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Monday
Choosing Faith

We try to forecast many things. Most of us try to plan and predict, especially at
the beginning of a year, hoping to be able to make wise decisions and to set
ourselves up for success. Realistically however, we know how unpredictable life
can be despite our most carefully laid plans and our well-developed forecasting
models. Very little is certain or sure... except for Jesus. He is the same yesterday,
today and forever. He remains unchanged, no matter what circumstances we face.
Whether our plans come to fruition or we find ourselves with the bottom having
fallen out of our lives and feeling like we’re tumbling through space, Jesus is the
same. In green pastures and the in valley of the shadow of death, He is there, and
His love and mercy are the primary reality of our lives.

&

Hebrews 13:5-8:

...because God has said,

‘Never will I leave you;
never will | forsake you.’

6 So we say with confidence,

‘The Lord is my helper; | will not be afraid.
What can mere mortals do to me?’

7 Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the
outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith. 8 Jesus Christ is the same
yesterday and today and for ever.

As we start off this year, what if you made the decision to choose faith? In
business, forecasting is described as “a technique that uses historical data as
inputs to make informed estimates that are predictive in determining the



direction of future trends.”! When it comes to faith, we have a lot of historical
data that we can use to predict future trends: we have the unshakable truth of
Jesus on which we can decide to choose faith, no matter what the projections say
or the culture predicts. God has always been faithful and He will always remain
faithful.

“Your grace abounds in deepest waters
Your sovereign hand will be my guide
Where feet may fail and fear surrounds me
You've never failed and You won't start now.”
— Oceans (Where feet may fail), Hillsong

What would it look like for you to hold onto the certainties only God can provide
and to build your life on His firm foundation? Martin Luther said, “Faith is a living,
daring confidence in God’s grace, so sure and certain that a man could stake his
life on it a thousand times.”

Will you choose a living, daring confidence in God’s grace as you look to the year
that lies ahead? There is so much that is unknown and unsure. There is a great
deal that we cannot control, but will you make the choice to trust God and to
follow where He leads?

G\ Prayer

God, try as | might, the future is uncertain and my feet are unsteady. | don’t feel
like | have what it takes. | am afraid of the unknown, of disappointment and
failure, and of the tragedy that may blindside me when | least expect it. And yet, |
know that you are trustworthy. You are certain. You are the Rock of Ages. | choose
to build my life on You with courageous confidence in Your love.

I surrender my plans to You, my hope to You, my heart to You.
Help me to choose faith in You, Jesus.

Amen

1 https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/forecasting.asp
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Going deeper (%b

1. Listen to this song, Yesterday Today and Forever?. Spend
some time expressing to God that you're choosing to trust
Him this year, no matter what comes, and that you’re holding
onto the truth that He is still Who He says He is, now and
always.

2.  What do you find most challenging about trusting God?

3. How can you live with a “living, daring confidence in God’s grace” today?
What difference will it make in terms of the way you engage with the world?

4. The Scripture from Hebrews 13 quotes two other passages — Deuteronomy
31:6 and Psalm 118. Spend some time reading Deut 31:1-8 and Psalm 118.
What stands out for you? What is God saying to you through these passages?

NOTES

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wILnodSXKlg
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Tuesday
Faith that God is Who He says He is

Building a foundation of faith starts with understanding what God has said. If
we’re going to choose faith in Christ, we have to start with understanding that:

- Heis Who He says He is
- That He can do what He says He can do and
- That we are who He says we are.?

Our lives, in courageous faith, must be defined by what God says, what God has
done and what God has promised. We'll look at each of these in more detail over
the next few days starting with who God says He is.

The whole counsel of Scripture should inform our theology and help us get to
know who God is. It’s a lifelong quest of study and discovery that everyone who
calls themselves a follower of Christ must undertake. The story of the Bible
reveals God’s nature and His heart, and because He in infinite, no matter how
long you’ve been in relationship with Him or been studying Scripture, there is
always more to discover and new beauty to behold.

While it’s impossible to define an infinite God in a few sentences, today we’ll
reflect on Exodus 34, in which we read that God revealed Himself to Moses and
gave this description of His nature, which is a good starting point:

Exodus 34:5-7:

5 Then the Lord came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed
his name, the Lord. 6 And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘The Lord, the
Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and
faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion
and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and
their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.””

These few adjectives can never fully describe a limitless God, but this self-
description gives us a foundation for thinking about what He is really like.

Compassion speaks about a God who is not distant or unconcerned about His
creation. He is God with us, Who cared enough to make Himself like us and take

3 Moore, Beth. 2004. Believing God.



on human nature to identify with and rescue us. The incarnation of Jesus coming
into our broken and painful world, and ultimately feeling all the pain and sin of
humanity on the cross, is the ultimate act of compassion.

Graciousness flows out of compassion. Compassion is more emotional, while
grace is an intellectual response that extends mercy and treats someone with
more favour and kindness than they deserve. It is a trait that inevitably comes at a
cost to the one who extends it.

Slow to anger means that God is longsuffering and patient when He is wronged.
He is just and ensures that justice ultimately prevails, but He acts out of genuine
love and grace.

Abounding in loyal love. The word for love in Exodus 34 is translated as mercy,
love, kindness, steadfast love or lovingkindness in different places in the Bible.
Love is central to Who God is and what He does (1 John 4:7-8).

Faithfulness speaks both of trust and trustworthiness. It tells us that God is true
in the sense that He is true to His word and does not lie, and that He stands up for
truth, or judges rightly. It also describes a deeply relational aspect of loyalty and
commitment. We can rely on God’ faithfulness knowing that He is honest,
steadfast, reliable and truthful.

Going deeper ( %!)

1. If you'd like to unpack the Exodus 34 Scripture in more detail,
check out this incredible series of videos by the Bible
Project®.

2. Which of these attributes of God stands out for you most and
why: compassionate, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in
love or faithful?

3. Spend some time reflecting on which of these characteristics of God you have
experienced in your life and when? Which ones do you feel like you have not
really experienced? Ask God to reveal Himself to you in these ways today and
in the week to come.

4. Do | really believe that all these things are true about God? How does my life
reflect that belief (or lack thereof)?

4 https://bibleproject.com/explore/category/character-of-god-series/
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How am | currently building my theology and understanding of Who God is?
Where do my perceptions of God come from? Spend some time asking God if
you have any incorrect ideas or perceptions about Him He may want to
correct, and consider how you will ensure that you are building a robust and
accurate theology going forward.

NOTES




Wednesday
Trusting what God says about You

Scripture is full of the truth about your identity in Christ. It is a treasure waiting to
be fully discovered and experientially known, and we are all a work in progress in
this regard. Sometimes it is not sufficient just to know something intellectually,
but we actually need to live it out and experience it for it to become deeply
rooted in our hearts and minds. In each season, in each new situation and life-
stage, we need to discover these profound truths in relationship with Jesus anew.
We can never live fully in the abundant life Jesus intends for us (John 10:10) until
we build our self-perception and reality on the identity He gives us.

Today, we’ll look at just ten things Scripture says about you, on which you can
build your identity. As you work through them, write down the emotion or
reaction each one evokes in you. Which ones do you really believe? Which are
hard for you to accept or seem foreign? Prayerfully work through the Scriptures
and ask God to reveal His truth to you.

- You are God’s valuable and special creation, created in His image (Genesis
1:27, Genesis 2:7, Psalm 139:13-16, Isaiah 43:4).

- You are deeply, irrevocably loved and God delights in You (John 3:16, 1 John
4:7-8, Zephaniah 3:17, Psalm 37:23).

- You are known (Palm 139:1-12, Matthew 10:30, Luke 12:6-7).

- You are God’s child (1 John 3:1, Romans 8:14-17).

- Godis for you (Psalm 118:16, Romans 8:31, Romans 5:8).

- God will never forsake, abandon or give up on you (Isaiah 41:10, Hebrews
13:5, John 10:27, John 14:18).

- In Christ, you are made completely new (2 Corinthians 5:17), are forgiven (1
John 2:12, Romans 8:1), set free (Romans 6:22) and redeemed (Ephesians
1:7, Galatians 4:7).

- Those who are in Christ are empowered by God’s Spirit (Romans 8:37, 1
Corinthians 15:57, 2 Corinthians 12:10, Ephesians 1:19-21).

- You are chosen to do God’s work and will (1 Thessalonians 1:4, Matthew
5:14, 1 Corinthians 7:17, Ephesians 2:10, 2 Corinthians 5:20, 1 Peter 2:9-10).

- You are an imperfect, incomplete work, but God will continually transform
you into His likeness (Philippians 1:6-7, Hebrews 12:2, Romans 5:3-4, 2
Corinthains 3:18).



NOTES

Going deeper (%9

1.
2.

Which of these statements and Scriptures resonated with you most? Why?
Spend some time prayerfully reflecting on why you might find some of these
statements hard to believe or accept about yourself. Where
do you think those false perceptions come from? Ask God to
reveal His truth to you.

Listen to the song, Who am I? by Casting Crowns.> What does
it mean to you that God calls you His?

How do we reconcile the reality of our frailty and mortality — that we are just
like a vapour in the wind on the one hand — and that we have eternal,
immeasurable value to God on the other, to the point that He would give His
life for us? What do you think this dichotomy means for us?
Watch this spoken word by Hosanna Wong called / have a
New name (6min).°

5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rT8RelEIQc
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0A uX03CgwY

10
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Thursday
Did God really say...?

The questions of Who God says He is and Who He says we are, are at the centre
of building a foundation of faith. Therefore, it is no surprise that the enemy’s
strategy in trying to defeat us targets exactly these two things: the character of
God and our identity in Him.

In the Garden of Eden, the serpent’s opening line is “Did God really say....?””. He
wanted the humans to doubt what God had said, or to manipulate them into
thinking that He didn’t quite mean it the way they understood it, or worse, that
He said it with malicious motivations because He was actually holding out on
them and wasn’t really Who He appeared to be at all. That same snaky-voice of
deception spoke to Jesus in the wilderness where He was tempted and said, “If
you really are the Son of God...”® Satan encouraged Him to do three things that He
knew went against God’s purposes. This was a blatant attack on Jesus’ identity as
God’s Son and anointed. In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ baptism took place directly
before his tempting in the wilderness, so it is just a few verses before this
questioning of his identity that His position and authority as God’s Son was
overtly declared by God from heaven at His baptism when God said: “You are my
Son, whom | love; with you | am well pleased.”

