God’s Word

Every student once in a while wonders, “Why do I have to learn this?”  Sometimes we feel like what we are learning is useless.  However, there is one area in which knowledge is never useless: the study of God’s Word.  Look at some of the verses in the Bible that talk about learning God’s Word.

“Hear, Oh Israel, the decrees and laws I declare in your hearing today.  Learn them and be sure to follow them.”  (Deuteronomy 5:1)
“I will praise You with an upright heart as I learn Your righteous laws.”  (Psalm 119:7)

“The discerning heart seeks knowledge, but the mouth of a fool feeds on folly.”  (Proverbs 15:14)

I once heard a student ask a teacher, “Why do we have to learn this?”  To which the wise teacher replied, “The purpose of school is not simply to acquire facts, but to learn how to learn.”  In school, students need to ask questions and then have the skills necessary to find the answers.  In short, school should be preparing students for solving problems – learning how to learn.  

God wants us to have those same skills in our spiritual life.  God does not want us to simply accept what our parents tell us, in regard to faith, unless we really believe it for ourselves.  God has given us His Word to study and learn so that we are better equipped to receive this faith from the Holy Spirit.  

Are there ever parts of the Bible that confuse you, or you’re not sure you agree with?  Good!!  Questions are great!! Any good teacher welcomes questions.  God is no exception.  He is glad that you are thinking about your faith enough to have questions.  He has given us His Word, and blessed us with people like pastors, teachers, and parents to help find the answers to those questions.  He also invites you to talk to Him in prayer and ask your questions.  He will help guide you to an answer.  “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

(John 8:32)

Questions:

1. What is your favorite subject in school?  Least favorite?  In which class do you have the most questions?

2. How often do you read/study God’s Word?  Do you feel that is enough?  Make a goal to read from your Bible every day this week (either on your own or as a family).

3. Do you have any questions about your faith, or from the Bible, that maybe Mom or Dad could help you with?  Share with each other.

Prayer:  

Dear God, Thank you for the Bible.  Being able to study it is a great blessing.  Forgive me for not spending enough time reading Your Word.  Please help me to always depend on You to answer my questions.

The God Who Gives Back

“But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed” (Luke 14:13-14).
Blessed!  All of us know that feeling.  One day while on a lunch break in San Diego, my husband bought a “Whopper” at Burger King for a homeless man who was nearby.  When my husband presented the man with the sandwich, they were both smiling, one with teeth and one without teeth.  What a good feeling for both men who felt rewarded.  Blessings do come when you do good deeds to those who cannot repay you.

Certainly, God blesses us here on earth out of His grace and goodness.  His greatest blessing is found in His Son, Jesus.  God may also give us temporal rewards for right choices in faithful service to Him in the here and now.  But the rewards Jesus reveals in the Bible are different.  They are God’s guaranteed response that will continue to affect our lives for eternity.  These rewards come not from asking, but by His grace.  Many of these blessings we may not realize until we are in heaven.

Questions:

1.  How are you serving God with your talents?

2.  With what blessings has God rewarded you recently?

Prayer:

Make me, God, a good and faithful servant.  Thank you for all the rewards and blessings, temporal and eternal, that You give me.

 Saltillo, Mexico

“Serve whole heartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not men.” (Eph. 6:7)

Missionaries are people God uses to teach others about Him.  Missionaries can live in far away countries and teach people living in huts and tents about Jesus.  They can also live in countries where it is against the law to teach about Jesus. Amazingly enough, you and I are also missionaries!! God calls all of us to tell others about Him.  We can do that here in our home, school, town, and church.  We can also do that in other countries.

Part of serving God is in learning about Him and the work He calls us to do.  In July, a group of people from St. Luke will be traveling to Saltillo, Mexico to do mission work.  Let’s learn a little about what they are going to do there.  

They will be spreading the love of God and the awesome news that He died and rose for us.  How will they do that?  Well…there are many ways.  They will be doing activities in the community to witness about Christ.  Also, they will be spreading His love by helping several churches with building projects.  Ebenezer Lutheran Church in Saltillo needs a guest apartment, a fixed parking lot, and a fixed roof.  El Buen Samaritano needs the whole inside of their new church finished with floors and paint.   They also need work done on their parking lot.  

You may ask, “How does fixing up churches spread God’s love?”  Well, we show God’s love by our action and our willingness to help others.  When we serve others we are really serving Christ, and letting His love shine through us.  “You are the light of the world…” (Matthew 5:14a).
There are missionaries all over the world, as well as right here at St. Luke who need our prayers and our help.  Even though some of us are too young to go on a mission trip, we are never too young to learn about different missions or be missionaries in our own homes and schools!  We can also partner with them by praying for them.  What can we pray for?  Pray for their safety.  Pray for doors to be opened so that they can proclaim the Gospel.  Pray that each member on the team grows in Christ.
Questions:

1. Who do you know that is a good example of a missionary?  What makes him/her a good example?

2. What can you do to help out with the St. Luke Mission Trip?  (Donate needed supplies? Pray for the missionaries?)  Commit as a family to helping out in at least one way.

3. Ask God to open your eyes and mind to mission opportunities around you that you may serve Him more. 

Prayer:

Thank you, God, for missionaries.  Thank you for sending them to so many countries that need to hear about You.  Please be with all of the missionaries around the world and in our own country.  Help me to be a good missionary in my family and school.  Please be with the St. Luke mission trip to Saltillo, Mexico. Let their message of Your love in Jesus be well received. 

Sharing Yourself with Others

“And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices, God is pleased” (Hebrews 13:16).

Several months ago, our church’s Youth and Family Director organized a mission trip to Mexico.  When I first heard of the trip, I pondered the thought of going.  Since I figured that I had a little over a month to make my final decision, I didn’t concentrate on it very much in the beginning.  In fact, I didn’t think our church would have enough people to go because initially there were no signatures on the sign-up-sheet at the rear of the sanctuary.

In the meantime, I asked the Youth and Family Director what my total cost would be.  He said that it would be no more than $750.00.  I was shocked because I figured that it would be several thousand dollars.  Immediately following this discussion, my class and I went to Friday’s chapel service.  As chapel continued, I gazed at the stained-glass window of Jesus kneeling in the Garden of Gethsemane.  I can’t describe the feeling that came over me.  Tears welled up in my eyes, and I thought, “I have to go on this trip.”

When I finally signed up to go on the mission trip to Mexico, I was number twenty-four.  Our church was only going to take twenty participants.  I was so disappointed that I waited to sign that paper.  I was also disappointed with myself because during my pondering, I was weighing financial and health concerns.  I was angry with myself for waiting so long and now I jeopardized my chance to go.  I should have, first and foremost, realized that God would take care of everything.  In the end, four people backed out and could not go on the trip.  So, as a result, that made me number twenty!

God has richly blessed my family and me, and I want to spread His Word and share His love by helping other people in need.  I am so thankful that He is giving me this opportunity to share the Gospel with children and adults in a different culture.

Questions:

1.  When has God “tugged at your heart” to spread the Good News?

2.  In your prayers, do you ask God to give you opportunities to do His will?

Prayer:

Thank you, Lord, for all the blessings you have richly bestowed on me.  Give me more opportunities to share Your love with others.


God Points the Way

“Having thus a fond affection for you, we were well-pleased to impart to you not only the Gospel of God but also our own lives, because you have become very dear to us” (1Thessalonians 2:8 NASB).

My teaching position is not a “job” to me.  Teaching has always been one of the “loves” of my life.  It boggles my mind to think of all the children (some of whom have their own children now) on whose lives I have made a Christian impact.  I am so thankful that God has given me these teaching opportunities in Illinois, Virginia, California, and Pennsylvania.

