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a note from Joanna …

At the feet of Jesus.

I don’t know what those words do to your heart, but they stir something deep within me. My spirit longs for time with the Lord, but life often interferes. So many responsibilities to take care of. So many duties to be done.

Sitting at Jesus’s feet was a choice Mary had to make the day He came to her family’s home in Bethany (Luke 10:38–42). It is a choice you and I must make as well. Laying aside our busyness—even our busyness for God—so that we might focus our hearts on spending time alone with Him.

I hope you will find this devotional a helpful companion on your journey into God’s presence. I’ve interwoven excerpts from my three Bethany books: Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World, Having a Mary Spirit, and Lazarus Awakening. I’ve also included previously unpublished material that didn’t make it into my original books, each of which I’ve labeled “outtake.” A “Read and Reflect” section will help you dig into the life-changing Word of God for yourself, giving you opportunity to find the “better part” Mary enjoyed and the “one thing” I believe her sister Martha discovered as she received the rebuke of the Lord and found life for her soul.

Sprinkled throughout the year are “Going Deeper” sidebars to help you develop a daily quiet time, and in the back of the book you’ll find a unique one-year Bible reading guide that takes you back and forth between the Old Testament and the New (check out the downloadable format at www.becominghis.com). It is my prayer that you’ll fall in love with God’s Word in a brand-new way as you discover the message of grace woven throughout the Bible from beginning to end.

Down at the feet of Jesus. That’s where it all begins.
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	Lord Jesus, I give You my life.
I invite You to have Your way in me.
Take me and break me. Shake me and make me.
Fill me and spill me. Change me and rearrange me.
But whatever You do, Lord, don’t leave me the same.
Spirit of wisdom and revelation, I welcome Your work.
Open my eyes so I can see … my ears so I can hear …
I choose truth over comfort, challenge over complacency.
Lord, make me forever Yours.
And most of all, make me like You.
      Amen.
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I’ve always dreamed of being much more than I am. More organized, more disciplined, more loving … much more “much more,” if you know what I mean! Each January I set out on a new self-improvement program.

This year I’ll get in shape.

This year I’ll keep my house clean.

This year I’ll send out birthday cards. On time.

This year—really—I’ll be the loving, forgiving, obedient woman of God I long to be instead of the willful, stubborn, disobedient Christian I sometimes see staring back at me in the mirror.

All noble goals. Truth be told, I am much more at peace when my house is clean. And I believe that if you really love people, you ought to care enough to send the very best—or at least one of those ninety-nine-cent cards from Wal-Mart! And I know that genuine happiness only comes from living close to God and obeying Him.

I really do want to be different. I want to be changed.

As the saying goes, “There’s a skinny woman inside me just struggling to get out.” Unfortunately—as the saying continues—“I can usually sedate her with four or five cupcakes.”

Maybe you’ve discovered, as I have, that most New Year’s resolutions have little effect on day-to-day life except to add a burden of guilt and a feeling of failure. Continually striving, yet never arriving.

I’m so glad we have a Savior who loves us just as we are, but loves us too much to leave us that way. Jesus will do whatever it takes to return to us the glory of God that we were meant to reflect in the world. So that, through our lives, people might see who God really is.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Hebrews 4:14–16
REFLECT: What does it mean to know that you have a high priest who understands your weaknesses?
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Perhaps no passage of Scripture better describes the conflict we feel as women than the one we find in the gospel of Luke. Just mention the names Mary and Martha around a group of Christian women and you’ll get knowing looks and nervous giggles. We’ve all felt the struggle. We want to worship like Mary, but the Martha inside keeps bossing us around.

Here’s a refresher course in case you’ve forgotten the story. It’s the tale of two sisters. It’s the tale of you and me.


As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!”

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:38–42)



Instead of applauding Martha, Jesus gently rebukes her, telling her Mary has chosen “what is better.” Or, as another translation puts it, “Mary has chosen the better part” (NRSV).

“The better part?” Martha must have echoed incredulously.

“The better part!” I say to God in the midst of my own whirl of activity. “You mean there’s more? I have to do more?”

