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      For my OMF colleagues in Taiwan, Australia, and around the fellowship.

      

      How good is the God we adore!

      Our faithful, unchangeable friend:

      his love is as great as his pow'r

      and knows neither measure nor end.

      

      For Christ is the first and the last;

      his Spirit will guide us safe home;

      We'll praise him for all that is past

      and trust him for all that's to come.
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      Once upon a time there was an ordinary girl who grew up to be an ordinary woman. She had no outstanding talents but was a good all-rounder. 

      Her emotions went up and down based on what others thought about her, or even worse, what she thought they thought! Her day could be ruined by an insensitive person saying something like, “Have you put on any weight?” This meant that she constantly felt uncomfortable in public. She had no spare energy to serve others because she was too busy looking at herself.

      Her mind was filled with a running commentary. “How could anyone love you?” Or, “You’re not special or worth much.”

      This ordinary girl was crippled by low self-esteem and fear. Her ministry to others was limited because so much of her emotional energy was directed internally.

      That very ordinary person was me. It wasn’t until I was about twenty-six that I began to learn the lessons in this book. I am still a beginner in many areas and have a long way to go, as anyone who knows me well could tell you, but I wish that someone had explained these issues to me far earlier and spared me much pain.

      Perhaps God knew I wasn’t ready to absorb these lessons any earlier. I want to share with you some of what I have learned in the hope that you too will be spared unnecessary pain, and will become the men and women that God intends you to be. Living a life that cares more about God’s glory and concerns than your own; living a life of selfless service to others instead of trying to make yourself feel better.

      If you struggle with issues like fear, doubt, worry, low self-esteem, or discouragement, then this book was written for you.

      This book is being produced to accompany my fourth novel and flesh out some of the issues raised in that story.1

      What this book is not:

      • This book is not intended to be a comprehensive discussion of every issue and temptation that someone might face. Rather, it intends to explain the principles and illustrate them by applying them to some of the common problems people encounter. Even if your specific issue is not covered in this book, you should be able to understand the principles and apply them to your particular situation.

      • This book is not intended to be a deep theological textbook. Instead, it is intended to be a book that is accessible to the average Christian.

      A word of caution

      Practical books like this one can be dangerous, as it is all too easy to see them as self-help books, as though, if someone does what is suggested then they’ll be a nicer person and have a better life. 

      It is important from the outset to emphasize that the Bible is not a self-help book. It wasn’t written so that you can know how to change yourself and be a more useful human being. It doesn’t work if you just dip into it and choose the bits you want for yourself and ignore the rest.

      The Bible is neither a talisman to ward off evil, nor a text to be applied like a formula. The Bible is about an awesome God who is concerned with the relationship between Himself and us, His creations. It introduces the God who creates us and wants us to be His children, delighting in Him. Along with everything else that God gives us, is the freedom to choose to love Him as our Father and to serve Him as our King. Tragically, we reject Him as King, placing the crown on our own head, thereby stealing both His job and His glory.

      All the problems listed in this book—fear, anger, guilt, depression—come because we’ve rejected God. For without God, we cut ourselves off from the source of life. We find ourselves dead, the very way we are in fact born—a situation we intrinsically find hard to accept. Unless we accept God’s diagnosis of our problem, we will continue treating the Bible as a self-help book, and will grow frustrated when it fails to work.

      We are rebellious. Rebels against God and we desperately need a savior. Only God can raise the dead and we are indeed dead, spiritually dead. As we come to understand, in our limited human way, some of what God did for us in sending the Savior, Jesus, and allowing Him to die in our place and take our shame, we will beg God for His forgiveness and mercy.

      Once we join God’s family, we are promised many gifts but one of them is that we will be “a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). We can call on Christ to change us. It is then that the Bible’s teaching will be of use to us. God changes His children, so that we become ever more what we should be.

      Thus, I urge you right at the beginning, do not deceive yourself that you can be improved without the radical transformation of heart that only Jesus can bring. We cannot change without accepting Jesus as our Savior. If you aren’t clear on this point, you may find it helpful to look at some of the following resources before continuing with this book.

