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Introduction

Raise the Tide
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THE COPALIS RIVER STARTS its course southwest of the majestic Olympic Mountains, meandering through the temperate coastal Rain Forest of Western Washington before it finally reaches its destination with the mighty Pacific Ocean. It’s a small river, really not much more than a large creek for much of its journey, until it reaches the coastal lowlands, where it forms a wide five-mile long estuary.

Estuaries form where rivers reach the ocean and are impacted by the ocean’s tides.  Twice a day the ocean saltwater rushes up stream, filling the estuary at high tide, and twice a day it empties back into the ocean at low tide.  The tide at the mouth of the Copalis River varies from -2 feet to +13 feet, so the river rises and falls as much as 15 feet twice daily, changing it considerably every 12 hours.  The Copalis River estuary flourishes with life because saltwater mixes with fresh water, creating an ideal living situation for many species of plants, fish, birds and animals.

The lower portion of the estuary is bordered by native beachgrasses, which make a perfect home for many species of birds.  Further upriver, one encounters the Copalis Ghost Forest, where giant dead Spruce trees punctuate the sky and give mute testimony to the power of the Tsunami that flooded the area in 1700. The upper reaches of the estuary are surrounded by thick forests of Douglas Fir, Hemlock, Cedar, and Alder trees.  An older, decaying railroad trestle crosses the river there as a reminder of the bygone glory days of logging.

The river is full of life. Dungeness crabs mate in the lower section of the river in the summer; Silver Salmon swim upriver every fall to mate and their fingerling offspring return to the ocean the next summer, to repeat the cycle over and over; otters frolic on the banks of the river, feeding on many kinds of aquatic fish; Canadian geese land on the river every Spring and Fall as they rest on their marathon journey flying north or south; Lynx, Cougars, Black Bears and Coyotes hunt for mice, Cottontail Rabbits and Blacktail Deer that populate the area.

When the tide is low, the river is mostly mudflats and difficult to navigate.  If you can catch the incoming tide, though, you fairly fly upriver in your canoe or kayak and can reach its remotest spots.  It’s exhilarating to feel the power of the tide as it charges upriver and carries you along with it, the river doing the majority of the work.

The Copalis River reminds me of the River of Life that flows from the throne of God. John saw “...the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit every month” (Rev. 22:1,2).  Ezekiel describes the same river, which gets deeper the farther you go.  About this river he says,” ...so where the river flows everything will live” (Ez. 47:9).

Where the river flows there is life!  I believe the river is symbolical of the Holy Spirit.  2 Cor. 3:6 tells us “He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant – not of the letter but of the Spirit: for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” Where the Holy Spirit moves there is life and power!

If we want to see God move in and through our lives, we need to allow the Spirit to raise the tide in our lives, which I believe happens when one “sows to please the Spirit” (Gal. 6:8). When I’ve done this, I can say with Paul “That my message and my preaching were not done with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.” (1 Cor. 2:4). When the Spirit moves in our lives it’s as if we are being carried along by a massive tide that does more than anyone could imagine or comprehend, which glorifies God.

I’ve written these weekly articles with the object of encouraging people to seek the Lord, believing that He still works in our lives, using us for His glory.  My prayer is that these little articles will encourage you to grow in Christ, love Him more, and allow the Holy Spirit to use you for God’s glory. Let the River flow! 
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Week 1

The Test
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THE SMELL OF CEDAR was strong as I walked into the woods on my first job.  As an axman on the survey crew I would help clear a line through the brush and woods of the Olympic National Forest so that the transit man could survey for building new logging roads. That first job brings many things for a green, raw recruit like me, not the least of which is the good-natured ribbing and practical jokes of the older men.

They laughed their heads off after I had returned from a mile walk to the van and had to ask, “What does a sky hook look like?  I couldn’t find it.”  They rolled on the ground in glee when one of the men asked to see my ax during a lunch break ax throwing contest and then abruptly stuck it twenty-five feet high in the target tree.