Teaching in a Lutheran school is wonderful because I can share the Gospel with the students and witness to families who are unchurched.  I could not do this in a public school.  In religion class in our realistic roleplays, the children learn how to deal with difficult situations in a Christ-like manner.

Many teachers today suffer from “teacher burn-out.”  I believe that one of the reasons why I am not “burnt-out” is that the Holy Spirit keeps giving me the strength each day to utilize my God-given talents.  I want to continue sharing God’s love.  One of my favorite compliments which a student has ever given me is in the following incident.  One eighth grade boy asked me, “Aren’t you ‘burnt-out’ yet?”  Another eighth grade boy answered for me.  He said, “No, she’s not because she loves us.”

God gives each of us talents in order to spread His Word.  He also gives us opportunities in life to learn and to teach the Good news of the Gospel.  With these He points the way for us so that we can impact the lives of others with His love.

Questions:

1.  In what ways are you learning about His Good News?

2.  What opportunities has God put in your life to share His Good News with others?

3.  Do you frequently ask God for help to keep you on “His path” for you?
Prayer:

Lord, help me to see your path for me.  Thank you for the talents and opportunities you’ve given me to share Your Word.


The Power of Forgiveness

“Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” (Ephesians 4:32)

When I thought about the power of forgiveness, I came across some thoughts from Max Lucado that expresses this so well…

Oh, I could never do that, you object.  The hurt is so deep.  The wounds are so numerous.  I can’t forgive.  Just seeing the person causes me to cringe.  Perhaps you are seeing the wrong person.  The secret of being just like Jesus is “fixing our eyes” on Him.  Try shifting your glance away from the one who hurt you and setting your eyes on the One who has saved you. (Lucado 24)  

Our Savior kneels down and gazes upon the darkest acts of our lives.  But rather than recoil in horror, He reaches out in kindness and says, “I can clean that if you want.”  And from the basin of His grace, He scoops a palm full of mercy and washes away our sin. (Lucado 25)

What does it mean to have a heart like His?  It means to kneel as Jesus knelt, touching the grimy parts of the people we are stuck with and washing away their unkindnesses with kindness. (Lucado 25)

“But, Max,” you are saying, “I’ve done nothing wrong.  I’m not the one who cheated.  I’m not the one who lied.  I’m not the guilty party here.”  Perhaps you aren’t.  But neither was Jesus…More often than not, if the one in the right volunteers to wash the feet of the one in the wrong, both parties get on their knees.  Don’t we all think we are right?  Hence we wash each other’s feet…Relationships don’t thrive because the guilty are punished but because the innocent are merciful. (Lucado 26)

Every day we all need to go to Jesus because we have sinned.  What a valuable lesson we can learn from Him.  Not only did He forgive others, but He paid the price for everyone’s sin.  Ask Him daily to give you the strength to share that forgiveness.

Questions:

1.  Are there any relationships in your life that need forgiveness?

2.  Can you forgive others as freely as Christ forgave you?

Prayer:

Thank you, Lord, for forgiving me.  Please help me to be merciful to those whom I need to forgive.  Amen.
Works Cited:

Lucado, Max.  Just Like Jesus.  Nashville, Tennessee:  Word Publishing, 1998.


Local Missions

“Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.” (Romans 12:11)

God calls us all to be missionaries.  He wants us to spread His love and the good news of His death and resurrection to those around us.  We don’t have to go to another country to do mission work.  There is plenty of work to do all around us!!

St. Luke is involved in many local missions that help people in our community.  Helping those around us shows our love for Christ in actions, not just words.  Here are some of the ways that St. Luke members help out our neighbors:

Food Pantry – St. Luke collects and distributes food to more than 10 families every week.

Red Cross and Salvation Army – St. Luke sends money to aid these organizations in their relief work.

Light of Life – St. Luke collects coats to send to Light of Life to distribute to those around us that are in need.

Habitat for Humanity – The Art with a Heart event at St. Luke raises money for Habitat to allow them to build more houses for our neighbors.

Concordia Lutheran Ministries – You – the students and St. Luke – are missionaries to Concordia when you bring food for chapel offerings every year, and when your classes go sing and play games at Concordia!

These are just a few of the many ways that people at St. Luke act as missionaries to our local community.  Whether we go to another country to spread God’s love, or stay in our own neighborhood, it makes God happy when we do His work.  As it says in Ephesians 2:10, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” 

Questions:

1. Which of the ministries above could you help out with?  In what way could you help?

2. Is there another ministry not listed that you know you would like to be involved in?  What is it?

3. Commit to helping out a local ministry.  It could be a one time assistance, or ongoing.

Prayer:  

Thank you so much for allowing us the privilege of doing Your will.  We are honored to be used by You.  Help us to carry out our mission to Your glory.  Help us to always be seeking new ways to serve You.  Amen
Pray – Jesus Did It

“Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.” (1Thessalonians 5:16-18)

Who’s your favorite hero?  What about your favorite sports star?  Do you have a favorite relative?  What is it that makes them your favorites?  Are they really good at what they do?  Popular?  Brave?  Caring?  Do they set good examples?  I love a good example setter, someone who practices what they preach, someone who is true to what they say.  Jesus is the perfect example.  Not only does He encourage us to pray but when asked by the disciples, He taught them and us to pray.  “One day Jesus was praying in a certain place.  When He finished, one of His disciples said to Him, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.”  He said to them, ‘When you pray, say:  Father hallowed be Your name, Your kingdom come.  Give us each day our daily bread.  Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us.  And lead us not into temptation.’” (Luke 11:1-4)

Jesus also prayed Himself.  Scripture is full of examples of Jesus at prayer.

“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where He prayed.” (Mark 1:35)  Jesus prayed – after an exhausting day and before a big sermon.

“One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God.” (Luke 6:12)  Jesus prayed – before making a big decision – choosing the twelve disciples.

“He withdrew about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed.” (Luke 22:41) Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane – a challenging day ahead, a day that led to salvation for us.

Need a reason to pray?  Lonely, tired, burdened?  These are good reasons to go to God in prayer.  Big decision?  Tough day ahead?  Major test coming?  Good reasons

to go to God in prayer.  After all, Jesus did it.  What a great example.  Follow His example and you can’t go wrong.

Questions:

1.  Who sets a good prayer example in your life for you to follow?

2.  Say a prayer this week for your Pastor and tell Him that you did it.  They need your   prayers.

3.  Why do you think Jesus prayed before making big decisions?

Prayer

Dear Jesus, Thank You for being such a great example.  Your example reminds me that I need to be sure to set aside time to pray.  I know I should always be seeking Your advice.  Help me to do that.  Thank You for forgiving me when I forget.  Amen

Pray – With God’s Word

“In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.  We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.” (Romans 8:26)

Do you ever find yourself talking to yourself?  I do.  Sometimes it bothers me.  Sometimes it annoys me.  But when I answer myself, it scares me!

I would much rather talk to God than to myself.  He is so much wiser.  One of the ways I like to talk to God is with His Word.  I read a little bit of His Word then I talk to Him about it.  Ask Him questions and just pray about it.  What do you say you and I try it together right now with God.

Open your Bible to Ephesians 2:8-9.  Read along with me.  “For it is by grace you have been saved…”  Wow, Jesus do you mean that you did it all?  You saved me from my sin and I didn’t do anything?  “…through faith…”  Boy, Jesus, You are really great giving me this wonderful gift through faith “…and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  You mean I can’t earn it.  I don’t deserve not even a little?  “…not by works, so that no one can boast…”  I really am thankful that it’s all You, God.  There is no way that I should be proud because it’s not my actions.  I am a sinner and deserve only Your anger.  But because of Your grace and gift of faith I can be saved.  Thanks God for loving me so much!  Wasn’t that fun?  Maybe next time we will take a look at verse ten, too.