      
        	A Fresh Start by John Chapman2

        	www.storyingtheScriptures.com has a set of Bible overview historical stories that will take you through from Creation to Jesus’ death and resurrection.

        	Christianity Explored - this is a course, but also includes online resources.3

        	Uncovering the Life of Jesus by Rebecca Manley Pippert4

      

    

    
      
      

      1 Grace in the Desert, was published in June, 2020. The plan is for there to be six novels eventually, all Australian contemporary Christian fiction. At the back of this book is a list of all the novels and their details. 

      

      2 John Chapman, A Fresh Start (Sydney: Matthias Media, 1997).

      

      3 Rico Tice and Barry Cooper, Christianity Explored (Epsom, Surrey: The Good Book Company/CE, 2016).

      https://www.christianityexplored.org/

      

      4 Rebecca Manley Pippert, Uncovering the life of Jesus (Epsom: The Good Book Company, 2015).
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      When someone becomes a Christian, they join a battle. Not a physical battle but a spiritual one. A battle between the habits, desires, and values of our old lifestyle and the new lifestyle that comes because we are now children of God. It is a battle for our hearts and minds. A battle for our desires, emotions, and thoughts.

      Ephesians 6 contains the most well-known passage in the Bible about spiritual warfare.

      The passage starts,

      
        
        Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand (Eph. 6:10–13).

        

      

      Let’s first consider some of the facts about our situation.

      1. We are at war

      Paul, the writer of Ephesians, was a realist, so he starts by reminding us that we are in a battle. Not an earthly battle but a spiritual one. Therefore, the enemies, arena, and weapons are all spiritual rather than earthly.

      Many Christians seem unaware that they are in a battle. Some may not even believe in the existence of the enemy. Is it any wonder that they are often defeated in their daily lives?  

      2. We have an enemy

      Our main enemy is named in Ephesians 6 as the devil. In Scripture, he has many other names and each name reveals something about his character. Satan (meaning “the adversary”), Lucifer (“morning star”) and Beelzebub (perhaps “Lord of the flies,” or “Lord of dung”) (Matt. 10:25, 12:24, 12:27).1 General terms are also given such as “prince of this world” (John 14:30), or “ruler of the kingdom of the air” (Eph. 2:2).

      There are both numerous references to Satan (as though to prevent us from forgetting him) and brief comments (as though to keep him in his place, far inferior to God). In contrast to Eastern philosophical theories such as yin-yang, God and Satan are not equal and opposite forces.2 The Bible always presents Satan as a created being, who is vanquished by God.

      Ephesians 6 tells us that Satan and his followers (called demons or evil spirits in the rest of the Bible) are rulers and powers of a dark and evil, spiritual world. They are not imaginary but have power, and are a real threat to the unprepared. The rest of the Bible gives us more clues about Satan. As in any battle, the better we know our enemy, the better we can resist him.

      The Bible makes clear that God is the only uncreated being. The spiritual powers, known as angels, were created by God to serve him. Like humans, angels seem to have been given free will, and there are hints that Satan used his free will to rebel against God, thus becoming both evil and God’s enemy.3 Since then, Satan has been out to destroy God’s plans and holds a special hostility for God’s people. He is described as the enemy who “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). As the enemy of God, Satan hates seeing us joyful and prayerful and sharing the gospel with others. Instead he tries to bind us (2 Tim. 2:26), making us captive to his will and seeking to blind us to spiritual realities (2 Cor. 4:4).

      Satan’s Weapons4

      Satan has various weapons at his disposal and he uses them frequently. Over the millennia, he has stuck with the same weapons because humans fall for them so easily.

      a) Lies and Deceit

      In John 8:44, Jesus says about Satan,

      
        
        …there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.

        

      

      Some of Satan’s most successful deceptions mix truth and falsehood because a little truth makes it harder for us to discern the lie.

      Satan is described as one who “masquerades as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). Don’t be surprised if his lies sound good and even appear to be the right thing to do.

      b) Fear

      Satan roars and appears threatening, and we are reduced to a quaking jelly of fear unable to go forward or obey the Lord (1 Pet. 5:8).

      c) Doubt

      In the Garden of Eden, the serpent said to Eve,

      
        
        Did God really say, “You must not eat from any tree in the garden” (Gen. 3:1)?

