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Part I: The Holy Father

			And yet, O Lord, you are our Father.
We are the clay, and you are the potter. 
We all are formed by your hand. —Isaiah 64:8, NLT

			See what great love the Father has lavished upon us, 

			that we should be called the children of God!

			And that is what we are!

			The reason the world did not know us

			is that it did not know him.

			—1 John 3:1

		


		
			Chapter 1

			OMG! Look at This!

			You could feel it in the wind. The swirling maple leaves confirmed it. The sky, already crowded with its shifting cumulus peaks, soon morphed into a patched olive-green hybrid. Thunder rolled in the distance, first in low octaves, then louder. Heaven’s overhead canopy darkened and descended. A crash, then a flash of jagged light bolted from it. Funneling from the west, the clouds wove together into what appeared to be one shifting heaven-to-earth exclamation point. Robins, sparrows, and wrens hushed. Squirrels burrowed. Silence settled as the wind propelled the sky’s swiveling mass. An eerie moan erupted in the distance. Much closer a siren wailed. Yes, a tornado pivoted its way toward us. Sky-God, as primitives called Him, exploded His wrath into yet another midwestern April.

			Sometimes in fear, sometimes in wonder, many of us first glimpse creation’s power by looking up. Occasionally the Master of Intelligent Design shows off. Imagine the awe those living in Changchun City, Jilin Province, China, felt when they looked up and saw three suns, surrounded by a rainbow, after a heavy snow on Saturday, January 8, 2011. The smallest sun radiated red and yellow light, while the middle sun mimicked a diamond with each corner glowing translucence. According to meteorological experts, a three-sun sky is actually a special form of halo called a “mock sun,” which is formed from the refraction of ice crystals.1 My belief is that only the triune God described in the Holy Bible can combine such intense cold with such intense heat to unite an atmospheric trinity crowned with a halo.

			The Beginning

			Nature displays creation’s science every day. Who has not watched the reddish-yellow glow of the rising sun or witnessed its scarlet-tinted descent? The sun rises. The sun sets. In His infinite wisdom, God created time and space, providing us with a compass by which to measure our lives. Even the most typical day provides us with a glimpse of God’s expanse, which He created at the dawn of time, forming light out of darkness.

			In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of the God was hovering over the waters. And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light “day” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day. Genesis 1:1–5

			When I try to explain how God created something out of nothing, no words come. Creating is not an easy task, even when all the tools and materials are provided. If you have ever drawn or painted a picture, you’ll know it’s easier to have a visual aid, like a vista, a vase of flowers, or a photograph, in front of you. But to paint from nothing generates abstraction rather than infinite detail. The creative mind of God extends beyond understanding, but its evidence surrounds us in the air, the sunshine, and even the darkness illuminated by the stars and moon.

			God’s Creative Design

			Thousands of years ago, a shepherd boy named David, who was later crowned king of Israel, sang a song detailing the magnificence of God’s handiwork: 

			The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world (Psalm 19:1–4).

			God’s creative imprint is displayed, not just for a chosen few, but also for an entire world to enjoy. So why don’t people believe in God? One of the world’s most recognized theoretical physicists, Stephen Hawking, afflicted with Lou Gehrig’s disease, vehemently refuted the existence of any afterlife—in his own words, “a fairy tale for those afraid of the dark.” While Hawking devoted his entire career to studying the cosmos, his mind could not comprehend how individuals fit into it after their lives on earth are finished.

			In his book The Grand Design, Hawking noted: “Because there is a law such as gravity, the Universe can and will create itself from nothing. Spontaneous creation is the reason there is something rather than nothing, why the Universe exists, why we exist.”2 But how was gravity created? To fixate on outcomes and not investigate their source seems futile.

			The highly educated apostle Paul of the Bible’s New Testament would have shaken his head at the British scientist’s conclusion. While writing to his Roman friends, Paul left no room for doubt: 

			For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse (Romans 1:20).

			Without any written discourse or scientific research, primitive cultures acknowledged an almighty Creator, a supreme being who controls both the rain and the sun. Their worship illustrated their beliefs. The genius Albert Einstein admitted, “The more I study science, the more I believe in God.”3 How can we, living in the Internet-enlightened, knowledge-at-our-fingertips world, believe anything less?