Questions:

1.  What’s your favorite Bible passage?

2.  Why don’t you try reading a little and praying a little, then reading and praying a little more?

3.  Ask grandma what her favorite verse is and try praying through it with her.  If grandma and grandpa live far away, you might try it on the phone or maybe even on-line.

Prayer:
Dear Jesus, You have given us a whole big, wonderful book.  Help us to read it, study it, and pray through it.  Thank You for the gift of Your Word.  Help us to grow in love and understanding of You and Your ways.  Amen

What to Pray For

”We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers.  We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ” (IThessalonians 1:2-3).

Have you ever wondered what to pray for?  (My English teacher would have a fit – ending a sentence with a preposition!)  Do you sometimes get stuck in a rut with your prayer life?  Would you like your prayers to be more spiritually oriented?  Why not use Paul as an example?

In Philippians 1:3-11, Paul starts off his prayer with thanks.  “I thank my God every time I remember you” (v 1:3).   Isn’t that a great way to start off a prayer?  Thanking God for others?  Gee, I hope someone is doing that for me.  Next, Paul prays with joy that Jesus will carry out this work in His people. “Because of our partnership in the Gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (v 1:5-6). Paul even calls his friends “partners.”  Then Paul says he carries these people in his heart because they all share in the grace of Jesus. “It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the Gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me.  God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus” (v 1:7-8).

Finally, in Philippians 1:9-11, Paul gets serious and he prays that their love might grow, their knowledge increase, their insight would deepen, and they would know right from wrong.  Finally, Paul prays for them to be filled with the fruit of righteousness which only comes through Jesus.  He then closes with giving all glory and praise to God.  What a great prayer.  What an uplifting prayer.

So, wondering what to pray for?  (Oops, there’s the English teacher after me again.)  Just follow Paul’s example:

· Pray for others and remember them with joy.

· Pray for your partners in the Gospel.

· Pray that you and others will have strength to do the Lord’s work.

· Pray for God’s grace to strengthen you and others.

· Pray for love.

· Pray for knowledge and insight.

· Pray for discernment (knowing right from wrong).

· Pray to be filled with righteousness.

· Pray that all the glory goes to God.

Wow!  Quite the list.  Well, what are you waiting for?  Get started.  Lots of things for which to pray.  

Questions:  

1.  What things do you find easy to pray for?

2.  What things do you find are difficult to pray for?

3.  Out of the big list above, what things would you like to pray for now?  Go ahead and pray.
Prayer:  

Dear Jesus … (you fill in the rest). 

Prayer – Talking and Listening

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God” (Philippians 4:6).

Have you ever spoken to someone who is a really good listener?  Have you ever listened to someone who is a really good communicator (talker)?  Were you ever sad when someone wouldn’t listen to you or ignored you?  Well, guess what, you have a perfect listener, someone who is always ready, willing, and eager to hear what you have to say.  This someone will never turn His back on you or refuse to listen to you.  He will never tell you to go away.  He will never talk behind your back, won’t gossip about you, and won’t give you bad advice.  Know who this great listener is?  That’s right; it’s our Heavenly Father, “The Great Listener.”  Jesus gives us the confidence that God very much wants to hear from us and will always listen to us.

· Had a bad day?  It’s ok. Don’t be afraid to talk to God about it!

· Not sure what to do?  Talk to God about it!

· Having a little trouble with your friends?  That’s ok.  Talk to God about it!

· Or, maybe you’ve had a great day.  Wonderful.  Talk to God about it!

· He would love to hear your joys and concerns.  

“Let us then approach the Throne of Grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.” (Hebrews 4:16)

But guess what, not only should we talk to God, we should listen to Him, also.  Because not only is God a great listener, He gives great advice, too!  So, next time you’re praying take a little extra time and listen, too.  God has promised to answer prayer.  Remember He gives great guidance.  After all, He wrote an entire book for you.  Read it!  It’s God speaking, talking with you.

Questions:

1.  Are you a better talker or a listener?

2.  What qualities make a good listener?

3.  In what ways does God talk to you?

4.  In what ways do you listen to God?

Prayer

Thank you, God, for listening to me.  It’s great to know that You are always here and available.  Help me to bring all my thoughts and concerns to You.  Help me always seek Your will.  Thank You for loving me so much.  Amen.

Who do you trust?

His will or mine?

“This is the confidence we have in approaching God:  that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.” (1John 5:14)

As a child, I can remember riding home from Grandma’s after Christmas, usually during a snowstorm.  What great fun it was riding along the curvy mountain roads and looking out the window at the fresh blanket of snow.  And if the storm got really bad, we would stop, pull off the side of the road, and I would help dad put on the chains.  As a child, I trusted that dad would get us home safely.  So, a car ride in a snowstorm was fun.  As an adult a snowstorm is not always so fun.  What makes the difference?

One difference might be that adult responsibilities and children’s responsibilities are different (as well they should be!).  Another difference may be that a young child can have such complete trust, but adults are sometimes more cynical.  As a child, trust was easy.  You trusted God and mom and dad.  God loves a child-like heart, a trusting heart.

When we pray to Jesus, we need to trust Him.  We need to turn our cares over to Him.  He knows what is best for us.  He knows better than we do what is best for us.  So, when you pray, ask Jesus to help you understand His will and His ways.  Ask Him to mold you and shape you.  We don’t always understand God’s ways.  But trust me, His ways are better than our ways.  His will is better than our will.

Questions:

1.  When is it easy to trust Jesus?  When can it be more difficult?

2.  What can you do to help us trust Jesus?

3.  Ask Mom or Dad, Grandma or Grandpa to tell you a story about the good old days and who they trusted most.

Prayer:
Dear Jesus, I don’t always trust you as I should.  Sometimes, I even argue with you.  Help me to trust you.  Help me to set my will aside and seek your will.  Forgive me when I don’t.  In your most Holy name I pray.  Amen.

Pray – With a Bold, yet Humble Heart

“This is the confidence we have in approaching God:  that if we ask anything according to His Will, He hears us” (IJohn 5:14).

Think of the boldest person you know.  Think of someone who doesn’t seem to fear anything.  Think of someone who is always on top.  Would you describe them as arrogant or humble?  Now think of the most humble person that you know.  The one who is always thinking of someone else, the one who always has a kind word for all.  Would you describe them as meek or bold?  Bold and arrogant seem to go together like humble and meek do.  But bold and humble is a rare combination.  Yet, that’s what God would like us to be…bold yet humble. 

When we pray, we should be bold to ask all things of God, yet humble in our requests knowing that we are sinners.  Abraham was bold enough to bargain with God (Genesis 18:23-33).  He bargained from fifty all the way down to ten!  Abraham would say, “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes…” and “May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak…” (Genesis 18:27 and Genesis 18:30). 

We can be bold when we go to God in prayer because of Jesus.  Because of the love that Jesus showed for us, because of His great sacrifice, we can be bold.  We can go directly to God with our requests.  Draped in grace, we can be bold to make our request, big or small, known directly to God.

So let’s be bold.  Ask God for the things that are in our minds and hearts.  Ask Him for wisdom.  Ask Him to heal the sick.  Ask for understanding and insight.  Ask Him to be with the missionaries and bless their efforts.  Ask Him to help us to be missionaries where we live.  Ask Him for that new bicycle and video game.  But, ask Him in humility.  Remind yourself that He is God and that He knows what is best.  Go to Him in repentance and with a humble heart.  Bold and humble – a great combination.

Questions:

1.  In what ways can and should we be bold with God?

2.  Can you think of an example from the Bible when someone was bold yet humble?

3.  What will you ask Jesus for this week?

4.  What do you think He might ask of you?

Prayer:
Thank You for letting me come to You with all my prayers.  Thank You for the grace that You give me everyday.  Help me to be bold in my requests, yet humble in my attitude.  Thank You for being my Savior.  Amen.