        

      

      He wanted Eve to doubt that God was really good and cared about her. Of course, the serpent knew only one tree was forbidden to Adam and Eve but the way he asked the question implied that God is unfair and tyrannical. The seed of doubt was planted and began to do its work. Doubting God’s goodness, justice, or power is a favorite Satanic trick. Once doubt sets in, we can feel more justified more in rebelling against God and refusing to do what He says.

      3. War is normal for Christians

      Returning to Ephesians 6, we see that it is the normal Christian experience to be in a spiritual battle. Indeed, we’re thrown into this battle the moment we choose to follow Jesus as our King. Jesus repeatedly warned his disciples of this. If we choose to follow Jesus, then the world will hate us.5

      
        
        If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own…If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also…They will treat you this way because of my name, for they do not know the one who sent me (John 15:18–21).

        

      

      Satan hates us changing allegiance from darkness to light. He will do anything to bring us back to the darkness and to see God’s plans destroyed. We will be actively persecuted, ridiculed, and bypassed because we follow Jesus, the crucified One who was rejected as Lord and Savior.

      The difficulty is that a spiritual battle often doesn’t seem real. This can be for several reasons. Firstly, we might appear so much like a non-Christian in our values that Satan doesn’t waste his time making us aware of the battle. He might just lull us to sleep and hope we drift back into his side of the war. If we aren’t actively seeking to read God’s Word, relying on God in prayer, living as a follower of Jesus, and sharing our faith with others, Satan has little reason to fear us.

      Secondly, we might be unaware of Satan and his work. If we do not know the Bible well enough we can be unaware of spiritual conflicts. We might even falsely attribute things that happen in our lives to being “coincidence.”

      Paul’s words remind us that if we follow Jesus, then we’re automatically at war whether we want to be or not and whether we’re aware of it or not. However, Paul doesn’t leave us with this bad news; he informs us of our responsibility and how we can fight the war.

      4. We have been given all we need for this war

      There is a constant repetition in Ephesians 6 that the armor we are to wear is the “armor of God” (vv. 11, 13) and that it is God’s strength and resources that we are using (v. 10). This concept is key to the passage. Unless we do things God’s way, we will never see the deep change that is needed. Superficial change will always be exposed as a sham when we come under pressure. It would be like trying to place a band-aid over measles spots. In the short term, a band-aid might cover the existing sore, but it doesn’t deal with the underlying infection.

      The Bible says from beginning to end that our disease is terminal. Spiritually, we are dead when we are born (Eph. 2:1) despite our ability to cry, move and drink milk.6 It is only Jesus who can forgive our past, give us new life, and then give us the strength to resist Satan. Before coming to God’s new life, we just gave in to Satan because our nature was already twisted in his direction from birth.

      In the same way that many people are tempted to think we can save ourselves, we can easily start to rely on ourselves again as we continue on as a Christian. Our ability to resist Satan is totally dependent on the armor that God gives us as a free gift. Like the other free gifts we received when we were adopted as God’s children, the armor was graciously and gladly given. We don’t need to beg God for His protection and we can’t earn it in any way.

      Grace is so foreign to our nature that we should not be surprised if we struggle for our whole life to understand it. God’s grace comes as a gift that is free to us, but that gift is incredibly costly to God.

      5. We are responsible to use the weapons  

      If we look at the commands noted previously in the Ephesians 6 passage, we get a sense of what our responsibilities are in this war:

      
        
        Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so…you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes (v. 10-11, emphasis added).

        

      

      And verses 13–19,

      
        
        Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.

        Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.

        In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.

        And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the Lord’s people. 

        Pray also for me, that whenever I speak, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel.

        

      

      Paul repeats the commands as though to drum them into our heads. There seems to be three major kinds of commands: to stand firm, to put on various pieces of armor, and to pray.

      a) To stand

      At least five times, Paul tells us that we are to stand. There is no mention of advancing and conquering Satan. Defeating Satan is beyond our power; it is Jesus’ role. In fact, Satan has already been defeated through Jesus’ death and resurrection. The resurrection was the reversal of death and it announced Satan’s defeat. The devil’s major weapon (death and the fear of it) was smashed when Jesus rose from the dead. Satan is a defeated enemy and so we are told to stand on the victory that Jesus has already won. We can stand with confidence knowing that Satan has no power over us if we choose to trust Jesus’ past victory on our behalf.