Their last laugh that summer was their best one, though. They had been priming me all summer to take the axmen’s test. Finally, impatient to prove my ability, I volunteered to take the test. They agreed that I was ready.  They whipped out a blindfold, chopped a notch in a log and placed me in the starting position.

Blindfolded, I had to hit the notch in the log ten times in a row with my ax to pass the test.  I pulled the razor-sharp double-bitted ax up and chopped once, twice, three times! I knew I was in the grove and quickly chopped seven more times. Anxious to see my results, I yanked the blindfold off.

The guys had been hooting and hollering while I was chopping and the reason for their excitement stared me in the face. My ax had hit the mark okay, but, unfortunately, they had thrown my red sweatshirt on the log and it was chopped to ribbons. The axman’s test, which I was so confident to take, wasn’t a test after all, but a final joke on me. Passing their test was impossible once I fell for it. My face flushed redder than my chopped-up red sweatshirt when I realized I had been made a fool.

That reminds me of another test. All of us want to go to heaven someday and Satan convinces us that we must pass a test to get there. Like me and the axman’s test, we are confident we can pass the test for eternal life. The test comes in many different forms – keeping the Ten Commandments for some, following church rules for others, living a good moral life for many, and just plain doing our best for most. We know we are not perfect, but we give it our best shot and feel confident that we will pass the test, whatever it is. After all, we think, there are lots of people who are doing worse than we are.  

The only problem is that one day, at the end of our lives, the blindfold comes off and we see that it is an unfair test. The joke is on us because it is impossible to pass a test to get into heaven. The standard that is used to spend eternity with God is the life of Jesus Christ, and we fall terribly short of His perfection. The Bible says, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23); “without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14); and “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” (James 2:10)

Since it is impossible to pass a test to gain eternal life, what do we do?  We refuse to take the test, admitting to ourselves that we can never meet the righteous requirements of God, and we put our trust in Jesus Christ, who took and passed the test for us.  Jesus Christ came into the world as a human, lived a perfect, sinless life, and sacrificed Himself for our sins.  He became the perfect sacrifice for our sins when He went to the cross and, now, He offers eternal life to all who put their trust in Him.  When someone gives their life to Jesus Christ, His life is in them, and their life is in Him, and the Father accepts them based on the imputed righteousness of Jesus Christ in them.  Romans 3:21, 22 tells us, “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”

When I took the axman’s test, I lost a sweatshirt and my pride.  When we stand before God and He asks us why we never put our trust in His Son Jesus, we stand to lose so much more - our souls for eternity.  If you haven’t done so yet, confess your sin to God and put your faith in Jesus Christ, asking Him to be your Savior, Lord and life.  The Apostle Paul says, “For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore all have died; and He died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for Him who for their sake died and was raised.” (1 Cor. 5:14-15)

Jesus took and passed the test for you – put your trust in Him!
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Week 2

Blisters
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“WHERE’S LESTER?” I asked his wife as I stood on her porch.

“He’s fencing outback,” she answered. “Just follow the fence line by the side of the house and you’ll find him.”

I hopped off the porch and followed the fence line to the back of their property. Lester was glad to see me, and after visiting a few minutes, I volunteered to help with his fencing project. He eagerly accepted my offer and told me my job would be pounding the fence posts into the ground so he could string the barb wire to keep his animals safe on his property.

He handed me a modified car driveline, which had been welded closed on one end, to pound the posts into the ground.  I slipped the driveline over the first fence post, lifted it as high as I could, and slammed it down. The fence post sank a couple of inches into the ground and I repeated the process over and over until I heard the unmistakable sound of steel hitting rock. The fencepost refused to sink further into the ground.

I turned to Lester and commented, “This ground is rocky, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Lester casually answered, “you may have to move the post a foot or two either way to get it to go.” 

Oh, great, I thought. I get to pound each one of these posts two or three times! I started second guessing my offer to help.