Jesus had the power to withstand the devil’s schemes, but sadly, often we do not.
Although God has clearly told us who we are and what should define our lives, it
is all too easy to question His character and to question what He's said about us.
We tend to trust our emotions more than we trust God. Because we don’t feel
loved or worthy, we decide that we must in fact not be true, regardless of what
God has said to the contrary. When we don’t feel forgiven, we decide that what
we’ve done must be too terrible to forgive, even though God has clearly told us
that there is nothing that can separate us from His love.'® When we don’t fee/ like
we have anything of value to offer, we determine that we must not be called or

7 Genesis 3:1

8 Luke 4:1-13

% Luke 3:22

10 Romans 8:38-39
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chosen after all, regardless of God’s clear declaration that each one of us is
chosen, called and an irreplaceable part of His Body.!!

It is much easier for us to believe what God has said about Himself or us when
things are going well, but when things get difficult and dark, or when the noise of
other voices around us overwhelm us, we often find our faith wavering.

Faith is however not an emotion or a feeling. It is a decision and a practice. It’s a
choice we make every day to believe God, no matter how we feel. When we
habitually make the difficult, and usually counter-intuitive decision to choose
faith, it becomes a lifestyle — a discipleship journey — that defines our lives.

“And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone
who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards
those who earnestly seek him.” - Hebrews 11:6

Going deeper ( %r'

1. Spend some time prayerfully reflecting on whether there are any areas of
your life in which you are trusting your emotions more than God? Ask God to
bring clarity and truth in these places.

2. Are there any ways in which you’re struggling with believing what God has
said about Himself, or doubting His character?

3. Spend a few minutes in silence and ask God to speak to you about Who He
really is. What does He want you to know today?

4. Now ask Him what He really wants you to know about yourself. Write these
words down.

5. If you'd like to go a bit deeper, look up and work through all the Scriptures in
the footnotes of today’s devotional. What stands out for you in these
passages?

1 john 15:16, 1 Peter 2:9, Ephesians 1:3-4, Ephesians 2:10, 1 Corinthians 12.
13
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Friday

Defined by what God does

“We are defined by what God does for us, the relationship He creates with us and
the destiny He appoints for us.” — John Piper*?

Actions speak louder than words. Sometimes it is hard to believe words,
especially if people’s actions contradict them, so when we really want to know
what to believe, we look at what people do, not just what they say. When it
comes to God, when we feel overwhelmed or uncertain, when we struggle to
make sense of the Scriptures or feel inept at comprehending them, or even when
it feels like God has abandoned us, we can remember what He has done. Above
all else, we can remember the cross.

The cross of Calvary stands as the cornerstone of history. It is the defining
moment to which we can always look back and know with certainty that we are
loved by God and that He is gracious. That is where our faith can be rooted, no
matter what. The cross is where sin is defeated, death is overcome, suffering is
borne by Jesus on our behalf and love comes truly alive.

Back to Calvary

When the world is dark and cold
And | don’t know where to go
When | don’t know what tomorrow holds for me
It leads me back to Calvary

For it is there that | find
Endless love and peace of mind
And it is there that | see
Your open arms beckoning me

When my faith is weak and small
And | begin to doubt Your call

12 Piper, John. https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/christian-identity-and-christian-destiny

15
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When | feel like there is nothing left in me
It leads me back to Calvary

For it is there that | find
Sufficient grace and strength divine
And it is there that | see
Your open arms beckoning me

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. When you think about the cross, what emotion does it evoke in you?

2. Do you feel certain of God’s love for you? Why or why not?

3. Spend some time thinking about what God has done for you in the past and
how He has shown Himself faithful. Make a list of the moments in your life
when you knew God was speaking, or when He moved,
intervened, answered a prayer or did a miracle in your life.

4. Listen to Brooke Ligertwood’s song, Calvary’s Enough. Offer
these words in faith to God as a prayer.’3

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7KJbbqgvfczU

16
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Saturday

Defined by God’s promise

&

“Surely your goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life,
and | will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.” — Psalm 23:6

We are defined, not just by what God has said or what He has done and is doing
in our lives, but also by His eternal promises. Our faith can grow out of the reality
of His goodness and love that is expressed towards us in unshakable promises.
These can bring hope and joy to our lives, no matter what circumstances we face.
Building our lives on God’s promises doesn’t mean being unrealistically positive or
forcing a fake smile as we grit our teeth and say the “right thing”, or
unconvincingly declare that “God will work everything out” while it feels like our
lives are falling apart. Real faith doesn’t shy away from unanswerable questions,
from suffering or from pain. It cries out, with the weakest whisper, or sometimes
just with tears, and asks God to find us, help us and hold onto us when we have
nothing left with which to hold onto Him.

Sometimes faith doesn’t look like self-assured confidence. Sometimes it looks like
desperately clutching to the shreds of our hope in the dark. It is when we realise
how little faith we have, and keep desperately looking for God anyway, that faith
is really activated... and it’s right there that grace finds us.

Hebrews 6:19 describes the hope we have in God’s promise as an anchor for our
souls. It is a beautiful image of being rooted and having a sure foundation:
something that holds, sustains and keeps us through all the storms of life. Our
hope in Christ and His promises are the fuel of faith.

“Hope is called the anchor of the soul because it gives stability to the Christian life.
But hope is not simply a ‘wish’, | wish that such-and-such would take place.
Rather, it is that which latches onto the certainty of the promises of the future
that God has made.” — R.C. Sproul

18



Going Deeper (;D

1. Reflect on the times it’s been hardest for you to hold onto your faith. What
made faith seem so difficult at those times? What kept you hanging on?

2. Listen to this brutally honest song, which is really an anthem
of faith, by Cory Asbury, called Kind**. Can you relate to his
sentiment? How have you experienced the kindness of God,
perhaps even in the moments your faithlessness or times
when you struggled to hold onto faith.

3. Read and reflect on the following Scriptures that speak about the promises of
God and how they help us cultivate faith:

- 2 Corinthians 1:20-22
- Ephesians 3:2-6

- Hebrews 6:13-20

- 1John 2:24-25

NOTES

14 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=33QKdf4jPkO
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HOW WILL | BECOME
WHO GOD HAS
CALLED ME TO BE?
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Monday
Transforming faith

@

“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; | have come that they may
have life, and have it to the full.” — John 10:10

The first step to living in the fullness of life God offers us is understanding who we
are in Christ and learning to live in the truth Who He is. The next step is learning
how to make that truth a reality in our day to day lives. Usually, this happens in
small, incremental steps through intentional decisions we make on a daily basis.
We can decide to make small changes in our habits and disciplines that make a big
difference to who we are becoming. Big decision-points are important, but they
only really mean anything if they go beyond emotion and how we feel in any one
moment, and we keep following through on them day after day. It is really the
small, continuous decisions we make every day that determine the trajectory of
our lives. Little decisions become habits that form and transform us, whether we

&

“Our habits will make us or break us.
We become what we repeatedly do.”
- Sean Covey

like it or not.

Cultivating faith is a habit, based in choices, just like cultivating a healthy lifestyle
or a productive work routine. We build faith by daily choosing, on what we will
focus our attention, with what we surround ourselves and the small, cumulative
actions we will take in pursuing God. Discipleship is also not theoretical. It is about
learning the skills of faith and training ourselves in them. As Eugene Peterson
says, “A disciple is a learner, but not in the academic setting of a schoolroom,
rather at the work site of a craftsman. We do not acquire information about God,
but skills in faith.”*®

5 Peterson, Eugene. 2000. A long obedience in the same direction. lllinois: InterVarsity Press, pg. 11.
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Faith is meant to be, and can be, truly transformative. Jesus changes everything,
and when we follow Him wholeheartedly, it should impact every area of our lives.
Many Christians however, get stuck in being believers and never shift to being
followers. We tend to focus on acquiring knowledge about God, but never make it
practical or practice the skills and habits that build a life of authentic faith, putting
our knowledge to work in action.

God has a great plan and purpose for your life and longs for you to live it to the
full, but before we focus on any grand vision in faith, we have to understand that
Jesus is our goal and Jesus is the way. He first invites you to be His friend, then His
follower and then His “fisherman” in impacting the world.® True faith lies in
continually and habitually working on, first and foremost, loving Jesus and
building your relationship with Him. As you do that, you will discover what it
really means to be His disciple and to order your life around His will and way.
Then you are positioned to be used by Him in powerful ways in the world as your
life is truly transformed from the inside out.

Going Deeper ( %r'

1. Spend some time considering the following questions:

a.  What habits am | cultivating to build a relationship with Jesus?
b. What habits am | cultivating to become more like Jesus?

2. How do you feel about your friendship with Jesus right now? How would you
describe it? What is one practical thing you can do this week to invest in your
relationship with Him?

3. ReadJohn 15:1-17. What does “remaining” in Christ look like for you right
now?

4. How would you say you’re doing in terms of being a follower or disciple of
Jesus? What does this mean to you?

5. Where do you feel God might be wanting to use you to impact the world for
Him?

16 John 15:15-16, Matthew 4:19
22
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Tuesday
Discipline and discipleship

It is no coincidence that the words “disciple” and “discipline” look and sound a lot
alike. They both come from the same root word that means “learning” or
“instruction.” Discipleship is a life-long journey of learning to be like Jesus and it is
the bedrock of real faith. Jesus calls us to be His followers, which involves dying to
self and choosing to live for Him. It is the most rewarding and most difficult
journey we can undertake, and it is the only path that leads to real life. Spiritual
disciplines are the stepping stones along this path. Another helpful word for
“disciplines” might be “practices.” There are practical actions we do and practice
(i.e. do, but also keep getting better at over time) that help us cultivate our
relationship with Jesus and learn to emulate Him. These small, but extremely
significant things, are crucial for us in building and maintaining faith. C.S. Lewis
puts it this way:

&

“Now Faith... is the art of holding on to things your reason has once accepted, in
spite of your changing moods. For moods will change, whatever view your reason
takes... That is why Faith is such a necessary virtue: unless you teach your moods
‘Where they get off’, you can never be either a sound Christian, or even a sound
atheist, but just a creature dithering to and fro, with its beliefs really dependent
on the weather and the state of its digestion. Consequently, one must train the
habit of Faith.”