No, no, comes the answer to my tired heart. Jesus’s words in Luke 10 are incredibly freeing to those of us on the performance treadmill of life.

It isn’t “more” He requires of us.

In fact, it may be less.



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Matthew 23:1–4
REFLECT: What do you struggle with most—the burden of expectations put on you by others or those you put on yourself?
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I’ll never forget crying in the darkness one night many years ago. My husband was an associate pastor at a large church, and our lives were extremely busy. The size of the church meant there were always people in need. I would go to bed at night worried about all the things I didn’t accomplish and should have, about all the things I’d accomplished but not very well.

I remember clinging to my husband that night as he tried to comfort me. “What’s wrong, honey?” he asked, caressing my hair. But I couldn’t explain. I was completely overwhelmed.

The only thing that came out between sobs was a broken plea. “Tell me the good news,” I begged him. “I honestly can’t remember. Tell me the good news.”

Perhaps you have felt the same way. You’ve known the Lord your whole life, and yet you haven’t found the peace and fulfillment you’ve always longed for. So you’ve stepped up the pace, hoping that in offering more service, somehow you will merit more love.

Or perhaps you’ve withdrawn from service. You’ve gone the route I’ve described above and, frankly, you’ve had it. You’ve stopped volunteering, stopped saying yes. You’re out of the loop and glad for it. And yet the peace and quiet holds no peace and quiet. The stillness hasn’t led to the closer walk with God you’d hoped for, just a sense of resentment. You go to church; you go through the motions of worship, then leave and go home the same. And at night, sometimes you wonder, “What is the good news? Can someone tell me? I can’t remember.”

If you’re struggling to remember what makes the gospel so priceless, so precious, bring your questions to Jesus. You have a Savior who stands ready to share the good news of hope for your weary heart.



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Matthew 11:28
REFLECT: How would your life be different if you took Jesus up on His offer of rest?
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The good news is woven through the New Testament in a grace-filled strand that shines especially bright in the gospel stories of Mary and Martha. The message is this: salvation isn’t about what I do; it’s about what Jesus did.

The cross did more than pay for my sins; it set me free from the bondage of the “shoulds” and “if onlys” and “what might have beens.” And Jesus’s words to Martha are the words He wants to speak to your heart and mine: “You are worried and upset about many things, but only one thing is needed” (Luke 10:41–42).

The “one thing” is not found in doing more.

It’s found by sitting at His feet.

Catch that: Mary sat at His feet. She didn’t move a muscle. She listened. She didn’t come up with clever responses or a doctrinal thesis. Her gift was availability. (In the end, I believe that was Martha’s gift as well.)

The only requirement for a deeper friendship with God is showing up with a heart open and ready to receive. Jesus invites us to come and rest, to spend time with Him in Living Room Intimacy. Intimacy that allows us to be honest in our complaints, bold in our approach, and lavish in our love. Intimacy that allows us to hear our Father’s voice and discern our Father’s will. Intimacy that so fills us with His love and His nature that it spills out to our dry, thirsty world in Kitchen Service.

In the Living Room. That’s where it all begins. Down at His feet.



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Jeremiah 29:12–13
REFLECT: What does God promise will happen when we seek Him?
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Intimacy with God. What does it mean to you—and how do you achieve it? Is it some mystical level of consciousness attainable only by the deeply devout?

Some religions say that it is. According to Hinduism, a religion based on the karma of good works, one lifetime isn’t enough for the soul to achieve spiritual enlightenment. Hindu mathematicians calculate it takes 6.8 million rotations through reincarnation for justice to mete out enough punishment that it finally balances the wrongs we have done so that we can receive the ultimate spiritual level of nirvana.1

In the Far East, during religious festivals, men often have hooks inserted under the skin of their backs. These hooks are then tied to wagonloads of rocks, which the men drag through the streets, hoping to obtain forgiveness for their sins. In certain areas of Mexico, the devout crawl miles on their knees in pilgrimage.

All over the world, people go to unimaginable lengths to find God—which is sad when you consider the unimaginable lengths God has already gone to find us.

