage originally caught my
attention, God was giving me an answer to a question I wouldn’t ask for
another year.

Don’t think I was some spiritual giant back when that verse stopped
me in my tracks. Hardly! As a matter of fact, that was soon after my fall
and return. I wasn’t at all experienced in hearing from God through His
Word, but that ended up being just one example of how He spoke to me
through reading my Bible.

How did that help me to get to know Him better? I saw that He was
actually present with me through His Word. He took an obscure verse
and pinned it to my heart so that when the temptation came for me to
take that job, illumination followed. I absolutely k#zew I wasn’t supposed
to say yes.

Though more than a decade has passed, when an opportunity comes
up for me to consider a job outside of ministry, that verse comes to mind,
and I know I’'m supposed to keep doing what I’'m doing.
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Maybe that verse doesn’t apply to you in the same way, but that isn’t
the point. I am hoping this was a practical example of living the love
letter. As you practice this dance, you will have your own verses that grab
hold of your attention and won’tlet go. It’ll make sense when it happens,
but only to you.

When I think of the concept of getting to know Jesus, I think of a
mail-order bride. Two people meet from afar and send letters back and
forth in order to get to know one another until the time comes to meet
in person.

At first they are perfect strangers, but the more they read each other’s
words on paper or talk on the phone, the closer they become. They learn
to recognize their intended’s handwriting or to detect certain inflections
in tone. Anticipation and excitement build until both can hardly wait
for the day they begin to share a life together.

Jesus is called the Groom, and we collectively as believers are the Bride.
There will come a day when we will all meet Him face-to-face. I don’t
want to meet a stranger. I want to know Him, what He sounds like, what
it feels like to be with Him. That can begin now, even when it seems
impossible as our Groom is with us only in Spirit.

Will you arrive in heaven someday and hardly know the One who laid
down His life so that you could be His? If so, then you have to shift your
current approach to your walk of faith. You absolutely must invest in
getting to know your Groom through His Word.

If you don’t currently spend time reading the Love Letter because you
consider it intimidating, take a step of faith and begin. He will lead the
way and help you get to know Him. The supernatural part is His part.
You don’t have to figure it out. Girl, your only job is to show up each
day. Allow Him access to your heart. Read. Study. Apply what you read
to the best of your ability. Divine encounters will begin to happen. The
first verse that speaks to an exact situation will blow your mind. Then
it'll happen again. And again. There will come a time when you open
your Bible with the sure knowledge that Jesus will show up through His
Word.

I can’t remember where I read this phrase, but I think it’s beautiful:
breathless anticipation. There should come a day when you approach
your time with Him with breathless anticipation. Isn’t that what every
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longing heart desires, to come together with the one they love in breath-
less anticipation? This topic requires more depth than can be covered
here, so this concept of expectation will overflow into our next section.

For now, let’s shift our focus to a contrasting view of the love letter,
your letter back to Jesus.

Years ago I began journaling. I'm not sure how others use a journal,
but in mine I’'m basically having a conversation with God. I address Him
as “You” since I’'m writing directly to Him. It’s a focused way I pray. I
also use the journal space to make note of things I've read and how He
has spoken to me through His Word.

If I tried to express the hundreds of ways He has led me to a perfect
verse at the precise time I needed it, I would never be able to do it justice.
There are times when I think a particular thought or have a question
come to mind, then soon after, through some chain of events, I land
at the exact verse that responds to that thought or question. That’s
no coincidence. I know it the moment I see it. I love to record those
encounters.

I remind myself of the forgetful Israclites. I have these Wow! moments
over the years and ask myself how I can ever doubt His intimate presence
in my life again. Before you know it, I'm faced with a new challenge and
find myself wondering if He will come through. Those are the times my
journal comes in most handy. Since I often actually write the word Wow!
beside some of my most notable God-sightings, when I glance back in
my journals, those are the entries that catch my eye. Joshua would call
those Stones of Remembrance, a subject we will touch on later.

This was my sixth book to write and publish. The others, being
fiction, were entirely different animals. I didn’t have much reason for
doubt, other than questioning if they would be well received. This book,
however, keeps me doubting myself daily. I wonder if it will all come
together as I envision it. I wonder what I’'m thinking for even attempting
it. I am on a mountain of inspiration one day and in the valley of doubt
the next.

Recently, I have found myself so tossed back and forth that I have
learned a new method of maintaining my resolve. I read back over one of
my journals, the one that most represents this You. Are. Loved. journey.
When I’'m on the borderlands of doubt, I open my journal to some
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random page and begin looking for Wow! moments, those times when
the Lord was so clearly leading the way toward this journey that doubt
can’t hinder me. It renews my strength so that I can soar again in belief.

I often ponder if other people are as bipolar in their spiritual moods as
Iam. It’s easy to see that King David was if you read the Psalms. Maybe
that’s why I retreat there often. When you read the chapters he penned,
you will ride along with him through his highs and lows. Like David, I
see the evidence of God and never, ever stop believing His goodness. Still,
I need a glance back at times so that my current day’s difficulties won’t
suck the wind out of my sails.

I can’t recommend journaling enough. I recently had a friend say that
she wished people would stop trying to get her to journal. She says it
becomes a checklist for her, something she feels like she needs to do in
order to check the box. The way I journal is nothing like that. If T have
something I want to record, which is most days, I do. If not, I never feel
bad about not writing.

Recently, I was trying to remember something from several years ago.
I began to sift through old journals and scan the entries looking for that
one particular thing. I came across one entry that got my attention. The
date was there with this one line: “I’m hanging on by a thread here.” That
was it.  remember the season but not my exact woe. I justknow thateven
when I was at my most discouraged, I wrote out my desperation in the
form of my own love letter. T knew Who could pull me up from hanging
off the ledge. He did.

Maybe looking at journaling differently will help you too. When God
speaks to you through His Word, it can’t hurt to respond in kind through
your own love letter back to Him. Not only can you narrow in on your
thoughts as you write, but you also are recording His goodness for later
use.

I'spoke on this topic recently, and a woman asked how I write personal
things without fear of others reading what I write. Most of what I write
anyone can see. For things more private, 'm vague in a you-know-who
did you-know-what kind of way. When I read back later, I almost always
know what my cryptic entries mean. I can tell by all that surrounds the
season I was writing about.
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She was wise to ask that question, and you would be wise to consider
what someone would uncover if they read your journal. Whatif they find
your love relationship with Jesus growing? That wouldn’t be so bad.

Here is one more thought: There’s this girl I know, After-Nine Lisa.
She’s so negative and spends the last hours of the day trying to drag me
down. I've learned to try and tune her out when she says I'm crazy for
pursuing this writing ministry. Some nights, though, her voice is so loud
that I believe the things she says.

I can hardly believe I’'m on the mountaintop with Jesus at seven a.m.,
then listening to After-Nine Lisa insult me later that same night. I guess
being tired after a long day makes me vulnerable. A new way I've found
to combat her when she’s her loudest and meanest is to scan my morning
journal entry. It serves as a reminder of all the Lord spoke to me that
morning. If Thave nothing from the morning to read, or if my entry was
on the negative side, then I have found that ending my day with a quick
entry of thanks for the day can hush After-Nine Lisa.

Journaling doesn’t have to look like anything in particular. Find what
works for you. I just know from experience that having a record of all that
God has done, your prayers and praises, and how your closeness with
Him has grown, can have power over doubt.

Scripture along with prayer and journaling back to Him have explo-
sive power. His Word to you and yours back to Him are like singing a
duet, a beautiful new love song every morning. If you don’t feel naturally
drawn to read, give it time. Until you do, you will have to walk (and read)
in faith that He will whisper His love over you.
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Love Letter Takeaway

Key Point:
When you experience God’s active love in your life, you are naturally
drawn to His Love Letter.

When you first began walking with Jesus, did you feel naturally drawn
to read the Word? Do you feel the draw now?

Read John 1:1. When you read the Word, who you are encountering?
When you read Scripture, you are getting to

know Jesus, the Word.
Read Matthew 11:28-30. He is always saying, “Come to me,” not just

when life is hard. Are there only certain circumstances that drive you to
the Word? Give examples.

Key Point:
While the enemy’s lies have misshapen our hearts and minds, we are
transformed and renewed through the Word.

Read Romans 12:2. Why is it necessary for our minds to be renewed?

While the enemy has done all he can to keep you from the truth, God
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wants you to know who you are and Whose you are. Over time, who has
the world (the enemy) convinced you that you are?

We act out of what we believe. If we are convinced that intimacy with
Jesus isn’t something we can attain, then we will never seek Him with
our whole heart (Psalm 9:10). What heart attitudes and mindsets do you
believe need to be transformed within you?

Key Point:
We, like a mail-order bride, will someday come face-to-face with our
Groom.

"Will you arrive in heaven someday and hardly know the One who laid
down His life so that you could be His?” — You. Are. Loved.

Do you know what Jesus sounds like and what it feels like to be with
Him? Is His presence real to you? If so, what does it “feel” like?

What emotions or desires does the imagery of Jesus as your faraway
Groom evoke? Does it stir your heart and inspire you to grow in intimacy
with Him?
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Have you ever gotten to really know someone better through written
words, for example, old-school letters, cards, or texts? If so, what was
special about those communications?

Key Point:
Read. Study. Apply. Divine encounters will begin to happen as you
watch with breathless anticipation.

Do you have a Wow! moment when a Bible passage unmistakably spoke
directly to you?

What verse(s) have grabbed your attention over the years and are now
special to you?

Key Point:
Journaling and prayer are our responses to Jesus, our love letter back to
Him.

Has maintaining a journal felt like just another checklist item to you? If

yes, how can the idea of it being your love letter back to Him change your
perception of what it can be?
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In what ways can recording your praises and His goodness help you grow
in your current walk of faith?

Through your journal or even notes written in your Bible, how might
God use your Wow! moments now to Wow! you later on down the road?

“His Word to you and yours back to Him are like singing a duet, a
beautiful new love song every morning.” — You. Are. Loved.

Meet with Jesus:
Write a love letter of praise to Jesus in the space below.
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he room is dimly lit in the wee hours of the morning. The sun is

only partially up, casting just enough light as you step out onto the
dance floor and wait for the words of the song to begin. This is the dance
of expectation, one of knowing your partner will arrive and speak with a
still small voice as you read His Word.

Expect to encounter Jesus, the Word made flesh. He longs to speak to
you. Expect long-term transformation as your mind becomes renewed.
This isn’t an overnight process, and learning to navigate your Bible will
take time, but you can believe you will learn and grow and begin to detect
the sound of His voice as you show up each day. That must be your
commitment of faith in the beginning, reading and learning the lyrics
of God’s love song, His Word. The ability to hear and follow His lead
will develop as you get to know the One who calls you away to dance the
dance in a quiet place with Him.

Atfirst it’s all so overwhelming with new concepts to learn and apply.
I remember well what my first women’s study was like. Once when we
were watching a session video, I looked around the room and wondered
if the other women there had a clue what the speaker was talking about.
Bible-talk was all new to me then. I felt stupid for not knowing what
she was talking about and too proud to ask someone to help me learn.
Part of me feels my stubborn pride was a hindrance, but now I'm glad
I allowed the Spirit to be my teacher. I'm sure it took longer for me to
learn without help, but the lessons I've learned over the years have sure
stuck.
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One thing I committed to do was the homework. I noticed how other
women would come in and say they just didn’t have time. I know we
all get busy, but I have to say that investing time in reading the material,
looking up the verses, and filling in the blanks to the best of my ability
made a huge impact.

I don’t want to see anyone shy away from reading their Bible because
it seems too intimidating. If you’re brand spanking new, try to read
story-related books early on. Genesis and Exodus set the stage for the
Patriarchs and tell you of Moses and his impact on the people of God.
Joshua will help you cross over into the Promised Land with the people
of God. Esther’s story will captivate your romantic heart as she becomes
an unlikely queen. Her willingness to risk her life for God’s purpose and
people will take your breath away.

The Old Testament books of Psalms and Proverbs bring peace and
wisdom. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in the New
Testament share accounts of Jesus and His journey here on earth.

The prophetic books like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel may throw you
for aloop early on. And Revelation? That’ll curl your toes. They are all
amazing books that declare God’s faithfulness, but at first they might
seem overwhelming.

It doesn’t matter your experience with reading your Bible; we are all
on equal footing as believers. We have the Holy Spirit within, the Author
of the Book who will open up our understanding.

“These things I have spoken to you while being present with
you. But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will
send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring

to your remembrance all things that I said to you.”
(John 14:25-26)

One key thing I discovered while learning to read my Bible: I didn’t
have the capacity to figure things out. It was up to the Spirit to open my
understanding. There is a big difference. Only the Spirit can illuminate
a verse that seems a mystery. Sometimes, I never know what something
means, but I have to believe it’s just not for me to know at that time.
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I don’t have to know it all, just what it takes for me to follow Jesus
faithfully.

Something the Spirit whispered into my spirit along the way was
to not jump immediately to reading commentaries or notes in study
Bibles, which are simply man’s interpretation of the Word. Once we read
someone else’s explanation, we tend to view that as the only explanation.
Go to the Spirit first and allow Him to tell you what He means.

Here are a few things you can expect as you begin to read your Bible more
often:

You will grow in understanding.

Along with a deeper knowledge of the milk of your faith, which is
God’s love, you will learn new and more challenging concepts while
reading. You will be addressed in ways that are unique to you regarding
areas where you need to shift your attitude.

Case in point: me and my mouth. I can have a sharp tongue. When I
first began to read my Bible with any regularity, I was constantly chal-
lenged to watch my mouth. Actually, today would have been a great day
to have been challenged. I lost my cool with someone I love dearly and
said some things I should have kept silent about. I kept telling myself
how right I was on the matter and just kept spewing hurtful things. It
didn’t matter if I was right or not. I was wrong for my brutal words. I
can’t take them back now.

If ’'m perfectly honest, I did receive a word through Scripture just this
morning. It wasn’t a passage that spoke specifically about the mouth,
but it was clear enough that it applied to my situation and should have
defused what became a heated exchange. Had I heeded the warning, I
wouldn’t have said the things I did. That’s why applying what we read
matters. I didn’t today. I regret that. I can only be thankful that God’s
mercies are new every morning (Lamentations 3:22-23).
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Your faith will grow deeper.

The more you see the truth of Scripture come to life and be proven in
and around you, the more faith you will have to lean on. When you read
something that challenges you to take a step of faith in obedience, and
you choose to do it, you will find God faithful. It may not be right away
that you see the outcome you hoped for, but time will almost always
show you your step of faith was exactly God’s plan for you at the time.
It’s often easier to see that in hindsight than while walking out the step.

If you poll mature believers who have consistently taken faith steps,
you will be hard pressed to find many who will later say they regret their
obedience. Most will say the opposite, how God used what seemed like
a failure at the time in a way He couldn’t have had they not taken that
step of faith.