“That is why daily prayers and religious readings and church-going are necessary
parts of the Christian life. We have to be continually reminded of what we believe.
Neither this belief, nor any other will automatically remain alive in the mind. It
must be fed. As a matter of fact, if you examined a hundred people who had lost
their faith in Christianity, | wonder how many of them would turn out to be
reasoned out of it by honest argument? Do not most people simply drift away.”*”

We are called to take seriously our calling to be disciples of Jesus — those who are
continually learning from Him and are following in His footsteps. Paul describes it

7 Lewis, C.S. 1944. Mere Christianity. London: Harper Collins. (pg140-141)
24



as “working out our salvation” with awe and reverence. He writes in Philippians
2:12-13:

“Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed — not only in my
presence, but now much more in my absence — continue to work out your
salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you to will and to
act in order to fulfil his good purpose.”

Do we understand the wonder and magnitude of Jesus’ call to follow Him? We
have the privilege to walk with Him and learn to see the world through His eyes.
Then, we will truly see with the eyes of faith. As we learn to know and love Him
better, we “work out” our salvation so that the saving grace of God really does
transform every part of us. When we bring our effort and our hearts, God brings
His infinite grace and the empowering of His Spirit. We cannot will or wish
ourselves to be better disciples, but we can practice and keep working out what
real faith looks like in our day to day lives.

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Read and reflect on Philippians 2:1-18. Read it a few times and ask the Holy
Spirit to speak to you as you do. What stands out for you?

2. What do your spiritual disciplines or practices look like right now? Which
ones are working? Which aren’t? Are there any that are
feeling stale or in need of something new? Is there a
spiritual practice you’ve never tried that maybe you could?
See this article for some ideas.!®

3.  Where are you in danger of “drifting away” and how do
you think you can guard against that in practical ways?

4. You can also check out this content from Practicing the
Way. There is lots to explore on their website.*

18 https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/spiritual-growth/spiritual-disciplines-strengthen-
faith.html
19 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QH4Q5DL9UA
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Wednesday

Who goals

&

“You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self,
which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; 23 to be made new in the attitude
of your minds; 24 and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true
righteousness and holiness.” — Ephesians 4:22-24

Craig Groeschel?® notes that often we ask unhelpful questions when it comes to
building good habits in life in general, but especially in terms of spiritual practices.
He recommends that we have “who goals rather than do goals.” In other words, it
is far more powerful to ask, “Who do | want to become?” than “What do | want to
do?” Once we have a vision of who we want to be and we:

- understand the identity, purpose and calling Christ has given us,

- understand the reward and impact of becoming the person God has
called us to be and

- understand the stakes or cost of not becoming the person we are called
to be,

we need to determine what simple, practical, actionable, achievable and
incremental things we need to put in place in our lives to become those people.

Spend some time today not just imaging for yourself who you want to be, but
asking God Who He has created you to be? Who does He want you to become?
What is His vision for your life? Remember, this is more a who, than a what
question.

Going Deeper ( %2'

1. Listen to Bethel’s song God, I look to you?! and use it as
a prayer for seeking God'’s vision for your life.

20 Groeschel, C. 2019. Life Church — Habits Series.
21 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dEubLmNPxwg
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Is there one specific aspect of your character that God is prompting you to
work on this year?

Is there one specific relationship that you feel God stirring in your heart in
which He might want you to grow? (Does God want you to become a better
spouse, parent, friend, etc. and what would that look like?)

Start thinking about actionable, practical things you can put in place that
would help you move towards becoming the person you long to be and
believe God is calling you towards.
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Thursday
Atomic Habits

&

“You don’t rise to the level of your goals, you fall to the level of your systems.”
- James Clear

We need a grand vision, fuelled by the faith of who God wants us to be and of
what the world could be like if we made His Kingdom come on earth as it is in
heaven, but a vision isn’t enough. Goals are great, but they won’t get us
anywhere on their own, and without practical, actionable habits, they will
ultimately only lead to disappointment and frustration. We tend to be extremely
overly optimistic in setting goals or think that our goals have to be really big in
order to motivate us, but in reality, it is habits, not motivation that determine our
success over time. James Clear notes that instead of focusing on major
improvement that is likely unattainable right now, we should rather think about
improving a tiny bit every day and building what he calls “atomic habits”. We tend
to focus on the finish line, when we should just focus on the starting block. What
would it look like if we got just 1% better every day? If you improve by 1% at
something daily, compounded over time, you'll be 37 times better by the end of
the year. That’s the power of small improvements.

When it comes to our faith and spiritual lives, we tend to feel like spiritual growth
will just happen on its own. There is a miraculous component of God’s Spirit at
work in us (thank goodness!) but most of our spiritual growth depends on the
practical practices and habits we put in place that will transform us slowly over
time.

Romans 12:1-2 sets out for us how true transformation takes place:

“Therefore, | urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God — this is your true and proper
worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will
is — his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

When we worship and offer ourselves to God, we set our hearts and minds on
Him. Then, we can consider the patterns we follow, and rather than choosing the
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habits and pursuits of the culture, we can choose to pattern our lives according to
God’s will and Jesus’ example. Patterns are built by repetition and consistency.
When we have established patterns that help us keep our focus and hearts
aligned with God, we will experience transformation as our minds our renewed.
Real transformation comes in the daily decisions we make to offer ourselves to
God. Sometimes big decisions and changes are daunting or downright impossible,
but tiny choices and small steps in the right direction are more powerful than we
realise. As Kate Bowler puts it: “If we want to imagine any change, let’s give
ourselves a small nudge. | will never be the kind of person who imagines
everything is possible because, well, most of my problems are unfixable. But if |
adopt a theology of small nudges, | can be willing to show up.”#

&

“Do not despise these small beginnings, for the Lord rejoices to see the work

begin.” — Zechariah 4:10 (NLT)
Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Watch this video by James Clear (8min) about Atomic
Habits and the 4 stages of habit formation.?

2. If we don’trise to the level of goals, but fall to the level of
our systems, spend some time today honestly thinking
about the systems you have in place in your life in terms of your spiritual
growth and health (both personally and in community, because both are
essential). Prayerfully consider where your systems need improvement.

3. Listen to this song by Hillsong called Believe?* (It’s an oldy,
but goodie). Can you relate to the sentiment it expresses?
As you consider your habits and systems, know that you
don’t have to do this in your own strength, but that you
can live in the power of the cross through faith.

2 https://katebowler.com/
23 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U nzgnXWvSo&t=37s

24 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_PVIRwnsHzQ
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Friday

It’s not about you

&

“The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s
deep hunger meet.”- Frederick Buechner

While it is crucial for us to think deeply about our lives and the state of our souls,
and to decide to live by habits that lead us to becoming more like Christ, if we are
to be truly Christlike, we must seek out one of His primary qualities, which is an
outward focus. Jesus was not self-centred but had laser focus on the Kingdom of
God. He thought primarily about others and not about Himself. Living by faith is
ultimately choosing to try and see life from God’s perspective. We can never
become so focused on our own spiritual goals that we miss the point that the
ultimate goal of our spiritual growth is to become like Christ so that we can
establish His Kingdom in the world.

“‘This, then, is how you should pray: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your
name, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”
— Matthew 6:9-10

It may be easy to say “Your Kingdom come, Your will be done”, but it is hard to do.
When | pray that God’s will would be done in my life, | am praying, “Let Your will
be done, in place of mine, God.” We are praying, "l choose Your will over my own.
| choose what You want over what | want. | want to value what You value. | want
to love how You love. | want to do what You would do. | surrender myself to You. |
choose to live under Your authority. | choose Your way. Help me to see the world
as you do. Give me true vision that can only come by faith.”

When our desire is truly to seek and do God’s will, then our small habits and
spiritual practices matter for a greater purpose and we can become who God has
called us to be, not for our own good, but for His Kingdom’s cause.

32



Going Deeper ( s{b

1.

Fredrich Buechner talks about your place of calling as where your deep
gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet. Spend some time reflecting on
what makes you come alive and what your “deep gladness” might be? What
is your sweet spot? If you’re not sure, ask God to give you insight and clarity.
Think about when you feel most alive and purposeful.

Andy Stanley challenges us to think about purpose and vision differently with
a very challenging question. Rather than think about what makes us come
alive, he challenges us to consider: “What breaks your heart?” He notes: “If
something in the world is broken and it breaks your heart, there’s an
opportunity to be part of fixing it.” Prayerfully reflect on
this and what God might be wanting to say to you through
the things that break your heart?

You can watch the full sermon by Andy Stanley called, “A
Better Question” here (36min).?*

2 https://northpoint.org/messages/a-better-question/about-you?video=message
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Saturday

One small step

&

“Every action you take is a vote for the kind of person you want to become.”
—James Clear

Our identity is defined by God and is then confirmed by us as we take practical
steps of faith and make choices about how we will act. When we act in
accordance with God’s vision for us, we reinforce that identity and slowly but
surely, it becomes deeply settled in our souls and entrenched by our habits. On
the other hand, when we make choices in conflict with who we really want to be,
or that undermine our identity in Christ, little by little those decisions erode our
confidence in our identity and our ability to live up to it.

Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were ordinary young men who made
small decisions about how they were going to choose to devote their lives to God,
despite the fact that they were captives in a hostile nation. They made firm
decisions based on their desire to honour God above all else, and they
entrenched these decisions with habits ranging from what they would eat to the
discipline of how and when they would pray.? They built identities as men who
honoured God and so, when really difficult life-or-death decisions arose, they
already knew who they were. They didn’t have to try to make the hard decision to
choose God in that moment. They had made small decisions every day to put God
first and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that honouring God was not just what
they did, but who they were, no matter the cost.

&

“Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to him, ‘King Nebuchadnezzar, we do
not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. 17 If we are thrown into
the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to deliver us from it, and he will
deliver us from Your Majesty’s hand. 18 But even if he does not, we want you to

26 See Daniel 1-3&6.
34



know, Your Majesty, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold
you have set up.” — Daniel 3:16-18

Our identity is formed and solidified by consistent decisions and small steps in the
right direction.

Who are you becoming? Who do you want to be?

Spend some time today reading back over this week’s devotions and your notes.
What is one small, achievable habit to which you will commit in terms of your
faith journey this year? What is the starting line and what is the action plan or
system you can create to help make it a reality?

If you are looking for some practical resources, why not try one of these to build
good practices:

- Lectio365%. This app gives you a 7-10 minute guided
prayer, including Scripture, morning and evening every
day.

- Lectio for Families?® does a guided time of prayer and
discussion for families every day. It is ideal for families
with kids from about 6 and up.

- The Bible Project® has incredible videos, a podcast, a E E
classroom and an app on which you can take intentional
journeys towards better understanding and engaging 'E-

with Scripture.