Prayer – A Call to Action
“Finally, brothers, pray for us that the message of the Lord may spread rapidly and be honored, just as it was with you.” (II Thessalonians 3:1)

My father used to say, “If you stand there and look at it long enough, do you think the job will just get done by itself?”  Grandma would always say, “Can’t never did nothing.”  How true those sayings are.  In some ways, prayer is the same.  When we pray and ask God for something, many times I think we miss the point.  Have you ever prayed for God to give you an “A” on a test or a quiz?  Perhaps you should ask Him for patience to study hard instead.

Jesus offered us a great example in the Garden of Gethsemane of seeking the Father’s will, when He prayed not My will, but Your will be done.  Jesus was not simply asking that God help people.  He was asking for God’s will to be accomplished through Him.  He was offering Himself.  Because Jesus followed the will of the Father and took our place on the cross, our debt is paid.  We have been saved from our sins and been given the gift of faith.  We have been set free to serve the Triune God.  Let’s ask Jesus for the strength to follow His will.  The Holy Spirit will guide us.

When we ask God to help someone who is lonely, maybe we are really asking God for someone to go and visit.  Maybe that someone is us!  When we ask God to help someone perhaps we also need to ask God what we should do to help.  Don’t get me wrong, if God wants to cure a sick person, He can do it.  If there’s a drought and God wants to send rain, He can do it all by Himself.  He doesn’t need me.  On the other hand, my response to God and others should be one of love and helpfulness.  When I go to God with a request, it’s always good for me to ask Him what’s His Will and what should my will be.  It doesn’t hurt to ask what should I do or not do, either.  That’s a lot of questions, but God has said, “Ask.”  So let’s ask.  God loves questions.  He gives answers.  He wants helpers.  

Questions:

1.  What do you want God to do for you?

2.  What do you think He wants you to do for Him?

3.  What are some things that God gives you every day for which you can be thankful?

Prayer:
Dear Jesus, please help me to make my prayers more than a wish list.  Help me to make Your desires my desires.  Help me to make an action plan.  Thank you, Jesus.  Amen


Universal Givers

“…to be adopted as His sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with His pleasure and will– to the praise of His glorious grace, which He has freely given us in the One He loves. In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace that He lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding.” (Ephesians 1:5-8)

Recently I was asked to volunteer at our church’s Red Cross Blood Drive.  I said yes to the hospitality table where people signed in. That day, I watched many people file into the room to get checked over by a nurse before the blood donation took place.  Also on that day, I rediscovered that O positive blood was the “universal giver”, where most people can receive that blood type in an emergency and do okay with it.  The Red Cross always needs the O Positive blood donation.
How appropriate to have a blood drive in a church, where we can learn the spiritual impact of Christ’s blood that came from his dying body over 2000 years ago.  His blood from His death was universally and instantly available to all believers of “Christ as the Son of God”.  His death and blood were also able to transcend time, so that we too have available the amazing gift of Jesus pardoning our dirty sinful selves.  Through this, we can become spiritually healed. Christ’s blood had the ability to heal all believers after His death.  Christ’s blood was more than O positive!  He is the Universal Giver.

Questions:

1. How is our giving blood similar to Christ’s life giving blood?  

2. What is the difference?  

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, Thank You for being the ultimate giver of blood.  You helped us all through the ages of time, and You teach us much in Your humility.  Help each of us to grow more like You where we can give to one another in sacrificial ways.  May You show us many ways that we can be more like You when we serve and give to others.  Amen

The Gift of Singing

“May the glory of the LORD endure forever; may the LORD rejoice in His works- He who looks at the earth, and it trembles, Who touches the mountains, and they smoke. I will sing to the LORD all my life; I will sing praise to my God as long as I live.  May my meditation be pleasing to Him, as I rejoice in the LORD.”  (Psalm 104:31-34) 

My mother was known for a clear soprano voice and she would often sing for the church choir.  More importantly, she used her gift of song daily to express her praise and thanks to God. She would sing while she was cleaning or doing some tedious task around the farm. 
One of my dearest memories of Mother was when she would stroll down to the barn, open the door to the old concrete milk house, lift up the doors on the aluminum milk tank, and start scrubbing and singing! (The milk tank housed the milk that came from our forty cows in the barn.  Every other day, the giant milk hauler truck would come and relieve the milk-filled tank by bringing it all to the distributor.)  The empty milk tank then needed a good scouring, and my mother was the one to do the job, until I came of age!   

My mother taught me to do it with joy and gusto by singing praise songs, such as “How Great Thou Art” and others. Those who were raised on dairy farms know that the acoustics of aluminum and concrete can cause simple sounds to echo and drift through the summer breezes to anyone within several hundred yards of the milk house.  So when Mother sang with her beautiful soprano voice, with great joy and praise, it carried to my father working nearby, to the hired hands that were often needed, and to us four children.  It was a bit of heaven on earth to hear those melodies across the fields on a sunny afternoon.  To this day, when I see a milk house, I can still hear mother singing, “How great thou art, how great thou art, then sings my soul, how great thou art.”

Questions:

1. Do you have a gift that can be used outside of the church in everyday life? 

2. How has someone made an impression on you through singing?  

3. What gifts do you have that could be developed for your enjoyment and for the enjoyment of God and others? 

Prayer:

O Great Father, You are truly awesome and wonderful.  You do make our soul sing when we think of the many wonders You bestow on this earth.  Thank You for the gift of song and joy.  Help us to seek ways to use our talent to inspire others to look to You.   Amen
The Gift of Refuge

"Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.  He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.  With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation." (Psalm 91:14-16)
Olive Hendrickson was a lady who believed in giving children a listening ear and giving them time.  Maybe it was her older, and slower ways that kept her more grounded to children than other older adults.  Maybe it was because her second husband was long dead, and she had learned to enjoy the young ones around her. No matter what, she was willing to share cookies and lemonade from her kitchen, to anyone that came through the back door.  She also listened with a kindly way, with very little need to ever scold. She was my grandmother.

I stayed with her one summer when I was just six.  My mother had been hospitalized and Grandma had room in her home to take care of me.  I recall being invited with her neighbors to go to a circus, and grandma had told them that I would go along.  Being a shy girl at the time, I was afraid to go to the circus with the neighbors that I did not know well. Dreams of lions roaring and elephants stomping all around filled my little head.  Being restless the night before the circus date, Grandma heard me get up.  She pulled me into her bed and held me tight, asking me what was wrong.  I told her my fears, and she seemed to understand.  She said a prayer with me, and I slept.  I recall that I did not go to the circus, and instead I played with my dolls on Grandma’s bedroom floor, where I needed to be that day.  Grandma listened, heard, and understood me.  In less than eight hours worth of time, Grandma showed me by her actions what Psalm 91 meant to a young six year old girl.  

“He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust. Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare and from the deadly pestilence.  He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that destroys at midday.  A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you.  You will only observe with your eyes and see the punishment of the wicked.  If you make the Most High your dwelling- even the LORD, who is my refuge- 10 then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent.  For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.  You will tread upon the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great lion and the serpent.  "Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.  He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.  With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation.’”  (Psalm 91)

Questions

1.  Whose lives do we touch, where we can be a refuge and strength, as a witness of God’s love?

2.  How has God provided you with a safe place of refuge? 

Prayer

Dear Jesus, Show us the ways that we can recognize Your safe places of refuge in our lives today.  Enable us to become sources of strength to others that are weaker than we are. Give us Your vision to see that they need the compassion and care required to get through difficulties. Thank You for Your wonderful strength and might, so that You continue to provide refuge for Your children. Amen

The Gift of Simple Courtesy

“Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; his love endures forever.” (1Chronicles 16:34)

Sixth grade boys bring a smile to my face.  They remind me of half grown puppies, as they sometimes push and jostle one another in line for drinks at the fountain.  Playing tricks on one another come as naturally to them as breathing, and they take great pride in being tough or silly.  They are often so caught up in the moment of fun that they don’t think beyond themselves and the silliness of the little prank that they are enjoying.  They truly make one laugh.