Looking back at my own history, there were times when I stepped out
in faith and feltlike it was a disaster. Just like every other less-than-mature
believer, I blamed God. I asked all the usual questions: Where were you?
I thought You said to... How could You let me fall?

In every case I can now look back and see my faith steps were rewarded
and were exactly His plan for my spiritual growth at the time. It sure
didn’t feel like it then, but His plan was always better than mine.

I'once taught a class that seemed like nothing less than a disaster at the
time. I never felt prepared enough. At the time I gave it the best I had
to give, which wasn’t much with my level of spiritual maturity. All these
years later, I can see that class as my entry pointinto the current ministry
I now know. I formed bonds that will be lifelong. I hope I made a small
impact on those young-adult lives. What mattered was that I was faithful
to obey what I knew to be God’s leading at the time.

I tell you that for this reason: Take steps of faith. Whatever the out-
come, your success lies in your obedience. If God is calling you to trust
Him enough to step out in faith, then rest assured He will either catch
you if you fall or teach you invaluable lessons when you land. I will never
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pretend to understand God’s ways. I do know this, though: He is good.
Whatever His methods, His way is the right way.

Inner healing will take place.

I’'ve mentioned before how broken I was when I first began my true
pursuit of Jesus. At the time I actually had no idea how damaged I was in
my emotions and my way of viewing life. I found, though, that the more
I read truth, the more I recognized the lies I had believed. The more I
read of God’s love for me, the more I was willing to open myself up to
that love.

There’s a verse I claimed as my own many years ago:

“He sent forth His word and healed them.”
(Psalm 107:20 NIV)

My miraculous transformation and subsequent use by God can be
explained by no other means than His Word healing my wounded soul.
I can’t express enough or implore you enough to seck healing through
God’s Word. No matter the collateral damage done in your life by the
world’s warfare, healing is found only through Jesus as He tends to your
own wounded soul.

Healing takes time. A lifetime of wounds requires the Great Physician.
There is something about the lasting effects of childhood and young
adulthood trauma that linger in a way only those who experience them
can understand. It remains so ever present that over time the enemy
convinces you that your wounds are part of who you are. Thatisn’t true
at all. Jesus came to heal the brokenhearted and proclaim liberty to the
captives. If your past hurts hold you captive, Jesus is your liberator (Isaiah
61). Plan to spend time in that power-packed chapter in your takeaway.
My Bible is marked up with all kinds of notes along the margin of that
particular passage.
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What stands out most to me now are “the after” statements. It’s as if
verses one through three depict the healing and transformation of the
believer. Then in the latter part of verse three and following, we find out
the “what for.”

“That they may be called trees of righteousness, the planting
of the LORD, that He may be glorified. And they shall
rebuild the old ruins...” (Isaiah 61:3-4)

There is a reason for God to spend time on your healing. He has a
plan for you, that you will glorify Him through your transformed life. If
anyone is proof of His healing power, I am. I say this with all sincerity:
I have no idea why He is choosing to use someone with a past such as
mine. Maybe He is using me becanse of my past. What better way for God
to receive glory than to turn Old Lisa into this new version of myself, a
woman who loves Him with all her heart, soul, and mind, a woman who
will shout His love from the rooftops to anyone who will listen.

He has a plan for you. Don’t ever doubt that.

He will speak clearly and precisely.

The more you read, the more you will learn to hear from God as He
speaks into your life and circumstances. While reading Scripture, you
will begin to hear His voice convicting or directing or reminding you that
you are loved and protected. Or you may hear His response to a question
or concern you have brought before Him.

One of my own favorite examples of God speaking directly to me
was through the obscurest of verses. I found a show called Madmen
and watched a few episodes. It was about the behind-the-scenes life of
advertising executives. Those first few episodes weren’t so bad. At least
infidelity was accurately portrayed, in that there were consequences for
the cheater. Then something happened on one episode that made my
eyes nearly pop out of my head. The act wasn’t actually shown, but what
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was insinuated was sexually graphic, almost to the point of a violent
assault.

That scene so stayed with me that I even woke the next morning
with the image burned into my mind. Before beginning my quiet time
that morning, I half-heartedly whispered, “Lord, I don’t think I need to
watch that show anymore.”

The reason my statement was half-hearted was that, knowing myself,
I liked the show so much that I could have easily discounted that one
thing considering the show wasn’t bad overall.

Yeah, that didn’t happen.

I opened my Bible to Jeremiah, where I just happened to be in my
normal flow of reading. When I picked up where I'had left off, this verse

was there waiting in response to my statement:

“You too, O Madmen, will be silenced.”
(Jeremiah 48:2 NIV)

I have never seen a more blatant and direct response by God. I nearly
threw my Bible when I read that. Come to find out, Madmen was the
name of a city, but that was beside the point. Needless to say, I never
watched that show again.

When I say God speaks in not-so-gentle ways, my Madmen verse is a
great example. His Word to me cracked like thunder that morning. That
too was a good example of why maintaining a normal flow of reading is
beneficial. When you get a word specific to your situation, you are able to
see God as the strategic genius that He is. Also, you see how intentional
He is to be present in the details of your life—even your TV-watching
choices.

Just a note: If you watched that show, I'm not beating you up at all.
That one instance may very well have been isolated. For me, though, I
have to take great care with what I watch when it includes anything of a
sexual nature. With my past of sexual abuse and later sexual sin, it’s just
not where my mind needs to dwell.

100



LIVE IN EXPECTATION

Questions will be answered.

In Proverbs 3:5-6, we are told:
¢ Trustin the LORD with all our heart.

* Lean not on our own understanding.
» Acknowledge Him in all our ways.
» He will direct our paths.

When you have little and large life questions, ask them. God wants to
guide and direct you. He’s your Father. Why wouldn’t He answer when
you ask? Notice, though, those first three points. They provide what
seems to be a key to hearing His direction.

First, we need to trust Him enough to follow. When we ask His
direction, we need to be prepared to do what He says.

Second, His direction often flies in the face of conventional wis-
dom. And it almost always differs from what the social expectations of
the world around you say. Sex outside of marriage is a great example.
Everyone does it now, right? Sadly, yes, even professing Christians. As a
Christian fiction author, I find it difficult to write characters who wait
for marriage, not because of what I believe, but because even Christians
nowadays consider not waiting the norm. It’s difficult to make it believ-
able that a young woman in her twenties could still be a virgin.

If you are single and ask God His direction on that topic, His answer
will be to wait. No matter what you feel. No matter what everyone else
thinks, God’s best for you is to wait until marriage.

Third, acknowledging God in all our ways seems like a vague state-
ment, but it’s actually pretty specific. It means all, not some, not only
the ones that match our viewpoint. All means all.

I bring this verse and all its parts into focus for this reason: God
answers questions for those who want to hear His answers. It’s those who
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want to pick and choose the answers and their obedience to them who
struggle with hearing Him.

Your mind will be transformed.

Several times already I have discussed how the world we live in has
shaped our minds, so I won’t spend much time here. I will say this: If you
have attempted to read Scripture before and found yourself frustrated
enough to quit, then give it another try. Approach your reading with
a new attitude, knowing that it will take time for your spiritual eyes to
focus.

It’s okay to begin where you are comfortable enough to stay the
course. Just don’t stay in the shallows forever. The deep end with God
is where I’ve grown and been challenged in inexpressible ways. Like
Jeremiah, for example, steering me away from a show that wasn’t God’s
best for me.

There are innumerable treasures you will find in Scripture. You will
find stories of intrigue, infidelity, faith walks and falls, expulsions and
invitations, and rises to and falls from power. There is no literature on
earth with the power contained in this precious Love Letter written to
God’s beloved. Your attitude when approaching your time to read affects
the outcome of your experience. Expect little and receive little. Expect
much and receive much.

You will hide His Word in your heart.

The more time you invest in reading, the more God’s Word will seep
into your thinking and come to you when you need it most. You have
likely been told this so many times that you find yourself ignoring it:
You should be memorizing verses. I mentioned in the “Day to Day”
chapter some suggestions to get you started, like reading plans and ways
to get familiar with your Bible. Memorizing God’s Word is the act of
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drawing the Word within you. Consider the written Word God’s exhale
and memorizing your inhale.

What I consider memorization is different than most people. Their
goal is to get the exact words down pat so that they can quote it word for
word, which is a great thing. Ultimately, my goal is to draw the essence
of the verse into my mind and absorb it into my understanding.

The reason I am more concerned with the essence rather than the
exact wording is because focusing on exact words can become more of
a checklist toward perfection. The goal is to apply the meaning of the
verse in my heart and to my life. Too, versions differ. I read so many
different versions that I can’t possibly know every one down to the last
word. I would much rather know what God is saying than the words
man has used to translate. This may not be your way of doing things,
but I genuinely believe God’s truest desire is for us to absorb His heart
on the matter rather than only the exact words.

To live in expectation means you know God loves you and that His
love will speak and guide those who read His Love Letter. When He
speaks to your heart through Scripture, claim that verse as your own. I
shared the verse about His sending forth His Word and healing me. Your
own specific-to-you verses will come and will soon begin to accumulate
in number. I now have many special verses after my years of pursuing
God through His Word. When certain situations arise, a verse comes to
my mind and answers a question I haven’t even thought to ask. It will do
the same for you in time. Remember, your job is to show up. His job is
to claim your heart and transform your mind.
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In Expectation Takeaway

Key Point:
Expect to encounter Jesus, the Word made flesh, in your time with Him.
He longs to speak to you.

Do you “hear” the sound of His voice? If so, did you hear early in your
walk, or did that take time to develop? If not, how can your commitment
of faith and believing God will show up set the stage for your heart to be

receptive?

When you read something in Scripture that you don’t understand, do
you immediately look at study notes or commentaries? How can thislead
you to “expect” to hear from man instead of God, the Author?

Read Psalm 32:8 and John 14:25-26. Who promises to be your Teacher?

Key Point:
As you read your Bible more, you will grow in understanding, and your
faith will grow deeper.

Do you challenge yourself to go deeper with God in your reading or

simply skim the surface? Do you allow the Spirit to interrupt your flow
of reading so that you can hear what He is trying to teach you?
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Has there been a specific verse that God has used to address a misstep on
your part, when you knew the Word was pointing at you or your actions?
Share your experience.

Can you recall a time when you stepped out in faith only to encounter
what seemed like failure? Did you later discover how God used this to
grow you or your faith?

Key Point:
Inner healing will take place through the Word.

Write Psalm 107:20 in the margin. Do you believe this verse and ap-
proach the Word with hope for healing? List an example of a verse or

passage that has helped in your healing.

Has the enemy convinced you that your lingering wounds are now part
of who you are? Have your wounds become your identity, or do you
possibly cling to a victim mentality?
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Read all of Isaiah 61. Write out the verses that most speak to your healing
in the past and even your current need for healing. Dig deep here! You
can claim these promises for your life.

Key Point:
God will speak clearly and precisely, and questions will be answered.

An earthly dad’s tone may differ depending on his child’s unique needs at
the time. What are some different ways your Father may need to address
or respond to you as His child?

God is in every detail of your life, even those things you may consider
minor. Has He given you clear direction in a matter or an emphatic no
to a particular behavior or attitude in your life? Share below.

Key Point:
Your mind will be transformed as you hide His Word in your heart.

What stories or people in the Bible has God most used to transform your

mind or your life? Tell why.
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What is the difference between drawing the essence of a verse into your
mind and absorbing it into your understanding versus simply memoriz-
ing the words?

What situations have you experienced when a memorized verse came to
mind to direct you or give you unexpected insight?
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“The LORD sat enthroned at the Flood, and the LOR D sits
as King forever.” (Psalm 29:10)

here some dances are quiet and filled with grace and beauty, oth-

ers consist of lumbering steps and unfamiliar rhythms. Some-
times you can hardly hear the music and are forced to dance a dance that’s
not of your choosing. Who can you trust to lead the way when the steps
are completely out of your control? The King who extends His hand and
invites you to trust the One who holds you.

Psalm 29 abounds with imagery of God’s glory and sovereignty. The
above verse reminds us that when the greatest world-wide natural dis-
aster in history occurred, God was in control. And now, He still sits as
King over every flood, our floods of personal disaster included. Before
reading on, I urge you to stop and read the entire Psalm for yourself as
a reminder that God is in control and can be trusted to bless His people
with peace (v. 11).

For us as believers, control is an illusion. Why then do we fight for
control in an out-of-control world? Isn’t the basis of sin exactly that, the
desire to be our own god and control our lives?

The root of my own need for control is easily traced back to fecling a
lack of control when I was a little girl. That led to a woman whose goal
in life is to control her surroundings and even the people she loves—for
their own good, of course (wink).
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It has taken me decades to discover this one unchangeable fact: Con-
trol is an illusion. We grip those closest to us and cling to the premise
that if we love them deeply enough, if we give all that they need, they will
be okay and life will turn out right. Come to find out, that’s not how it
works at all. The more tightly you grip someone, the more they squirm
to get away.

There’s an innate desire in humanity for justice, well, in much of
humanity. It begins in childhood as we cry out, “That’s not fair!” Ul-
timately, life isn’t fair. Circumstances don’t turn out as we hope, as we
pray. Early in my walk of faith, I held the belief that if I just prayed hard
enough over something, God would answer as I wanted. Sometimes that
has been the case, but some of my most desperate pleas weren’t answered
as I had hoped. In many cases, when looking back with hindsight, I can
see God’s better plan than what I had asked for. In others, however, I still
can’t see the good in the outcome.

I was recently on what I felt to be a mountaintop, then next thing I
knew, there I was flat on my back in the valley. I've struggled to climb the
walls and get myself out of this dark place. Each day I tell myself that the
next day will get better, that I will handle this all better, but I'm lying to
myself. Nothing is better. I'm not better.

There are areas in my life that are totally out of my control. No matter
how much I fret or worry, I can’t do one thing to change them. Some-
thing hovers overhead, constantly threatening to crush me. So whatdo I
do? I putmy trustin God. Notin alip-service way but in a heart-wrench-
ing, help-me-take-the-next-breath kind of way. At times, when looking
at this situation, I don’t see how a Sovereign God could be in control and
not do something to change it. He hasn’t yet. He may never.

AllT can do is glance back at how He has always come through, even
when all hope seemed lost. There have been plenty of times when He
didn’t show up like I had hoped or prayed for, but my backward glance
assures me He was still in control, and I can see how He has made beauty
come from the ash heaps of my own past. He will do the same thing in the
situation I’'m hurting over. I trust that, but I also have to acknowledge
that the beauty may not be seen until heaven.

Ever the optimist, I have to wonder if my current fall from the moun-
tain is so that I can write this chapter with true, up-to-the-moment raw
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emotion. Many times, when writing about spiritual truths, I can look
back at my history with God and how He taught me personally and then
explain those principles objectively. But when I find myself living in the
throes of those hard truths, I'm all over the place emotionally. I'm up
one day and in a pit the next. But “in the throes” is exactly where I'm
writing from now. To try and pour out truth when I’'m barely surviving
“the throes” is one of the most difficult tasks I’ve ever undertaken as a
writer.