All went well until the third post. That’s when my hands started feeling hot. Obviously, my preacher hands were not in shape for this kind of work, especially without gloves. By the fifth post, several blisters popped out on each hand and I was painfully aware that I still had three more posts to go.

“I’m getting blisters,” I hinted to Lester, hoping that he would relieve me and drive the remaining three posts.

He smiled at me and replied, “They’ll heal.”  It was obvious I wasn’t going to get any sympathy from Lester, so I kept pounding the posts in.

Well, Lester was right, my blisters eventually healed, even though my hands looked like hamburger by the time I finished all the posts.  I only wish that, somehow, Lester could have shared the pain with me!  

Blisters are God’s alarm system.  When they start forming, they warn us against damaging sensitive skin tissue.  Without blisters we could easily hurt ourselves.  Blisters also help cushion our skin from whatever is chafing it.  Of course, as any workingman knows, if you keep working, the blisters eventually turn to hard callouses, allowing you to do the work without pain.

Our conscience is much like a blister.  When we engage in sinful or harmful activities, our conscience sounds an alarm, warning us about activities that hurt us.  Our conscience isn’t intended to hurt us, but to warn us of activities that do.  Just like a blister, though, our conscience becomes hardened and calloused if we continue that activity, until, eventually, we feel no pain.  When this happens, we become insensitive to sin and it no longer bothers us.  That’s alright with blisters, but it is deadly when it comes to the conscience.

Even though our consciences aren’t perfect, God has given one to all of us to help protect us from things that hurt us.  If we ignore our conscience, we go further and further into sin until it hardens our heart, becoming a habitual life practice that eventually leads us to destruction.

Proverbs 4:23 warns us, “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.” (NIV) Our heart, which includes the conscience, is the wellspring of our lives.  If we guard our heart from sin, our heart remains pure and clean, working the way God intended it to work.  If we don’t guard our heart, though, the impurity of sin pollutes our lives, exposing us to more and more harmful activities that sicken the soul.  Over time, the polluted heart produces destruction and death.

The next time your conscience sounds the alarm, pay attention to it.  It is God’s warning siren alerting you to dangers that produce hurt and destruction in your life.  If your conscience has been hardened by sin, ask Jesus Christ to give you a new heart that is pure and clean.  Jesus promises a new heart to all who put their trust in Him.

We can’t afford to ignore our consciences – the results are too costly.
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Week 3

Jumping to Conclusions
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TIRED AND UPSET, I jumped out of bed at two a.m. and stomped down the hallway to the front door of our home.  Our Cocker Spaniel, Pretty Boy, had been barking for the last half hour and my blood was boiling.  Opening the door, I caught Pretty Boy in full bark, standing ten feet away at the end of his chain facing the door.

One look at my face convinced Pretty Boy that he was in serious trouble, so he immediately quit barking and went into his mercy routine, cowering, turning his head to one side and avoiding my angry gaze.  I descended the metal grate stairs, held his snout and scolded him, “No more barking!”

My task completed, I climbed back up the stairs, closed the door behind me and headed to my bedroom.  

That’s when I noticed a strong odor.  Funny, I thought, I didn’t smell anything earlier.  

I climbed in bed and my wife exclaimed, “Phew!  What’s that smell?”

I answered, “I don’t know.”

The odor got stronger and stronger and my wife remarked, “It smells like a skunk is in our bed!”  

We lifted the covers and an overpowering stench drove us both out of bed.  There wasn’t a skunk in our bed, but my feet smelled like they were a first cousin to one!

After showering and replacing the sheets I realized what happened. Pretty Boy had been barking at a skunk that was eating his dog food under the metal grated stairs. After I scolded Pretty Boy, the startled skunk sprayed my feet as I climbed up the metal grated stairs to go back in the house.

Pretty Boy had just been doing his job, alerting us to a skunk under our stairs, and I had jumped to the wrong conclusion, because I failed to gather all the facts. As a result, I unjustly punished Pretty Boy and I stunk up our house.

