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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to a person with whom I have worked for over twenty years in the ministry of Walk Thru the Bible and have been privileged to watch her experience numerous spiritual breakthroughs throughout the years. She not only continues to pursue excellence in her life but has never stopped growing spiritually ever since I first met her in 1978. I hereby dedicate this book to:

Jill Milligan

Over these twenty years, WTB promoted her more than anyone else in the ministry’s entire history. Her visionary leadership is widely renowned and only exceeded by her ever deepening commitment to the Lord Jesus Christ. The board of directors and executive team of Walk Thru the Bible hold her in highest esteem. She not only leads the women’s ministries at her local church but also continues to disciple women, leading each of them to experience spiritual breakthroughs.

Just recently I shared with her that my wife, Darlene, and I thought she was one of the greatest examples of the “Proverbs 31 Woman” we’d ever met. Indeed, “Her children rise up and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her: ‘Many daughters have done well, but you excel them all’” (Proverbs 31:28–29, NKJV).

Today, she is the vice president for LifeChange Videos and oversees a vast and ever growing ministry outreach of Bible teaching via video across our nation. It was at her continuing encouragement that this entire series titled The Three Chairs: Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs! was produced. It is a privilege to honor her—a woman who I believe is great in the eyes of both heaven and earth—in this small way.
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INTRODUCTION
THE ROAD AHEAD

In my thirty years of ministry, I have asked audiences around the world how they would describe their spiritual progress at the moment. “Think of yourself as a pilgrim on a journey,” I’ve said. “Where would you put youself on the road? How would you best describe the degree of your forward motion in your walk with God?”

Do you know what I’ve discovered? Only a few Christians see themselves as making significant progress spiritually. The majority use words like “seems like I’m going in circles,” “a little off track right now,” or just plain stuck.

But here’s the good news—more than 80 percent of the Christians I’ve talked to have a deep desire to grow, to change, and to make spiritual breakthroughs to God’s very best for their lives!

Since you’re reading this book, I suspect you’re one of them. You’re contemplating striking out in a new direction spiritually. Maybe you’ve been sensing for some time that you need to get past some old obstacles in your life that have kept you from experiencing a deeper and more satisfying spiritual walk with God.

Every single page of this book has been crafted to make your spiritual quest a success. Each of the thirty readings will, I believe, present you with a key that will open a different lock in your life. Each lock, once open, will set you free in a new area. Chains will fall away. Gates, long barred, will swing open. New possibilities will become immediately apparent.

How do I know? Because every teaching is Bible-based. And because the seasoned mentors you’ll meet in these pages have gone ahead of you on the journey. Their advice is tested by personal experience and measured against the powerful, changeless truths of God’s Word. Insightful teachers like Charles Swindoll, Elisabeth Elliot, James Dobson, Joni Eareckson Tada, Howard Hendricks, Gary Smalley and others—each will introduce you to truth that transforms.

30 Days to Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs is actually part of a much larger series of life-changing resources. These include the book Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs and a number of video and audio resources for personal and group use that you’ll find listed at the back of this volume. I hope you’ll take advantage of them to aggressively pursue your own spiritual growth. If you’ve ever attended a Walk Thru the Bible seminar, watched a LifeChange video such as the Biblical Portrait of Marriage or Personal Holiness in Times of Temptation, or read the Daily Walk, YouthWalk, or Family Walk, then you already know the heart of our ministry. Everything that Walk Thru develops focuses on one thing—to guide you into real and lasting life change for God’s glory.

As you’ll soon discover, the principle of the Three Chairs is woven as the common thread throughout nearly every page of this book. I’ve been communicating and writing about the Three Chairs for more than twenty-five years nationally, and more recently, around the world. In every case, whether in sports stadiums, at Christian colleges, before national conventions of businessmen and educators, or to arenas in South Africa or Australia, the response to the message has been consistently the same: Lives have changed.

Each of the Chairs represent a different level of commitment toward God:


	The First Chair stands for commitment. The person has chosen to wholly love and serve God.

	The Second Chair stands for compromise. The person has chosen to try to get for themselves the best that both God and the world have to offer.

	The Third Chair stands for conflict. The person has chosen not to respond to God in any meaningful way, remaining at odds with eternal spiritual realities.



If you are a Christian, then you have sat in every one of these Chairs at one time of your life or another. The Chair in which you habitually sit controls all of your life—your values, your goals, your relationship with God, your character, your marriage, your children, how you spend your time and money.

I’ve noticed that when people begin to grasp the implications of these principles, lights flash on all across their lives. Nearly everyone recognizes where they sit and why. Many reach for a spiritual breakthrough on the spot.