I woke this morning somewhere in the middle of my emotional roller
coaster, neither at the top nor bottom. What I am doing is choosing
to live out of what I kzow today rather than what I feel. That’s the
only solution when things are most difficult and God seems less than in
control. I have a choice to make: Do I doubt Him and try to take over the
situation in which He seems absent, or do I be still and know that He is
God? Each day I get that same choice. So far, I have remained still. Don’t
get me wrong, I have opened my mouth or started typing a message that
would prompt a conversation that I wasn’t sure I should have. Each time
the reminder came that, because I'still didn’t know the right course, I was
to do nothing.

The old me tries to convince the redeemed me that if I can just say
enough or do enough, then I can get things back on track. The truth is,
there doesn’t seem to be a “back on track” in this situation. It’s a new
normal that I will have to learn to live with. Maybe that’s why I'm so
stuck. I don’t want this. I can’t process it clearly. It is out of my control.
For me that’s simply unthinkable.

Enter God, a sovereign God who’s been on His throne from the very
beginning. He has had and still does have a plan, and His plan is better
than my own, even when I can’t see it now, even when the situation is
too painful for words to express.

There is a word in the Christian faith that’s underutilized, underval-
ued, and often underspoken with sincerity: Lord. Sure, we consider Him
our God and Savior, our Shepherd and King, but Jesus as Lord isn’t
something we want to live with. What if His plans don’t match up with
ours? When we are told to confess Jesus as Lord, that’s not just some
one-time proclamation as found in Romans 10:9. It is a life confession
as found between Jesus and Peter in Matthew 16:13-18, where Peter
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declares that he knows Jesus is the Christ. Jesus is either our Lord and we
follow and believe, or we take a step away in order to be our own (little
g) god.

I choose Him as Lord over this situation that is so out of my control.
I do not choose out of blind obedience, though that would be enough.
I call Him Lord because of all I have experienced in the past. I have a
history with Him that defines my present and future. Why would He fail
me now? I can see the consistent pattern of His goodness, even amidst
my worst tragedies. Why would He give up and walk away now?

Please hear me. Hear my heart. This situation I’'m going through
is the exact thing that I've dreaded for several years now and built up
in my mind as the worst that could happen. I’'ve waited for it, prayed
against it, and now here it is. At times I refuse to think about it at all
and simply walk in denial. Other times it’s so prevalent that nothing
else can penetrate my mind because it’s filled with fear and grief and
disappointment. Some days I'm stuck. Some days I have enough faith to
keep me going. Right now, this very second as I write, I'm sitting in bed
with my comfy pink robe on simply because I don’t want to do anything
else. It would be easier today to pull the covers up over my head and allow
depression and heartbreak to chart my course. Instead, I have chosen to
pour out my sincerest thoughts here. Next, I will choose to hit the shower
and go to church. I need corporate worship today. I need a man of God
to pour truth into my grief-filled spirit. I need Jesus today.

Earlier I'said I choose to allow Jesus to be Lord over this situation. We
all get that choice. You, right now as you’re reading this, may have that
“worst that could happen” situation glaring at you. You get to choose. Is
He your Lord? Or will you cast Him aside, take the reins, and drive over
a cliff?

If you choose to allow Him to be Lord over your storm, what do you
do? What are your next steps? Since I am watching flood waters rising
in my very own life, I will share with you three things that are helping
me hold on to the hope that He is God over the flood: Be still. Be real.
Believe.
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Be Still

In one particular aspect of my situation, my brain says to move, but I
still have a check in my spirit. Usually when I have a sense of restraint, I
know it’s God saying not to move. ’'m not so sure this time. The steps
I’'m considering are ones I don’t want to take. Sure, I'm willing if that’s
what obedience requires of me, but I just don’t know. I keep doubting
myself, thinking maybe the hesitation I feel is fear holding me back rather
than spiritual restraint. I have to clarify before I act: Is my stillness fear,
or is this faith?

I know this isn’t just a me thing. No matter how many years any of us
walk with God, we all bump into this roadblock. At times His leading
isn’t clear. What most would advise me to do just doesn’t feel right deep
down. So what do we do when common sense collides with what our
spirit feels led to do? Do we take a step forward in uncertainty?

I say we pause and trust Him to confirm when the time is right. In
my case I have listened and believed the Spirit has been holding me back.
For weeks I did nothing until the whisper came that maybe it was fear
creating my hesitation. I was suddenly in a tailspin. Was I just too scared
to act?

Then, one morning this past week when I was to the point of desper-
ation, I told God that I didn’t trust myself to believe that I had heard
Him tell me to wait, so I was going to take the steps that seemed to make
the most sense.

Within moments of that prayer, I opened my Bible to the place where
I had left oft the morning before. Of course it was Psalm 46:10 that told
me to be still and know that He is God. I say of course because God is
really God. He knew where I would be mentally that morning and that
I would need His written reminder to wait, to be still.

I’'m not sure if this will help anyone but me today, but as I recount this
story, it serves as my reminder that I am fully prepared to be obedient.
If that means proceed, I will proceed. If that means wait, I will wait.
Since everything points to the wait, even when conventional wisdom says
proceed, I will wait. I will do nothing and say nothing. If ’'m wrong,
if I discover I have handled this badly in the long run, I have to stand
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on the principle of faith that I have done what I believe God is calling
me to do in the moment. I pray that my faith will be credited to me as
righteousness (Romans 4:3).

This walk of faith isn’t easy. It’s rarely black and white, especially when
the crazed world around you hits you with shades of gray. When all you
see around you seems out of control, you are left with this: God is in
control and sits as King forever.

Be Real

In your prayer life, decide to be real. Discuss how you feel with God.
Express your disappointment. Share if you feel hurt. Ask Him to give
you scriptures to lean on, ones that will bring you peace. Shallow prayers
will keep you wading in the shallows. Plumb the depths with the Lord.

Recently, I've come to a place with Him that leaves me saying, “Idon’t
understand why You haven’t intervened, but I trust You anyway.” If it
were anyone else going through this, I would have an objective answer
to give them: For God to intervene in this situation, He would have
to negate the will of another. Hasn’t that been the theme all along,
even before Adam and Eve made the choice to sin? God gives man free
will. Love demands nothing less. God isn’t a caring Father if He ties his
children up as puppets and dances them around in accordance with His
will. We, as His children, get to choose our own path, even when it’s in
error, even when our actions toss others into a valley.

Again, if I were ministering to another, I would remind them that
God is still in control, even when He isn’t answering as they want. When
we pray for someone and instead they choose to live life their own way,
apart from God’s best for them, we can still know with certainty that
God loves them and that only love will win them back. Good can still
come from what seems most hopeless. ’'m proof of that in many ways.
Some of the worst choices I've made in life have ultimately made me into
the woman I am today. Shouldn’t I believe God will make good come of
this situation too?
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I once again lean on history to prop me up in my despair today, and I
lean on truth as revealed in Scripture.

“And we know that all things work together for good to those
who love God, to those who are the called according to His
purpose.” (Romans 8:28)

Ikeep fact-checking the verse above, specifically the phrase “the called”
as it is written in my version of God’s Word. Other versions I’ve read just
say “called,” and to us that sounds better rolling from our lips. I have to
believe the word #he is there for a reason or else it wouldn’t have been
added to this particular translation. I don’t know the Spirit’s intention
for anyone else, but He is using this for me today as my reminder that
the issues I’'m facing, the ones that are so crippling for me, are meant for
me. I am he called one for this trial for His purpose. Maybe I am called
to this season in order to grow me. Or maybe my account of what 'm
dealing with may minister to some who will read this section on living
out of control. Maybe it’s for you.

It could be used for those reasons and many more that may never come
to mind. I just know that God is sovereign, and whatever He allows into
my life will be used for my good and His glory.

You know how people tell you that God will never give you more than
you can handle? Yeah, that’s not a thing. It’s not a verse, and it sure isn’t
how God operates. He gives you things all the time that you can’t handle
or bear up under so that you will turn to Him and allow Him to be your
burden-bearer.

Just so you know, the verse people are misquoting is about God not
allowing us to be tempted beyond what we can bear without providing
a way out. That’s 1 Corinthians 10:13. Look it up.

In my situation I don’t want to be the person who has to bear this.
Fact is, I am the weak person whose lap this has landed on. Thankfully, I
have a strong Savior, One I can be honest with and cast every care upon.

Personalize this. Know that God will never allow anything into your
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life that He doesn’t intend to work together for good for you, the called,
according to His purpose.

Believe

Believe that God has a plan, even when it isn’t evident. If you have
studied Scripture at all, you have found a long and patient plan of re-
demption unfold over the history of humanity after the fall of Adam and
Eve. God always had a plan to restore the relationship between Himself
and mankind.

I’'m a pretty simple-minded girl and honestly don’t get what took so
long. Why allow the story to unfold over time? Why not just send Jesus
the day after the fall? T have no clue what the answer is. I just know God
is God and I am not. There’s a reason for that: ’'m not qualified for His
role in the universe. That’s one admission that keeps me real before Him.
Even when I don’t understand, even when there seems to be a simpler
way for things to work out, He is still God and still in control.

Because I believe that as it applies to the larger sense of how the world
operates, I have to embrace that concept in my own little world as well.
When I pray for something God says no to, I am forced to take a step back
from the emotion of that no and try to see things from His perspective.
Maybe a no will allow Him to work mightily in me or someone else. It is
possible that a yes to me will hinder what He wants to do in others.

I have to consider the fact that my viewpoint is skewed by my desire
for ease. I want things to work out the easy way so that I don’t have to
deal with pain or disruption in life. Isn’t that normal? If you’re honest
and take a look at your own prayers, isn’t that one of your underlying
goals? When we pray for God to remove an obstacle, isn’t our motive
that we don’t want to take the long way around? We want a straight
line to our goal with no hindrance. We forget that the journey to our
destination is where God does some of His greatest work. He strengthens
feeble legs along the way. He deepens shallow faith and grows the babe
into maturity.
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1’s the same with those we love. We don’t want to see them suffer.
Isn’t that especially true for parents? We pray for and hope for ease for
our children. If they have a smooth ride, then so do we as the ones who
love them most.

No parent enjoys this next train of thought: What if our prayers were
instead focused on our children’s ultimate best and not their ease? If
their spiritual growth requires hardship, are we willing to pray for that?
Would you dare to pray “whatever it takes” for your children if you knew
that may mean a disruption in their lives and pain in yours?

Many years ago now, I prayed “whatever it takes” for my oldest son,
Adam. Then I quickly added, “Anything but jail.” Within weeks of that
prayer, Adam had his first jail visit. I say first since there were several
more to follow, including one actual prison term. There’s no way to
express the pain of that season or the fear that came with knowing my son
was in the midst of such evil and wickedness. Prison is an unimaginable
place for us law-abiding citizens, and the reality of what happens there is
indescribable. Riots and bullying aren’t on TV solely for dramatic effect.
They are real. Prison is a horrific place, one my son never wants to enter
again. That season made an impact on a young man who was charting
his course with one bad decision after another. Now, as a dad and family
man, Adam would be the first to tell you that prison changed his life.

My whatever-it-takes-but-jail prayer was answered just as it needed to
be. God allowed what I considered the worst to happen in order that
good might come of it. I now trust the whatever-it-takes prayers with no
“but-this” qualifiers.

As evidence of how God can use our worst-case scenarios, I released
my first book, Unmending the Veil, while Adam was incarcerated. Would
it surprise you to know that he had gangbangers lined up to read a
Christian novel when he was finished reading it? Ironically, one of the
characters had just been released from prison. Only God could have
orchestrated that.

One of his cellmates planned to have a verse from Job that I had used
in the book tattooed on himself: “Though He slay me, yet will I trust
Him” (Job 13:15). That same young man was a former satanist who had
an upside-down cross tattoo. Girls, God can do mighty things with our
pain.
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Consider that verse from Job. Circumstances come, and we feel God
is slaying us. I had a conversation about this with Him not so long ago.
My conclusion was this: He can only live through me once I'm slain.
An alive Lisa fights for control and remains unwilling to allow the Spirit
complete control over her life. So yes, I believe He is slaying me, yet I will
trust in Him.

When I've felt too wounded to even pray, for myself or others, I have
repeated these three things to Jesus:

~ T know that You love me.
~ I'believe You have a plan.
~ T will wait to see how it unfolds.

When nothing makes sense, when all you can do is be still, be real,
and believe, these three truths will remind you: You are loved, God is in
control, and time will allow you to see His goodness, even amidst the
chaos.
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Out of Control Takeaway

Key Point:
There is never a moment when God is not in control or is surprised by

what is happening.

When tragedy strikes, how can you combat that initial feeling that tells
you God is not in control?

What is a verse(s) you can have in your arsenal to remind you that He can
be trusted? A few to consider are: Genesis 50:20, Psalm 27:13-14, Psalm
29:10-11, Psalm 103:19, and Proverbs 3:5-6.

In this season, does anything have you on a roller coaster of up-and-down
emotions? Note below.

Do you fight for control in an out-of-control world? Give an example of

how you are now trying or have previously tried to control outcomes.
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Key Point:
Sometimes God, as Lord of your life, answers your pleas with no or not

now.

Do you have an ongoing prayer before the Lord about an out-of-control
circumstance in your life? How long have you been crying out to Him?

How can your history with God deepen your trust in Him as Lord over
your life and its storms?

When praying for others, why is it so easy to lose sight of the fact that
God knows them, loves them, and wants their best even more than you

do?

Key Point:
When circumstances are out of your control, trust Jesus as Lord over
your storm. Be still. Be real. Believe.

Be Still until you know how He would have you proceed.

When you don’t know what to do in a situation, why is it vital to be still
until you know deep down how to proceed? What are the dangers of
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moving forward when you don’t have clarity from the Lord?

When have you sensed you should be still but acted anyway? Do you have
an example of when you took the reins from the Lord Jesus and drove
yourself over a cliff? What was the outcome?

Be Real in your prayer life.

God knows your heart and what you’re feeling, so pretense is pointless.
How open and real are you in prayer? Do you utter words of faith, yet
harbor doubt in your heart?

It’s easy to give sound advice and scriptures to others. When faced with
your own life’s storms, do you ever stop and ask what your advice to
another in a similar situation would be?

Have you faced trials that you ultimately learned were perfectly suited for
you, that you were #he called (Romans 8:28) one for His purpose in that
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situation? Give an example.

Believe that God has a plan, even when it isn’t evident.

It only makes sense that an easy road for others creates ease for us. Heart
Check: Review your current prayer list. Do any of the answers you seek
have your own ease as their basis?

What if your prayers as a parent or a friend were focused on the other
person’s ultimate best and not their ease? How can you pray for people
in your life differently?