It’s easy to jump to conclusions without getting all the facts, isn’t it?  We’re so sure of our case against someone that we lay into them with both barrels, not bothering to listen to their side of the story.  Unfortunately, we often find out later that we went off half-cocked and administered our so-called justice to an innocent party.  Something smells, then, and it’s not a skunk, but our own prejudiced arrogance.

God is concerned with justice and so should we be.  Concerning a charge against someone, He required that there be “two or three witnesses” (Mt. 18:16) to verify it.  He did not allow His people to jump to conclusions about anyone, even foreigners, concerning justice because it is simply against His nature.  As His children, that should be our nature, also. 

Another area we jump to conclusions is Biblical truth.  John warns us in 1 John 4:1 “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.”  The church has been bombarded with new and novel teachings over the centuries that have led people astray and we are not immune to the same danger today.  These teachings are either from God or they are from the antichrist and we are to test them to see where they come from.

So, how do we “test the spirits?”  1 John 4:6 says, “Whoever knows God listens to us; whoever is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error.” John is saying we must test everything by the Word of God that was delivered to us by the Apostles.  

Peter confirms this in 2 Peter 1:21 “For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  God used the Apostles to deliver His word accurately and truthfully in the Bible, and it’s our responsibility to study the Word so we can discern His truth.

Jesus warned us that “false christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect.” (Mt. 24:24) This danger increases as we draw closer to the end of the age, so we need to be vigilant to protect ourselves from these false christs and prophets that want to lead us astray.

Thank God that “He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.” (1 Jn 4:4) Devote yourselves to studying God’s Word and ask the Holy Spirit to teach you the truth so you can be overcomers. God is faithful and will protect you!
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Week 4

Clearing Away the Fog
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CLAM SEASON STARTS soon.  One summer day, at the age of seven, I reached into a clam hole, pinched the neck of a whopper razor clam and held on for dear life.  We battled for what seemed ages, the clam digging for China and me barely holding on.  With my arm shoulder deep in the sand and the clam still battling to escape, I finally prevailed and pulled it out of the hole.  My victory over that clam seemed to prove my valor, manhood and anything else that needed proving that day.  I was hooked on clam digging! 

So, when clam season arrived a few years back, I slipped on my tennis shoes, shorts and short-sleeved sweatshirt, (I was taught that real clam diggers don’t bother with all that expensive, fancy gear that keeps you warm and dry!), and headed to the beach with my clam gun, (shovel), and clam bag in the annual pursuit of proving my manhood. Oh, and I brought my wife, too, so she could marvel at my skill!

Parking my car at Griffith-Pryday Park, I noticed that the fog was unusually heavy and ... there were no other cars in the parking lot.  Strange, I thought, since I wasn’t all that early.  Maybe I was just lucky and beat the crowd, I reasoned as I walked to the beach.  When I neared the surf, I noticed that there not only wasn’t a crowd, there wasn’t another soul on the beach.

Well, there was one other soul on the beach.  It was my wife, who clearly saw fog clouding my brain and asked, “Are you sure this is the right day to dig?”  Driving her point home, she added, ”Why isn’t anyone else digging?”

“Maybe they don’t like to dig in the fog,” I said politely, but I was really thinking, “Women! They don’t understand anything!” Then I reasoned to myself, “I’m already here, so I’m digging!”  And I did, all by myself, with my wife standing at a distance, afraid to associate with me, worried that a dozen game wardens would come charging out of the fog, confiscate my clam gun and clams, handcuff me and lead me off to clam diggers jail.

You’re probably thinking I dug on the wrong day and got a ticket.  Well, I did dig on the wrong day, but I didn’t get a ticket.  Whether the fog hid me from the game wardens or they just stayed home that day, I don’t know.

The truth was, I erred because I didn’t know clam digging had been delayed one day on our beach.  My ignorance and stubbornness could have caused me grief and cost me money (For penance, I skipped a day of digging).