			A Caring Heavenly Father

			K.P. Yohannan, the Indian-born founder and international director of Gospel for Asia, urges us to look for God in everyday living: “One of the most powerful ways to see the Lord on a consistent basis is to recognize God at work in the little things that happen every single day: the email or phone call you receive, a letter or a word of encouragement, a song you hear or something you read.”4

			Yohannan tells the story of his wife, Giesla, writing at her desk in their bedroom, who left momentarily to go to the kitchen for a drink. As soon as she opened the refrigerator, Giesla heard a loud explosion coming from their bedroom. She ran to the room and found a large SUV driven by two teenagers sitting in their bedroom. If she had not been prompted to go to the kitchen, Giesla would have been crushed in the crash. “The Lord orchestrates the circumstance of our lives with His own hand. We need to develop a habit of seeing the invisible with the heart’s eye,” summarized Yohannan.5

			Our God cares so much about our lives that He personalizes our encounters and experiences. He uses creation to reveal not only His majesty, but also His compassion. After my father died, we created a DVD slideshow, and I also bought a cardboard trifold display for his photos, so that those visiting the funeral home could view him the way his loved ones did. Driving home from buying the trifold display, I was startled when a cardinal swept across the windshield, pausing ever so slightly for me to see its scarlet wings. The strikingly brilliant crimson male had been my father’s favorite bird, our high school’s mascot—and that day, a reminder from God of my earthly father. I had never seen one so close before. Cardinals now populate our backyard, sharing corn with the squirrels.

			My friend Jennifer shares how a young woman asked God for a sign to affirm her decision to marry. Soon after that prayer, a rose grew out of a pile of snow and bloomed in the middle of winter. She needed that sign from nature in order to know that God was real, near, and responsive to her request. I would add the word creative to that list, as well. How many roses bloom in a snow pile? 

			As you read this, saints in the heavens are laying down their crowns, crying out, 

			“You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being” (Revelation 4:11). 

			Heaven is in continual exaltation of God. Nature displays His genius in the smallest bud and the brightest star. Oh, my God! Why wouldn’t we celebrate Your incredible genius?

			Let’s Talk

			
					Where do you see God in nature?

					Describe how this part of creation affects your vision of God.

					The Hebrew root word for “glory,” as in “God’s glory,” is kabed, literally meaning “to be heavy.” How is God’s glory heavy? What makes it difficult or easy for you to approach God?

					Explain what creativity means, both universally and for you personally.

					Share an example of creativity manifested in your life.

					Read Acts 17:24–31. Note some of God’s attributes as described by the apostle Paul in this passage.

					Romans 11:33–36 is my personal default scripture when I try to explain God logically. After reading this passage, please share your own thoughts about God.

			

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Our Lives Matter

			Numbers click off the screen faster than the blink of an eye. No, it’s definitely not Wall Street’s stock counter. These numbers only climb. If you visit worldometers.info, you’ll discover that our world’s population soars by the second. It surpassed six billion before the official prediction—Columbus Day, October 12, 1999. Just twelve years later, the official United Nations count soared past seven billion, making Earth even more congested. The United Nations projects that the world population will reach 9.7 billion by 2050, climbing to 11.2 billion by 2100.1

			With our rising population, many questions arise. Will our food supplies be sufficient? What if there is extended drought and famine? How will housing and natural resources keep up? How will individual freedoms be preserved when the masses continue to multiply? Tough issues with no easy answers hammer our world’s governments. While societal leaders host conferences to explore solutions, God, through His divine lens, watches closely.

			Yet God doesn’t simply observe. He cares. Not just globally—but for each of us personally. You may be thinking that that is absolutely impossible, with so many people living in this world. Doesn’t God see us as groups, as nationalities, or as different faiths? Not at all!

			As King David explains, 

			O Lord, you have examined my heart and know everything about me. You know when I sit down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You see me when I travel and when I rest at home.
You know everything I do. You know what I am going to say even before I say it, Lord. You go before me and follow me. You place your hand of blessing on my head (Psalm 139:1–5, NLT). 