Never has leaving spiritual mediocrity behind been more urgently needed. Secular pollsters have all reported the same statistic: the lifestyles, values, and choices of Christians and non-Christians are basically indistinguishable! Instead of demonstrating the incredible power of Christ to change lives, the church today embarrassingly demonstrates just the opposite. I am convinced that the Lord is calling believers back to a life of commitment and godliness.

So, my friend, mark out the next thirty days, and open your heart. The Master of life change—the Holy Spirit Himself—waits to guide you step by step toward the freedom, growth, and fulfillment that your Lord has had in mind for you since time began. You’ve begun an exciting journey, one you can undertake with both anticipation and confidence. “For it is God who works in you both to will and to do for His good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).
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Day 1
Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs
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Set Your Heart to
Experience Spiritual
Breakthroughs

BRUCE H. WILKINSON

I was stuck!

I mean really stuck!

Back then I called it my “midlife crisis.”

I was nearing forty and nothing was working right. The ministry wasn’t satisfying. I wanted everything I didn’t have. Even the proverbial red sports car and all that goes with it looked awfully good to this middle-aged married man. So did quitting the ministry. I didn’t know what I wanted to do instead—maybe work at a bagel shop or something. Anything else … but something else.

Eventually, it all came to a head. I knew I had to do something, but no matter what I tried, it didn’t work. So I turned to one of my mentors who had been used by the Lord numerous times during the previous twenty or so years, Dr. Howard G. Hendricks, a distinguished professor from Dallas Theological Seminary. I called him and told him I was stuck and that I needed help.

After only two sentences, he told me he was there for me and that I should catch a plane the next day to go see him. He canceled some meetings and set the whole afternoon aside for me. Such friendship is a rare treasure.

When I finally sat in his office the next afternoon, I was uncomfortable and distressed. Not because of “Prof,” as we affectionately call him, but because of the internal turmoil that was raging in me. He asked me a few questions and listened quietly. He didn’t say much. I can remember sweating, just trying to explain for him as best as I could my turmoil and confusion. For as long as I live, I will never forget what he said next.

“Bruce, I can help you. Will you do what I say?”

“Well,” I asked, “what do you want me to do?”

He sat quietly for a moment and then said soberly, “Will you do what I say regardless of what I ask?”

I couldn’t believe it! He wanted my commitment before telling me what it was going to be! He was keeping me purposely in the dark!

I just sat there. Sweat dripped down my forehead. I couldn’t speak. I just looked at the floor.

After a while, he said, “Bruce, do you believe I love you?”

“Yes, Prof, I know you love me.”

“Then trust me.”

There it was, out in the open. “Trust me.” That was the problem.

For the longest time, I sat there considering his words. I knew he loved me. I knew he could be trusted. But could I trust him this far? Could I agree to do whatever he asked, even before he told me what it was? He was asking me to trust him without an answer to the question why.

After what seemed like an eternity, I finally found the words: “Yes, Prof, I know you love me—and I know that I can trust you. I will do anything you ask me to do.”

He smiled with affection and gave me two different things to do. Everything in me screamed in opposition. What he was suggesting was the very opposite of what I wanted to do! I told him that I would set aside all of the emotion and arguments in my heart and that I would do exactly what he asked me to. Then I flew home.

I did exactly what he said.

And within three or four weeks, I was set free.

What a breakthrough!

ARE YOU STUCK?

In your spiritual life have you ever been stuck? It’s really not too different from getting your car stuck in the mud or snow. You try to go forward, but nothing happens. You try to go in reverse, and still nothing happens. You might even try turning the wheels in different directions. But all the while, you’re just digging yourself deeper and deeper.

You may be in this type of situation even as you’re reading this. Perhaps you feel like the Israelites did when they were wandering around in the desert: continually going in circles, never really getting anywhere, eating the same spiritual diet day after day, and all you see on the horizon is more sand.

How did the Israelites handle their seemingly desperate situation? For years, they grumbled. They even decided it would be better to go back to Egypt and live in slavery than deal with the responsibilities of their newfound freedom. But that just caused their situation to get worse. They were really stuck! And they remained there for forty years.

Perhaps you don’t even realize you’re stuck. You may have become so comfortable with your life that you really see no reason to change it. Then you don’t even know what you’re missing. You’ve become so content with living in the desert that you may never experience the “Promised Land.”

What is it that causes us to get stuck in the first place? Well, for the Israelites, it was unbelief. They were so frightened of the giants living in the Promised Land that they didn’t believe God would give them the land as he promised. Once they acted on that unbelief, they were stuck. (The most tragic aspect of the Israelites’ unbelief is that they never got unstuck. This generation wandered around in the desert until they died.)