Because of this boisterous energy that sixth grade boys seem to have, I felt a surge of surprise one afternoon when a boy came into my classroom.  He came up to my desk and said, “Thank you, Mrs.Gillespie, for helping me with my English paper today.”  

He was a boy who usually expressed thanks, as do many others, but that day I perhaps needed a boost. The boy’s simple words of courtesy touched my heart and soul in a softer way.   He had a purposeful ‘attitude of gratitude’ and it caught me a little off guard.  I felt a special honor. 

That simple courtesy of saying thanks means so much to me as a teacher.  No, I don’t need praise or thanks for every little thing I do for someone.  But when I see a child where it comes out of their mouth so very naturally, it warms my heart.  It makes me wonder how God must feel when we give Him our gift of courtesy. It must warm His heart, too.  Do we naturally thank Him for all of the little things He does for us, like that grateful sixth grade boy in my classroom?  Probably not.  It takes time and practice to look up to God to give our thanks to Him.  We have so much to be thankful for – the great sacrifice of Christ was done for us.  We didn’t deserve it and we never will.  Only by His deeds do we have anything for which to be thankful.  

Questions:

1. How can we show God’s love through being courteous to all people?  

2. Are we courteous to God?  How?

3. How is God courteous to us?

Prayer:

Dear Lord, Thank you for examples like the boy in sixth grade that know and show that gift of courtesy so freely.  Help us to grow in love and grace so that we too, can give that gift back to You and to others.  Guide us as we practice this gift and teach it to others.  Amen.

The Gift of Being a Shepherd

“Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the LORD our Maker; for He is our God and we are the people of His pasture, the flock under His care.  Today, if you hear His voice, do not harden your hearts.” (Psalm 95:6-8)
When our family moved to this town of Saxonburg, a barn and six sheep came with the home and small acreage.  The previous owners had set up a series of electric fences to keep the sheep in various parts of the fields and even the front yard, to help aid in the mowing. When we moved in, we kept them in the barn and field, where we thought they should belong, but we soon learned that they had a mind of their own.  
Every fall, the sheep seemed to know when the apples were falling off the old apple tree and when the peaches plop down off the peach tree.  They pushed their way through the fence and grazed in the yard eating the apples and the peaches.   They got in such a habit, that they continued to graze in the front yard until snow fell in winter.  They rarely left the yard, they just wanted to be by the good fruit, or where they thought fruit would be.  They had done this so often, that my husband just left the gates open for them to go out on their own.  Later, he could just call them, and they would come running to where he wanted them safe, which was the barn. 
How those sheep are like us when we have minds of our own, and we push out of God’s fences to taste forbidden fruits.  Like my husband calling his sheep, Jesus calls to us to come to Him for safety.  If we listen for His voice, He will protect us and keep us safe from harm and danger.  

Questions:

1. What are the “forbidden fruits” in our lives that cause us to stray from Jesus?

2. Why is Jesus portrayed as a shepherd so often in the Scriptures?

3. How can we become a shepherd to people?  Who are some that you already know?

Prayer:

Lord, keep me in Your safe ways, and guard me from the temptation of all that is not good for me.  Help me to learn to listen to Your voice calling me.  Show me Your ways of becoming a shepherd to others.   Amen
God’s Gift to Us:

Living off of the Interest

 “Great is the Lord and most worthy of praise; His greatness no one can fathom.  One generation will commend Your works to another; they will tell of Your mighty acts.  They will speak of the glorious splendor of Your majesty, and I will meditate on Your wonderful works.  They will tell of the power of Your awesome works, and I will proclaim Your great deeds.  They will celebrate Your abundant goodness and joyfully sing of Your righteousness.”  (Psalm 145: 3-7)
As a young girl, I was raised on a dairy farm in western Wisconsin.  The budget was sometimes tight even though my father worked diligently in the fields and in the barn daily.  My mother kept busy raising us four youngsters, trying to teach us lessons in life that only a mother can instill.  

I recall asking my mother for an expensive item (now I cannot recall what it was).  She said that we could not afford it.  But, she would add, we were wealthier than many people, because we’re living off the interest.  

Mom would proceed to point out something of interest, such as a den of foxes that had found a home on the hillside just beyond our barn. Our family would watch them eagerly with binoculars.  The interest would include a herd of deer grazing on the same hillside.   Driving the old stick-shift truck (before I was sixteen!) across the stubbly grain fields to meet the combine as it poured the grain into the truck bed was interesting. Riding bareback through the fields upon our horses, old Trixie or young Dan, was living off the interest.  

When we longed for expensive vacations to exotic places, she would also point out that we were still living off the interest of the farm, and that we weren’t bored yet.  Besides, we couldn’t go to Hawaii and be back in time for milking anyway.    

Learning to “live off of the interest” of the land became a gift that was bestowed to us when we were young and the times were tight.  Throughout the years, I have realized that it is ultimately God’s gift to us to enjoy the interesting and abundant life that surrounds us all.  My mother was able to show us how to understand God’s gracious ways.  We may or may not be able to live off of the stock market or the bank account’s interest rates, but we can certainly find pleasure in God’s gifts here and now.  We have His fulfilling and wonderful works to see that we are living off of God’s interest in us, no matter what position in life we hold. 

Questions

1. How does God give us riches that are not involved with money? 

2. Why is it important to teach children to enjoy their surroundings and life? 

Prayer:  

Dear Lord, Your greatness has all too often been taken for granted when we strive to get ahead in our lives here on earth.  We may strive to have huge bank accounts, extravagant homes, or six figure incomes, but we fail to acknowledge the simple gifts in normal living.  Give us wisdom to seek ordinary pleasures In life and to realize that living off of Your interest for us is all we need.  Help us to see the beauty and joy around us and realize they are Your gifts of love to us.  Amen.

Are You a Musician?

Give a gift of music to our Lord.

Are you a musician?  Of course you are.  God has given us all the gift of music in some form or another.  Whether singing, playing an instrument, or by being an active listener, you can use music to praise God and uplift your day.  In Psalms 92; 1-2, it tells us to sing thanks for the Lord in the morning and to rejoice in His faithfulness in the evening.  “Sing His praises, accompanied by music from the harp, lute and lyre. You have done so much for me, O Lord, no wonder I am glad! I sing for joy.”  (Psalms 92:3-4 Living Bible)

My mission is to play my flute and to teach young people how to develop their talents on their musical instruments.  It gives me such joy to hear them participate musically at church.  It must be pleasing to God to hear us making music for His Glory.

The Bible gives us many references to making music.  Here are two of my favorites.

1) “The choir was accompanied by 120 priests who were trumpeters, while others played the cymbals, lyres and harps. The band and chorus united as one to praise and thank the Lord; their selections were interspersed with trumpet obbligatos, the clashing of cymbals, and the loud playing of other musical instruments.-all praising and thanking the Lord. Their theme was ‘He is so good! His loving kindness lasts forever!’”  (2 Chronicles 5:12-14 Living Bible)

2) “Play joyous melodies of praise upon the lyre and on the harp. Compose new songs to praise Him accompanied skillfully on the harp; sing joyfully.” (Psalms 33:2-3 Living Bible).