We don’t need millions of lifetimes in order to be pure enough to see God. We don’t need to stick hooks in our backs or tear the flesh off our knees in order to earn God’s favor.

All we really need is Jesus. For He is all the evidence we need. The Father actually wants us close and is willing to do whatever is necessary to make sure it happens.



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Romans 6:23
REFLECT: Consider the difference between a wage and a gift. What kind of gift does God offer?
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I imagine there must have been a quiet restlessness about Yahweh for some time. A far-off look now and then revealed a yearning, a longing. Almost a sadness. Perhaps, then, it wasn’t such a surprise when the Uncreated declared His desire to create.

“Let us make man in our image,” said the Creator, stooping down to fill His hands with dust. With great care the Eternal One shaped His work. Then, bending over, He gently breathed into the lifeless clay, and a man was created … then a woman. The two were handsome enough, the angels thought, though a bit ordinary, especially when measured against all that had been created before. Yet God seemed quite pleased.

Perhaps, the angels pondered, this creation had some special talent they were unaware of, some unique quality that would make them useful to the kingdom. So they waited to see these humans perform.

But soon it became evident that all God’s previous work—the soaring mountains, the lush green valleys, the glorious sunrises, and the watercolor sunsets—had been made for the pleasure and delight of man and woman, His last created works.

But not just for their pleasure. The shimmering world was a backdrop. A stage upon which the angels would watch creation’s true purpose unfold. For all of it had been made to facilitate God’s passionate pursuit of relationship with humankind.



—Lazarus Awakening


[image: ]READ: 1 Peter 2:9–10
REFLECT: How does it make you feel to realize you’ve been chosen by God?
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Perhaps you’ve never considered how much your heavenly Father longs to know you and be known by you. We’ve been told that we were born with a God-shaped hole—a spiritual vacuum that can’t be filled by anything or anyone except God Himself. But have you ever considered that God might have a you-shaped hole, an emptiness that only you can fill?

That’s the overarching implication of the biblical message. From the book of Genesis to the Song of Solomon, from Ecclesiastes to Malachi, from Matthew to Revelation, the entire Bible records an epic story of the ever-reaching, always-pursuing, tenaciously tender love of God. I appreciate the way The Message expresses Ephesians 1:4–8:


Long before he laid down earth’s foundations, [God] had us in mind, had settled on us as the focus of his love, to be made whole and holy by his love. Long, long ago he decided to adopt us into his family through Jesus Christ. (What pleasure he took in planning this!) He wanted us to enter into the celebration of his lavish gift-giving by the hand of his beloved Son.

Because of the sacrifice of the Messiah, his blood poured out on the altar of the Cross, we’re a free people—free of penalties and punishments chalked up by all our misdeeds. And not just barely free, either. Abundantly free! He thought of everything, provided for everything we could possibly need.



Amazing, isn’t it? God’s gifts are all ours, just waiting to be received. The riches of heaven, the love of our Father, and a Savior who’s obliterated the power of sin.



—Lazarus Awakening


[image: ]READ: Ephesians 1:4–8
REFLECT: Underline key phrases in these verses that speak most to you, then read these verses aloud, emphasizing those phrases.






Going Deeper

The Invitation



There is no more important question than the one asked by a Philippian jailer over two thousand years ago: “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30).

Jesus answered that question once and for all by taking the punishment for our sins upon Himself. We simply have to accept the free gift of salvation He offers. How do we do that? The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association outlines four steps for receiving Christ:


         • Admit your need. (I am a sinner.)

         • Be willing to turn from your sins (repent).

         • Believe that Jesus Christ died for you on the cross and rose from the grave.

         • Pray a prayer like this: Dear Lord Jesus, I know that I am a sinner, and I ask for Your forgiveness. I believe You died for my sins and rose from the dead. I turn from my sins and invite You to come into my heart and life. I want to trust and follow You as my Lord and Savior. In Your Name, amen.2



In John 1:12, the Bible promises that “to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” What an incredible offer! What an amazing gift.

We simply have to accept it. For Jesus has done everything else.