27 https://www.24-7prayer.com/resource/lectio-365/
28 hitps://www.24-7prayer.com/resource/lectioforfamilies/
29 https://bibleproject.com/
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- The Bible in One Year3 by Nicky Gumble is a great way to
commit to working through the whole Bible in an
accessible and impactful way.

- The YouVersion Bible App3! has daily guided prayer
reflections, Bible reading plans and lots more that can
help you practically build good habits.

&

“I’'m not successful when | hit my goal somewhere in the future.
I’'m successful when I’'ve honoured God today.” — Craig Groeschel

Going Deeper ‘ %!)

Spend some time with God talking about what small, practical things you will
commit to in order to become the person He wants you to be. What can you put
in place to make this commitment possible and realistic?

30 https://bible.alpha.org/en/
31 https://www.youversion.com/the-bible-app/
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Monday

Decisions matter

&

“Your decisions... along with your responses to other people’s decisions, which are
also your decisions, are about the only thing you can control in life, which means
your decisions are how you control your life. Decisions are your steering wheel.
Your joystick. Your keypad. Which means... and this is big: Your decisions
determine your story.” — Andy Stanley®?

Life is full of decisions and in many ways, our decisions dictate our destiny. While
there is much that happens to us and around us that is out of our control, and we
can’t always “decide” ourselves into good things or out of bad things, our
decisions are what we get to have control over. If we look at the way God created
us and shaped reality, one of the things that clearly matters deeply to Him is our
ability to choose. He gave us free will and wants us to use it in pursuit of Him, but
as we know all too well, we can choose differently too. Our choices are crucial and
they matter to God.

“This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against you that | have set
before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and
your children may live 20 and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his
voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many
years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” -
Deuteronomy 30:19-20

Deuteronomy 30:19-20 sets our decisions before us as ultimately, a choice
between life and death. While this might sound a bit melodramatic, every
decision we make is, in one way or another, leading us closer to the people God
wants us to be and His Kingdom, or further from it. As C.S. Lewis puts it: “Every
time you make a choice you are turning the central part of you, the part of you
that chooses, into something a little different than it was before. And taking your
life as a whole, with all your innumerable choices, all your life long, you are slowly

32 Stanley, Andy. 2020. Better Decisions, Fewer Regrets. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, pg. 7.
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turning this central thing into a heavenly creature or a hellish creature: either into
a creature that is in harmony with God, and with other creatures, and with itself,
or else into one that is in a state of war and hatred with God, and with its fellow
creatures, and with itself. To be the one kind of creature is heaven: that is, it is joy
and peace and knowledge and power. To be the other means madness, horror,
idiocy, rage, impotence, and eternal loneliness. Each of us at each moment is
progressing to the one state or the other.”?

&

“Teach me your way, LORD, that | may rely on your faithfulness; give me an
undivided heart, that | may fear your name.”

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. What are the decisions you are facing right now? Make a list and prayerfully
evaluate how you feel about them.

2. Are there any decisions you’re making by default at the moment, based on
habit or circumstance, that you perhaps need to stop making on auto-pilot
and rethink?

3. Read and reflect on Deuteronomy 30:19-20. What are the ways in which you
are choosing life? Are there any ways in which you are choosing death? What
big or small decisions are you making that are leading you away from God?

Psalm 86:11:

3 Lewis, C.S. 1944. Mere Christianity. London: Harper Collins.
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Tuesday

Truly terrible advice

We buy into a lot of really stupid stuff because it temporarily makes us feel better
about ourselves. A classic example is the truly terrible advice we often give
people, and love to hear ourselves: “Follow your heart.” If you have any level of
self-awareness, you know that your heart is not to be trusted. Our emotions are
fickle and flaky and our motivations are extremely complex, based on everything
from our childhood trauma and unresolved psychological issues, to our deepest
hopes that we don’t even yet have the vocabulary to express, and of course, our
deep need to be loved, valued and accepted by others. What makes matters
worse, is that some of our motivations and desires are not apparent to us, but are
lurking beneath the surface. If we are going to choose to live lives of faith, we
need to make sure that we have a better framework for decision-making than our
hearts and feelings. Scripture warns us in no uncertain terms that “the heart is
deceitful above all things, beyond all cure...” (Jeremiah 17:9). Trusting in our own
hearts, or our own strength and ability, is a recipe for disaster. When we have
nothing but ourselves to trust in and look to, we are rudderless and anchorless,
but God offers us a different choice and a different life. He says this in Jeremiah

| &

5 This is what the Lord says:
‘Cursed is the one who trusts in man,
who draws strength from mere flesh
and whose heart turns away from the Lord.
6 That person will be like a bush in the wastelands;
they will not see prosperity when it comes.
They will dwell in the parched places of the desert,
in a salt land where no one lives.
7 ‘But blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord,
whose confidence is in him.
8 They will be like a tree planted by the water
that sends out its roots by the stream.
It does not fear when heat comes;
its leaves are always green.

42



It has no worries in a year of drought
and never fails to bear fruit.’
9 The heart is deceitful above all things
and beyond cure.
Who can understand it?
10 ‘I the Lord search the heart
and examine the mind,
to reward each person according to their conduct,
according to what their deeds deserve.’

Our hearts may deceive us, but God searches and examines us, lovingly and
honestly. He knows us better than we know ourselves and He offers the choice to
trust in His perfect wisdom rather than our deceptive hearts. When we try to be
self-reliant and self-sufficient, it’s like trying to survive in the desert, which is a
merciless existence. There is nothing life-giving and sustaining there, but if we
choose to trust in the Lord, we become like trees that stand right beside streams
of living water. Then, regardless of the season or circumstance, the choices before
us or the challenges we face, God will help us not just to be secure, but to be
fruitful. Making the right decisions starts with acknowledging that we cannot
make them on our own and that worldly wisdom won’t get us where we want to

go.

Proverbs 3:5-6:
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart
and lean not on your own understanding;
6 in all your ways submit to him,
and he will make your paths straight.”

Going Deeper (%9

1. Read Proverbs 3:1-26. What do you think it means to seek God’s wisdom?

2. How do you think wisdom and faith are related?

3. How do you think you can learn to trust in God with all your heart rather than
leaning on your own understanding?
Read Jeremiah 17:1-10. What stands out for you about this passage?

5. How do you think you can guard against self-reliance?
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6. Mike Todd says, “Most of us want to play a saviour rather
than having one.” Can you relate? Listen to a short
snippet of his message here (2min).3*

7. Spend time repenting of where you have been trying to
be the saviour in your own story (or someone else’s).
How can you give that situation to Jesus?

NOTES

34 https://www.youtube.com/shorts/DN1lfgv56wWE ?feature=share
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Wednesday

Better Questions = Better Decisions

The next few days’ devotions are based on Andy Stanley’s book, Better Decisions,
Fewer Regrets and will examine five critical questions he suggests we can ask
ourselves when it comes to decision-making. He argues that when we ask good
questions, we are likely to get better answers that help us make better decisions.
These good questions (if we have the courage to ask and answer them honestly)
form a kind of decision-making matrix to help us ensure that we’re not just
making good decisions, but Godly decisions... decisions fuelled by faith, by the
right heart and vision and by the correct perspective of God’s character and our
identity in Christ. Each question also leads to a decision we can set as a
foundation for further decision-making.

1. The Integrity Question

The first question that is important to consider when we are making a decision is:
“Am | being honest with myself, really?” It is very easy to deceive ourselves and to
justify just about anything, but if we don’t interrogate our motives when we make
decisions, we may end up making bads ones. One red flag to which we should
always pay attention in this regard is when we find that we are talking ourselves
into decisions. Stanley correctly points out that “you rarely have to justify a good
idea.” So, the first question asks us to consider our integrity and to be ruthlessly
honest with ourselves. It leads us to make the decision: “I will not lie to myself,
even if the truth makes me feel bad about myself.”

&

The integrity of the upright guides them,
but the unfaithful are destroyed by their duplicity.
—Proverbs 11:3

2. The legacy question

The second question we can add to our decision-making matrix is related to
making “who goals” rather than “do goals” that we spoke about last week. This
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question asks us to consider what kind of legacy we want to build. The question
is: “What story do | want to tell?”

We need to realise that every decision we make is writing our story, one page and
choice at a time. Our choices are defining the people we become and the legacy
we will leave. When you look back on the decision you’re facing today, that choice
will define your story one way or another, and it may impact the stories of others.
This leads us to making the second decision about our decision-making: / will
write a story I’'m proud to tell, one decision at a time.

&

The righteous lead blameless lives;
blessed are their children after them.
— Proverbs 20:9

Going Deeper ( %r)

1. You can watch this interview (10min) with Andy Stanley for more
about these questions.*®

2. How honest do you think you are with yourself? Have you talked
yourself into anything lately?

3. Spend some time prayerfully reflecting on your story. Do you feel like your
decisions are creating a story that you’re proud to be writing? Are there any
decisions you’re making that may be detracting from the legacy
you want to leave? E

4. We are running the Better Decisions, Fewer Regrets Course.
Remember to sign up to discuss this in more detail.*®

35 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ATUA4plgitw
36

www.linktr.ee/hoperidge
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Thursday

A decision-making matrix

Yesterday we looked at the first 2 questions from Andy Stanley’s book, Better
Decisions, Fewer Regrets, that help us create a Godly decision-making matrix:
1. Am | being honest with myself, really?

2. What story do | want to tell?

3. The Conscience Question

The third question we need to ask ourselves is: “Is there a tension that needs my
attention?” Often when we look back on decisions that went bad, we say things
like, “I knew | should’ve...” or “I knew in my gut...” or “I just had a feeling...”
Sometimes, despite everything seeming logical or right, there is just something that
bothers us. We have a niggle in our hearts or minds, but we tend to explain it away
or ignore it, usually at our own peril. God speaks through our consciences and
through the whispers of His Spirit, and we need to learn to attune ourselves to Him.
We need to quieten our hearts and listen for what He’s saying and if something
bothers us about a choice we’re facing, we should interrogate it and try to figure
out why. It may be God whispering to us, or protecting us. The decision we need
to make in this regard is: I will explore rather than ignore my conscience. God wants
us to seek Him and His counsel. He longs to guide us on the path that will lead to

Q

“Call to me and | will answer you and tell you great
and unsearchable things you do not know.”
—Jeremiah 33:3

true life.