Questions:

1.  What is your favorite hymn or song of praise?

2.  Does God care how well you sing or does He just want to hear your voice of          
praise?

Prayer

Lord, thank you for the gift of music. You have given us so many ways to praise you through your gift. Whether it is through singing, playing an instrument, or being an avid listener, we can make a joyful noise unto you.  Amen.
Reveal the Lord

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.  These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  Impress them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”  (Deuteronomy 6: 5-9)
What is the first thing you want to do when you’ve just seen a great movie, received good news, or had a wonderful day?  We want to tell someone about it. We want to share with another person a story about what made us laugh or cry.  We want someone else to share in that excitement with us.

As Christians, the Bible gives us the most remarkable account of the promises and gifts our Lord has given us.  We rejoice in knowing God and the excitement of one day being with him in Heaven. 

Yet, how often do we run to someone to share our excitement and joy in the Lord?  We know the Holy Spirit is always working within us, yet many times we suppress ourselves from sharing God with someone else.

We have the need to share our most precious moments in life with those around us.  Why not share why our life is so precious? 

Questions:

1. Is there someone in your life you could witness to?

2. What has hindered you from taking that role?

Prayer:
Dear Lord, Help me to be a witness to those around me. Let the message that I share with others bring joy and salvation.  Allow me to continue to serve You through both word and action.  Amen.

Sharing the Faith

When I was little I was always told to clean my room because I had toys everywhere.  As you may or may not know little kids absolutely hate to clean.  I always did it, but I always had a bad attitude about it.  Now of course, I was not at all interested in any thing my parents were telling me about my room.  However, one thing that I liked to be told about was Jesus and all of His great miracles.  It was altogether different when I was being told all about God and how much he loved me. 

I have four little sisters and three little brothers.  I share a room with two sisters that are six and four.  They are not old enough to really clean, but they are old enough to help. They never want to hear me say “help me clean our room.”  They always find some kind of excuse to get out of it, but they do always love to hear about God and what Jesus did for us on the cross.  Even if they still don’t like to clean our room, (not that I do either) I am glad that they like to listen to the stories of God and everything He has done for us. Teaching my little brothers and sisters is my way of witnessing, and I hope that they do the same when they are older.  I could not do this without God.  He gives me strength to witness to others whether they are little kids or grown adults.  Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me” (Matthew 19:14).  He died and rose for all, even the little children that don’t like to clean their rooms.

Questions:

1.  Have you ever had the opportunity to share God’s word with others, but were                
too scared? 

2.  How can you work on not being so afraid of witnessing?

3.  Has anyone ever witnessed to you?  If so, how did they approach the subject?  
4.  Will you accept the challenge of witnessing no matter who it is?

Prayer: 

Dear Lord, thank You for giving me opportunities to witness and to share Your love and kindness.  Please help me to keep telling the little children about Your love so that someday they can witness to others, too.  I also ask that You not only help me witness to children, but to everyone, for You love them all.  In Your precious name I pray, Amen.

Be Brave about Your Faith

“Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to Me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:18-20)

While over visiting part of the family, my cousin and I got into a church related conversation.  I knew that she had grown up without going to church except for an occasional trip while visiting our Grandparents.  I asked if they were going to try to find a church to go to, but inside me I knew the answer would be “no.”  The conversation grew in intensity and emotion.  She confided in me that she was afraid to die, because she knew that if she didn’t love and accept Jesus she would not be going to Heaven.  I was sure to tell her that being a Christian was a gift given to her by God.  There was nothing that she could do that would make her deserve it.

Having grown up in the church loving and praising God, I had never thought of anyone being afraid of dying.  I made it my point to help her.  I bought her a Bible, and wrote her a long letter on different things I thought important for a growing faith.  I was sure to point out the rules that God had given us.  The Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer were very important to know.  I was very happy to find out over Christmas that she had been reading her Bible devotedly.

We all have the opportunity at some point in our life to witness or tell someone else about our Lord and His only Son.  What a wonderful message that God’s grace gave us the gift of eternal life through Jesus’ suffering death and resurrection.  This is what gives us confidence and takes away our fear of death.  Jesus wants us to let Him carry our cares and fears.  Don’t ever be shy about sharing your faith with other people.  You never know what Jesus might be able to do through you.  

Questions:

1. Where have I missed an opportunity to witness?

2. How can I improve my ability to witness?

3. Would God be proud of me when I “miss the mark?”  Why?

4. What good news does the gospel give us to witness? 

Prayer:

Dear Lord, Please give us strength to spread Your love.  Let us be bold about what we believe, and use that for letting Your light shine.  Forgive us for not taking the opportunities that we should to extend Your love to others.  Bless us in everything we do, Lord.  Amen


Telling Jesus You Love Him
 “Jesus replied, ‘If anyone loves Me, he will obey My teachings.  My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him.’” (John 14:23)

Have you ever told someone you love him or her?  Did they tell you that they loved you back?  Telling someone you love them shows a person that you really care for them and reminds them that you love them.  That is why we should not only tell Jesus we love Him, but we should praise Him as well.  The more we love and praise Him, the closer we get to Him.  Jesus has already told us that He loves us, forgives us, and cares for us.  Our response back should be to love Him and others.  One way to show Jesus you love Him is to follow His commands and tell people about Jesus.  Showing people that you love Jesus and that you love them makes it easier to give your Christian witness.  What I mean is that just by showing this love we are already giving a witness.  That makes it easier because people might want to know what makes you show love toward them.  Hopefully this will open the door to more witnessing opportunities.

Questions

1. Do you say “I love you” to everyone you meet?  

2. Do you like everyone you meet?  Ask God for help in witnessing to everyone not just the people you like.

3. How do you tell people about Jesus?

Prayer:

Dear Lord, Please help us to show people we love them.  Thank You for dying on the cross.  Please forgive us of our sins.  We love You.  Amen

Tell
(To Establish Lives in the Lord)
“Come and listen, all you who fear God; let me tell you what He has done for me.” (Psalm 66:16)

 “Go tell it on the mountain over the hills and everywhere.”  You know how the song goes, but these words are really important when it comes to witnessing.  There are people in our lives and throughout the world who have never heard the Word of God. We should tell how Jesus died on the cross to save us.  His love was and is so great.  Only by His grace can we be saved and have eternal life.

While at a soccer tournament, four of my friends and I were getting ready for our next big soccer game.  During our conversation, we started to talk about God and about what we believed in.  I was surprised to hear one of my friends say, “I don’t believe in anything.”  My other friend is a very strong Christian and has been on several mission trips, so he and I sat down to tell him about God.  This may be the only time this person hears the Word of God.  When we are witnessing we must center everything around Jesus.  There is so much to tell about Jesus and what He did for us.  The Holy Spirit will give us the words.

What would you do in a situation like this?  Sometimes it’s hard witnessing to our friends, because we are afraid that we will be ridiculed.  We can do our best to tell others about God, but in a situation like this we have to turn to God for help.  He will give us the things to say and His Spirit will work in the hearts of our friends.  
Questions:
1. Have you ever witnessed to another person?  Tell about your experience.

2. Have you ever had the opportunity to witness, but didn’t because you were afraid?  Tell what you should have done.

3. Are you ever afraid of telling about Christ to others?  Where should you go for help?

Prayer:
Dear Lord, help us to learn to witness to others. Give us the strength to not pass up a chance to witness to a person who doesn’t know You. Help us not to just tell Your Word, but show it, too.  In all these things we thank, praise, serve and obey You.  Amen.