—Lazarus Awakening

And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.
ACTS 2:21
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After hearing several hundred sermons about Mary and Martha of Bethany and their story found in Luke 10:38–42, I assumed the meaning was fairly straightforward. Mary was the heroine. Martha was the villain. And, unfortunately, too much of the time I was Martha! I felt the Lord convicting me of my tendency to rush around, busy with “many things” while ignoring the “one thing” that was needed—to sit at Jesus’s feet.

But as I studied the rest of the sisters’ story in John 11 and 12, I discovered something so beautiful, so amazing, that I felt compelled to share it in Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World. For I saw two women change before my eyes, both of them experiencing a holy makeover when they encountered the living Lord.

Perhaps the most comforting thing I learned was that none of us has it all together. Even on our best days and with our best intentions, we all eventually blow it. We start out operating in our gifts and talents—excited to be serving the Messiah—only to have our efforts morph into a full-blown pity party when we don’t get enough help, or we aren’t appreciated, or someone else gets the attention we know we deserve.

But what stood out most to me was the fact that when Jesus scolded Martha about her busyness, He wasn’t condemning her efficiency and hard work or her can-do personality. He wasn’t telling her she had to be just like Mary to please Him. Jesus simply didn’t want Martha to be so caught up in Kitchen Service for Him that she missed out on the joy of Living Room Intimacy with Him.

Jesus offers the same invitation to you and me today.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Luke 10:38–42
REFLECT: Which sister do you relate to most, and why?
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The story is told of a man who met God in a lovely valley one day.3 “Is there anything I can do for You?” the man asked.

“Yes, there is,” God said. “I have a wagon with three stones in it, and I need someone to pull it up the hill for Me. Are you willing?”

“Yes, I’d love to do something for You. Those stones don’t look very heavy, and the wagon’s in good shape. I’d be happy to do that.”

God gave the man specific instructions, sketching a map in the dust at the side of the road. “Go through the woods and up the road that winds up the side of the hill. Once you get to the top, just leave the wagon there. Thank you for your willingness to help Me today.”

“No problem!” the man replied and set off cheerfully. The wagon pulled a bit behind him, but the burden was an easy one. What a joy to be able to help the Lord, he thought, enjoying the beautiful day.

Just around the third bend, he walked into a small village. A man there asked what he was doing. “Well, God gave me a job this morning. I’m delivering these three stones to the top of the hill.”

“My goodness! I was just praying this morning about how I was going to get this rock to the top of the mountain,” the man told him. “Could you take it up there for me? It would be such an answer to prayer.”

The man said, “Of course. I don’t suppose God would mind. Just put it with the other stones.” Then he set off with three stones and a rock rolling behind him.…



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Galatians 6:2
REFLECT: As Christians, what are we called to do?
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 … The wagon seemed a bit heavier. The man could feel the jolt of each bump, and the wagon seemed to pull to one side a bit. The man stopped to adjust the load as he sang a hymn of praise, pleased to be helping out a brother as he served God. He soon reached another small village where a good friend lived.

“You’re going to the top of the hill?” his oldest friend asked.

“Yes! I am so excited. Can you imagine, God gave me something to do!”

“Hey!” said his friend. “I need this bag of pebbles taken up. I’ve been so worried that it might not get taken care of since I haven’t any time to do it myself. But you could fit it in right between the three stones here in the middle.” With that, he placed his burden in the wagon.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” the man said. “I think I can handle it.” He waved good-bye and began to pull the wagon back onto the road.

The wagon was definitely tugging on his arm now, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. As he started up the incline, he began to feel the weight of the three stones, the rock, and the pebbles. Certainly God would be proud of how energetic and helpful he’d been.

One little stop followed another, and the wagon grew fuller and fuller. The sun was hot above the man pulling it, and his shoulders ached with the strain. The songs of praise and thanksgiving that had filled his heart had long since left his lips as resentment began to build inside. Surely this wasn’t what he had signed up for that morning. God had given him a burden heavier than he could bear.…



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Matthew 11:29–30
REFLECT: How does Jesus describe the yoke and burden He invites us to share?
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 … The wagon lumbered and swayed over the ruts in the road. Frustrated, the man wanted to give up. “This is it!” he fumed as the load of obligations collided with the back of his legs. “Oh God,” he wailed. “I thought You were behind this trip, but I am overcome by the heaviness of it. You’ll have to get someone else to do it.”