I have a feeling the same could be true for you and me—we simply don’t believe God!

THE THREE CHAIRS

The whole story of the Israelites and the Exodus can be broken up into three different periods of time: (1) the years of slavery, (2) the years of wandering, and (3) the years of abundance.

Obviously, the years of slavery refer to the four hundred years the Israelites spent in captivity in Egypt, the years of wandering pertain to the forty years they spent in the desert, and the years of abundance concern the years of plenty in the Promised Land under Joshua’s leadership.

Each of these time periods represents a new generation. The generations of Israelites that lived in Egypt were slaves. They lived their lives in complete submission to the Egyptians. They were well taken care of, had plenty of good food and shelter, and lived fairly comfortable lives, but they were still slaves.

The second generation that left Egypt experienced the incredible exuberation of being delivered from slavery. They saw firsthand the miracles of God and experienced the power of His guiding hand. But they didn’t know how to handle the responsibilities of freedom. They continually forgot about God’s miracles and power, and tried to do things their own way. As we’ve already seen, the results were not pleasant.

The third generation, though, did things the right way. They remembered the things God did to get their forefathers out of Egypt, and they remembered His promises about the Promised Land. As a result, their belief was greatly rewarded with a land flowing with milk and honey. They saw God destroy their enemies, and they lived a life of abundance and blessing.

To make all of this more visual and practical, I have used three different chairs to represent each of these generations. Picture three chairs in your mind: the First Chair is the one on your right side, the Second Chair is in the middle, and the Third Chair sits on the left.

The First Chair in our metaphor is the godly chair, and those who sit in it remain close to Him. Joshua and the generation of Israelites who went into the Promised Land sat in this chair. They had a deep devotion to God. They trusted Him and knew their lives were firmly in His hand. They had an intimate relationship with the Lord and lived their lives to serve Him.

Joshua once said to this generation: “Now therefore, fear the LORD, serve Him in sincerity and in truth, and put away the gods which your fathers served on the other side of the River and in Egypt. Serve the LORD!… But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD” (Joshua 24:14–15, NKJV). What a testament to their devotion!

Notice how Joshua referred to the other two generations of Israelites? The first group he mentioned was their fathers, who served other gods on the other side of the river. What is the difference between these Israelites and the Israelites in Egypt? The former group had experienced the power of God’s salvation in their lives. They had been delivered from the tyranny of other lords. But as Joshua explains, they refused to put away the gods they had served in Egypt. They had come under the blood of the Passover but were not serving the Lord with their whole heart. To put it in modern terms, they were sitting comfortably in the Second Chair.

The Israelites in Egypt, on the other hand, had never experienced God’s salvation. They were slaves to a master other than God and worshiped pagan gods. They were firmly seated in the Third Chair.

Are you beginning to understand the progression? God’s desire for the life of an unbeliever is that he move from the Third Chair (where there is no relationship with Christ) into the Second Chair (where there is salvation, but a lot of baggage), and then quickly into the First Chair (where the baggage is thrown out).

Unfortunately, many people who move from the Third Chair into the Second get stuck there for far too long, just as the Israelites did in the desert. Or worse, they move on into the First Chair but then slide back into the Second Chair. Both situations are unfortunate. In fact, both are dealt with in Scripture.

If you keep reading the Israelites’ story, you’ll see that Joshua’s descendants and the generation that outlived him (the fourth generation) don’t do a very good job of holding on to the First Chair. This generation still believed in the Lord, but there was one significant difference: their faith wasn’t original. They hadn’t dealt personally with the Lord. Instead, they relied on the faith of their parents and the stories of what God had done in their parents’ generation. That alone had been enough to develop faith in God. They believed all the facts about God, but they didn’t experience Him personally.

The next generation (the fifth) took an even bigger step backward. Judges 2:10 says this “generation arose after them who did not know the LORD nor the work which He had done for Israel” (NKJV).

EXPERIENCING SPIRITUAL BREAKTHROUGHS

So the movement can go both ways. Obviously, God wants us moving to the First Chair.

But some of us may be stuck. I was. I needed the help of a good friend to get out of the Second Chair and back into the First Chair. It took a little time, but I finally experienced the spiritual breakthrough I’d been searching for.

That’s what this book is about: experiencing spiritual breakthroughs in your life, in your marriage, in your family, and in your walk with God.

I’ve arranged for some of the strongest leaders in the Christian community to guide you to the First Chair in several areas of your life. That’s right! Every area of your life must be moved into the First Chair, and for thirty days these leaders will help you experience the breakthroughs you’ll need to get there.