Read Job 13:15. God can only live through you once you’re slain. An
alive will always fight for control (insert your name).
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“The fruit of the Spirit...is self-control.” (Galatians 5:22-23)

he premise of this entire book is that when you know you are loved,

you are free to live your life under new management in every area.
To live under the control of the Spirit of God is one of the most difficult
tasks for many of us. We step out on the dance floor and pretend to know
the steps but then stumble along and never really get the groove. That’s
me when it comes to certain areas of self-control.

I’ll begin here, a place where I have already admitted I struggle: my
mouth. Taming the tongue has been a constant struggle my entire life.
I have vague memories of second grade and how I rarely got to play at
recess because I had to stand and face a brick wall as punishment for
talking too much in class. If you knew me, you would just nod and say,
“Yeah, not surprised.”

The older I've gotten, the more my voice has changed. Rather than
talking just to talk, I now talk to help. Sure, that’s good when I’'m speak-
ing to a group of ladies who want to hear me talk, but what about this
family of mine when I want to “help”? I have all these handy suggestions
that I want to share. That’s helpful, right? I mean, I’ve been there and
done that: had kids, struggled as a young parent, traversed the job market,
etc. Why shouldn’t I give my two cents? Why would anyone not want me
to?
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It’s funny that this topic came to mind just yesterday. The more I
considered it, the more I knew it would be a chapter someday. I happened
to be making the eight-hour drive to see my oldest son and his family in
South Carolina as I pondered what I would include. Now, here I sit at
5:30 the next morning, in my hotel bed, typing about last night’s failure.
So much for someday.

I was one of “those mothers,” the one who comes to town full of
suggestions and criticism. I even heard myself as I was speaking and
finally gained some control over my mouth. My son is dealing with an
unforeseen job loss and move. They are having to start over, and they
are struggling to get back up on their feet. I want so much more for him
than the hand he’s been dealt. It seems as if he takes one step forward
and two steps back. It pains me, like, it literally causes pain in my heart
to watch his struggle. As a parent of an adult child, I am limited. I can’t
take over, which is in my nature. I can’t make him think like me, which
I try to make him do. So in the absence of any control over the situation,
my mouth engages.

When we love someone and want what’s best for them, it’s only nat-
ural to try and help God with the work He’s doing in their lives. That’s
exactly what I do. I lay in bed last night thinking over some of the things
I had said and how frustrated I was over the entire situation. I knew I
wouldn’t sleep. Trouble sleeping is typical for me while traveling, but
because I hurt over my son and his family’s situation, I was even more
burdened than usual. A phrase came to mind: Live out of control, the
chapter title of what I had just written.

That one thought began to ease my tension. I have no control over
what happens now or next. God does, though. He is in control. With
that truth in mind, I went right to sleep and slept well. Funny how living
loved can bring peace, even in the midst of watching those you love suffer
and struggle and fight to survive.

I prayed early this morning, sitting with God the Father. After pour-
ing out my heart, I feel He spoke these words to me: “Tame your tongue,
be helpful, love them, and go home.” What wise advice from an expert
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in parenting. I can now see how these four guidelines are required in
every area of living under control of the Holy Spirit.

Tame the Tongue

“She opens ber mouth with wisdom, and on her tongue is the
law of kindness.” (Proverbs 31:26)

Yeah, I've pulled out the Proverbs 31 woman for this one. I needed to
look at her this morning as I prepare for the day ahead. Notice, she opens
her mouth with wisdom. The truth is, much of the advice 'm giving my
son is wise, based on my own lessons learned by life experience. There
is nothing wrong with sharing wisdom, but the second part of the verse
above sets the tone. What does it look like to share wisdom with the law
of kindness on our tongue?

For me it’s in the delivery of what and how I say things. I'm straight-
forward in the way I speak. Ask anyone who wishes they hadn’t asked
my opinion. The older I get the better I am at controlling my mouth,
but still, I know I can be too direct. While it all stems from the desire
to be helpful and guide others in the right way, I know I can come oft
as pushy. Recently, I've watched a few TV shows and movies where the
mother or mother-in-law is pushy and opinionated. Every time I see that,
I think how much I don’t want to be that person. Truth is, I am that
person without the Spirit’s control and the law of kindness governing
my tongue.

Sometimes taming the tongue isn’t just in our delivery. It’s hold-
ing our tongue and not giving advice, even when we think we might
burst if we don’t. Besides our children, this lesson applies when we deal
with aging parents, co-workers, spouses, and friends. I mentioned before
about interfering with God’s work. When we are too often the source of
wisdom for others, we get in the way of them going to the true Source
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of wisdom. In our attempts to advise and guide, we may be inadvertently
keeping the person we care about from seeking God through prayer and
Scripture reading on their own. Why would they if we keep stepping in
and solving their problems?

When we think of taming the tongue, we think of not being rude in
line at the store when we’ve had to wait too long. That’s an elementary
lesson of the faith walk. The true test of keeping your tongue under
control is how you use it to speak into the lives of others and how you
balance when to speak and when to bite your tongue.

Another angle from which to view this:

“He who rebukes a man will find more favor afterward
than he who flatters with the tongue.” (Proverbs 28:23)

Other times taming the tongue implies that we must speak hard
words. If you are a non-confrontational type of woman, then speaking
up when it’s needed is just as hard for you as not speaking up is for me.
Though I do speak too easily at times, I can also be guilty of not advising
wisely when I should. Sometimes I’m just too tired for confrontation.
We all get there. It’s easier to allow something wrong to slide than it is to
address it.

Since we must keep Jesus as our model, we should allow His activity
to guide our own. Many of His interactions with the religious leaders of
the day were confrontational, so much so that they ordered His death.
I’'m not saying that we are in such a precarious position, but we are called
to speak truth when the truth is needed for the good of someone placed
in our sphere of influence, even when we know they will push back.

We began this chapter with the words: “The fruit of the Spirit
is...self-control.” I know in my case that my self can’t be trusted to a great
degree, but my self and my tongue under the Spirit’s leadership can be
controlled and used wisely.
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Be Helpful

“Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when
it is in the power of your hand to do so.” (Proverbs 3:27)

We are called to be helpful, even when it doesn’t align with our own
personal agenda. That often requires the power of the Spirit to guide us,
not just to motivate us to get outside of ourselves and help, but also to di-
rect us where and how much to help. Needs abound no matter where we
look: a homeless crisis in our nation, at-risk children and youth, hunger
and poverty, and so much more. The need is so great and overwhelming,
it’s easier to shut down and do nothing than to figure out where we can
and should help.

Where is your place? There are the big-picture needs, like those of
orphans worldwide and helping ministries and missionaries. Your help
in those areas should be governed by the Spirit’s leading. What breaks
your heart? Whose plight so consumes you that you absolutely have to
volunteer or give money to their cause? That’s helping in a broad sense.

In a narrower sense, the best place to start is in your today. What needs
of others are you aware of today? Who and what has God brought in
your path, and how can you help?

Today, we will rent a truck and move my son’s furniture. I can lend a
helping hand and be encouraging. I can help with the baby while they
move, but I don’t have to take over as is my usual way of operating. I can
allow them to make the decisions and simply nod and go along with it. As
adults, they need to make their own way without my “expertise” in every
area. This will be a struggle for me since I’'m a take-charge personality by
nature. My son is too, so you see the head-butting that could take place.
A Proverbs 31 woman would allow her grown son the freedom to take
charge today and allow him room to grow and thrive.

There is a delicate balance between being helpful and being a hin-
drance. ’'m not sure I will ever strike the right balance in this area,
especially where my kids are concerned. When I see someone I love in

126



LIVE UNDER CONTROL

need, I want to help. Our verse from Proverbs 3 may help to shape our
way of considering the extent of our help.

Let’s begin with the second part of our anchor verse for this section:
“when it is in the power of your hand to do so.” There are obvious times
when we do have the power to help others, so we help. In light of the
delicate balance between help and hindrance, should we always help?

“Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due...” Today is
the first time I’ve really dissected this verse and absorbed the qualifier,
“to whom it is due.” Normally, in Christian culture, we are made to feel
guilty if we don’t help everybody all the time. Maybe that’s why we stop
helping altogether. How can we possibly keep up with everybody all the
time? This verse may help us when helping others.

I don’t think the word due necessarily means worthy of our help. I
think it might be pointing toward the idea of timing. At that time are
they due your help? Or, at that time would your help interfere with the
work God is doing in teaching them to depend on Him and not on you
and others? Your only way of knowing if the person is “due” is through
your own dependence on God through the Spirit’s leading.

Love Them

For this we will revisit the Proverbs 31 woman. I've read this chapter
with fresh eyes this morning and now see it from a new perspective.
Though we often consider her a woman who seems to be working herself
to death, the real undercurrent of this passage is love, a woman who
exemplifies love in action.

When we are loved by a God whose actions are evident in our own
lives, we, too, can love in action. When what we do doesn’t line up with
our verbal expression of love, then how can it be called love? Love acts.

It requires the power that only the Spirit can give to love people well.
At times, loving well means allowing life and consequences to happen to
the one you’re tempted to bail out. Tough love is great in theory until
you comprehend just how tough “tough love” is while watching your
child or friend reap what they’ve sown.
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Since those of us with a rebellious and independent streak tend to
learn best from life experiences, including mistakes, consequences can
be the best teacher. It helps to mature those still trying to do things their
own way. You will find moments in your life when love requires your
inaction. Weak legs won’t get any stronger if you keep carrying the one
who keeps falling.

What if, however, the situation isn’t a case of them needing tough
love? What if it’s a case of you having powerless love?

In the Book of Acts (3:1-10), Peter and John were walking into the
temple when they encountered a lame man begging at the temple gate.
When he asked them for help in the form of a handout, they stopped and
told him to look at them. That they would have to instruct him to do so
causes me to speculate that the man was looking down or away in what
was likely shame over his predicament, even though we later read that the
man had done nothing to cause his situation. He had been born lame
and had no means of income other than depending on the generosity of
passersby. Or maybe he had been stepped over and overlooked so many
times that he didn’t expect someone to stop.

Whatever the case, verse five tells us that the man gave them his atten-
tion expecting to receive something from them.

“Then Peter said, Silver and gold I do not have, but what I
do have I give you: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
rise up and walk.”” (Acts 3:6)

These two disciples were wise enough to know they didn’t have the
power to change this man’s life for the better, but they knew the name
of the One who did. Here’s a point we shouldn’t miss: At times people
need our help, but even when we are willing to help, we are powerless.
There are occasions when only the activity of God can stand a person on
their feet.

My son is trying, yet he has consequences that have followed him
from years of bad decision-making. I can keep giving him money-I’'m
technically able to—but it isn’t always wise or what’s best for him when I
do. He mustlearn to stand. He needs to see God’s hand in his life and not
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only mine reaching out. The balance that I spoke of earlier will always
be something I must pray over. In many ways I’'m not able to help and
am left with a heart filled with powerless love. I can’t provide him with a
stable job or the will to walk out his life following Jesus. I can only resort
to trusting in the power of Jesus to make his life more stable.

I know I'm not alone in this. You face learning a similar balance of
loving well. It’s a common issue, one that God uses to grow us and show
us His activity in our lives and in the life of the one we’re tempted to help
beyond the point of what’s wise. Ultimately, because we know God loves
us, we can believe He will guide us to know how to love best and not
easiest. Easy is always saying yes to the one you love. Best love sometimes
says no.

Go Home

I'have the cutest, sweetest little grandbaby in the history of the world.
I’'m sure of it. To leave her and go home was difficult for more reasons
than just my being in love with her. Because of my son’s current situa-
tion, Ellie isn’t living in a stable environment. Until they find a new place
to live, she is in upheaval. I wanted to fix that. Now that ’'m back home,
I still want to fix it. I can’t. This is my son’s journey with his family and
his journey with Jesus.

What I can do is remember Who is in control. If you recall, that one
pointis what helped me go to sleep that first night in my hotel-and every
nightafter. ’'m notleaving my precious family out on their own. Instead,
I’'m leaving them in the capable hands of the God who loves them all
more than I ever could.

A thought came to mind while I was there and fretting over the issues
my son is facing. God carried me through my toughest times to the life I
now know. He will do the same for Adam. It was because He carried me
that I was able to draw near to Him. My lack of interference in Adam’s
situation will allow God to be God to Adam.

Ican’tstress enough how difficultitis to resume normal life here while
knowing Adam is facing such difficulty. It takes intentionality to let go
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of all the things I would change about their situation. Here is where my
faith is most tested, and I have to choose: I can pray for Adam and allow
this to all play out, or I can butt in and make sure things are handled the
way I think they should be.

In case you’re wondering, right now, ’'m praying. I said before that
love is action. In this instance my action is prayer. That’s enough. That’s
everything for a worried mom.

Living under control isn’t only about behaviors or self-will. It is lis-
tening to the Spirit even when the answer is contrary to what your heart
is telling you to do. I made a point in an earlier chapter that the heart
lies. Any activity that stands in the way of God’s progress in your life or
another’s is a lie.

You and I will face these dilemmas for our entire visit on this earth. We
can’t help it when we love flawed people. Just remember, difficulties here
aren’t forever. They are mere seconds in light of eternity. Someday Adam
will get it together. Someday I will quit stepping in. In the meantime
we must all learn to live under the control of a Father to whom we can
entrust the ones we love.

130



LIVE UNDER CONTROL

Under Control Takeaway

Key Point:
Tame the tongue. Speak when you should and don’t when you
shouldn’t.

To offer wisdom to others, it must be attained through walking close-
ly with Jesus and reading His Word. Being intellectual isn’t wisdom.
Having street smarts isn’t wisdom. Wisdom is having God’s mind on a
matter.

How can you know when to speak or when not to speak?

Good advice isn’t necessarily godly advice. Read James 3:17. How can
you obtain these traits of wisdom from above so that you are able to share
true and godly wisdom?

Do you have issues with taming your tongue? If yes, when is it most

difficult for you?

Do you consider yourself non-confrontational, or are you easily able to
speak up? Can you think of a time recently when you had to speak a hard
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truth to someone you care about?

Key Point:
Be helpful. Love is action.

Do you have a heart to help others, or, if you’re honest, do you find
it hard to get outside of yourself and notice others’ needs? If you find
you’re often self-absorbed, write your prayer below asking God to help
you be more willing to engage in the lives of others.

With global needs so overwhelming, how and where to act can be para-
lyzing. Start in your today. Who and what has God broughtin your path,
and how can you help? (Matthew 25:40)

Is there a specific love-in-action that you know God has called you to?

Key Point:
Love them. Love can be inaction.

Are you often guilted into helping others? Read Proverbs 3:27. Not
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every need is yours to meet. Ask yourself: Is God truly inviting me in,
or will my help interfere with the work He is doing in their life?

Share a time when tough love was needed, even though you knew the
consequences would be hard, both on them and you.

What about a time when you helped, only to discover you made the
situation worse? It could be something as seemingly insignificant as
bailing out a child who didn’t complete their homework or as big as
giving money to the one who needed to feel the sting of burning through

their own.

Is there a current situation in your life where you want to help but are
powerless to do so?