As he prayed, God came to his side. “Sounds like you’re having a hard time,” God said as He looked into the wagon. “What is this?” He held up the bag of pebbles.

“That belongs to John, my good friend. He didn’t have time to bring it up himself. I thought I would help.”

“And this?” God tumbled two pieces of shale over the side of the wagon as the man tried to explain. God continued to unload the wagon, removing both light and heavy items. They dropped to the ground, the dust swirling up around them. The man who had hoped to help God grew silent.

“If you will be content to let others take their own burdens,” God told him, “I will help you with your task.”

“But I promised I would help! I can’t leave these things lying here.”

“Let others shoulder their own belongings,” God said gently. “I know you were trying to help, but when you are weighted down with all these cares, you cannot do what I have asked of you.”

The man jumped to his feet, suddenly realizing the freedom God was offering. “You mean I only have to take the three stones after all?” he asked.

“That is what I asked you to do.” God smiled. “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light. I will never ask you to carry more than I will give you the strength to bear.”



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Galatians 6:2–5
REFLECT: What burden-bearing insight do these verses provide when considered together?




[image: ]

Nothing is harder to bear than a burden we’re not called to carry. While God does call us to bear one another’s burdens, He has not asked us to step in and do what people are not willing to do themselves. And while there are many needs, God has not asked us to meet every one.

In fact we, like Martha, may be surprised by how little God actually requires.

When my friend Tricia started feeling overwhelmed by her too-busy life, she and her husband, John, decided to dump some rocks from their overloaded wagons. Here’s the simple process they followed. Maybe you’ll find it helpful, too.

1. They made a list of all the activities they were involved in (children, work, church, etc.).

2. They prayed over and prioritized the activities as to importance, assigning each one a number from one to four.

3. Then they eliminated all the fours.

While this process may sound overly simplistic, it really helped John and Tricia lighten their load. “It was hard to see things we enjoyed go out the door!” Tricia says. “But the freedom and the peace we’ve gained have been more than worth it.”

Can you imagine how your perspective—not to mention your life!—would change if your own load were lightened? How much more energy you would have for the things that matter most—especially more time with Jesus?



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: Proverbs 16:9
REFLECT: Take a moment and make a list of the things that are currently in your wagon. Then, with this verse in mind, ask God what should stay and what should go.
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In his book First Things First, Stephen Covey tells the story of a man teaching a time-management seminar. In order to make a point, the man picked up some fist-sized rocks and put them in a wide-mouthed gallon jar. Then he looked out at the class and asked, “Is the jar full?”

Some of the students blurted out, “Yes.” The teacher laughed gently and said, “No, it’s not.” He pulled out a bucket of pea gravel and began to pour it in the jar. The class watched as the pea gravel filtered down between the rocks until it reached the top.

“Now, is the jar full?”

The class was a bit reticent to answer. After all, they’d been wrong before. The man poured a bucket of sand down among the pea gravel and the large rocks. He shook the jar gently to let the sand settle, then added more. He asked again, “Is the jar full?” They said, “Probably not.”

Now the teacher poured a pitcher of water in the jar. It filtered down until it was running over. “Is the jar full?” the time-management consultant asked. The class answered, “We think it is.”

“Okay, class,” he said. “What is the lesson in this visual aid?”

Somebody said, “No matter how busy your life is, there is always room for more!”

“No,” the teacher said as the class broke into laughter. “That’s not it! The point is this: if you don’t put the big rocks in first you’ll never get them in later.”4

It sounds like the same point Jesus made when He said, “Seek first his kingdom … and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).



—Having a Mary Heart


[image: ]READ: 2 Chronicles 1:7–12
REFLECT: What did Solomon set as his highest priority, and what was the result of that choice?
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Getting God’s love from our heads to our hearts may be the most difficult—yet the most important—thing we ever attempt to do.