If you follow the steps they’ve outlined, I promise you’ll encounter the abundant life God so desires for you to experience.

Trust me!



SECTION ONE

Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs in Your Life

 

 

 

 


“Character is always lost when a high ideal is sacrificed on the altar of conformity and popularity.”

CHARLES R. SWINDOLL






Day 2
Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs in Your Life
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Put an End to the
Downward Spiral

CHARLES R. SWINDOLL

To begin, let’s take a look at how easy it can be to move from the First Chair to the Second Chair. Many times, it’s not one event in particular that causes us to change our seating arrangement. Rather, it’s usually a slow erosion that eats at us over a long period of time. But Chuck Swindoll isn’t content to let that erosion continue. While it may not be one single event that leads to our downfall, there can be a powerful spiritual breakthrough that moves us back to where we belong.

Some of my most pleasurable memories take me back to a little bay in Mexico. My maternal granddad owned a small cottage on that bay and was generous to share it with his extended brood. Throughout my adolescent years our family spent summer vacations down there: boating, swimming by the hour, jumping off piers, seining for shrimp, early-morning fishing, late-night floundering, but mainly laughing and relaxing.

While those years passed in family togetherness and fun, an ugly erosion was taking place. The waters of the bay were eating away at the bank of land between the cottage and the sea. Year after year, thanks to the rising and falling tide, a few hurricanes, and the normal lapping of waves at the shoreline, chunks of earth were being consumed by the bay. In all our busy activities and lazy hours of relaxation, no one ever talked about it or bothered to notice. In my childish innocence I never even thought about it. But I shall never forget the day all that changed. I did a little experiment late one summer day that made an indelible impression on my mind.

The previous year, our class in junior high school had studied erosion. The teacher did a good job of convincing us that even though we cannot see much happening or hear many warnings, erosion can occur right under our eyes. Just because it’s silent and slow doesn’t mean it isn’t devastating. So, all alone the last day of our vacation that summer, I drove a big stake deep into the soil and then stepped off the distance between the stake and the sea—about fifteen feet, as I recall.

The next year we returned. Before sundown the first day we arrived, I returned to the stake and stepped off the distance; a little under twelve feet remained. The bay had gobbled up another three-plus feet—not in big gulps, understand, but an inch here and another inch or so there during the year that had passed. A downward spiral was underway. I’ve often wondered if I ever return to that place of happy family memories, would the cottage still be standing, or would it have surrendered to the insatiable appetite of the sea?

A friend of mine who attended an elite college in the Midwest many years ago told me a similar story. There was this massive tree—sort of a treasured landmark where students had met for decades. No one could even imagine that campus without the giant oak that spread its limbs for all to enjoy. It seemed to be a perpetual part of the landscape … until. One day, with an enormous nerve-jolting C-R-A-C-K, the mighty giant gave up the ghost. Once down, all who grieved its passing could see what no one had bothered to notice. A downward spiral had continued for years. Month by month, season after season, an internal erosion was taking place. Just because it was silent and slow didn’t mean it wasn’t dying.

SO IT IS WITH CHARACTER

My interest is not simply with a cottage or a college … not nearly so much as with character. Ever so slightly, invisible moral and ethical germs can invade, bringing the beginning stages of a terminal disease. No one can tell by looking, for it happens imperceptibly. It’s slower than a clock and far more silent. There are no chimes, not even a persistent ticking. An oversight here, a compromise there, a deliberate looking the other way, a softening, a yawn, a nod, a nap, a habit … a destiny. And before we know it, a chunk of character falls into the sea, a protective piece of bark drops onto the grass. What was once “no big thing” becomes, in fact, bigger than life itself. What started with inquisitive innocence terminates at destructive addiction.

The same downward spiral can impact a family. It’s what I often refer to as the domino effect. What is tolerated by Mom and Dad flows down to son and daughter. As Jeremiah once wept, “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (Jeremiah 31:29). The tragedy is that it doesn’t stop there. Those kids grow up, shaping a nation’s future. Reminds me of a line out of John Steinbeck’s letter to Adlai Stevenson:


There is a creeping all-pervading gas of immorality which starts in the nursery and does not stop until it reaches the highest offices, both corporate and governmental.



Sociologist and historian Carle Zimmerman, in his 1947 book Family and Civilization, recorded his keen observations as he compared the disintegration of various cultures with the parallel decline of family life in those cultures. Eight specific patterns of domestic behavior typified the downward spiral of each culture Zimmerman studied.


	Marriage loses its sacredness … is frequently broken by divorce.

	Traditional meaning of the marriage ceremony is lost.

	Feminist movements abound.

	Increased public disrespect for parents and authority in general.