Key Point:
Go home. Live life knowing God is in control.

How do you “go home,” meaning that you go about your daily life while
knowing the ones you love are in turmoil or pain? How can fixing your
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eyes on Jesus rather than the situation help you?

Any activity that stands in the way of God’s progress in your life or
another’s is a lie, no matter how right it feels at the time. Don’t play God.
How can creating boundaries, like not stepping in when you want to or
think you should, protect you as well as them?
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can’t help but hear the quirky tune of “Safety Dance” in my head.
Even if you’re not a fan of ‘80s music, you may know the song. The
lyrics make little sense, but the song says “we can dance if we want to.”
Since I began to work on this topic, the tune has followed me around
and reminded me that I can dance in safety while loved by the Father.
You don’t have to fear dark shadows lurking behind every corner. Love
allows us, as believers, to face each day knowing that God upholds us.

“Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your
God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you, I will uphold
you with My righteous right hand.” (Isaiah 41:10)

Since I find the above verse written in Holy Scripture, I know it’s true.
Yet there are times when I fear, and I can actually feel the oppression by
the enemy crushing and disabling me.

Scripture also warns:

“Be sober, be vigilant; becaunse your adversary the devil
walks about like a roaring lion, secking whom he may de-
vour. Resist him, steadfast in the faith, knowing that the
same sufferings are experienced by your brotherhood in the
world.” (1 Peter 5:8-9)
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The enemy is real, so anyone who underestimates him risks falling
for his schemes. His intention isn’t simply to hinder; his objective is to
destroy us as believers. Since he can’t steal our salvation, he settles on
damaging our walk, crushing our spirit, and causing us to doubrt.

I recently went through a dark season where opposition got the best
of me for a while. At the time, I wasn’t sure what was happening. I
just knew something was dreadfully wrong. When it was over and the
sun reappeared, I sat one morning and asked God what had happened.
A conclusive answer never came. Beyond the fact that the experience
has allowed me to write this chapter from an up-close and personal
perspective, I don’t think I will ever fully understand.

When no answer came, I did the next best thing: I asked how to
prevent it from happening again. From there, during my quiet time and
through Bible reading, the Lord outlined some safety principles for me
to follow. I have to believe they will benefit anyone who reads this since
we are all susceptible to the wiles of the devil. T know there are many more
principles than what I’'m offering here, ones unique to you, but these will
get you started. Remember, when facing a tough season of your own, ask
questions through prayer. God will give you your own warning signs to
watch for.

Safety in Numbers

We need the many. To think any of us can remain an island unto
ourselves and maintain spiritual health is dangerous and opens us up to
the enemy’s attack. If you consider the real-life application of a safari, you
will see the comparison of how we are safer in fellowship with others.

I once had a small-group leader share how, on a safari, the people are
instructed to remain together. When the group is in transit, for example,
a lion sees them in the vehicle as a whole, not as individual members.
To that lion the collective group is a bigger-than-him foe, so he is not as
likely to attack. Let the group stop and one member wander away, and
the lion won’t hesitate to pounce.
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Spiritually, it’s the same with us. When we are attached to the body
of believers, even two or three (Matthew 18:20), we are formidable foes.
Alone, we are an attack and fall waiting to happen.

When viewing my recent difficult situation through the lens of safety
in numbers, I realized I had allowed myself to become isolated. My
husband and I are attending a new church, so I feel disconnected. I'm
not yet surrounded by people I know as my church family. I know it will
take time for bonds to form and to feel at home there, so in the meantime
I must make sure to surround myself with other believers in the form of
family and friends.

We need the few, those who are a part of our innermost circle. I've been
privileged to experience this firsthand. First, through the intercessory
prayer of two godly women who, during a previous season of spiritual,
mental, and emotional weakness, held me up until I was strong enough
to walk again, just as Aaron and Hur did for Moses (Exodus 17:8-16).
And second, through two friends and co-laborers in the faith who help
keep me on track in the midst of this overwhelming book project. Their
continued encouragement has enabled me to keep going when I am
tempted to give up. God used them to drive this point home.

Recently, I had fooled myself into believing that no one believed
in what I was doing with this book, specifically the two friends and
co-laborers I mentioned who are working with me as I write. Through
a misplaced email, an unanswered text, and my own doubts, I assumed
I had lost their support. That wasn’t the case with either, but that was
the flaming dart the enemy shot toward me. In my unsuspecting and
alone season, that arrow landed and spread like wildfire, allowing natural
self-doubt to consume me and render me paralyzed for some time.

We believers sincerely need others. If you are anything like me and
tend to withdraw into your own little world, then this warning is for
you: The enemy waits and watches for an opportunity to catch you
wandering from your safari group. He will pounce the moment he’s
given the chance. I can’t encourage you enough to keep strong believers
in your corner to walk with you on this journey through life.

I kind of roll my eyes at myself now, as it seems pretty ridiculous thata
comedy of communication errors could so easily cripple me. There was
more to the story, however. Besides my being isolated, I had fallen for
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something that is a recurring issue for me: I cast more than a quick peek
toward tomorrow.

Safety in the Present

Speculating over the future is nothing new for me. Every self-respect-
ing control freak does it. We have to in order to know what’s coming so
we can get a handle on how to manipulate it. Does that sound familiar?
Sure, we look toward tomorrow pretending to be wise, butit’s less about
planning with wisdom and more about us ensuring the outcome that we
desire.

The future is a dangerous place. Over the years I have found that a
prolonged visit will only disable, disillusion, and disappoint me (more
on these topics in the next chapter). Why I keep allowing my mind to
future-gaze, I’'m not sure. For many believers, though, that’s a recurring
theme, looking ahead toward a future we can’t alter at the expense of our
sanity today.

Another misstep that led to my oppressive season was allowing my
dream for the future to become an expectation. I took my own vision
and credited God with giving it. When I found that my project wasn’t
going to work out the way I had expected, I became disillusioned and
was soon derailed. I thought a particular direction had been God-given,
but it wasn’t. My misunderstanding Him in such a colossal way snow-
balled and had me wondering if I had ever heard Him at all. Crazy how
mishearing one thing can give the enemy enough ammunition to do the
wide-spread damage he did to my confidence.

Now that I’ve experienced the fallout from my misguided expec-
tations, I've learned a valuable lesson: In my daily work life, I try to
accomplish that which is in front of me without regard for what will
become of it or the direction it will take. Rather than considering the
outcome of what I write, I have to trust that when I write anything at
all, God will use it for His purposes, big or small. If T am surrendered to
Him, isn’t it His decision to use or not use me?

138



LIVEIN SAFETY

On a personal level I have to learn to do the same thing. Each day I
try to make the most of the day given me. That applies to me as a wife,
mom, and daughter. All of those titles invite me to worry about the
tuture for my husband, kids, and parents. To consider the distant future
in any of those areas will only usher in disabling fear, disillusionment,
and disappointment.

You have a similar obligation to glance toward the future in order
to make tentative plans, but only a quick peek is safe. There will be
holidays, vacations, school and job choices to make, and retirements to
plan. Since our future is often crafted by our choices today, it makes
sense to consider the future with some forethought. Just don’t allow
forethought to become an extended stay. What’s the point of trying to
figure out the elusive tomorrow when you’re only promised today?

Today is a guarantee. Live in it. Thrive in it. Make an impact herein the
now. For me personally, if T can do that, then by the end of each day I feel
a sense of success that brings peace. Each today blazes a trail toward your
future and sculpts what it will look like. If you really want the future of
your dreams, it all begins with living in the safety of the present.

Safety in God’s Word

Through carelessness of my own, I lost sight of the importance of
safety in numbers and safety in the present. However, the one place I
knew I was safe during my time of confusion was my daily dwelling in
Scripture. While abounding in doubts over my call and abilities, I trusted
God’s inspired Word.

Sometime during those weeks when I faced such obvious opposition,
I was led to Matthew 4. What landed me there was the desire to hear the
words of Jesus Himself. Because I couldn’t rely on my own feelings or
what I thought I was hearing internally, I sought out Scripture, red-letter
words I knew could be trusted. When you arrive in the New Testament,
Jesus’ wilderness experience is the second set of red-letter words you
encounter, the first being the record of His baptism.
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The moment I began to read the wilderness account, my first thought
was how accurately it described what I was experiencing in my own life.
To label it a valley season didn’t feel accurate. I wasn’t exactly in a low
place; I was in a barren place. In hindsight, I now look at it as a season
of oppression rather than what I had considered opposition at the time.
Opposition is an opposing force, one to be expected from the enemy,
while oppression actually takes you hostage and renders you ineffective.
The fact was: Opposition became oppression because I allowed it. I
didn’t fight back with truth. The enemy deceived, and I ate.

I’'m not saying I was led by the Spirit to some kind of wilderness
temptation season like Jesus, but I will admit I accidentally dragged
myself there through my own carelessness and overzealousness.

No matter how I ended up there, my best means of enduring it was to
view Jesus’ account and model that. WW]D, right?

“It is written...” (Matthew 4:4)

Those were the first words Jesus spoke each time when confronted
with the devil’s temptations. Jesus knew His best defense was the written
Word of God. It’s our best defense as well.

Don’t miss the underlying point. Jesus knew Scripture and was able
to combat every temptation thrown at Him by the enemy. Every word
He spoke was yet another commitment to His call. Yes, He was God, the
Word made flesh (John 1:14), but as Man, He had studied Scripture and
internalized every truth. Only when we know the truth are we protected
from the enemy’s lies.

My journey through these verses was what gave me the most hope,
along with the realization that God had a plan to use my difficult days
to reach others. I want to believe that my season of doubt strengthened
my commitment to what I know I am called to do. I may never fully
understand why it happened, but I don’t have to. I just have to trust Him
to use every moment of my uncertainty for His glory. If it was solely to
share this truth with you, my reader, then it was all worth it.
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Safety in God’s Plan

God loves me. I never doubt that. Love is still love when discipline factors
into the way He deals with me. We so often think a difficult or testing
season shows God’s disapproval. However, I believe there are times when
His approval is what leads us to the wilderness. In Jesus’ life, His season
of temptation came immediately after His baptism and God saying,
“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17).

When you face a tough season, don’t make assumptions based on
what you are feeling. The testing of your faith is God’s handiwork in
crafting His vessels for His purpose.

“My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various
trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces pa-
tience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may
be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.” (James 1:2-4)

In my own journey through the wilderness, in part, my lack of pa-
tience is what landed me there in the first place. Notice in the verse
above the role patience plays in making us complete. If we compare this
to the wilderness verses in Matthew 4, we will find the third of Jesus’
temptations was based on patience. When the enemy offered to give
Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, he was offering Jesus a shortcut, the
impatient way out. Jesus didn’t fall prey to the temptation but instead
replied with another “it is written” statement. Patience was having its
perfect work in the perfect Man.

That thought resonated with me. In the time prior to my season of
oppression, I had wanted God’s plan for me to be fulfilled in my time
and way and not His. When my expectations were broken, I was hurt
and frustrated.

The fact was, and still is: God’s timing and plan are perfect. When, and
only when, we are ready (complete and lacking nothing) will He bring
about His best plan for us in a particular situation. I have to believe if
we continually hinder the growth process with our own little bouts of
pouting, like I did, we will never be ready. Since I believe that, I have
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to change my approach and allow patience to have its perfect work in
me as the verse says. I can help the maturing process by learning from
this season and agreeing with God that His timing and plans are indeed
perfect.

You can do the same. Allow Him to have His way in you, even if
what you’re waiting for still hasn’t or doesn’t arrive. So often, we cry out,
“Now, God!” Instead, we must be ready to accept His wait or no, all the
while knowing His purpose for us is perfect.

Safety in God’s Presence

Because of my many safety violations, my once steadfast trust in the
Lord plummeted. I was afraid to listen for His leading since I feared
getting it wrong again. Without realizing what I was doing, I took my
eyes off the presence of God, an action on my part that completed the
perfect storm in which I panicked and sank.

Peter’s example in Matthew 14:22-33 comes to mind. Before I make
the comparison, I will say that I admire Peter for getting out of the boat
to begin with. Just like Peter, I thought I had stepped out in faith and
believed I was taking the right steps. My intentions were good and my
faith was strong. Trouble was, I was stepping out on a word of my own.

I was in panic mode in most areas of my life because I couldn’t see
Jesus. He hadn’t moved; I had. There was a barrier I had created because
of disillusionment and doubt. It was like I was shouting over a wall when
I prayed. The warmth and intimacy I’'ve known with Him for so many
years felt cool and distant. I was within touching distance, yet separated
by a wall I didn’t even know I had erected.

It was all me. I had gone into protection mode and wouldn’t allow
myself to hope or hear. Since I had fabricated my own future plan, when
that plan went awry, I was afraid to trust anymore. I was more afraid of
trusting myself than Him. It was never that I thought God had failed
me. I was disgusted with myself and my own imagination and feared I
had missed Him in other ways.
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More detrimental than disconnecting from the body and my encour-
agers, I had withdrawn from the One I am created to abide in. That was
the true culprit, the reason I was such an emotional and mental mess.
That one realization unlocked the door in the wall I had built. I walked
through and things were almost immediately back on track.

Soon after that day, a moment happened with my editor. I tried to
explain what had happened and how I was so crippled because I had gone
the wrong way. The way she simplified my conundrum made me feel
pretty silly. She said, “So you misheard and went down the wrong path.
So what? We all do that. Just back up and go down another path.”

Her words were simple and her advice wise. We all get ahead of God’s
plan at times. It can be our excitement or impatience that causes it.
Whatever the case, we can’t allow it to hinder our willingness to try
again. Instead, we can trust that He will use the times we mishear or
misunderstand to grow us or work through us, as in the creation of this
lesson on learning to “safety dance.”

I couldn’t have written these principles from my usual place of trust
and intimacy. Any insight I gave would have been a faraway memory
from my past. Instead, I needed this recent season of butting my head
against the wall of my own making to give me fresh revelation and
perspective.

The idea of the perfect storm comes to mind again. All of these princi-
ples I've addressed here are vital individually. Even a small fail in any area
can wreak havoc in your spiritual life. My great error was that I let my
guard down, and every area was affected. The enemy had a field day with
my emotions because I let him in. That wall I had unknowingly erected
between myself and my Protector placed me on the outside of our safari
camp. Of course the lion pounced; that’s what lions do.