4. The Maturity question

The fourth question we need to ask is an obvious, but extremely difficult one:
What is the wise thing to do? We usually know what we should be doing (or not
doing), but our decision-making is very often swayed not by wisdom or what we
know to be true, but what we wish were true instead. We like to live right on the
line of what we know to be sinful or damaging, but the maturity question asks us
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to consider, not just what is right or wrong in a black and white sense. It asks us to
dig deeper and to consider: for me, with my unique life experience and in my
unique situation, what is truly wise? In light of what I've learnt from the past, in
light of my current situation and in light of my hopes and dreams for the future,
what is the wise thing for me to do?

What may be wise for me, may not be wise for you depending on your situation
and your story, so we need to discern carefully, seek God and seek the counsel of
others to find true wisdom. Make a decision that in your decision-making, you
will take the past, present and future into consideration.

9

“Therefore, do not be foolish, but understand

what the Lord’s will is.”
Going Deeper ( %E)

— Ephesians 5:17

1. You can watch this interview with Andy Stanely (8min) for
more about these questions.?’

2. Spend some time prayerfully considering whether there is
any “check in your spirit” or “tension” you are experiencing
about a decision right now? What needs your attention?
Bring it to God and ask Him to help you figure out why it’s bothering you.

3. Isthere any area of your life in which you’re living on the edge of sin or bad
judgement? Are you doing anything that’s not necessarily wrong, but may be
unwise for you right now?

37 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QUBs98ZEWEU&t=12s
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Friday

The final question

We've looked at 4 questions in Andy Stanley’s decision-making matrix:

1. Am | being honest with myself, really?

2. What story do | want to tell?

3. Is there a tension that deserves my attention?
4. What is the wise thing for me to do?

The last question is one that goes beyond us and asks us to consider that we
don’t live for ourselves, but are called to live sacrificially, like Jesus did. All the
other questions have a really good return on investment for our own lives. If we
ask these questions and make good decisions based on them, they will make our
lives better, but this last question doesn’t have that same guarantee. Answering
and saying yes to this question may cost us something. It may cost us everything,
but it is the call to Christlikeness that leads us here. The question is: What does
love require of me?

If you are a follower of Jesus, love is His mandate:

&

“A new command | give you: love one another. As | have loved you, so you must
love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you
love one another.”

—John 13:34-35

Jesus spoke these words on the eve his crucifixion and the disciples didn’t yet
entirely understand what loving like Jesus loves really meant, but they would
soon. We can look back at the cross, where Jesus died for His friends and His
enemies, and know that it is there that we find a true picture of His love. Making
the decision to decide with others in mind may be costly. In fact, real love always
costs us something, but it is always worth it.
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Going Deeper (%D

1. Spend some time asking God to help you see all your interactions today
through the lens of trying to love like He loves you.

2. If you run the decisions you’re making right now through the filter of what
love requires, does it change or shift any of them?

3. Prayerfully read through 1 Corinthians 13. What stands out for you in this
passage? What is God stirring, convicting or prompting you about in this
Scripture as you think about what love is really like?

FORECASTING FAITH



Saturday

A grander vision

Q

“Unless the Lord builds the house,
the builders labour in vain.
Unless the Lord watches over the city,
the guards stand watch in vain.
2 In vain you rise early
and stay up late,
toiling for food to eat —
for he grants sleep to those he loves.”
—Psalm 127:1-2

Godly decision-making is essential to help us become the people God intends for
us to be, but we need to keep the grander vision in focus as to why it matters. It
matters because each decision | make in service of Christ and in obedience to His
will leads me to be a part of His plan and purposes in the world. When | obey Him
and make choices that honour Him, His kingdom moves forward and expands,
and | am positioned to play my part in His great story of redemption and hope.
The world desperately needs people who are aligning themselves with God and
walking in His way. It needs all of us to live up to our full potential in Him and to
make the best decisions we can so that His kingdom will come and His will can be
done.

In Philippians 1, Paul wrote to the church in Philippi from prison, with his future
very unsure, but when we read his words, we discover someone whose vision is
fixed on God’s plan and purposes, rather than his own. He no longer had any
regard for his own desires but lived a life of such surrender to God’s purposes
that he could even hold his very life loosely:

Philippians 1:19-26:

“Yes, and | will continue to rejoice, *° for | know that through your prayers and
God'’s provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has happened to me will turn out
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for my deliverance. ° I eagerly expect and hope that | will in no way be ashamed,
but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my
body, whether by life or by death. 2 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is

gain. 2If  am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet
what shall I choose? | do not know! 22| am torn between the two: | desire to
depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; 2 but it is more necessary for you
that | remain in the body. ?® Convinced of this, | know that | will remain, and I will
continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, %6 so that through
my being with you again your boasting in Christ Jesus will abound on account of

”

me.

Choosing God’s vision is sacrificial.
Choosing obedience to Jesus is costly.
Choosing surrender is risky.
Choosing anything else is choosing a small life that is less than real life.

G\ Prayer

God, protect me from the smallness of my own vision.

Rescue me from my miniscule expectations and comfortable faith.

Give me the courage to live beyond myself and to make decisions that align me
with Your will. Give me heart and a vision for Your Kingdom cause.
Disrupt my complacency and grip my heart. Be my focus and my purpose.
Show me your glory!

Give me a true vision of You so that | can see who | can be in you,
and how the world can be different because of it.

Going Deeper ( %E)

1. Spend some time today praying through the words of this Irish Hymn3® and
asking God to be your vision and reason:

It’s all for you, Jesus.
Amen.

38 https://hymnary.org/text/be thou my vision o lord of my heart
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Be Thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart;

be all else but naught to me, save that Thou art;
be Thou my best thought in the day and the night,
both waking and sleeping, Thy presence my light.

Be Thou my Wisdom, be Thou my true Word;
be Thou ever with me and | with Thee, Lord;
be Thou my great Father, and | Thy true son,
be Thou in me dwelling, and | with Thee one.

Be Thou my Breastplate, my Sword for the fight;

be Thou my whole Armor, be Thou my true Might;

be Thou my soul’s Shelter, be Thou my strong Tow?,

O raise Thou me heav’nward, great Pow’r of my pow'.

Riches | heed not, nor man's empty praise,
be Thou mine inheritance, now and always;
be Thou and Thou only the first in my heart,
O High King of heaven, my Treasure Thou art.

High King of heaven, Thou heaven's bright Sun,
O grant me its joys, after vict'ry is won;

Great Heart of my own heart, whatever befall,
still be Thou my Vision, O Ruler of all.

2. Listen to Jesus be the Center by Israel Houghton.3® What
would it mean for you today to put Jesus (back) at the
centre of your life, vision and perspective?

39 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6JYHnMsgpO
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WHAT ARE THE
NON-NEGOTIABLES
| WILL CHOOSE?
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Monday
Pre-decide

If we are going to live lives of faith, there are a few non-negotiables we can pre-
decide about who we’re going to be and the approach to life we want to take.
Now, please don’t get me wrong; choosing these things doesn’t mean that they
will be easy. It doesn’t mean that they will come naturally to us or even feel like
the right thing down the line. In fact, one of the reasons we must pre-decide
many of these things is because they will be the harder choice when it comes to
it. There is power in drawing a line in the sand, without any hype or emotion, and
making a calm, calculated and firm decision about the kind of person you want to
be and what matters to you most.

There is a pivotal moment in Joshua Chapter 24 when Joshua comes to a line-in-
the-sand decision like this. The Israelites had a rocky start as a nation when they
finally entered the Promised Land under Joshua’s leadership. Despite God’s
faithfulness to His promises, the people were fickle and indecisive. They were
easily distracted and really struggled to uphold God’s covenant. Eventually Joshua
called them together and reminded them of where they had been, of their history
and what was at stake for them, and he made this incredibly bold and powerful
statement:

“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your
ancestors worshipped beyond the River Euphrates and in Egypt, and serve

the Lord. 15 But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for
yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served
beyond the Euphrates, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living.
But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”” — Joshua 24:14-15

Joshua pre-determined the foundation that would inform his decision making.
Everything else would be subject to the already-decided choice to serve God.

A life of faith is not built on a “I'll see how | feel when | get there” philosophy.
Success in any sphere rarely is. A decision to choose faith starts with deciding on a
fundamental level where your heart and your loyalty lie and what the primary
priority of your life will be.

The truth is that we all serve something — if it’s not God, it’s a god of our own
making, or the idol of our own desires and ambitions — and if we don’t make a
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conscious decision about who or what to serve, we’ll likely find ourselves
enslaved to a master we didn’t actively chose and don’t want.

Pre-deciding to serve God doesn’t mean that we will do it perfectly. We will
inevitably fall short and mess up along the way, but it’s a commitment to choosing
non-negotiables that will define our lives, no matter what.

Going Deeper ( %E'

1. What does making the “pre-decision” to serve God mean for you? What do
you think that practically looks like for you right now?

2. Prayerfully consider whether there are any ways in which you are serving
something other than God? (It is helpful to consider where your time, money
and energy is going. What does this tell you about what
you’re giving your life in service of?)

3. You can use this song, | have decided ,*° by Elevation
Worship, as a prayer of declaration today as you renew your
commitment to choose Jesus in all things.

40 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iRb769P501Q
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Tuesday
|1 will choose... faith over fear

Forgive me for stating the obvious, but the world is a scary place. There is much to
fear — and not just the unlikely worst-case scenario kind of things, but real,
legitimate things that we can’t escape or ignore. One of the things that we can
decide however, is to choose faith over fear. This doesn’t mean never being afraid.
It is rather, choosing how we respond when we are afraid. When we find
ourselves becoming fearful, we can make a choice either to focus on the thing
that is causing our anxiety and spiralling into a vortex of worry, or we can decide
to focus our hearts and attention on God. Choosing faith over fear also doesn’t
mean brashly or foolishly being overly-optimistic or naive. It doesn’t mean we
don’t need to confront problems or proactively deal with issues, but it means that
we don’t allow them to have mastery over us because we decide to trust that we,
and every situation, and all of life and eternity, are in God’s hands.

When we make this choice, to decide on faith instead of worry and fear, the
power of God’s Spirit grants us what Paul describes in Philippians as “the peace
that passes understanding” (Phil 4:8). We are promised that this supernatural
peace will guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.