	Acceleration of juvenile delinquency, promiscuity, and rebellion.

	Refusal of people with traditional marriages to accept family responsibility.

	Growing desire for and acceptance of adultery.

	Increased interest in and spread of sexual perversions and sex-related crimes.



That last one generally marks the final stage of societal disintegration. The “creeping all-pervading gas” may be invisible, but according to Zimmerman, it can be lethal.

Before closing today’s reading with a shrug, spend sixty seconds scrutinizing your life. If you’re married, step off a mental measurement of your marriage … your family. Think hard. Don’t lie to yourself. Ask and answer a few tough questions. Compare the way you were with the way you are. Look within the walls of your moral standard, your once-strong commitment to ethical excellence. Any termites in the timber? Don’t be deceived by past years of innocence and fun. An ugly erosion may be taking place that you haven’t bothered to notice. Just because the changes are silent and slow doesn’t mean things aren’t deteriorating.

Taken from The Quest for Character ©1982 by Charles R. Swindoll, Inc. Published by Zondervan Publishing House. Used by permission. Available at your local Christian bookstore.

So what is the breakthrough that will stop the downward spiral? It could be simply acknowledging that you’re going the wrong direction. When Alcoholics Anonymous begins working with an alcoholic, the biggest and hardest obstacle to overcome is to get the person to admit he or she is an alcoholic. But once that breakthrough occurs, the restoration can begin. So it is with other spiritual breakthroughs. Take a moment and, in prayer, confess to the Lord if you’ve been going the wrong way and desire to go the right direction. Repent of your unbelief that caused you to stray in the first place and ask the Lord to restore your intimate relationship with Him.

Then to stay in the First Chair and deepen your walk with Christ, I urge you to read Chuck Swindoll’s book The Quest for Character. It will show you the importance of character and how you can develop the traits of a First Chair Christian.

EVALUATION QUESTIONS

1. Take some time and evaluate where you are in stopping the downward spiral. Where would you rate yourself on the following scale?

[image: ]

2. What would you consider to be the biggest hindrance to your stopping the downward spiral right now?

3. What one action should you take to experience this breakthrough right now? I challenge you to do it.


“No man is ever more than four steps from God: conviction, repentance, consecration, and faith.”

ROY L. SMITH




“Many of our fears are tissue-paper thin, and a single courageous step would carry us clear through them.”

BRENDAN FRANCIS




“The greatest of all disorders is to think we are whole and need no help.”

THOMAS WILSON (1663–1735)




“It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, who is poor.”

LUCIUS ANNAEUS SENECA (C. 4 B.C.–A.D. 65)




“Contentment consists not in great wealth but in few wants.”

EPICTETUS (C. 55–135)




Day 3
Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs in Your Life
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Break Down the Obstacles
to Intimacy with Christ

JOSEPH STOWELL

Sitting in the Second Chair can be very comfortable. The effort that it takes is minimal—for the most part, you can just sit back and relax. But it takes work to reach the First Chair; that’s why many folks never leave the Second Chair. If you’ve decided to leave the Second Chair and move to the First Chair, I have to warn you that there are many obstacles that can keep you from reaching your goal. However, overcoming these obstacles will produce an intimate relationship with Christ. And gaining intimacy with Christ is the greatest spiritual breakthrough you can possibly experience. Join Joseph Stowell as he leads the way.

I have to assume that most college campuses are a lot like Moody, where one of the most exciting places on campus is the campus post office. As long as you have a clear conscience, the daily mail is a lot of fun. Students go looking for a letter from that special guy or girl at home. A check from Mom or Dad. A box of cookies. That grade on the last major test.

I wonder what would happen if we were to pull a letter out of our stack of mail that had “Christ: The Universe” as the return address. While we would no doubt be concerned about what might be inside, knowing that He is well aware of all our shortcomings, we would be riveted to its text. We need to be riveted to the text of the letter Christ wrote to the church of Laodicea (Revelation 3:14–22). It is intensely personal and highly relevant to our search for intimacy. It could have been written to us. Near the end of the letter there is a compelling invitation:


Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me. To him who overcomes I will grant to sit down with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. (vv. 20–22)



Although many times we have taken this passage as being about salvation, the context dictates that it’s really about a relationship with Christ for those who have already come to know Him.

Christ is standing at the door of our hearts, knocking. The metaphor is powerful. It means that Christ is intentionally, aggressively, passionately pursuing us. There are no qualifiers here. He isn’t speaking just to the few really select, highly spiritual, worthy people at Laodicea. He is addressing all of the Laodiceans: the weak and the strong, the rich and the poor, those with disabilities, and those who are marginalized. Christ portrays Himself as intentionally pursuing intimacy with us.