			God knows each of us individually by name. In fact, our names are engraved upon the palms of His hands, as the Old Testament prophet Isaiah has written to tell us (49:16). Compassionate like a mother with her newborn, God is neither a bystander in our lives nor the distant surveillance operator often imagined.

			Unique Individuals

			How significant is each of the over seven billion people currently living in this world? King David wrote about God: 

			For you created my inmost being: you knit me in my mother’s womb. . . . My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place, when I was woven together in the depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed body (Psalm 139:13, 15–16). 

			No matter where we are, God sees each of us.

			God and humanity have always had a love relationship—a two-way connection from the start. In Genesis 1:26, God said, “Then let us make man in our image, in our likeness.” We’re similar to God—but we are not God. We’re also similar to each other as human beings—but we are each uniquely individual. Humanity’s amazing paradox is that we’re both alike and different.

			Science supports this dichotomy. While 99.9 percent of everyone’s DNA is exactly the same, the slight differences between us make us unique. Even the tips of our fingers are ridged uniquely. Over seven billion variations prove our individuality. God’s creative hand makes this possible. And behind our unique creation is the understanding of how precious we are to God.

			God prioritizes us. We seldom feel that way though, because we struggle with our faults, biblically referred to as sin. Consequently, we feel guilty, unworthy of God’s love. He promises to forgive and forget, yet we hang on, strangling ourselves with guilt, rather than asking forgiveness and moving on.

			After I understand what I mean to God, then I can understand what grace and forgiveness truly is through Jesus Christ. One dear to me once said, “I cannot accept Christ until I’m good enough.” But God never expects us to be “good enough.” Unlike human “love” that is sometimes based upon merit and achievement, God’s priority is to love us no matter what. He would not have created us if He had not wanted to be in a personal relationship with us.

			God’s heart endowed each phase of creation. The first chapter of Genesis records that after the land and seas were made, “God saw that it was good.” When He created the vegetation on the third day, He again said, “It was good.” The same phrase is echoed each day and then summarized: “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). After He had crafted light, sky, land, plants, and animals, He finalized His creation by fashioning us in His image and endowing us with the breath of life.

			Nothing is more important to God than those He created:

			Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten by God. Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows (Luke 12:6–7). 

			Bottom line? Each of us matters to God.

			Entrusted Stewards

			Not only did God create us, He also gave us responsibilities. Going back to the garden, God’s call to stewardship was immediately understood: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it” (Genesis 2:15). God expects us to take care of His creation. This principle is restated in the third book of the Bible’s New Testament: “And if you are not faithful with other people’s things, why should you be trusted with things of your own?” (Luke 16:12 NLT).When God sees us, He sees caretakers of His creation, which includes people, plants, animals, and natural resources. It’s a huge responsibility.

			Jesus emphasized that good management is vital with regard to food abundance: “And the Lord said, ‘Who then is that faithful and wise steward, whom his master will make ruler over his household, to give them their portion of food in due season?’” (Luke 12:42 NKJV). With our population accelerating, having enough food continues to be a world problem. Interestingly the translated Greek word for “household” (oikonomia [oiko = house + nomos = management of])] is the root for the English words economics and stewardship. Ultimately, men and women manage the household of earth. The part of God who became man, Jesus Christ, taught us how to be good earth stewards.

			Peter, one of Jesus’ more fiery followers, questioned if the instruction to be prepared for the Master’s return was directed toward only Christ’s disciples or whether it was for everyone. Jesus then began teaching Introduction to Basic Management 101 by explaining how good managers treat people and take care of business. He concluded: “Much will be required of everyone who has been given much. And even more will be expected of the one who has been entrusted with more” (Luke 12:41–48, HCSB).

			Headlines often illustrate both sides of stewardship. A lottery ticket buyer gets lucky and wins millions of dollars. Then a year later, a follow-up story shares how the instant millionaire ultimately filed for bankruptcy. Sports idols, movie stars, and business icons often define squandering, resulting in empty bank accounts. In contrast, philanthropists with vast fortunes often donate to worthy causes in medicine and education and to nonprofit organizations.