Church Camp Dreams

“Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and went to Nineveh.  Now Nineveh was a very important city-a visit required three days. On the first day, Jonah started into the city.  He proclaimed: “forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned”.  The Ninevites believed God.  They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sack cloth.”  (Jonah 3:3-5) 

When I was little, I belonged to a church camp called Slippery Rock Baptist camp.  I became friends with a girl named Holly.  After getting to know her, I realized that she was not a Christian.  I knew I should talk to her about God.  At first, I didn’t want to, because I was afraid.  God helped me through it.  I told her that God is a loving caring God and that He loved not only me, but her, too.  Before long, we were talking about the Bible.  By the time the week was over I had a new friend in Christ.  Isn’t it amazing what the Holy Spirit can do? 
Questions:

1. Have you ever told anyone about God?

2. How did they react?
3. Have you ever held back from witnessing?
4. How do you think Jesus can use you to encourage others to believe?

Prayer:
Dear God, Thank You for giving me the ability to witness Your Word. Whenever I witness to other people I have a sense of relief.  I know that You want me to witness to as many people as possible.  I will continue to praise You and preach your gospel. Thank You.   You are an awesome God and I will always love You. Amen. 

Spread the Word
 “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:19-20)
It’s really amazing what you can spread just by word of mouth. A lot of businesses depend on word of mouth to bring in customers. The power of people telling other people is used by everyone from restaurants to rock bands. For example, one of my favorite Christian rock bands gained multitudes of fans just from people spreading the word about them. Some of the best restaurants in the world don’t advertise because there’s no need. Their customers like the food so much that they tell everyone they know. 
In the same way, we should tell others about God.  We should tell them not so much because it’s what we’re supposed to do, but because we love God and we want others to know about Him.  It’s the same thing as restaurant customers telling their friends about the food.  We love Jesus so much that we want everyone else to know about Him.  When we tell other people about Jesus and how He died on the cross to save us, it shouldn’t be because we feel like we have to or because it’s the right thing to do.  It should come naturally out of our love for Jesus and caring for each other.

So, we want to witness to others, but why don’t we?  There are quite a few reasons why we don’t tell others about God.  A few of the reasons that we might be reluctant to witness are because we feel like we don’t know how; we fear rejection; or we are just plain too lazy.  There are various programs in our own church that encourage us to witness to others.  An important thing to remember is that sometimes we will be rejected.  We have to trust that God will work in the hearts of His people.  We simply need to share His Word and trust the Holy Spirit will guide us in what to say.  God will give us the strength and confidence we need to tell others about Him.  
Questions:

1. What are some ways that we can witness to others outside of the church?

2. Why do you think that we have so much trouble witnessing to others?

3. Have you ever passed up a chance to witness when you could have?

4. Are there bad ways to witness? If there are, what are they? 

Prayer

Dear Lord,

We know that we need to witness to others about You. We are sorry for not making the effort to tell others, or for passing up chances to witness when we could have. We ask for Your help and guidance in telling others about You. We know that You have the power and You will help us.  Thank You for everything You do for us. Amen


You Say What?

It was He who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.  (Ephesians 4:11-12)  
You say, "I can't tell anyone about the love of Jesus, I don't know the right words." You say, "Send me?  I'm too busy; I don't have time to share the Word."  You say, "Go into all nations and preach and teach the Good News?  I'm not a teacher!"  God has given us all spiritual gifts.  Sometimes, we just don't know what they are.  I remember a time when I was a child and a package came to my home a week before Christmas.  I was not allowed to open it until Christmas morning.  I shook it and listened, moved it to several different locations so I wouldn’t forget about it and I tried to guess by its size what it might be.

God doesn’t want us to shake, move, or guess the gift He gives us.  Instead of shaking your gift, get moving and act upon it.  Instead of moving your gift, don’t try to run away from a talent you feel you have.  Instead of guessing at your gift, go ahead and try it.  God doesn’t care if you make a mistake or if you don’t get it right.  Better to try and not succeed than to never try at all.  His love and Grace are all you need.  Put your trust in Jesus. 

If I had never opened my gift Christmas morning, I would never know the joy that the person who sent it wanted me to have.  Likewise, Jesus wants us to give the news of Eternal Salvation to others so they can enjoy His wonderful gift in heaven.

Questions:

1.  Are you struggling to find your gift?

2.  What are you good at?

3.  How could you use that gift to help others?  Ask a friend or your pastor to help you       
identify your gift.

4.  Do you think Jesus' job on earth was easy?  People rejected Him and hated Him, but He 
kept doing the will of the Father.

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, Help me identify my gift so I may use it to bring You glory and honor in the lives of other people.  You came to serve, not be served and I also need to be giving of myself to others.  Send me out into the world to use my gift.  Amen. 

A Compass

”Direct me in the path of Your commands, for there I find delight.”  (Psalm 119:35)
When my husband and I go on a trip, he is the map reader.  However, he will not stop to ask for directions.  We will drive and drive until I finally say, "Stop at the next gas station or store, and I'll ask for the street directions or house number."

How many times do we seem to be following the map of life, only to discover that the direction we are taking is leading us to a different destination?

Asking for directions is not easy, because we think we are always in control.  Send your prayers to God for direction.  He is the compass of your life--always there to guide you.  When you send your prayers to God, in Jesus' Name, He will send you a message of hope, love, and patience to get you where you need to be in your life's journey.

Questions:
1. How do you think the Wise Men felt when they were sent by the angel to go another way instead of back to King Herod?
How do you think the people of Israel felt when they were sent to wander in the desert for another 40 years because of their sin?

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, When I set out to do something I don't always ask for Your directions first, and I get lost.  My sin clouds my thoughts and my direction becomes fuzzy.  Send me off each day, Lord, in the confidence of knowing that You are there and I don't go it alone.  Amen.


Send E-mail
“Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.”  (Revelation 1:3)
If you have email, you know all about junk. It's the stuff about everything under the sun, that you don't want or need, sent by strangers and sometimes friends. It's a daily routine — delete, delete, delete. But sometimes my friends send me something worth reading, and not only worth reading, but worth saving and passing on. Afraid to miss those few treasures, I end up browsing through a lot of junk.
That's the way it is in the real world, too. A lot passes through our daily lives. Much of it is junk. But once in a while we find a treasure -- a moment or experience worth remembering and passing on.
That's what Christians find in the message of Jesus Christ. It's the treasure of meaning in a chaotic and sometimes "junk” world. The message of salvation in Christ is that one message not only worth saving but worth passing on to the rest of the world.
What happens when God sends a message?

1. Some hide. (Genesis 3:8)

2. Some question. (Exodus 3:11)

3. Jesus spoke in a parable of what happens when the world receives God’s Word.
(Matthew 13:3-8) 
Questions:

1. To whom should we send the message of Jesus Christ?

2. How can we send the message of salvation in a simple and effective way?

3. How can we send a message in a way that it won't be deleted as junk mail?
Prayer

Dear Lord, open our hearts to receive Your message of love and salvation. Give us faith, wisdom and strength to pass it on to the rest of the world.  Amen.

Brown Paper Packages

A gift opens the way for the giver and ushers him into the presence of the great.  (Proverbs 18:16)

Did you ever wrap a gift for Christmas in beautiful ribbon and paper, only to have to cover it with brown paper so that it could be sent in the mail?  Underneath the plain,  brown wrap, you know the person opening it will enjoy the pretty paper underneath and the gift inside.

Missionaries, pastors, teachers, and maybe even you and I are like the brown paper wrap.  There are messages about Jesus Christ to be sent and delivered all around the world today and they can be delivered by people who are humble, simple, and plain, just like the brown wrap.  You don't need fancy words or clothes.  Look at Jesus who was born in a barn.  It was not a fancy place, yet God's message and gift to us came so precious and beautiful, just like the fancy ribbon and paper.

Questions:

1.  Do you know someone today who could use a gift – a life-saving gift of faith in Jesus?

2.  Could you be the simple, brown wrap that could go and visit, send a card, or make a 
phone call to someone who needs to hear God's love?