If Christ makes Himself so accessible, why is it that we don’t open the door? There are at least three reasons for our reticent response.

THE FIRST REASON: FEAR

Though God does pursue us and though Christ is there knocking, some of us may be afraid to open the door. Many of us have longed for intimacy in human relationships—with our father, mother, or someone else—only to find that our hopes for intimacy were not only dashed and broken but that as we made ourselves vulnerable, we were wounded in the process. We are afraid. We just don’t know if we can ever trust again.

Thomas Keating, in his book Intimacy with God, speaks to this problem:


The Christian’s spiritual path is based on a deepening trust in God. It is trust that first allows us to take that initial leap in the dark, to encounter God at deeper levels of ourselves. And it is trust that guides the intimate refashioning of our being, the transformation of our pain, woundedness, and unconscious motivation into the person that God intended us to be.

Because trust is so important, our spiritual journey may be blocked if we carry negative attitudes toward God from early childhood. If we are afraid of God or see God as an angry father-figure, a suspicious policeman, or a harsh judge, it will be hard to develop enthusiasm, or even an interest, in the journey.1



I have a prayer for those of us who keep God far away, who hear the knocking but fear to risk opening the door. It is the prayer of Mark 9:24: “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief.” (KJV). We need to pray, “Lord, I want to trust You” and then move toward trusting Him and being venturesome enough to reach out and open the door to God. We need to grasp the truth that God will not disappoint us. He will not abuse us. He will not use us. No one who has ever trusted God and moved toward intimacy has ever ultimately been disappointed—ever.

THE SECOND REASON: SELF-SUFFICIENCY

But for some of us, the fact that Christ is still on the outside may have something to do with the problem of the Christians at Laodicea. Revelation 3:14–19 tells the story of a lot of our lives:


To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:

The Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God, says this: “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth. Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked, I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by fire so that you may become rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed, and eye salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see. Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be zealous, and repent.



Christ says, in effect, to the Laodiceans, “You are lukewarm. I wish you were like iced tea on a hot day or like hot tea on a cold day. I just wish you had an edge to you, but because you are neither hot nor cold, you are distasteful to me.”

Why would God say that about His people? He said it because of their sense of self-sufficiency. They were rich and had no material needs, so they thought they didn’t need God. They relied on what they consumed from the material world in order to satisfy, sustain, and secure themselves.

I find it interesting that all these “self” terms we throw around the church make us wilt with instant guilt. Just say the word self-centered and we wince. Self-indulgent. Self-serving. But when we think of self-sufficiency our eyes glaze over with pious apathy. We don’t think it’s as bad as the other “self” words. But it’s a big issue to God. Christ said of the Laodiceans that though they had all the “stuff”—comforts, companions, commodities—they were “wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked” (v. 17). They needed Christ.

But Christ didn’t give up on the Laodiceans, just like He doesn’t give up on us. In 1 Timothy 6, Paul tells believers to stop fleeing after earthly riches and to “pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, perseverance and gentleness” (v. 11, NKJV). God wants to make us rich in the right ways. He wants to fill our lives with truly valuable treasures. He wants to give us “gold refined by fire” (Revelation 3:18, NKJV). He wants us to have His peace, comfort, presence, and power. He wants to make us rich in a relationship that has access to all His resources: He wants to clothe our nakedness with white robes, the gowns of His children, and to anoint our eyes with the salve of His presence so that we can see (v. 18). And, as He told the Laodiceans, He wants us to repent of our self-sufficiency (v. 19). It’s all because He loves us.

THE THIRD REASON: DISCONTENTMENT

Laurence Shames, in his penetrating analysis of Americans’ preoccupation with consumption, The Hunger for More, writes:


More. If there’s a single word that summarizes American hopes and obsessions, that’s it. More success. More luxuries and gizmos. We live for more—for our next raise, our next house; and the things we already have, however wonderful they are, tend to pale in comparison with the things we might still get.2



A friend who is an heiress to a massive estate told me that she wished she could have the days back again when getting a mug for Christmas would please and satisfy her. She remarked that there was a certain wonder and pleasure to find joy and satisfaction in small things.

What she had forgotten was that even those of us who can find pleasure in a new mug soon find that it too becomes commonplace. There is that ever-present craving for all that is more, bigger, or better.

I love heavy, large porcelain mugs. It’s probably a male thing. My all-time favorite is my Chicago Bulls mug. That is, it was, until I visited the Hot Shot Cafe in Asheville, North Carolina. You have to experience the Hot Shot Cafe to appreciate what a privilege it is. It’s where the local of the locals hangs out. Old jukebox and all. No pretense. Just good ol’ home cookin’ and an authentic rude waitress. On the shelf behind the cash register were Hot Shot Cafe mugs. I knew I needed one. It was a compulsion I couldn’t resist. So I left some of my hard-earned cash behind and took it home where it would take its place among the other mugs I have bought through the years to satisfy my longings.