			Those who invest in what matters to God—providing food for the destitute, freeing those in bondage, advocating moral living, using innate talents to help others, and the list goes on—follow His initiative to steward well the gifts He’s given them. As members of one of the nations that are most filled with abundance, Americans need to understand that blessings come with responsibilities, not only with our financial resources, but also with our time and talents.

			Personally, my focus often erodes, as does my time, preventing me from living in my God-granted giftedness. Sin creeps in as a lack of self-discipline and a propensity to live selfishly. Much like the apostle Paul, “I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out” (Romans 7:18). As an example, summer is the season when I can golf and garden for hours, ending entire weeks wondering where my time went. Not that golf and gardening are bad pastimes, but they can override what is more important.

			Sometimes I feel that daily chores are a waste of time. Yet I know better. Being a good steward means taking care of what God has given to me. What I plant, I need to tend and harvest. That principle goes beyond flowers and tomatoes. My human weakness is to start something and then neglect it. God views such neglect as sin. The Old Testament prophet Hosea captured this essence: “They sow the wind and reap the whirlwind” (Hosea 8:7). Much of my daily life perpetuates a whirlwind. But God continues to impress upon me that now is the time for cultivating. Perhaps you, too, can relate.

			World Citizens

			How global does our stewardship extend? Does God hold you and me responsible for taking care of the drought-plagued, dying children in Somalia? Remember our walk down Mamboxini Street in Mombasa, Kenya? From toddlers to teens, almost thirty thousand runaway or abandoned children live in either makeshift tents or empty boxes, eating from the city dump and stealing from street vendors. How does God want us to respond? Look the other way and walk faster, then fly home to our air-conditioned, plush homes? Or what about the polio-stricken man, begging for money while scooting around cross-legged on the filthy concrete floor of the New Delhi train station? These images are of real people, not dramatizations.

			If we have the capability to share, why wouldn’t we? God holds us accountable and blesses our generosity. An unnamed widow proved this. Her meager offering represented true sacrifice, as contrasted to those who gave only a little from their abundance.

			As he looked up, Jesus saw the rich putting their gifts into the temple treasury. He also saw a poor widow put in two very small copper coins. “I tell you the truth . . . this poor widow has put in more than all the others. All these people gave their gifts out of their wealth; but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.” (Luke 21:1–4)

			Giving all that she had to live on seems radical to those who struggle with faith. Yet God reads hearts, understanding our deepest motivations more than we do. While those who follow Jesus claim a citizenship ultimately in heaven, we still live in this world, one that is far from paradise, filled with imperfections. Consequently, another dichotomy of balance exists. While the world scrutinizes, Jesus calls His followers to light it up:

			You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.  (Matthew 5:14–16)

			Christ followers cannot solely depend on words to make a difference. “Talk is cheap.” “People don’t care what you say until they know you care.” “Actions speak louder than words.” Within all these idioms is truth. Being a natural communicator, I’ve stumbled in this arena too many times to count. I’ve made promises in the moment that weren’t kept. I’ve promised to pray for people and then walked away, immediately forgetting to do so. I’ve given time, money, and energy, only to crave personal accolades. Ego often supersedes service.

			God continues to teach me to go beyond my natural tendency for recognition: 

			If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others

			
			
			
			
			
					The Greek word oikonomia literally means “management of house.” In what ways do you manage your house?

					Recall different ways that God has used you to be light in this world. Be specific in your list.

					Where do you see discrepancies in your walk [your actions] versus your talk? List simple ways God can aid you in these areas. (The following passages have helped me regarding this: Proverbs 13:3; Proverbs 16:3, 18, 21; Proverbs 19:2; Proverbs 20:19; Proverbs 25:11; Proverbs 31:30; 1 Timothy 6:6; 2 Timothy 1:7, 12; James 1:2–6, 19–25; 1 Peter 4:7–11; 2 Peter 1:5–8.)

					What can you learn about Jesus in Matthew 25:14–30, in the story about three servants and their talents?

					What’s one thing you can do this week that will make a difference in this world?

					Who has shown you how much you matter to those around you and to God? How was that shown? What difference in your life has that made?

					How do you want God to view you this time next year? How does that differ from where you are now in your life?
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