“I need to talk,” Lisa whispered in my ear. A committed Christian with a deep passion for the Lord, my friend had tears pooling in her dark eyes.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said, as she looked down at her feet. “I could go to the worst criminal, look them in the eye, and tell them, ‘Jesus loves you!’ and mean it from the bottom of my heart.

“But, Joanna,” she said, gripping my hand, “I can’t seem to look in the mirror and convince myself.”

I’d felt that same terrible disconnect early in my walk with the Lord. Hoping He loved me but never really knowing for sure. Sadly, I’ve heard a sense of lonely detachment echoed by hundreds of women I’ve talked to around the country. Beautiful women. Plain women. Strong Christian women, deep in the Word and active in their church, as well as women brand new to their faith. Personal attributes or IQs seem to matter little. Whether they were raised in a loving home or an abusive situation, it doesn’t seem to change what one friend calls an epidemic among Christian women (and many men as well): a barren heart condition I call love-doubt.

“Jesus loves me—this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”5 Many of us have sung the song since we were children. But do we really believe it? Or has Christ’s love remained more of a fairy tale than a reality we’ve experienced for ourselves in the only place we can really know for sure?

Our hearts.



—Lazarus Awakening


[image: ]READ: Romans 5:6–8
REFLECT: Describe what God has done to prove His love for you.




[image: ]

Because Satan hates God so much, he hates God’s children. His favorite pastime is whispering lies to us. Lies that tell us we’re enough on our own … or that God could never love us.

And—the worst lie of all—the insinuation that our transformation itself is a fairy tale.

For Satan loves to twist our salvation stories and insist that, while for a moment our pumpkins may have become carriages and our rags glistening gowns, midnight has tolled, and it’s time we face reality. He insists we’re nothing more than barefoot Cinderellas, beggar girls trying to find our way back home, with no happily-ever-after to close our stories and no handsome Prince to call our own. That no matter how we wish and hope and dream, we will never experience lasting change. Not here on this earth, at any rate.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Yet that doesn’t change the fact that many of us are living far more like paupers than princesses. Like slave girls rather than daughters of the King.

I read an unsettling statistic reported by researcher George H. Gallup Jr. According to his poll, while 42 percent of Americans claim to be born-again Christians, only 10 percent of those polled can point to a transforming encounter with Christ.6

In other words, nine out of ten Christians report that, while they may be going to heaven, nothing much has changed for them here on earth. They may have secured an eternal fire-insurance policy, but they haven’t experienced the life change Christ came to give. And while occasionally they may get spiritual warm fuzzies, they can’t point to any noticeable reconstruction going on in their lives.

I know I’ve felt like that before. But perhaps instead of focusing on how far we have yet to go, we should spend a little more time looking back. Gratefully considering how far God has brought us by His sweet, sustaining grace.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Psalm 77:11–12
REFLECT: List the changes you’ve experienced over the years, no matter how small. Give thanks and welcome God’s continued work.




[image: ]

I’ve come to realize that Satan is not nearly as disappointed at losing me from his kingdom as he is determined to keep me from being effective in God’s kingdom. If Satan can’t make me fall away from God’s grace, he will do everything he can to keep me from fully embracing God’s grace. Satan wants me—and he wants you!—to be so constantly preoccupied with what we’re not that we never get around to realizing all that God is. Our enemy wants to keep us so consumed with our inadequacies that we never get around to appropriating the love and transforming power God has made available to us through His Son.

And in reality, when you look at all the evidence, Satan is right. Because of the Fall, we are unworthy of salvation. Unlikely candidates for anything but destruction. Wanting to do what is right one minute only to do what is wrong the next (Romans 7:15). The only appropriate response we—like Paul—can give is an anguished cry: “Oh, what a miserable person I am!” (verse 24, NLT).

But then Paul continues. “Thank God!” he writes in verse 25 (NLT). “The answer is in Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Woohoo! Preach it, brother! I love a happy ending.