If it were only the mugs in our lives—or the teddy bears, or CDs, or antiques, or cars—it wouldn’t really be all that big a deal. But it’s the dynamic that drives my need for just one more mug that drives the bigger issues of life as well.

Shames goes on to say,


During the past decade, many people came to believe there didn’t have to be a purpose. The mechanism didn’t require it. Consumption kept the workers working, which kept the paychecks coming, which kept the people spending, which kept inventors inventing and investors investing, which meant there was more to consume. The system, properly understood, was independent of values and needed no philosophy to prop it up. It was a perfect circle, complete in itself—and empty in the middle.3



The biblical word for satisfaction is the word contentment. We are called to be content with what we have since we have God—and He is fully sufficient. That doesn’t mean we don’t ever want something or that we don’t enjoy a purchase here and there. It means that we are not controlled by the passion to consume. Having Him, we have it all. Anything extra is a bonus. Paul testified that he had learned both how to have plenty and how to have little and in both cases to be content (Philippians 4:11–13). In 1 Timothy 6 he writes:


But godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by contentment. For we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything out of it either. If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content. But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. (vv. 6–10, NASB)



The King James Version puts it this way: “Godliness with contentment is great gain.” We often reverse the formula to say “godliness plus gain is contentment” when in reality godliness plus contentment equals gain. The writer to the Hebrews reminds us to “make sure that your character is free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor forsake you,” so that we confidently say, “The Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid. What will man do to me?’ ” (Hebrews 13:5–6, NASB).

Contentment is not just reflected in our relationship to things. We can be discontented with our spouse, our job, our place in life, our education, or a long list of other things. Sometimes discontentment can motivate us to righteousness or a zealous commitment to God. This is a healthy kind of discontentment. The kind of discontentment, however, that signals a vulnerability to aloneness is a discontentment that seeks personal satisfaction and security in “just one more thing, one more experience, one more friendship.”

There is no way that we will want to turn our backs to the far country and our faces toward home until we are ready to realize that Christ is our all-sufficient source and as such enables us to live in the calm peace of a contented life.

When we hear Him knocking, it is the trusting, God-sufficient, contented heart that hurries to answer. Opening the door generates the pleasure of experiencing His promise, “I will come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me” (Revelation 3:20, NASB).

Taken from Far From Home by Joseph M. Stowell. ©1998 by Joseph M. Stowell. Used by permission of Moody Press. Available at your local Christian bookstore.

Can you hear Christ knocking at the door of your heart? If you’re sitting in the Second Chair, he’s there, waiting for you to open the door. He desires to come in and dine with you. But you’re being held back by fear, self-sufficiency, and discontentment. You’ve just read how these obstacles can be overcome. Are you ready to experience a breakthrough in your intimacy with Christ? Then all you have to do, as Joseph Stowell explains in his book Far from Home, is get up and answer the door. “The very second we do,” says Stowell, “we find that God is there, ready to come in. It’s a union that our souls will never forget.” Won’t you open the door to your heart today? If you, like the prodigal son, have found yourself way off course, far from where you thought you’d be, read Dr. Stowell’s book. It will meet you where you are and help you get back to where you’re supposed to be.

EVALUATION QUESTIONS

1. Take some time and evaluate where you are in experiencing this breakthrough. Where would you rate yourself on the following scale?

[image: ]

2. What would you consider to be the biggest hindrance to your experiencing this breakthrough right now?

3. What one action should you take to experience this breakthrough right now? I challenge you to do it.


1.Thomas Keating, Intimacy with God (New York: Crossroad, 1994), 22.

2.Laurence Shames, The Hunger for More (New York: Time Books, 1989), preface, x.

3.Ibid., 80.




“Do not consider painful what is good for you.”

EURIPIDES (C. 484–406 B.C.)




“No pain, no palm; no thorns, no throne; no gall, no glory; no cross, no crown.”

WILLIAM PENN (1644–1718)




“If you don’t invest much, defeat doesn’t hurt and winning is not exciting.”

DICK VERMEIL




“Repentance is an attitude rather than a single act.”

RICHARD OWEN ROBERTS




“Penitence does not grow by our looking gloomily on our own badness, but by looking up to God’s loveliness, God’s love for us.”

WILLIAM CONGREVE (1670–1729)




“You never will be the person you can be if pressure, tension, and discipline are taken out of your life.”