Psalm 121 is a beautiful reminder of what choosing faith over fear practically
looks like. It starts with the lifting of our eyes, our focus and vision, and ensuring
that we are looking at God rather than the things that worry and scare us. When
we look up and remember our dependency on God — that He alone is our help
and our salvation — then we can be reminded Who our God is and what He is like.
The Psalmist reflects on God’s power and greatness, on His nearness and
presence, on His unfailing faithfulness and love. Choosing faith means lifting up
our eyes and deciding that we will look to Jesus in our fear and uncertainty.
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&

Psalm 121
A song of ascents.

1 1lift up my eyes to the mountains —
where does my help come from?
2 My help comes from the Lord,
the Maker of heaven and earth.

3 He will not let your foot slip —
he who watches over you will not slumber;
4 indeed, he who watches over Israel
will neither slumber nor sleep.

5 The Lord watches over you —
the Lord is your shade at your right hand;
6 the sun will not harm you by day,
nor the moon by night.

7 The Lord will keep you from all harm —
he will watch over your life;
8 the Lord will watch over your coming and going
both now and for evermore.

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Read the following Scriptures and ask God to speak to you through them
about your fears. What stands out for you and why?
o Psalm 27
o Psalm 56:3-4
o 2Timothy 1:7
o John 14:27
2.  What are the things you fear right now? Write them down. Now pray over
this list and give each one to God. You might want to simply sit with open
hands, as an act of surrender, and say, “Jesus. | am afraid of
give it to You.”



3. Listen to this song by Kari Jobe called No Fear** and ask the
Holy Spirit to minister to your heart and bring the peace
that passes understanding.

41 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5Ck7IRmFBk
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Wednesday

I will choose... righteousness instead sin

9

“But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness,
and all these things will be given to you as well.”
— Matthew 6:33

We all commit sins of omission... things we didn’t do that we should’ve done, but
by far most of the sin we commit is a conscious choice. We make the decision to
choose what feels good or what meets an immediate need over what we know is
right.

While none of us will be able to choose perfect righteousness because we all
continually fall short of God’s glory and perfection®?, we can pre-determine that
we want to set our hearts and minds on God’s Kingdom. We can decide on
honouring rather than dishonouring Him, on obeying rather than disobeying, and
on pursuing righteousness rather than whatever is easy or gratifying in the
moment. Is righteousness something we’re actively pursuing? Is it a value we
have determined matters in our lives?

What does seeking God’s righteousness really mean? To be righteous means to be
in right standing with God. We cannot accomplish this on our own because we
can only be right with God if we are sinless and perfect and so, the status of
holiness is bestowed on us as a gift of grace by Jesus. We are set right with God
because of what Jesus has done for us, but now we have to make the choice to
live in it... to let that work be made complete in us. On the one hand, holiness and
righteousness are given to us by Jesus, but on the other, we have to make it a
reality in our lives. We must pursue it as we are shaped and transformed by the
Holy Spirit. It’s supposed to be a continual journey of becoming more and more
who God intended for us to be by learning His ways, by walking with Him, by
listening to His voice and letting His Word shape and renew us. When we say
“yes” to Jesus, we're signing up to a life of getting to know Him more and
becoming incrementally more like Him in a pursuit of righteousness.

42 Romans 3:23
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Temptation is a constant reality, but at some point, we have to decide that we
won’t live on the edge of it all the time. We need to deal with the things we know
don’t honour God, or lead us away from Him, and order our lives in such a way
that we set ourselves up to realistically pursue righteousness instead of letting
ourselves fall into sin. Often, it is the many small choices we make leading up to
the moment of choosing the sin that are the real problem. If we’d decided
differently leading up to that final decision, we wouldn’t be at the critical moment
of giving in to temptation in the first place. We have to do some honest reflection
about the choices that lead up to our questionable actions and whether there are
habits or patterns we need to change to actively flee from temptation*® and
pursue the holiness of God. We can pre-decide that righteousness is worth
pursuing because of what it cost Jesus and what it costs us and those around us
when we don’t attain it. More than that, we can make the decision to strive for
righteousness because it honours the One who loves us and Who is worthy of our
absolute obedience.

&

1 My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: everyone should be quick to
listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, ?° because human anger does not
produce the righteousness that God desires. #* Therefore, get rid of all moral filth

and the evil that is so prevalent, and humbly accept the word planted in you,

which can save you.
James 1:19-21

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Spend some time today prayerfully examining your heart. Ask God to reveal
any sin in your life. Ask Him where you have failed to do His will.

43 1 Corinthians 6:18, 2 Timothy 2:22
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Where are you failing to set yourself up for success in pursuing
righteousness?

You can use this prayer of confession from the Methodist Communion
Liturgy** as a starting point for a time of repentance:

Merciful God, | confess that | have not loved you with my whole heart. | have
failed to be part of an obedient church. | have not done your will, | have
broken your law, | have rebelled against your love, | have not loved my
neighbours, and | have not heard the cry of the needy. Forgive me, | pray. Free
me for joyful obedience, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Hear the good news: Christ died for us while we were yet sinners; that
proves God’s love toward us. In the name of Jesus Christ, you are forgiven!

Is there something in your life that is not necessarily a sin, but is hindering
your pursuit of righteousness? Ask God about this and listen for His response.
How can you strategically and purposefully pursue righteousness and seek
God’s Kingdom first right now?

44 https://fumcr.com/Communion_Liturgy Website.pdf
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Thursday
I will choose... connection over isolation

9

“Therefore encourage one another and build each other up,
just as in fact you are doing.” — 1 Thessalonians 5:11

Community matters.

People are complicated and difficult, and at times, downright maddening or
heartbreaking, but we cannot fulfil God’s calling or potential in isolation. We need
each other desperately. It really matters who is around us. If we only hear voices
of doubt, fear, self-sufficiency and hedonism, it becomes very difficult to live by
faith. On the other hand, when we are surrounded by people who will tell us the
truth, who will remind us of Who God is, of who we are and of what God has
done and promised, we are positioned for faith. It is essential to have a faith circle
because God never calls people to go alone.

On our own, we are individuals following Jesus, but together, we are so much
more than a group of individuals following Jesus. We become the Church. We
become a temple of living stones® in which God’s presence dwells, where hope is
found, where healing takes places and where miracles are revealed. Together, we
become the Body of Christ: the tangible expression of Jesus in the world.

To join with others as the Body of Christ and effectively bring His Kingdom to
earth in practical ways, we have to be willing to connect purposefully with them.
Any real connection requires vulnerability and faith. It requires that we put
ourselves “out there” and risk being hurt as we share our lives with others. It
requires that we are brave enough to speak the truth in love and to have hard
truths spoken to us in return. It requires that we are willing to “sharpen” each
other (Proverbs 27:17), smoothing off the rough edges of each other’s characters
as we go through the refining processes of growth and development. We cannot
become all God calls us to be on our own.

43 1 Peter 2:4-5
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I love the story in Scripture of the man on the mat whose friends bring him to
Jesus to be healed (Mark 2:1-12). We don’t have any background. All we know is
that this man was paralysed and probably had a pretty sad existence, sitting on a
mat day after day, most likely begging or watching the world go by. This man
didn’t have a lot going for him, but he had faithful and faith-filled friends... and
that made all the difference. There were four people that cared enough about
him to get him to Jesus, no matter what it took. They carried him to the place
where Jesus was teaching and were not deterred by the small logistical detail of
lack of access or solid structures that stood in their way. They had obviously
determined that nothing was going to keep them from getting their friend to
Jesus. We all need friends like that — people who will help us get to Jesus
regardless of the obstacles.

Sometimes we are like the man on the mat and we desperately need others who
are willing to carry us and help us, at any cost, find our way to Jesus. At other
times, we need to be like the friends who are willing to carry others and help
them find grace, healing and newness in an encounter with Christ. There is give
and take — times when we are those who can offer help and times when we need
to be willing to receive it — but there is always potential for healing and change in
a community of care.

Jesus was moved, not by the faith of the man seeking healing, but by the faith of
his friends. They were the ones who made the miracle possible, not only by their
physical actions in terms of bringing their friend to Jesus, but also by their faith in
Him. Perhaps our corporate faith can accomplish impossibilities we never
imagined? Maybe our combined faith can bring healing to those who are
incapable of seeking it for themselves? When we choose connection over
isolation, miracles can happen.

Going Deeper ( %r'

1. Read and reflect on:
o Mark2:1-12
o Romans 15:1-14
o Galatians 6:1-10
2. Who is your faith circle and how can you invest in it?
3. What s holding you back from real connection? In what ways are you tending
towards isolation and independence?
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4. Watch this snippet of a message by Michael Todd called Do
you know your faith circle? (10min).4

NOTES

46 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oLynYXDMszg
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Friday

I will choose... forgiveness over offence and bitterness

&

“Make every effort to live in peace with everyone and to be holy; without holiness
no one will see the Lord. *° See to it that no one falls short of the grace of God and
that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.”

— Hebrews 12:14-15

If you’re going to choose to live connected to others, you will need to also commit
yourself to choosing forgiveness. We live in a culture of offence and polarised
thinking in which everyone seems to be constantly standing on someone’s toes or
rights. Community and connection are essential, but they come with inevitable
hurt. Relationships with imperfect people will always require forgiveness. Jesus
made it clear that forgiveness is a decision that we make based not on how we
feel, but on the basis of understanding the grace that has been shown towards us
by God.

Jesus’ teaching about forgiveness in Matthew 18 is telling:

“Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, ‘Lord, how many times shall | forgive my
brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?’ 22 Jesus answered, ‘I
tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”

| can really relate to Peter’s desire to have a clear-cut rule in this regard. If | had
asked this question, | think | might have hoped Jesus would respond with
something like, “Well, that depends how bad the thing was they did to you...” but
He doesn’t say anything like that. He doesn’t ask about the nature or severity of
the injury done to you, the consequences of the other person’s actions, whether
they are sorry or whether or not you actually had some of it coming. It is
irrelevant, just like the whole scorekeeping approach. Forgiveness is not
something that is dependent on the other person’s initial actions, their willingness
to repent or how we feel about it. It is a choice we make because we know what it
is like to need grace ourselves, because we have received it in abundance and
because we continue to receive it freely every day.
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Forgiveness also frees us from bitterness that is a poison that will ultimately steal
our joy and destroy us. It is always the right decision, but it is seldom the easy
one.

Jesus didn’t just teach about forgiveness — He modelled it. He didn’t just tell us to
love our enemies and to pray for those who threaten or harm us?’, but He lived it
out as He forgave those who crucified Him.*® He died for all of us while were still
His enemies® and keeps extending grace when we deserve it the least.