In all areas you must guard yourself, but no area compares to being
vigilant in maintaining your nearness to Jesus. Abiding in Him is the
only place of true safety you will ever know on this leg of your eternal
journey. There will never be a time in your life when the enemy doesn’t
prowl like alion waiting to catch you alone and with your defenses down.
The roaring lion may be the king of the jungle, but Jesus is the King
of kings and has power over the enemy. Your nearness to Him is your
protection.
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Remember:

“Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your
God. I will strengthen you, yes, I will help you, I will uphold
you with My righteous right hand.” (Isaiah 41:10)

God upholds you with His righteous right hand. You need to be
diligent in staying put. Any moment distance or isolation is felt, you
need to begin asking questions. If your spiritual life and quiet time
feel stagnant, it may be a sign that you have placed distance between
yourself and Jesus. It may be out of fear, hurt, or even unrecognized
rebellion. Whatever the cause, the only remedy is to move back in. Open
an honest dialogue through prayer. Admit that you can’t see Him or
feel His intimate presence. I started there, with that simple admission.
Healing came nearly a split second after that conversation. It can for you
too if you feel at all displaced from the presence of God. All you have to
do is lean into the next-to-you Jesus. He hasn’t moved.
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In Safety Takeaway

Key Point:
To underestimate the enemy is to invite his attack.

The enemy is real, and his intention isn’t simply to hinder; his objective
is to destroy us as believers. He aims to undermine your trust in God and
your belief in who you are to Him. Since he can’t steal your salvation, he
settles on damaging your walk, crushing your spirit, and causing you to

doubt.

Read 1 Peter 5:8-9. What are some ways Peter tells you to guard yourself
from inevitable attacks?

Recall a time when underestimating the enemy led you to a wilderness

season. Share its outcome.

Key Point:
Safety in Numbers: Don’t venture away from the body.

What are some reasons Christians might pull away from the body of
believers? Have you experienced this?
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How can being isolated from other believers expose you to an attack
from the roaring lion?

Why does having the few, those believers who walk more closely with
you, matter?

Who are your few?

Key Point:
Safety in the Present: Live in today. Thrive in today. Make an impact
today.

Do you see the present as a gift to be opened and appreciated? List some
of today’s blessings below.

How can you practically make the most of each day you’re given?
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Key Point:
Safety in God’s Word: Internalizing God’s Word is your safety net and

ammunition.

Read Matthew 4:1-11. How can knowing and internalizing Scripture
help you during your weakest moments? What are your own “it is writ-
ten” statements that help you when in crisis?

Opposition is an opposing force, while oppression holds you down and
renders you ineffective. Think of a time when you’ve experienced both.
What have you learned that will arm you for future attacks?

Key Point:
Safety in God’s Plan: God’s timing and plan can be trusted.

How have you hindered the work of God in your life by your own

impatience?

Have you ever had to back up and go down a different path after running
ahead of God’s plan?
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Key Point:
Safety in God’s Presence: Be vigilant in maintaining your nearness to
Jesus.

Have you ever built walls between yourself and Jesus because of your
mistakes or your misunderstanding His ways? Give examples.

When seasons come and you feel at all displaced from the presence of
God, the remedy is as easy as leaning into the next-to-you Jesus. He hasn’t
moved.

Are you prone to such guilt and shame over your failures that you feel the

need to keep rehashing and confessing them? Or do you simply accept
God’s forgiveness and choose to walk with Him again?

Develop your own safety principles by noting what can get you off track.
Narrow in on activities, attitudes, or actions.
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“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.”
(Psalm 119:105)

he love song God sings over His bride is intended to illuminate

the dance of life. Rather than stepping into His arms and gliding
through our day, many of us are still too tangled in yesterday’s dance to
get the footing for today. Or some, like me, are so busy gazing toward
tomorrow that we stay tripped up, unable to learn today’s steps. 'm
personally working on the dance of today and invite you to join me.

I suppose we all toggle back and forth between yesterday, today, and
tomorrow in healthy and unhealthy ways. Yesterday has its benefits, and
so does tomorrow, but today is our only promise. In the pages to come,
we will peer into the advantages and pitfalls of time travel. Hopefully,
by the end of the chapter, we will all agree that living in today’s light is
where our dancing feet belong.

TODAY

“Give us this day our daily bread.” (Matthew 6:11)
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In the Lord’s model prayer, the phrase above carries with it wisdom
that goes far beyond our physical body’s need for food. It speaks to
our spirit’s need for provision for the day. We need both physical and
emotional strength to face the complicated and often chaotic days of this
life. God offers all that we need for each day and every “now” moment.
The verse below is one I keep posted on my refrigerator:

.. As your days, so shall your strength be.” (Deuteronomy
33:25)

When my stepdad passed a few years ago, the hospital chaplain came
to speak to my mother. Her wise advice has stuck with me since. She said
regarding prayer, “Don’t ask what’s next. Ask, what now?”

Isn’t what’s next more often our question? Why is it so difficult for the
human mind to remain trained on the day? In my case it’s control based,
my wanting to have some say over what happens next—as if 'm capable
of or qualified for that.

We must learn to live in the day and in the now. Because it requires
concerted effort on my part to keep myself focused on today, I begin
many mornings asking “What now?” as a reminder to remain in the light

of today.

“The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes
me to lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside the
still waters. He restores my soul; He leads me in the paths
of righteousness for His name’s sake.” (Psalm 23:1-3)

The verse above is a beautiful picture of walking with God in the
present. Notice the present-day terminology. David doesn’t say the Lord
was my Shepherd or will be my Shepherd. David says the Lord zs my
Shepherd. The action words are present tense: The Lord makes, leads,
and restores.
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Get to know your Shepherd of today and His moment-by-moment
leading. With your mind set on today, you are free from worry and open
to all He wants to show you of who He is and how much He loves you.

Yesterday has lost its grip, and tomorrow has no cause for concern for
the one who’s dancing with Jesus today.

YESTERDAY

“Do not remember the former things, nor consider the things
of old. Behold, I will do a new thing, now it shall spring
forth; shall you not know it?” (Isaiah 43:18-19)

If you could hear the tune playing in my head, you would sing along
with me, “Let it go. Let it go.”
Paul says,

“Brethren, I do not count myself to have apprebended; but
one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind
and reaching forward to those things which are abead.”
(Philippians 3:13)

I’m with Paul. Forgetting those things which are behind is a true
blessing for someone with a past like mine. You may be able to relate and
not want to consider past failures. Or, you may love to look back at your
glory days and revel in your proud accomplishments. Either way, the past
can be a hindrance to your today, just as looking too far ahead can cause
you to stumble.

Don’t get me wrong; I’'m not hating on yesterday. Yesterday can be an
invaluable teacher. It also holds memories of first kisses, weddings, and
rocking babies. A happy childhood filled with good memories is a gift
from God. When you canlook back with fondness at your pastand come
back to today with gladness, rejoice. There’s nothing wrong with a lictle
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time-hop here and there.

Problems arise when our visit to the past becomes a staycation. I have
been one and know others who are past-dwellers, people who live in the
dimly lit shadows of times gone by. Some of the most profound healing
I’ve known with the Wonderful Counselor was experienced by revisiting
my past and tracing the roots of some of my present-day weeds to old
wounds. I still do it on occasion in a healthy and productive way.

I have shared already how at first I wouldn’t ask God the Father for
much. I traced the root of that behavior back to my reluctance to ask my
earthly dad for things. I guess I didn’t want to be a bother to my dad and
carried that same feeling into my walk with God. It was helpful that the
Lord used this revelation from the past to open my eyes in the present.

Every weed of today has its roots in yesterday, even if it’s not a far-oft
yesterday. To illustrate: During a hectic season when many demands are
pulling at me from different directions, I may eventually find myself
angry at every small interruption in life. Something insignificant can
happen that causes me to react in an unfitting-for-the-situation kind
of way. The one little thing that triggered my blowup isn’t really the
issue. It was the many little things over the course of days, weeks, or
months that compounded until a weed sprouted, and I reacted rather
than responded. We all have those seasons and can recognize how a
building up of yesterday’s stress can affect our today.

I encourage you to visit yesterday in pursuit of healing for today’s
weeds but just don’t pull up a chair and stay for too long. A look back is
only intended to assist you today.

A good example of looking back with safety is recorded in Joshua 4.
The Israelites were told to set up memorial stones after God parted the
Jordan River for them to cross.

“Then be spoke to the children of Israel, saying: ‘When your
children ask their fathers in time to come, saying, ‘What
are these stones?’ then you shall let your children know...”
(Joshua 4:21-22)
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A look back can:

* Remind you of times when you noticed God’s activity. I actu-
ally have my own collection of Stones of Remembrance that I
keep as a reminder. Each has a small picture painted on it to
remind me of some significant moment in my walk with Jesus.
Remember the story of how God took the taste for alcohol away
from me? I have a stone with a little skunk painted on it that a
lady gave me after I shared that story at an event.

* Help in your emotional healing process as you trace your own
weeds back to past hurts.

* Teach you the hazards you need to avoid in your present.

What the past isn’t designed for is defining who you are. Every day
you are a new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). The years I spent
looking back, agreeing with the adversary that I was still that woman,
were stolen and unproductive years. When you’re convinced you are
who you were, you can’t possibly be who God has made you to be.

To look back at God’s goodness is therapeutic and gives you hope
when you’re facing the worst odds. Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and
forever (Hebrews 13:8), so yes, remember His deliverance in times past
as a way to be reassured of His deliverance today.

TOMORROW

As promised, I will pick up where I left off in “Live in Safety.” Re-
member that I mentioned how an extended visit to the future will only
disable, disillusion, and disappoint, and how I tend to look toward the
future at the expense of my sanity today? Let’s take into consideration
how dwelling on the future can negatively impact our today.
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Disable

“Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will
worry about its own things. Sufficient for the day is its own
trouble.” (Matthew 6:34)

Contemplating all that the future may hold can lead to disabling fear.
Even the most faith-filled Christian tends to struggle with fears over
money, health issues, and the future for their children. There are just too
many things that can go wrong.

The Bible addresses the topic of “do not fear” more than 365 times,
SO we can see it’s an issue close to the heart of a Father who knows our
propensity to fear the unknown.

Fear isn’t my default normally, but I come from a long line of
fear-filled women, so you can believe I know what it looks like. My
mother and grandmother were two of the most anxious people I have
ever known. I say were because my grandmother has passed from this
world, and fear has lost its death grip on my mother. Death grip isn’t
an exaggeration as even my mother will tell you. Her fear of impending
events once had her so bound that she lost many todays while worrying
aboutall the tomorrows. Her healing came through the work of the Holy
Spirit as she began to walk closer with Jesus after her husband passed.

If fear over tomorrow has you in its death grip, you have one place to
run-to Jesus.

“Come to Me, all you who labor and are beavy laden, and
1 will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from
Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is
light.” (Matthew 11:28-30)

This is a familiar verse, one in which Jesus calls you to come to Him,
not only for salvation, but also for daily reassurance that He is still God,
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and He is still in control. Jesus will take from you the burden of fear and
offer you rest in return.

Disillusion

Every generation says something similar: “Back in my day, things were
so much simpler, so much better.” My parents say it. I tell my kids that.
To see the deterioration of the world, how our culture’s moral landscape
is so different now, we can only become disillusioned when looking at
the nation we will someday hand over to our children. It’s easy to lose
hope.

Political and social arguments are growing louder and more heated
all the time. You can’t read your social media feed without noticing the
escalation. For a natural hermit like me, that only makes me want to close
myself oft from the world even more. No matter how much we try to
buffer ourselves from it all, we can’t help but see that things are only
getting worse.

AllT can do about the future of this nation and world is to try my best
to focus on my present. I know my call is to help lead others closer to
Jesus. If I can do that, then Ive affected the future of those I reach and
the ones who surround the one walking nearer to Jesus. It’s the same with
you. If you are walking out your call in this life, then you are positively
affecting the future of all those in your path.

“But seck first the kingdom of God and His righteousness...”
(Matthew 6:33)

This verse is our reminder that we must seek a deeper spiritual life,
one that doesn’t settle for the ordinary. That can only be done by living
in the present. A deeper spiritual life will produce fruit that will impact
the lives of others. Where the future disillusions, the present enlightens.
That’s where you will find light for your own journey, in your present
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day. If you are truly concerned about the future of our world, then train
your attention back on what you are called to do today.

Disappoint

“Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a

day may bring forth.” (Proverbs 27:1)

I recently took a long look toward the future and tried to determine
how God might make things work out in a particular matter. I began
envisioning how I wanted it to turn out and allowed my mind to run
wild. Speculation became expectation. Next thing I knew, I believed my
own version and was disappointed when my way wasn’t God’s way. To
be completely honest, I was more than disappointed; I was devastated
and feltlet down by God. Buthow could I be let down when God hadn’t
set up those unmet expectations in the first place?

Unmet expectations can wreak havoc on our faith. The older I get,
the more I realize the danger of having expectations at all. Maybe it’s
the writer in me, but I sure can create a world in which my expecta-
tions eclipse reality. When I live in the present day, only then are my
expectations kept realistic. A mind focused on today doesn’t have time
to forecast a future.

I’'m not suggesting a negative outlook, but I am proposing that we
manage expectations and ensure they are based on our only sound point
of reference: God, through His Word.

“Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the
beart of man the things which God has prepared for those
who love Him.” (1 Corinthians 2:9)
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The one thing you can expect with certainty is that the Father who
loves you has better-than-you-can-imagine things prepared. They just
may not look like what you ask for or expect.

To look ahead and try to determine what's to come is too heavy a bur-
den for any of us. God spoke into my spirit recently saying, “I carry the
future. You just carry today.” I knew what He meant. He still technically
carries today, but I do carry my cross of today. I have responsibilities
and demands on my time. For a planner like me, narrowing down my
concerns to one day at a time is freeing.

Doesn't that set you free as well, knowing you only have to make it
through today?

Tomorrow is a darkened doorway, one that will only be illuminated
once the door opens. Stop trying to jiggle the doorknob in order to enter
a place you don’t yet belong.

For us future-dwellers, how can we effectively keep our mind trained
on today?

I have begun a new exercise each morning. I scope out my day, what
I hope to accomplish, and then set no further expectations than that.
Outcomes will be what they are. When I don’t get something done due
to life’s normal interruptions, I try not to allow it to affect me and simply
put it on the list for tomorrow.

I’m in my fifties and just now realizing that what I've always consid-
ered to be interruptions to my day aren’t interruptions. To pause my
plans unexpectedly to help others is the business of doing life. I used to
get so frustrated over a last-minute phone call where someone needed
me to drop what I was doing and run to their aid. Okay, I can still get
frustrated, but at least now I understand that this is part of living and
loving others.

Jesus wasn’t kidding when he said, “Sufficient for the day is its own
trouble” (Matthew 6:34).

Each day requires my all, so why spend today’s energy on tomorrow
when I know tomorrow will make its own demands?

Another good mental exercise is to focus on three feet around me, no
more than that. On a recent episode of a TV show about Navy SEALs, a
character told of when he was training to rock climb and how he became
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paralyzed by fear. His instructor told him to just focus on three feet above
him, to climb that, and then to tackle the next three feet.

I took that to heart. Now I look at today, quickly scan the week or
maybe the month to come (my next three feet) to allow for tentative
planning, then train my eyes back on today.

Earlier I admitted to feeling let down by God, but even at the time I
knew God wasn’t to blame. Maybe to say I was let down by my faith in
what I thought would happen would be more accurate. For several weeks
I took quite the tumble spiritually. I wasn’t someone I even recognized.