      You might ask, “If Satan was defeated at the cross, why does he still seem so powerful and active?” Good question. It is like what happens when you spray a cockroach. When the spray hits the cockroach, you might initially think that the aerosol is a special cockroach energizer! For a few minutes, the cockroach runs around furiously and scares everyone. Suddenly, it lies on its back, wriggles its legs and then is still. Dead! Although for a short time, it might appear even more energetic, experience tells us that it will inevitably die. The battle against Satan is rather similar. The resurrection of Jesus guaranteed that Satan’s end is certain. But until that end, Satan seems even more energetic in his desire to destroy God’s plans and His creation.

      We do not need to fear. If we stand on God’s promises found in the Bible, we are secure. Satan cannot harm those who trust Jesus no matter how much Satan tries to convince us that he is as dangerous as a lion. As the Bible tells us, it is Jesus who is the Lion of Judah (Rev. 5:5) and in comparison, Satan is a mere pussycat. Note that the 1 Peter 5:8 passage says he “prowls around like a roaring lion,” not that he is a lion. However, if Satan can convince us he is a lion, then he can win a victory over us.

      b) To put on the armor

      Secondly, we are told to put on various pieces of armor. Although we have been given the armor, some of us put it away in a cupboard and forget about it. Others figuratively leave it in a pile on the ground where it rusts from lack of use. Perhaps some just polish it and admire it, hoarding it as a treasure they never use. But God provided us with the armor both because He knew we would need it, and because He intends us to use it.

      So, although we all have the same armor and thus all the resources we need to stand firm against Satan, we must choose to put on the armor and to stand against Satan. Sadly, many choose (whether actively or passively) not to put on their armor and therefore they are not protected from Satan’s lies and doubts. They believe what he says and regularly fall into the sins of worry, doubt, and fear.

      We are also urged to put on all the armor of God and not just the pieces that appeal to us. All of it is needed if we are to stand firm.

      c) To pray

      Paul urges us to pray,

      
        
        On all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests...always keep on praying for all the Lord’s people (v. 18, emphasis added).  

        

      

      This is prayer that is laboring for others as we pray for all Christians, all the time, and with every kind of prayer. It is not the sort of lackadaisical prayer that we mumble before we fall asleep, but fervent prayer offered when we are most alert. It is prayer that knows we are involved in a battle and that prayer is effective. It is prayer that is Biblically-based and not just an airy-fairy “bring world peace.” It is the specific, confident prayer of someone who knows their heavenly Father and who sees the spiritual situation clearly.

      This prayer is to be “in the Spirit.” John Stott comments that our prayer is to be “prompted and guided” by the Holy Spirit.7 The Holy Spirit convinces us of both the urgent need for prayer and then guides us how to pray in each situation. Prayer in the Spirit will be soaked in Scripture and its principles. It will include both praise to God and a claiming of the promises that are found in Scripture.  

      Paul also asks the Ephesian Christians to pray that he will have the courage to share the gospel as fearlessly as he should. Were the Ephesians surprised by Paul’s prayer request? Did they, like us, place Paul on a pedestal and assume he was never afraid of preaching the gospel? After all, this was the man who had shared the gospel with the Ephesians and had gone to prison for sharing it. Surely he must have conquered fear!

      How encouraging it must have been to discover that the great missionary evangelist still struggled with fear and valued their prayers for him. Paul knew that even the best evangelists still struggle with the same fear that they experienced the first time they shared their faith.

      

      Reflection Questions:

      1. How often do you remember that you are in a spiritual battle?

      2. What dulls people to this reality?

      3. Which of the five facts are you most likely to forget? Why?

      4. Which of the five facts speaks to you? Why?

      5. What would help drive these truths into your life?

      You might learn a Bible story and meditate on its truths.8 For
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