Going Deeper ( %2'

1. Read and reflect on:
a. Matthew 5:38-48
b. Matthew 18:21-35
c. Lamentations 3:22-24
2. s there any bitterness or resentment you’re holding onto?
Is there anyone you need to forgive?
3. Forgiveness is an act and decision of faith. Watch this short

47 Matthew 5:38-48

48 Luke 23:34

49 Romans 5:8-10

50 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oM6hupYugvQ
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Saturday

I will choose.... generosity over materialism

&

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin

destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20 But store up for yourselves
treasures in heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves
do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be
also.” — Matthew 6:19-21

God is concerned about what you treasure because He is concerned about your
heart. In our competitive and consumer-driven culture, it is extremely difficult not
to be sucked into materialism. Furthermore, we are conditioned into a scarcity-
mindset that makes it wise, or even honourable to hoard what we have, and we
have a terrible tendency towards self-sufficiency and reliance that leads us to
want to depend on ourselves, rather than on God’s provision. Good, prudent
stewardship of what God has given us is essential, but Jesus calls us to a life of
radical generosity — not just with our resources, but with all that we are. Material
generosity flow out of a mindset and heart-attitude of generosity, inspired and
empowered by a lavishly generous God.

As with most things God asks of us, generosity doesn’t come naturally to us and it
doesn’t happen by accident. We have to choose it and plan for it. We have to
order our lives in such a way that it becomes a practice we observe, and slowly
but surely, becomes part of who we are. Generosity is born of faith that God can
be trusted, and when we make the choice to live by generosity and faith, we find
more and more opportunities to see God’s abundance and sufficiency, which
makes further generosity possible.

Spend some time today asking God to help you understand His abundance and
kindness so that you can choose generosity by faith.

9

“A prayer for generosity is a prayer to lose yourself, and find yourself again in
Christ.” - Colin Maclver
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St. Ignatius’ Prayer for Generosity
Dear Lord, teach me to be generous; teach me to serve you as you deserve, to give
and not to count the cost, to fight and not to heed the wounds, to toil and not to
seek for rest, to labour and not to ask for reward,
save that of knowing that | do your will.

Amen.>?
Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Watch this video (5min) by the Bible Project about
Generosity.>?

2. How generous would you say you are?

3.  Why do you think generosity matters to God? (Reflect on: Proverbs 19:17,
Proverbs 21:13, Luke 6:38, Acts 20:35, 2 Corinthians 9:11-12, Hebrews 13:16
1 Timothy 6:17-18).
What are some of your biggest obstacles to living generously?

5. How could you practically order your life to be more generous?

51 https://media.ascensionpress.com/podcast/st-ignatius-prayer-for-generosity/
52 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=62CliEKRCso
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WHAT IS THE MOST
IMPORTANT
DECISION | CAN
MAKE?
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Monday
Always Jesus

Over the last few weeks, we’ve focused on how we choose to live lives of faith by
examining the choices we make, the habits we cultivate and the foundation we
want to build for our lives and future decision-making. While all these things are
critical, they are secondary to the ultimate thing that will define your life: your
relationship with Jesus.

Discipleship is defined by your relationship with Christ and not by the things you
do. The spiritual practices in which you engage, the habits you cultivate and the
goals you set should all be in service of your primary objective of loving Jesus and
being loved by Him. God doesn’t just want your obedience. He wants your heart.

The Westminster Confession states that our primary purpose and aim in life is to
“glorify God and enjoy Him forever.”>® We don’t fully glorify God by doing the
right things and ticking the boxes of righteousness. We are created for intimacy
with God, to delight in His goodness and beauty, and to find joy and safety in His
love for us. When we enjoy Him and cultivate a deep relationship with Him,
obedience and righteousness will be the outcomes and biproducts of our love.
God delights in you and invites you to delight in Him.

&

“Why hadn’t they ever mentioned the place happiness had within righteousness,
or how the taking up of the cross would be a practice of obtaining delight? Delight
in all that God is?... | just wonder if they would’ve told me about the beauty of
God just as much, if not more, than they told me about the horridness of hell, if |
wouldn’t have burned my idols at a faster pace. | was able to want God because
the Holy Spirit was after my affections just as much as He was after my
obedience.” — Jackie Hill Perry

When Jesus was asked what the most important thing was, He said that it was
loving God and loving others as we love ourselves.>* Everything begins with a

53 https://www.apuritansmind.com/westminster-standards/shorter-catechism/
54 Matthew 22:36-40
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love-relationship with the God who loves you more than you will ever be able to
comprehend.

Spend some time praying through Psalm 84 and ask God to help you pause and
really behold His beauty and wonder. Ask Him to help you experience the reality

of His love today.

1 How lovely is your dwelling-place,
Lord Almighty!
2 My soul yearns, even faints,
for the courts of the Lord;
my heart and my flesh cry out
for the living God.
3 Even the sparrow has found a home,
and the swallow a nest for herself,
where she may have her young —
a place near your altar,
Lord Almighty, my King and my God.
4 Blessed are those who dwell in your house;
they are ever praising you.

Psalm 84

5 Blessed are those whose strength is in you,
whose hearts are set on pilgrimage.
6 As they pass through the Valley of Baka,
they make it a place of springs;
the autumn rains also cover it with pools.
7 They go from strength to strength,
till each appears before God in Zion.

8 Hear my prayer, Lord God Almighty;
listen to me, God of Jacob.
9 Look on our shield, O God;
look with favour on your anointed one.

10 Better is one day in your courts
than a thousand elsewhere;
| would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God
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than dwell in the tents of the wicked.
11 For the Lord God is a sun and shield;
the Lord bestows favour and honour;
no good thing does he withhold
from those whose way of life is blameless.

12 Lord Almighty,
blessed is the one who trusts in you

Going Deeper ( %E'

1. Isyour relationship with Jesus really the primary pursuit of your life?
You can use this beautiful song, Let it be Jesus by Christy
Nockles® as a prayer today as you ask Jesus to help you
keep Him as your primary vision and focus.

3. Read and reflect on the following scriptures:

e Isaiah 60:21 e Psalm

e Romans 11:36 144:15

e 1 Corinthians 6:20 e Luke2:10

e 1 Corinthians 10:31 e  Philippians 4:4

e Revelation 4:11 e Revelation 21:3-4

e Psalm 16:5-11

55 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S ZsizOxbxE
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Tuesday

Say, “YES!”

&

“Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and
desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us
not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.”

— Galatians 5:24-26

In His incredible kindness and grace, God has made relationship with Him possible
for each of us. He offers us Himself as a free gift of grace. There is nothing we
could ever do to earn it. All we can do is say, “Yes,” and gratefully receive it. From
that point on, journeying with Jesus is really the decision to say a continuous
series of yesses: saying yes to opening your heart to Him, saying yes committing
your life to Him, saying yes to putting Him first, saying yes to being used by Him.
Deepening relationship is about remaining open to the prompting of the Spirit
and living in surrender so that you are always ready with your “yes”, whatever
Jesus says and whatever invitation He extends.

When Jesus called His first followers, their lives were transformed because they
respond with a “yes”. They had to leave their fishing nets and make the decision
to go with Him into an unknown future. In many ways, we must make that
decision too: to keep laying down our safety nets and comforts, our control and
expectations and to respond with a “yes”, when Jesus calls.

Saying yes to Jesus is always the best decision you can make.

“Laying down what we want to protect or are afraid of losing or are terrified we
will never have is not the same thing as losing those things. It is surrendering
them. It is opening up our clenched hand around them and allowing God access to
them and to us. It is actually saying yes to God for them. Yes to his plan. Yes to his
way. It is believing that just as his ways are higher than the heavens are above the
earth, so his way for the things we fear is higher. This God of ours is a God of life,
of goodness. He is the God of the Resurrection. We lay down our fear. We pick up
Jesus. He is the only way we can live beyond fear. He is the Way.”

— Stasi Eldredge>®

56 Eldridge, Staci. Becoming Myself: Embracing God's Dream of You
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68 Prayer

“Yes!” A thousand times “Yes!” to whatever you have said and promised,
command and expect from me, Lord Jesus. Whatever you will is best for me, and
whatever you command you resource with grace. Please take me aside daily—
hourly, and rebuke and refresh me with the gospel. So very Amen | pray, in your
most wonderful and awe-worthy name.

— Scotty Smith57
Going Deeper ( %E)

1. If you honestly examine your heart, is there any area in which you feel
hesitant about saying “yes” to Jesus? What is holding you back?

2. A big part of saying yes to God is being attuned to His Spirit so that you can
hear His direction. Is there a way you can practically quieten your heart and
mind today to listen for His whisper? (This can be as simple as stopping once
or twice during the day and taking a few deep breaths and asking God to help
you hear His voice and yield to His will).

3. Read and reflect on the passages below in which Jesus calls his disciples.
What stands out for you about the call, and their response?

e Matthew 4:18-22
e Mark1:16-20
e Luke5:1-11

57 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/scotty-smith/a-prayer-for-grace-to-always-say-yes-to-

jesus/
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Wednesday

The cost of a no

“Just then a man came up to Jesus and asked, ‘Teacher, what good thing must |
do to get eternal life?’ ¥ ‘Why do you ask me about what is good?’ Jesus
replied. ‘There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, keep the

commandments.’ 8 ‘Which ones?’ he enquired. Jesus replied, ““You shall not
murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not give false
testimony, *° honour your father and mother,” and “love your neighbour as
yourself.”” 2% ‘All these | have kept,” the young man said. ‘What do | still lack?’
21 Jesus answered, ‘If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 22 When
the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth.”
—Luke 19:16-22

A big part of saying yes to Jesus is positioning yourself for surrender. It requires
becoming aware of and dealing with the things that hold you back from following
God wholeheartedly. The rich young ruler received the same invitation to follow
Jesus as His other disciples, but he didn’t say yes. Instead, he went away dejected
and despondent because of what he couldn’t let go.

If you read the full account of the rich young ruler and its positioning in Matthew
Chapter 19, you may notice that it comes directly after the account of Jesus
engaging with little children saying, “Let the little children come to me, and do not
hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these” (Luke 19:14).
The two accounts (which sometimes appear under the headings, “Jesus and the
little children”, and then “The rich and the kingdom of God”) are told side by side
and are perhaps intended to be contrasting or parallel accounts. The children are
held back by others but nothing restrains them from coming to Jesus because
they are not bound by riches, worries, pride or self-dependency. On the other
hand, the rich young man is so weighed down by what he has, that he walks away
from Jesus and therefore from the only road to real life.
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“The only entrance requirement into the kingdom of God is humility, and
acknowledging your need for His mercy.” — Beth Moore>®

What are you holding onto that is hindering you from following Jesus and walking
in deep, authentic relationship with Him?