Normally, I feel like Joshua, ready to engage the enemy in order to take
possession of the Promised Land. When Joshua returned from the land
of Canaan with the other spies, he believed the enemy was surmountable.
Not the others who went with him, though. They considered themselves
grasshoppers in comparison and gave a bad report (Numbers 13).

I became the other spies for a season, complaining and fearful and
unwilling to take additional steps in faith. Every obstacle in my path felt
monumental, while I felt like a wee, little grasshopper.

I kept wondering where bold and willing-to-take-risks Lisa had gone.
Normally I'm prepared to rattle the gates of hell. What had happened?
The enemy fed me a bushel full of lies, and I ate. He towered over me,
telling me that I was insignificant and had nothing to offer. He mocked
all T had accomplished and assured me I was on a crash course with
failure.

It was more than the enemy’s assault that kept me trembling in a
corner, binging on movies rather than writing. The reason I lost sight
of myself was that I had lost sight of Jesus. He is who I am now. In Him
I live and move and have my being (Acts 17:28). So because I couldn’t
see Him, I couldn’t see the me He had been raising up this past decade.

Spiritually, I wasn’t boldly approaching the throne any longer. I was
mumbling faraway prayers in doubt. When T understood that, I took that
one step back toward Him, and all the doubts began to fade. I accepted
the fact that I had allowed my visit to the future to trip me up.

I see a trend emerging: Have you noticed how many recent spiritual
valleys I keep writing about? The process of writing this book seems to
keep me tossed about between highs and lows. After my many personal
stories that seem to litter chapter after chapter, I see the hand of God
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crafting in-the-moment experiences for me to write from an up-close
perspective. I’'m not standing on a faraway hill looking at a valley that
I visited years ago. I've been trudging along through valley after valley
while writing.

Maybe through some of my stories you see yourself and your own
struggles as you learn each dance. While dancing out my faith, it’s much
easier to relate to the in-process dancer next to me rather than the one
who seems to be perfected, knowing all the steps. So here I am, flailing
around on the dance floor next to you, making you feel right at home.
You’re welcome.

The concept of an internal, spiritual work comes to mind. What if
God is using this book to grow me by making me sit down and write out
what I've experienced and what I've learned? Am I willing to obey and
keep writing if this only reaches me?

That possibility would normally bring deep disillusionment after all
the time I’ve invested in this project, but not now, not in light of how
God has framed this in my mind.

That God would spend a year and a half with such intention to deepen
my faith and remind me how He has loved me with true intimacy over
the years is the sweetest thought to have surfaced in my mind in ages.
Now that’s love! If He thinks I’m worth this much time and effort, then
I can only love Him more for His relentless love and pursuit of my whole
heart.

Since you’re reading this as a completed book, you can know that He
has purpose for these words to reach you. Somewhere amidst the pages,
He has something for you to learn or remember. He considers you worth
His time and effort. Not just effort reflected in this book, but in His
relentless love and pursuit of your whole heart all along.

With skillful precision He crafts our lives in such a way that we are
reshaped into the likeness of His Son, just as a potter does with a handful
of clay (Jeremiah 18). Be the clay in the Potter’s hands. Allow Him
to complete His work within you. Walk with Him in the present and
through the trials of your current circumstances and know He has a
purpose for all that you endure. Trust what He is calling you to do today,
even when the outcome seems pointless. God’s redeeming work within
you is worth the best efforts of you both. And who knows, maybe the
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work you and I accomplish in each of our todays will touch the life of
another in such a way that they will see that They. Are. Loved.
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Today's Light Takeaway

“Yesterday has lost its grip, and tomorrow has no cause for concern for
the one who’s dancing with Jesus today.” - You. Are. Loved.

Key Point:
Today: Focus on what now rather than what's next.

Are you a today dweller, or are you known to time hop in unhealthy
ways? If you tend to time hop, how does that affect your present reality?

What is your now? What does the Lord have in your life and on your
plate that you know He is calling you to focus on? Consider family,
career, and ministry responsibilities.

Read Psalm 23:1-3 aloud, saying “today” at the end of each complete
phrase. In your days to come, what can you do differently to keep your
mind fixed on the promise of today? How might the practice of asking
“What now, Lord?” help you to better walk with your Shepherd of
today?
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Key Point:
Yesterday: A look back can remind, help, and teach.

When you look at your past, are you more prone to dwell on your glory

days and proud accomplishments or on hardships and past failures?
What are the pros and cons of each?

Pros:

Cons:

Yesterday can be an invaluable teacher. List a few vital lessons that yes-

terday has taught you.

Problems arise when our visit to the past becomes a staycation. How
can you maintain a healthy balance when looking back to learn from the
past?

Key Point:
Tomorrow: Focusing on tomorrow can disable, disillusion, and disap-
point.
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Fear over tomorrow can disable. Are there any future fears that cause you
crippling anxiety? What truth does Jesus share in Matthew 6:34?

In our chaotic last-days world, disillusionment is a tactic of the enemy,
one intended to keep us still and silent. How can the simplicity of an-
swering your call and fulfilling the works God has for you (Ephesians
2:10) be your way of pushing back against the rising darkness?

Disappointment can wreak havoc on your faith. When things don’t turn
out as you envision, consider that you may have forecast a future that
God never planned. How can 1 Corinthians 2:9 encourage you?

We must make tentative plans. How can you safely glance at the future
to make wise decisions today?

I mentioned how God considers you worth His time and effort as evi-
denced by His faithful love for you and relentless pursuit of you. How
does it impact you to know He has been chasing after you all along?
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The worth of an item is determined by the price someone is willing to
pay. Do you realize just how valuable you must be to God that He would
pay with His Son’s life to make you His?

You. Are. Worth. It.
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L will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not
prevail against it.” (Matthew 16:18)

magine a dance so bold, so powerful, that when you move your feet

the gates of hell are shaken! When we each take our place on the dance
floor and move to God’s choreography, the gates can be rattled rather
than the gates rattling us.

Let me begin by saying that I don’t believe we are to charge the gates
in some spiritual way. What I am suggesting is that when we do what we
were placed on this earth to do, the gates of hell tremble as a result.

The concept of rattling the gates has been on my mind for the past
few years. While reading the encounter Peter had with Jesus, it struck
me that we have the same words from Jesus to stand on. The gates of hell
shall not prevail against us because we are His. The Church belongs to
the King. We are indwelled by the same Spirit who raised Jesus from the
dead.

Why then is the enemy better at rattling us as individuals and the
Church as a whole than we are at rattling the gates? We have the power to
make hell tremble. An effective believer is cause for concern in the dark
world. That’s why this journey you are on is so crucial. For as long as you
doubt and underestimate God’s love, you are rendered ineffective. The
enemy wants nothing more than to keep you shackled and powerless and
standing as a wallflower rather than daring to dance.
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Allow your understanding and belief in the love God has for you to
begin to grow, and you will be closer to accepting your role as a soldier in
the army of the Living God. That’s what we all should be, soldiers ready
to do battle every day of our lives. Instead, we are a weakened body of
babes who lack the ability to fight back, much less be on the offensive.

We spend more time running away from the enemy, fearing he has
some mystical power over our lives, than we do charging ahead with the
battle cry of the Lord. I often hear believing women say how much the
enemy is pushing them around and leaving them fecling so defeated. In
a recent season I felt exactly the same. We give the enemy power over us
voluntarily and without realizing it. We speak his power into our lives
with our words of defeat.

In my most productive seasons, I see the enemy firing arrow after
arrow. Instead of being rattled and cowering in fear, I view his attack as
confirmation that ’'m rockin’ along in this ministry with the Lord as my
strength and my shield (Psalm 28:7). If the devil ever decides to leave me
alone, I have reason to worry. If I'm no threat to him, then I must be
slacking.

Consider this: If you are ineffective, then the enemy will likely leave
you alone. If you aren’t facing assaults, then you might want to look at
what you’re contributing to the kingdom. I’'m not saying you should be
facing attacks 24/7 since I know there are times when we are so under
the protection of the Father that the enemy’s arrows can’t strike us. I do
know this, though. When I am at my most productive, going about my
Father’s business, the enemy will strike.

I have known less productive seasons when he came against me as
well. Because my faith was so weak, he was able to keep me in a cycle
of self-pity, fearing what might happen next. It felt like I was enduring
attack after attack with no means of knowing victory.

Now, attacks come, but they can’t keep me down for nearly as long
as I used to allow. Why? What’s different about me? Many things in
combination have made me more of a soldier and less of a babe in the
faith:

* Ibegan to read my Bible faithfully.

* Istarted to apply what God’s Word says to my daily life.
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* Tallowed the Spirit to begin the transformation process in me.
I actually acted on what God said rather than acknowledging it
and then sticking to my old ways.

* Ipursued Hislove. I'set out to love Him and found myself more
loved than I ever imagined possible.

* Iset myself apart, as much as any of us can, from the world’s in-
fluence through what I watched, listened to, and who I allowed
to influence me.

* I'began to take tiny trust-steps until I was willing to take larger
ones. I always, always found Him faithful, even when things
didn't turn out as I expected.

I’'m sure there are more contributing factors that I could share, but
you get the idea. Basically, I decided that the Christian life I had been
living just wasn’t cutting it. I was tired of living in cycles of defeat. T knew
other believers who were the real deal. I hated being a faker and finally
decided to do something about it. I actually prayed a prayer for God to
make me real. He did.

I don’t know what it will take for you to want something more than
what you now know. Aren’t you tired of the enemy rattling you rather
than you rattling his evil gates? That’s what you’ll see if you look around,
fearful believers whose lives are shaken and disrupted by the enemy’s
temptations and distractions. That may describe you at times. I know it
does me in weakened and doubt-filled seasons. To live rattling the gates
is a life lived on the offense rather than remaining on the defense.

Learn to play offense!

You know the saying that goes, “Let her sleep, for when she wakes, she
will move mountains”? I would like something similar written next to
my bed so that I see it each morning: “Let her sleep, for when she wakes,
she will rattle the gates.”

Life on the offensive can only be lived through the certainty of God’s
love, knowing before every battle that the victory is already won.
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Nothing can ever be the same once you get even the smallest glimpse
of God’s love.

If you consider your life ordinary, you are likely underestimating
God’s love for you.

If you feel you have no purpose, you are absolutely missing the depth
of His love.

If you wonder if this is all there is to the Christian walk, then you
haven’t encountered the foundation-rattling love of God.

If you know you’re faking elements of your faith, then being real is
just a love song away.

It’s time to take your faith walk to the nextlevel. You aren’t destined to
remain a babe in your faith. You are placed on the kingdom calendar for
such a time as this for a reason. There is kingdom business to be about.
Babes in the faith can’t help much in battle, but trained soldiers can. My
challenge to you is to begin to take your position in the army of the Lord
more seriously. Take steps to strengthen your faith. Invest time in what
and Who matters.

Stop burying your head in the sand. There is an actual battle going on
in the spiritual realm that crosses over into your physical circumstances.
There is an enemy. You are a real target. Either train to be a soldier or keep
living defeated. No matter what, you will be attacked repeatedly (John
16:33), so you might as well armor up, train with perseverance, and take
your stand (Ephesians 6:10-18).

This past year and a half I have experienced opposition in an un-
paralleled way. For brief seasons I felt crippled and made little progress,
but then the Spirit would seem to lift me to my feet so that I could
re-engage in the battle. God hasn’t expected perfection from me, and He
sure wasn’t surprised when I dropped to my knees in temporary defeatat
times. What He does expect and provide is a way for me to stand again.

My story isn’t foreign to you. The devil comes against you from the
right side and the left. This is a cross we carry as a child of God, being
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identified with Jesus and an enemy of the devil. We each face opposition
in different ways, yet we all serve the same powerful God. We can stand.

“We are hard-pressed on every side, yet not crushed; we are
perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken;
struck down, but not destroyed...” (2 Corinthians 4:8)

The enemy has a plan to hinder you and me and will keep hitting us
with his best shots. His best shot at me came just days ago. Actually, I
would call it his ultimate shot when something happened that I have
long known would. I have to laugh at what must have been his disap-
pointment at my reaction. The enemy fired, and though his arrow made
contact, I haven’t allowed it to hinder my mission. Peace that surpasses
understanding (literally) has been mine. I recently told a friend that this
level of peace makes no sense under the circumstances, yet it should make
perfect sense because I walk with the Prince of Peace.

Why am I so surprised? I guess because my mode of operating in
previous years was to crumble under attack. Not today. That’s not who
I am now. Babes crumble and cry. Soldiers fight back. We pick up our
sword and stand still since the battle belongs to the Lord (2 Chronicles
20).

So now, soldier-in-training, get to work. Learn how to defend yourself.
Then, learn how to attack, how to rattle the gates of the one who intends
to destroy you, your marriage, and your children. This is a no-joke situ-
ation you face. Be bold, mighty warrior.

Let’s look at Gideon, a man God used to deliver the Israelites from the
enemy’s oppression as recorded in the Book of Judges. Gideon was justa
normal guy like you and me. There was nothing impressive about him or
his heritage, yet God knew what was in him, all the possibilities of who
the New King James Version calls a man of valor. God saw who Gideon
would become when Gideon only saw who he currently was.

Gideon’s response when God told him He was sending Gideon to
help His people is often what we feel when we’re told we are to stand
in battle.
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Gideon said:
“I am the least in my father’s bouse.” (Judges 6:15)

When I first began writing, especially when I saw how even fiction
could minister to women, I felt just like Gideon. I had every excuse to not
step into my role: my past, my mistakes, my sin, and my lack of education.
All these excuses made me feel like the “least” in the family of God. Why
would God ask me to help? Just like with Gideon, God saw who I would

become long before I did.
Whether you feel like a soldier or not, it’s your destiny to become one.

While you only see who you are, God sees who you were created to be.

“God. calls things that are not as though they were.”
(Romans 4:17 NIV)

You can train your children to be soldiers by being a soldier in front
of them. Through your commitment, you can defend your marriage
against the death blow of divorce that is your enemy’s intention. You
can’t do this without faith, and faith comes from knowing God’s love.
Pursue love as if your life depends on it—because it does. God’s love and
your dependence on Him alone is the cure for your weakness in the

battle.
How can you rattle the gates in your daily life? Step up and be: be

the wife, mother, daughter, and servant you’re designed to be. There is a
version of you who lives out her purpose with intentionality and passion.
Tap into her. Don’t allow the world to drag you along in one fruitless
pursuit after another.

“No one engaged in warfare entangles himself with the
afffairs of this life, that be may please bim who enlisted him
as a soldier.” (2 Timothy 2:4)
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Upon salvation you were enlisted and empowered. God’s love equips.
Now it’s time to engage. A loved woman lives out that love in such a way
that her life accomplishes that which it was designed to accomplish. You
were designed to reflect the love of God to others. It’s love that rattles the
gates. You are a soldier with an arsenal founded in love.

“The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the
world.” (2 Corinthians 10:4 NIV)

Love draws us into intimate prayer.