The trouble is, Paul doesn’t end the verse there. Instead, he reiterates that, though in our hearts and minds we want to obey God’s laws, our “sinful nature” makes us slaves to sin.

Wait a minute! Let’s go back to the victory-in-Jesus part. I thought we were new creations when we got saved. I thought the old had gone and the new had come (2 Corinthians 5:17). I thought we’d signed on for a holy makeover.

Well, yes, we are. And, yes, it has. And, yes, you did.

But Flesh Woman doesn’t know it yet.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: 2 Corinthians 5:17
REFLECT: Write this verse on a note card, and place it where you can declare it out loud several times a day. Memorize it and make it a part of your arsenal when the enemy attacks.




[image: ]

It’s a shock, I tell you. I had no idea she lived inside of me. For a very nice, exceptionally sweet (well, sometimes) Christian girl like me to have the likes of her not only as a neighbor but as an actual roommate, well, the discovery was nearly more than I could bear. “You have to leave,” I told her. But she simply ignored my efforts to evict her.

Finally, I had to face the truth. Though I’d heard it said and read it in the Bible, the complete reality of my predicament hit me for the first time.

Paul was right. “In me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing” (Romans 7:18, KJV).

My sister, Linda, knew it all along. “They all think you’re so wonderful,” she sneered when we were teens, her blue eyes narrowing. “If they only knew what you’re really like.”

My sister had me. I knew she was right. The way I lived at home didn’t always match up with my at-church-and-out-in-public persona. Cross me at church and I did my best to be nice about it. Cross me at home—and watch out! I turned into an Emmy award–winning drama queen. Whining. Complaining. Fighting for my rights. Insisting everyone follow my agenda.

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve been—I mean, seen!

Not that I meant to be a hypocrite. Nor did I set out purposely to deceive. It was just so hard lining up what I knew I ought to be with what I actually was. My heart agreed with God’s law, but other parts of me seemed to have a rebellious streak.

All I could do was pray that the outside world never found out what I was really like. Because I wasn’t certain I could be any different.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Psalm 51:10
REFLECT: Where do you sense the biggest disconnect between what you want to be and what you are? Read this verse out loud as a prayer.




[image: ]

I’ll never forget the relief I felt when we studied Romans 7 in youth group one night. The apostle Paul writes:


I don’t understand myself at all, for I really want to do what is right, but I don’t do it. Instead, I do the very thing I hate. I know perfectly well that what I am doing is wrong, and my bad conscience shows that I agree that the law is good. But I can’t help myself, because it is sin inside me that makes me do these evil things.

I know I am rotten through and through so far as my old sinful nature is concerned. No matter which way I turn, I can’t make myself do right. I want to, but I can’t. When I want to do good, I don’t. And when I try not to do wrong, I do it anyway. But if I am doing what I don’t want to do, I am not really the one doing it; the sin within me is doing it.

It seems to be a fact of life that when I want to do what is right, I inevitably do what is wrong. I love God’s law with all my heart. But there is another law at work within me that is at war with my mind.… Who will free me from this life that is dominated by sin? (Romans 7:15–24, NLT 1996)



Finally! Someone had put into words the wretched wrestling I had felt in my heart for so long. It was as if two people lived inside of me—one bad, one good. As if I were caught in an unholy tug of war, the outcome of which felt strangely like a matter of life or death.

Because, of course, it was.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Romans 7:24–8:4
REFLECT: List what Christ came to do, according to Romans 8:1–4.

How does that reality change your perspective toward your sinful nature?




[image: ]

Whether we realize it or not, we all have a little Dr. Jekyll and Ms. Hyde going on inside. No matter how sweet and compliant we may seem, we all feel the influence of Flesh Woman—that unholy roommate Paul identifies in Romans 7:18: “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells” (NKJV). Flesh Woman lives inside all of us. She’s that contrary, rebellious, incredibly self-centered version of ourselves who shows up when things don’t go the way we planned and life seems habitually unfair.

I must warn you, however, that on the surface Flesh Woman doesn’t always appear so bad. Instead of wearing leather and tattoos, my Flesh Woman prefers lace and carefully coiffured hair. She goes to great lengths to be respectable because she feeds on people’s praise and applause.