Going Deeper ( %!)

1. Spend some time asking God if there is anything holding you back from really
saying yes to Him. Are there material, emotional or spiritual things that are
weighing you down?

2. In what ways are you trusting in yourself and have you become self-reliant,
rather than trusting God?

3. How do you think God is calling you to have childlike faith in trusting Him?
What will it cost you if you say “no” to God? What will you gain if you say
“yes”?

58 Moore, Beth. 2023. All my knotted up life: A Memoir. llinois: Tyndale House Publishers.
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Thursday

Take up your cross...

&

“Then Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save
their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it.”

— Matthew 16:23-25

Jesus was clear about what it would take to be a true disciple. Those who want to
follow Him will have to deny themselves, take up their cross and follow Him, but
what does this really mean?

Denying yourself means choosing God’s way over your own and coming to a point
of learning to die to self so that you might live for God. The context of Jesus’
statement in Matthew 16 is that He had just asked His disciples who they thought
He was. Peter had rightly declared that He is the Messiah. When He started to try
and explain to them that this would mean that He would have to die, Peter
objected and told Him that this couldn’t happen. Jesus rebuked Peter harshly and
then proceeded to say the words we read in verse 23. Those who commit to
following Him must lay down their own desires, expectations and agendas. It is a
continual work of letting go and of learning to align ourselves with God’s will,
rather than our own. It is a lifestyle of surrender... and in the letting go of self, we
find we become our true selves. Taking up a cross indicates a death —and a cross
is not a small thing. It was a huge, heavy instrument of torture. It’s not as though
you could tuck your cross under your arm and carry it along with all your material
possessions or other stuff you might need. When you take up a cross, that is all
you carry and it is all you need because you’re not coming back. Paul describes
this in Romans 12 as offering yourself to God as a “living sacrifice” or in Galatians
2:20 as being “crucified with Christ.”

A great deal of the journey of faith is learning to let go... letting go of self and
laying down the things we hold, so that we can take hold of Christ, and Christ
alone. Only He can give us life.
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Spend some time today slowly praying through this prayer of surrender and
letting go. Pause and breathe for a moment after each line

@— A Christian Litany of Humility

O Jesus! meek and humble of heart, Hear me.
From the desire of being esteemed, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being loved, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being extolled, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being honoured, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being praised, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being preferred, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being consulted, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the desire of being approved, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being humiliated, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being despised, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of suffering rebukes, Deliver me, Jesus.
From the fear of being calumniated, Deliver me, Jesus
From the fear of being forgotten, Deliver me, Jesus
From the fear of being ridiculed, Deliver me, Jesus
From the fear of being wronged, Deliver me, Jesus
From the fear of being suspected, Deliver me, Jesus
That others may be loved more than |, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That others may be esteemed more than |, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That, in the opinion of the world, others may increase and | may decrease, Jesus,
grant me the grace to desire it.

That others may be chosen and | set aside, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That others may be praised and | unnoticed, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.
That others may be preferred to me in everything, Jesus, grant me the grace to
desire it.

That others may become holier than I, provided that | may become as holy as |
should, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it.

- Rafael Cardinal Merry del Val>®

59 https://www.xavier.edu/jesuitresource/online-resources

89


https://www.xavier.edu/jesuitresource/online-resources

Going Deeper (%D

1. Read and reflect on Matthew 16.

2. Read Romans 12:1-6. What does being a living sacrifice mean for you today?

3. What do you think it means to be crucified with Christ (See
Galatians 2:19-21).

4. Listen to It is well by Kristene DiMarco®® as use it as an
anthem of surrender as you let go and give everything to
God again today.

60 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Wb WD1lemFQ
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Friday

A long obedience in the same direction

&

“The essential thing ‘in heaven and earth’ is ... that there should be long
obedience in the same direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in
the long run, something which has made life worth living.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche

A life of faith is made up of choices centred around loving Jesus day after day. It’s
about the long-haul and what Fredrich Nietzsche calls “a long obedience in the
same direction.” We live in an instant society and are fairly used to immediate
gratification and same-day deliveries, but real discipleship is cultivated slowly,
steadily and carefully. Eugene Peterson hits the nail on the head when he says,
“There is great market for religious experience in our world; there is little
enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a
long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of Christians called holiness.” ¢

Jesus once told His followers, “l am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes
to the Father except through me.”®? That was and is a bold, powerful statement,
and it reminds us that a life of faith is about the journey. Jesus is not just the
destination and the vision, He is the way. He’s the road we take to get there and
we are called to run the race before us with perseverance. When we fail, we
thank God for His grace and get back up and try again. We keep holding on. We
keep hoping. We keep getting a little bit better and stronger. We grow and grit, we
wrestle and rejoice, and slowly but surely, we are formed more and more in the
likeness of Jesus.

Hebrews 12:1-2 gives us some practical touchstones for how we can build a life of
persistent, diligent, obedient pursuit of God:

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us
throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us
run with perseverance the race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the

61 Peterson, Eugene. 2000. A long obedience in the same direction. lllinois: InterVarsity Press., pg. 10.
62 John 14:6
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pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy that was set before him he endured the
cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of
God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will
not grow weary and lose heart.”

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses,

While your faith journey is deeply personal and no one can follow God on your
behalf, you are not alone. We're in this together, and you are surrounded by
fellow pilgrims and people who love Jesus, not just in this world, but you are
cheered on by the host of heaven and all those who have gone before. This is for
a bigger, grander cause and kingdom than you can imagine.

let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles.

To move forward with Jesus, you must keep letting go of what holds you back.
Deal with it courageously and ruthlessly. Boldly ask God to reveal your blind spots
and sin. Make the decision to bring things into the light, no matter how painful it
may be, so that nothing hinders you from the race that lies ahead.

And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us

The journey of faith is a marathon that requires grit, determination and
perseverance. You will not feel faith-filled and victorious every day, but what
matters is that you don’t give up.

fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith.

Keep Jesus as your primary vision, purpose and reason. He is the destination and
He is the way. He’s the prize and the journey. He’s the reason and the road.

For the joy that was set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame,
and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who
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endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose
heart.

When we understand and live the reality of Jesus’ love for us, it keeps us going.
Don’t be discouraged. Don’t give up. Don’t be afraid.

Going Deeper ( %E'

1.
2.
3.

What does “a long obedience in the same direction” mean to you?

How well do you think you’re doing in terms of perseverance right now?

Is there anything hindering your pursuit of Jesus? How can you disentangle
yourself from it?

Take time today to “fix your eyes on Jesus”. This may be as simple as
breathing in and out slowly and saying His name. Commit
your day and yourself to Him as you do.

Use this song, Running by Hillsong,®® as a declaration of
worship today as you commit to relentlessly pursuing
Jesus with all of your life.

63 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkO5GkGT4uo
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Saturday

Come, follow me...

&

2930 | evj gave a large dinner at his home for Jesus. Everybody was there, tax men
and other disreputable characters as guests at the dinner. The Pharisees and their
religion scholars came to his disciples greatly offended. “What is he doing eating
and drinking with misfits and ‘sinners’?” 332 Jesus heard about it and spoke up,
“Who needs a doctor: the healthy or the sick? I’'m here inviting outsiders, not
insiders—an invitation to a changed life, changed inside and out.”

Luke 5:30-32 (The Message)

We are invited to follow Jesus into adventure, beauty, purpose and promise. A life
of faith is a life of following. So often, we have the misconception that faith in God
means that we invite God into our lives and ask Him to bless us and where we’re
heading, but really, it’s a lot more like stopping, turning, and getting onto a
different path. It’s about aligning ourselves with God and seeing where He’s going
and then joining Him there. If you are a follower, your focus shifts from the
destination to the One you are following. It becomes less important to know
where you’re going and more important to know the One who knows the way...
and is the way.

Therefore, a life of true faith, is a life of surrender. It is in responding to Jesus’
invitation and relinquishing self in pursuit of His glory that true faith is born.
When we surrender to Him, we find genuine freedom and real life.

Jesus extends the invitation for you to follow Him. He called you and keeps calling.
He invites you to follow and to surrender again today. He invites you into His
death, into His resurrection and into His everlasting victory and life.%*

How will you respond?

64 Romans 6:1-14
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@ A Covenant Prayer

I am no longer my own, but yours. Put me to what you will, place me with whom
you will. Put me to doing, put me to suffering. Let me be put to work for you or set
aside for you, praised for you or criticised for you. Let me be full, let me be empty.

Let me have all things, let me have nothing. | freely and fully surrender all things

to your glory and service. And now, O wonderful and holy God, Creator,
Redeemer, and Sustainer, you are mine, and | am yours. So be it. And the
covenant which | have made on earth,
let it also be made in heaven.
Amen.
-John Wesley65

Going Deeper ( %E'

1. How does seeing yourself primarily as a follower influence your
understanding of your relationship with Jesus and what He asks of you?
2. How have you responded to God’s invitations in your life so far?
3.  What invitations do you see Jesus extending to you right now?
How can you choose a life of true surrender to Christ?

65 https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/what-is-distinctive-about-
methodism/a-covenant-with-god/
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Choosing Faith

In the valley | will look up, | will wait for You

I’ll keep trusting in the shadows for You to move

I’ll remember what You’ve done when it’s hard to see

and keep hoping in the truth You’ve spoken over me

Though the storm is fierce and the road is long
Your promise is sure and Your love is strong

The world may be dark, but You are the light
Fear has no answer and death has no more fight
You are unchanging, unfailing and good

So, I am choosing FAITH

At the crossroads | will look up, | will wait for You
Keep asking what it is You want me to do
So many decisions that | need to make

But above all else Lord, I’'m choosing faith

In the trial | will look up, | will wait for You
In the fight or failure I’ll trust You to get me through
I’ll keep believing what You’ve said and who | am

I’ll choose faith that will lead me to Your Promised Land

Though the storm is fierce and the road is long
Your promise is sure and Your love is strong
The world may be dark, but You are the light

Fear has no answer and death has no more fight
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You are unchanging, unfailing and good

So, | am choosing FAITH

I’m choosing faith in your goodness and faith in your plans
Faith in the promise that I’'m safe in your hands
I’ll choose to hold onto You whatever comes my way

I'm choosing faith in You Jesus, again today
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