JAMES G. BILKEY




Day 4
Experiencing Spiritual Breakthroughs in Your Life

[image: ]

Discipline Yourself to
Win the Prize

ERWIN LUTZER

There’s a moment in every athlete’s quest where the realization hits that he’s either won the prize or not. It’s a glorious moment for the winner, but it’s not so glorious for the loser. In athletics there’s only one prize—winning. And the only way to reach it is to train with rigorous persistence. The same is true of Christianity. The Second Chair Christian, of course, isn’t interested in training—he’s interested in the pleasures of life. The First Chair Christian, on the other hand, isn’t concerned about the pain that comes with training. No, he’s interested in the prize. Sometimes spiritual breakthroughs aren’t experienced without training and rigorous persistence. But ask any athlete who has won the prize if he has any regrets. I think you know what his answer will be. Follow carefully the wise words of Erwin Lutzer, and experience a breakthrough that will make you a winning believer.

There is a story about a frustrated basketball coach, Cotton Fitzsimmons, who hit on an idea to motivate his team. Before the game he gave them a speech that centered around the word pretend. “Gentlemen, when you go out there tonight, instead of remembering that we are in last place, pretend we are in first place; instead of being in a losing streak, pretend we are in a winning streak; instead of this being a regular game, pretend this is a playoff game!”

With that, the team went onto the basketball court and was soundly beaten by the Boston Celtics. Coach Fitzsimmons was upset about the loss. But one of the players slapped him on the back and said, “Cheer up, Coach! Pretend we won!”

Many of us appear to be winning in the race of life, but perhaps it is all “pretend.” Standing before Christ, we will soon see the difference between an actual victory and wishful thinking. We will see what it took to win and what it took to lose. We’ll discover that we’re playing for keeps.

Paul loved to use athletic contests as an analogy for living the Christian life. The famous Greek marathon and the Isthmian Games in Corinth were ready illustrations of how to run the race that really counts. We are running the race, Paul taught, and we are running to win.


Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win. Everyone who competes in the games exercises selfcontrol in all things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not beating the air; but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified. (1 Corinthians 9:24–27, NASB)



Let’s not miss Paul’s point: Whatever makes a winning athlete will make a winning Christian. If we were as committed in our walk with God as we are to golf or bowling, we will do well in the Christian life. We can take what we learn in our tennis lessons and apply it to Christian living. Think of the energy, time, and money spent on sports. If we transferred such resources to the race that really counts, we would all be winners.

Society does not develop saints. There is nothing in our culture that will encourage us to have the stamina and encouragement to become winners for Christ. Indeed, we shall have to buck the world at every turn of the road; we shall have to rely on God and His people to help us develop the disciplines that lead to godliness.

RULES OF THE RACE

Let’s introduce the analogy:

First, in Greece you had to be a citizen in order to compete in the games. Of course, all citizens were not in the races, but if you were eligible, you had to give proof of citizenship. Just so, you have to be a citizen of heaven in order to qualify for the race that Paul speaks about.

However, there is this difference: All citizens of heaven are enrolled in this race. This is not optional; there are no other events offered during this time frame. You do not run this race to get to heaven; you run this race in order to receive the prize. This race began on the day you accepted Christ as your Savior.

Second, this is one race in which everyone has the potential of winning, for we are not competing with others but with ourselves. We will be judged individually by God. To be determined is the question of what we did with what God gave us. Thus we all have our own personal finish line, our own personal coach, and our own personal final judgment.

Some people don’t compete in sports because they fear failure. The humiliation of coming in last is just too much for those who are sensitive to public opinion. But fearful or not, this is one race we run every day. We are best served by setting aside our fears and running as best we can. Yes, this is one race you and I can win.

What are those rules that make great athletes and thus make “great” Christians? Each of us can translate them into daily living.

THE FIRST RULE: DISCIPLINE

When Paul speaks of those who compete in the games, he uses the Greek word agonizomai from which we get our word agonize. “Everyone who agonizes in the games.…” You and I are simply unable to grasp the hours of agony that go into athletic conditioning.

In August, drive past a football field and watch the young athletes sweating under the hot sun. Clad in heavy clothes, padding, and a helmet, their faces grimace with distress and even pain. If they did this because their







	Spend twenty minutes in prayer and meditation every morning before nine o’clock.

	Read a chapter of a good Christian book each day.

	Join a group of believers (a Bible-study class, prayer group, etc.) for fellowship and accountability.

	Learn to share your faith, and take the opportunities that God brings across your path.




THE SECOND RULE: DETERMINATION













THE THIRD RULE: FOCUS ON THE FINISH LINE
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