Love guides us and teaches us through the Word.

Love supplies power through the Holy Spirit within us.
Love enables us to stand and gives boldness.

Love is a Person who walks with us daily.

Love is your dwelling place.

“Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and Jobn, and
perceived that they were uneducated and untrained men,
they marveled. And they realized that they had been with
Jesus.” (Acts 4:13)

Can the same be said of you? Have you been with Jesus? Is it notice-
able in your words and deeds? The main question is: Have you received
His love as real and transformational?

In the first part of the chapter, I listed some disciplines of the faith that
God has used to mature me over the years. Each of these has been covered
in various areas of the previous chapters, but it can’t hurt to take a fresh
look at them and view them as personal directives that you may want to
apply to your own life.

~ Set aside time to read your Bible each day.
~ Apply what God’s Word says to your daily life.
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“T'his Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth,
but you shall meditate in it day and night, that you may
observe to do according to all that is written in it. For then
you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have
good success.” (Joshua 1:8)

The first two disciplines on the list are covered well by this one verse.
Notice how the final sentence assures us that reading and applying God’s
Word to our lives lead to prosperity and success. Spiritual growth s
prosperity and success. This isn’t about adding dollars and cents to your
bank account. It’s about deepening your faith, knowing God’s love in a
more real and relevant way, and learning to stand as a soldier of God.

~ Allow the Spirit to begin the transformation process within you. Act
on what God says rather than acknowledging it and then sticking to your
old ways.

“For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, be is
like a man observing his natural face in a mirror; for he
observes himself; goes away, and immediately forgets what
kind of man be was.” (James 1:23)

Though we could have used the Joshua verse above for this point, let’s
take a different approach. God’s Word is often a mirror that shows us
who we are deep down. On the surface is a reflection of what we want
others to see, and we may even believe what they believe, but God’s Word
exposes us to us. When faced with me, the real me that I don’t allow
others to see or even acknowledge myself, I am given a choice: I can agree
with God that change is necessary, or I can go on my superficial little way
and keep the worst of me buried. Soon enough that flash of light dims,
and I forget. My forgetfulness and unwillingness to make improvements
produce little more than immature, bitter fruit. However, my willing-
ness to change grows me.

172



LIVE RATTLING THE GATES

~ Pursue God’s love.

“We love Him because He first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)

Don’t make the mistake I made of setting out to love God first. I
wasted so much time thinking the burden was on me. Pursue His love
for you. As you read and learn and grow, His love will settle into your
belief system.

~ Set yourself apart, as much as you can, from the world’s influence
through what you watch, listen to, and who you allow to influence you.

SJoshua told the people, ‘Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow
the LORD will do amazing things among you.”” (Joshua
3:5 NIV)

The word consecrate, also translated as sanctify, means to set yourself
apart as holy. We should look and act and talk differently than the world
surrounding us. Like me, I'm sure there are times when you look and
sound like the world. Our actions and words are driven by what we allow
to shape our thoughts. Read more Bible, and you think more Bible-y
(yeah, I know that’s not a word). Watch tons of TV and movies, and you
will walk and talk like unbelievers. Same goes for what you read and the
music you listen to. Remember, Jesus isn’t the only one who asks you to
dance. On a daily basis, the world does too. You must choose with whom
you will dance and to what tune, the world’s cacophony or God’s love
song.

~ Begin to take tiny trust-steps, then next thing you know, you will be
willing to take larger ones.
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“Trust in the LORD with all your beart, and lean not

on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge
Him, and He shall direct your paths.” (Proverbs 3:5-6)

Teach that class. Volunteer at the shelter. Share the Gospel with your
neighbor. God is whispering a call for you to follow Him in a way only
you can hear. Deep down, you know what that is. Trust-steps are some of
the most frightening of all the dance steps. We stumble and get it wrong
once or twice, then give up altogether. A few stumbles don’t ruin the
dance. Try again to step out in faith in an area that stretches you and
grows you and sometimes scares the living daylights out of you.

Can I tell you a little secret? The first time I stood up to speak at a
women’s conference, I peed a little. No kidding. Later I realized it was
just a drop, but while I spoke, I was certain it was, like, really there and
noticeable. The best part of the story is what God did as a result. (’'m
so glad we’re friends, so I can share the TMI stuff with you.) My entire
focus was on my pants, so much so that I wasn’tat all nervous. The Spirit
took over and was in control of what I said. Thad women come up to me
afterward and tell me what my words had meant to them, so clearly it
was God and not me. It’s hysterical now, but that day I thought I'd die.

Moral of the story: I trusted in God and found Him faithful. After
that, I knew the One who called me to speak would be there no matter
what, and even take over when my mind was, um, elsewhere. You can
trust Him too.

You have gates to rattle, a job to do, a battle to fight. ’'m proof that
God can and will do miraculous things in a life when it’s surrendered to
Him. The battle is His; you just need to position yourself, stand still, and
see the salvation of the LORD (2 Chronicles 20).
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Rattling the Gates Takeaway

Key Point:
You are intended to rattle the gates, not for the gates to rattle you.

Are you a threat to the dark world? Would you say you live your life
rattling the gates? If you do, in what ways? Examples may be praying for
others, encouraging others, speaking truth, answering your call, etc.

Are you easily rattled? If so, in what areas of your life are you most often
affected: areas of service, your marriage, children, career? Give examples.

Are there ways you allow or enable the enemy’s continued attacks due to

your actions or inactions? How so?

We often give the enemy power over us without realizing it. Read Eph-
esians 6:10-18. How can putting on this armor daily defend you from
future assaults?

175



YOU. ARE. LOVED.

Key Point:
You are destined to be a soldier, made for battle, not a babe in the faith.

Read 1 Samuel 17. Because David knew who he was and was confident
in the Lord, he stood as a soldier and was able to take on a giant when
the babes dressed as soldiers were cowering in the corner.

Babes crumble and cry. Soldiers fight back. Do you consider yourself a
soldier, a babe, or somewhere in between? Explain your answer.

During a season of attack, even soldiers can be knocked down and out.
The longer you walk with the Lord, are you able to stand more quickly,
or do you stay relegated to the sidelines?

Perspective matters. How can you view the enemy’s attacks in a positive
light? How can they indicate you are indeed on the battlefield, right
where you belong?

1 Samuel 13:14 explains why David was able to go on the offensive
against Goliath. How can being a woman after God’s own heart make
you an offensive and not simply a defensive soldier?
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How would you describe an offensive vs. defensive Christian?

Offensive:
Defensive:
Key Point:

God’s love enables you to stand with boldness.

Read Gideon’s story in Judges 6. Do you feel like “just a normal girl”
with little to offer? Explain below.

Both David and Gideon had to get beyond how others saw them and
how they saw themselves in order to live in the truth of how God saw
them. Do you struggle with seeing the you God sees you to be?

Is there someone in your life you see as “real,” someone you know who is
bold and has genuinely been transformed by God’s love? What do they
exhibit that you want for your own life?
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The Battle is His

Read 2 Chronicles 20:1-22. In verse 21, what words did the people sing?

Because they knew by experience that God loved them, they were willing
to join Him in the battle, even when they knew they were about to face
amultitude. In verse 22, we see that their singing and praising prompted
God’s actions on their behalf.

How does knowing God’s love enable you to live out your call and take
steps of faith onto the battlefield?

This chapter has often mentioned your call. What if you don't know
your call? What if you feel the things you are most gifted to do justdon't
seem to be "enough” to serve the kingdom? Check out the Live Loved
section on the youarelovedbook.com site to read "Live the Call."
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When you finish a book, it’s easy at the end to lose sight of the beginning.
This is a great time for reflection. Use the prompts below as a reminder
of your love journey.

Scan back through the earlier chapters of your book. Did you underline
or highlight specific sections that have made a lasting impact?

If you look back through your previous assignments, were there ques-
tions or points where God gave you greater insight?

Have you noticed a change in your walk with Jesus? Do you see a differ-
ence in the now-you versus the then-you who began this study?
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What hopes do you have for future-you as you continue to plumb the
depths of the fullness of the love of God (Ephesians 3:19)?

If you would like to continue with a few more Live Loved chapters,
check out the Keep Living the Love Song section to follow. If others have
come to mind and you would like to invite them along with you on this
journey, read more in the Share His Love pages.
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he dance we dance with Jesus is lifelong as we move to the rhythm
of God’s love song. We began this journey together in Part One
exploring God’s love and learning how essential it is to go beyond merely
knowing to actually receiving and experiencing His love in such a way
that it seeps into your belief system and alters how you live out this life.

Then in Part Two, we began to explore individual topics that have
allowed you to practice the dance. Since every believer needs to con-
tinually plumb the depths of God’s vast love, there’s no better way to
experience His love than in daily application. Keep seeking the God who
is ever seeking you, always remembering this isn’t some faraway deity you
belong to. You are living life and dancing the dance with the next-to-you
Jesus. He is your loving partner who wants nothing more than to be
known by you.

Now that you are living the love song, you are able to sing along and
share His love as you relate to others, brimming over with the fullness
of the love of God (Ephesians 3:19) so much so that you likely splash
a little everywhere you go. The dance you now dance is one others will
want to learn. Help them. Lead and guide your friends and family along
this grace-filled dance with Jesus. They will want what you have if what
you have is spectacular. Sister, what you have is already spectacular if you
belong to the Father through faith in Jesus. You just need to practice the
dance until love is who you are.
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Discipleship

“Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the
end of the age. Amen.” (Matthew 28:19-20)

These are the red-letter words of Jesus. His command is for us to go
and make disciples, so I take ongoing discipleship seriously. With that in
mind, this final chapter isn’t the end of You. Are. Loved. Live the Love
Song. It is my hope that you will keep living loved in your daily life. The
topics you’ve read are just the beginning. I have a list of topics yet to
write, but I had to choose an ending point for this book. If you enjoyed
the format of the chapters in Part Two, then I urge you to visit my site
at youarelovedbook.com, where you can read and download additional
online chapters, starting with "Live the Call.”

Community

In the chapter "Live in Safety,” I expressed that my own fall was par-
tially a result of not being attached to a community of believers during
a church transition. I can’t stress enough the importance of walking out
this life with a body of believers. We really do need each other.

Finally, this:
Begin and end every day with this truth: You. Are. Loved!
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hroughout this journey, have friends or family come to mind who
you know would benefit from this study and the impact of know-
ing God’s deep and transformational love? Who has come to mind?

What might it look like if you took on the role of a soldier, stepped out
onto the battlefield, and invited those friends to take this love journey
with you? God may be prompting you to step out in faith and trust that
He can use you to help lead others closer to Him.

You don’t need any special training to host a study group at your
home, at church, through Zoom, or even at a coftee shop. Since ques-
tions are provided at the end of each chapter, it will be easy to read
separately and then get together for group discussion. All you need to
do is facilitate the conversation and enjoy time with other believers.

All study materials are free and can be found at youarelovedbook.com
(Book Study — Videos and Assignments), including a free YAL book
PDF and the book trailer, which is a heart-stirring tool to use as an
invitation.
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Though training isn’t necessary, sometimes guidance is helpful. If you
would like to host a study group and this is your first time, here are a few
suggestions:

Before the first meeting:
« Send the link for the free PDF book or online chapters prior to
the first session.

« Ifyou plan to ask your group to have particular chapters read in
advance of your first meeting, be clear about your expectations,
such as what material they should read and that they should
highlight meaningful points and be prepared for discussion.

* Read through the material yourself and highlight what you
would like to cover. Be prepared with your discussion points.
Remember, if it was a concept that resonated with you, it likely
will with others too.

At the first meeting:
« Allow time at the beginning for members to get acquainted if
you are inviting a broad range of people who do not know each
other.

 Consider starting with an ice-breaker question and go around
the group asking each person to tell her name, something about
herself, and her answer to the ice-breaker question.

¢ Open the discussion time with prayer.

 Outline your expectations, such as they should read the mater-
ial, participate in the group discussion when possible, and allow
other members a chance to speak.

In general:
¢ As you move through the material, allow plenty of time for

discussion. If you have notes, make sure to include the page
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number so that you can direct others to the section you’re
referring to.

Allow extra time at the end of the meeting for smaller group
conversations, if possible. Groups of two or three are often
where we find our “few,” those with whom we do life and hold
one another up and accountable.

Seriously, girl, you got this!
Don't let that stupid devil tell you otherwise.
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he Good News is always Jesus!

This world is a sorrowful and sinful place. Without God we are
a sorrowful and sinful people, lost without Jesus.

Some say, “I'm a good person.” From God’s perspective, though, there
is no “good enough” to merit forgiveness and salvation apart from what
Jesus did when He gave His life and shed His blood on the cross as
payment for your sins and mine.

The Bible describes the people of this earth as either lost or found.
There is no in-between. The Good Shepherd seeks the lost sheep, leaving
the ninety-nine behind to find the one (Matthew 18:12). Jesus has you
in sight. Jesus stands with arms open, inviting you to come.

“Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and
1 will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from
Me, for I am gentle and lowly in beart, and you will find
rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is
light.” (Matthew 11:28-30)

To come to Jesus means to say yes to His invitation of eternal life by
believing in Him and what He did on the cross for the forgiveness of sin
(John 3:16, 1 Corinthians 15:3-4). He did it all. You can never be good
enough or do enough. You cannot save yourself. You can only say yes.

If that’s what you choose today, to enter into a relationship with Jesus
and become a member of God’s family, speak to Him now. Be open and
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honest and share your heart with Him. Your prayer may be something

like this:

Dear Jesus,

I admit that I’'m a sinner who needs the forgiveness of a Savior. I
believe You are the Son of God who came to this earth to die for me and
rose again to give me new life. I trust that what You’ve done on the cross
is enough, that I can’t do anything to save myself. Now I ask to be Yours,
and I choose to follow You.

If you prayed that prayer or something similar with a heart of faith,
then salvation is yours today, and I call you sister. When you are saved and
become His, God sends the Holy Spirit to indwell you as your Teacher
and Guide. Immediately, you are a new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians
5:17). Though you are new, it takes time for the old you to fade and the
world’s influence to be overcome, so be patient and take time to get to
know Jesus. Only He can transform you through His Word, the Bible
(Romans 12:2).

Don’t wander out there on your own. Find a Bible-preaching church
home, even if that’s a home church or online group where you can learn
and grow. We were made for community, so live connected with other
believers.
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Make sure to visit the youarelovedbook.com site to read additional Live
Loved chapters. I'm thankful to share this journey with you.

~ Ongoing Discipleship: youarelovedbook.com

~ Fiction Site: lisaheatonbooks.com
~ Email: lisa@lisaheatonbooks.com

I would love to hear from you.

[
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FICTION:
Unmending the Veil
Under the Gun
On 4/19
Beyond 4/20
Decerver
Room to Grow (Nashville Series)
Saving Joy (Nashville Series)
A Thousand Blessings
Blue Skies
Rising Waters
Daybreak
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