Isn’t that the way it often is?  Aren’t many of our troubles and problems a result of error because we just didn’t know?  I think so. For example: “Really officer, I thought the speed limit was 50, not 35”; “My kids would never do that (insert situation)!”; or my favorite, “If I had known I was going to live this long, I would have taken better care of myself.”

Sadly, being in error doesn’t change the consequences of our actions. We all have the responsibility to make good choices based on facts, not fancy. Being wrong is wrong, no matter what our excuse.

Jesus emphasized this truth during His last week in Jerusalem. (Mt 22) The Sadducees tried to trap Him with a trick question on marriage in heaven.  A woman had been married to seven brothers and they asked Jesus whose wife she would be in heaven.  After explaining there is no marriage in heaven, Jesus told them, “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.”  (Mt. 22:29) These are the two root causes of most, if not all, of our problems.  We haven’t discovered the truth of God’s Word.

As I look back on my life, I recognize how I mishandled problems because I didn’t know how to apply God’s Word to my situations. Even though I read, studied, memorized and preached His Word, I often didn’t apply 2 Timothy 3:16 to my life situations. Paul told Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

God’s Word teaches us “what’s right and not right and how to get right.”  

Being in error concerning God’s ways is no excuse and will not protect us from the attacks of the devil and the allure of the world and the foolishness of our sinful nature.  God has given us His Word and we are without excuse. Take time to discover the truth in God’s Word. Read it, study it, and apply it as if your life depends on it, because it does.  May God deliver us from error.  
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Week 5

Something Special
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THE CAMAS PRAIRIE IN northcentral Idaho almost defies description.  Containing some of the richest farmland in the world, it sits high above the Clearwater River on the north, the South Fork of the Clearwater River on the east, the Salmon River on the south and the Snake River on the west.

Jim Jessup farmed several thousand acres on the prairie north of Grangeville, employing several farmhands who lived on his property.  One Saturday he and his whole crew, including their wives and children, gathered behind the barn to vaccinate the new dairy calves.  

About an hour into their project Jim asked, “Has anyone seen little Luis?”  

Someone answered, “I saw him in front of the barn about an hour ago.  

“I’ll go look for him.”  He came back a few minutes later and reported, “I didn’t see Luis anywhere!”  Everyone stopped what they were doing and frantically searched for three-year-old Luis.

They never found Luis that day, or any other day.  There were many theories about what happened to Luis, but most believed that little Luis wandered into the pig pen and was eaten by the voracious hogs.

Jim Jessup, devasted by the loss, quickly descended into a deep depression.  He sat in his rocker hours on end, looking out the window mourning their loss, unable to adjust to the tragedy.  One morning Jim’s wife got up and noticed that Jim wasn’t in his rocker.  “Has anyone seen Jim?” she asked her family.  

No one had that morning, so they quickly organized a search for Jim. A half hour later they found him in the big barn, wandering around, mumbling, looking for baling twine to hang himself. Miraculously, there was no twine to be found in the barn that morning.

Jim was led back to the house, where his brother in law Larry shared the hope that is in the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Jim surrendered his life to Jesus that day and slowly climbed out of the depression pit he had been mired in.  He later became an elder in the Cottonwood Community Church and was a tireless volunteer with the Gideons. 

Years later, when I was pastoring the Cottonwood Church, Jim called and asked if I could help with his haying the next day.  “Sure,” I answered, “Is it okay if I bring my son Jeremy with me?”  “No problem,” Jim replied.

Ten-year-old Jeremy and I arrived at Jim’s farm the next morning ready to work.  Jim pulled a large hay wagon with his tractor, I threw the hay bales onto the wagon, and Jeremy did what he could to stack the bales. As we moved from one pile of bales to another, I walked alongside the wagon and Jeremy sat on the tongue that covered the front wheel.  

When Jim came to a stop, Jeremy yelled, “Help, Dad!”  

Alarmed, I ran to the front of the hay wagon and saw Jeremy’s foot turned at a hideous angle, wedged inside of a
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