You see, Flesh Woman doesn’t need dark alleys and smoky bars to work her worst. I’m discovering she may flourish most in religious surroundings, carefully disguised in church-lady clothes.

You know the kind of outfits I mean. The critical attitude we call discernment. The righteous indignation we use to justify our not-so-righteous anger. The flattery we pour on in order to secure coveted positions. The false humility in which we cloak ourselves while secretly hoping to be admired.

Unfortunately, we rarely pause to wonder if what we’re doing is wrong, for it feels so right. And that’s just as Flesh Woman wants it to be. For if you were to pull off her mask, you’d know what she’s really up to. Her main goal is not your benefit, but her power base. Though Flesh Woman would never admit it, she’s determined to do whatever it takes to remain in control of your life.



—Having a Mary Spirit


[image: ]READ: Galatians 5:17–21
REFLECT: What “acts of the sinful nature” are listed in verses 19–21? What other less obvious acts does your Flesh Woman seem to enjoy?




[image: ]

The battlefield is the mind when it comes to the enemy’s attempt to derail our Christianity, so I’m learning to train my mind for battle by practicing the following disciplines:


1. Take every thought captive (2 Corinthians 10:5). Try not to let your mind wander indiscriminately. If the thought takes you away from God, consciously bring it to Jesus and leave it there.

2. Resist vain imaginations (Romans 1:21, KJV). When you feel yourself getting caught up in a cycle of fear, worry, or regret, stop! Consciously rein in your imagination, and shift your focus to Christ as the source of your peace (Isaiah 26:3).

3. Refuse to agree with the devil. When thoughts of condemnation or fear come to mind, remind yourself that God is bigger than your biggest problem and stronger than your greatest weakness (Philippians 4:13).

4. Bless those who curse you (Luke 6:26–28). If you carry a grudge in your heart, it will consume your mind. When resentment arises against someone, begin praying for, not against, that person.

5. Renew your mind with the Word of God (Romans 12:2; Ephesians 5:26). Get into the Word daily, and allow it to transform your thinking. Find a scripture that speaks to your particular situation, then memorize it.

6. Speak truth to yourself (John 8:32). Consciously counter demeaning self-talk and other negative ideas by repeating God’s truth to yourself. Declare what you know to be greater than what you feel.

7. Develop an attitude of gratitude. Purposefully think about things that are of “good report” (Philippians 4:8, KJV). Make a list if you need to. Don’t give voice to negativity. Instead, declare out loud your thankfulness to God (1 Thessalonians 5:18).





—Lazarus Awakening


[image: ]READ: Philippians 4:8
REFLECT: Write the above verse on a card. Consider memorizing it as a checklist for your thought life.




[image: ]

Of all the gifts we mortals try to offer, the only thing God really wants is a companion—a counterpart like the one He created for Adam. Someone to share life with, both the laughter and the tears. Someone to love who chooses to love Him in return.

I think that’s why Jesus was so attracted to the home and family He found in Bethany. With Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, Jesus could be Himself. Though there was never anything false about Christ—no pretense or facade put on for the public—it must have been nice to have an oasis, a place where little was required except His presence. After being constantly surrounded by so many people needing so many things, to simply relax in Martha’s home must have been a treat, especially when Martha finally learned to do the same!

While I’m sure Jesus enjoyed her cooking and the family’s hospitality, I believe something more drew the Bread of Life to the family’s table. It was the open arms of three people who received the Lord unreservedly and loved Him without demand, meeting the gift of His acceptance with their own.

I’ve always prayed that my heart would be a Bethlehem, a place for Christ to be birthed afresh and anew every day. But I’m beginning to pray that it would also be a Bethany, a safe place for God to lay His head, a haven in the midst of a needy world where Christ can come and be ministered unto rather than always ministering to.



—Outtake from Lazarus Awakening


[image: ]READ: Jeremiah 24:7
REFLECT: Describe what God wants to give us and how the gift He offers could change your life.
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