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, help me be the sender of the Christmas message to someone who needs to hear your Word.  You are the best gift anyone could receive.  Use me, Lord to be the packaging wrap of brown, simple paper and not to be afraid to tell others about eternal life in heaven.  Amen.

Send Christmas Cards
 “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.  I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me” (John 17:20-23).

I'm not much for sending Christmas cards. My Christmas card list was one of the things I gave up years ago as I tried to make time for family, church, and a full time job. But some friends and family haven't given up on me or on the tradition of sending cards. During the holidays I still receive a dozen or so cards from those with better time management skills than mine.
Even though I don’t send cards, I love receiving them, especially ones with photos or letters catching up on events of the past year. And it’s a strange thing. My immediate response is to reconnect, to sit down and write a Christmas message of my own back to the sender.
God made the first connection with us in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve rejected the Creator’s gifts. God then sent the covenant of the Old Testament. The chosen people turned from God to faithlessness. Finally, God connected with humanity by sending His only son, our Savior Jesus Christ, to redeem the world.  He longs for our response of love back to Him.

What will be humanity’s response to God’s Christmas message?

1. Our first response should be to return the connection between God and humanity with thanks and praise. (Psalm 67:3, Luke 1:46,55) 

2. When we receive the message of salvation, we need to not only send it back but send it out in that same joyous, grateful, and graceful manner in which it was received. (Luke 2:17,18)

3. We are commanded and entrusted to send God’s message into the world.
(Matthew 28:19,20)

Questions:

1. How can we send the message of Christ's salvation in a joyous, grateful, and graceful way?

2. Who is on our Christmas list to receive the good news of salvation?

3. How can we make time to send our Christmas cards to the world?
Prayer:  Thank you, Lord, for sending Your Son and the gift of salvation. Help us to send out Your message to all people everywhere.  Amen.
A Christian Day School Teacher

“Then He said to His disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few.  Ask the Lord of the Harvest, therefore, to send out workers into His harvest field.” (Matthew 9:37-38)
I remember way back, when I was doing my student teaching in New York at a private, non-Christian school.  I was asked to produce a unit of plans on the theme of Thanksgiving.  I wrote my plans for my advisor to review and she said, "This is good, but, you can't mention God in your lesson."

All my life I wanted to be an early childhood public school teacher, never thinking I would teach in a Christian Day School.  But, when I realized I couldn't mention God or Jesus Christ in any of my lessons, I knew God had another plan for my life.  Since then, He has sent me into a Christian Day School setting, along with my husband, who also is a Christian teacher.  

Sharing the love of Jesus Christ with the children everyday is such a blessing to me.  To be able to touch their lives in all circumstances with the Word of God is truly a joy.  Now, my Thanksgiving units reflect the true meaning of the holiday--by giving God the glory and honor He deserves each Thanksgiving, and each and every day.  What is there in your life that causes you to be thankful to God for giving you the opportunities you have?

Questions:

Do you remember to give God the glory at your Thanksgiving table and every day?

Maybe you know someone who wants to be a teacher.  Would they consider serving in a Christian day school?

Prayer:

Dear Lord Jesus, I need to know Your will for my life.  Maybe it is not to be a teacher, but whatever I am doing from day to day, help me give glory to You and show others in my home and job that You are my Lord and Savior.  Please forgive me when I fail to look to You in all that I do.  Amen.

Send the Very Best

 “Then I heard the voice of Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here I am. Send me!’” (Isaiah 6:8)

Several years ago a greeting card company launched an advertising campaign with the slogan, "When you care enough to send the very best."  It's a slogan that many of us, long after the campaign's retirement, still tie to Hallmark. This particular phrase is appropriate for a company that sells sentiment.  It says to consumers, "When you want to express your feelings in the best and most special way, choose us."
A greeting card arranges words and graphics in way that expresses our sentiments better than we could ourselves.  But even the very best greeting card message is just paper and ink until someone cares enough to send it. 
As Christians, we have the best message in the world to send — the message of Christ as Lord and Savior written in Scripture. But this message cannot be just paper and ink.  It requires someone who cares enough to deliver it. 
Who does God call upon when He wants to send the very best? 

1. Sometimes God delivers the message in person. (Genesis 3:9-19; Genesis 6:7)
2. Other times He sends an angel with the good news. (Luke 1:8-11)

3. God also commissions us as messengers to send the good news of salvation to the unbelieving world. (Matthew 28:19)

4. We are but the messengers. It is through God’s message that the world comes to believe. (I Corinthians 2: 3-5)

Questions:

1. What constitutes the best in Christian messengers?

2. What can we do to ensure that we send the very best?

3. Is God calling you personally to become a messenger and to deliver the message of salvation?

4. How can we become more effective messengers for Christ in our own communities and in the world?
Prayer:

Thank you, God, for caring enough to send the very best message, the message of salvation in Your Son, Jesus Christ. Help us to become messengers for you to our community and to the world.  Amen.

Out of My Comfort Zone

“Do not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward.” (Genesis 15:1b)
I recall a time when I felt very uncomfortable traveling out of state with just my child and myself.  Usually, I rely on my husband to drive.  The trip was going well until the road I needed to go on was blocked because of an accident.  I was ready to panic.  My directions did not provide an alternate route.  Miraculously another person traveling with the same directions as me, called on the cell phone.  We both pulled off at the next exit.  He was familiar with the area and after looking at a map, was able to find an alternate route.  We continued on our trip and made it to our destination safely.  This incident made me think of how God calls on many ordinary people to go and venture out of their comfort zone for Him.  There may be road blocks along the way, but God provides help sometimes in the form of a friendly hand.  The Bible provides directions, just like a map, to set us on the right course again.  I’m not so afraid to venture out on my own anymore because I know God is with me.  He has shown me that I can trust Him through Jesus who is “the Way, the Truth, and the Life” (John 14:8).

Questions:

1. Can you recall times in your life when you were afraid to go somewhere or do something you had never done before?

2. How did God help you get over your fear or apprehension?

Prayer:

Dear God, it is amazing that You know our every need and You are there for us always.  Help us to remember that we can rely on You for strength and guidance in any situation.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Go and I am With You

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:19-20)

This is your big chance.  Your big chance to “go” and tell someone something very exciting!  Nothing holds you back and no one stands in your way.  What is the news?  Jesus Christ is Born!  Jesus Christ is alive!  Jesus Christ is here for you and for me!

The birth, life, and ministry of Christ is the news we have to share with those very near and dear to us, as well as those who have never heard it.  It is a vivid reminder of the job we have to do: Going to people, telling the news, and making of disciples to be ministers of Jesus Christ.

Before Christ ascended into heaven He instructed the disciples to keep spreading the news of what He had done.  In everything they did, they were to demonstrate the love of Christ and proclaim His victory.

Christ gave us the same instruction.  Daily we are to “go” and demonstrate the love of Christ in all that we do and say.  Daily we are to “go” and tell of the eternal life and forgiveness of sins in Christ.  Daily we are to “go” and make disciples or followers of Christ.  

The task may seem overwhelming.  It may even seem frightening.  But rest assured in the everlasting promise that Christ gives as we “go” about this task.  “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:20)

Tell others what He has done.  Teach them of His love and live in the joy that He is always with you.

Questions:

1. How can we demonstrate Christ’s love in what we say and do?

2. What event in Christ’s life is most exciting for you to tell others about?

Prayer:

Dear Lord, help us everyday to be witnesses of You.  Give us the energy to go, tell, and make disciples.  In Your Son’s name, our Lord and Savior.  Amen.

Go and Trust Me

Get Go, Citgo, Stop-N-Go, Kum & Go… Do you recognize any of these names?  They are just a few of many names of convenience stores.  As we travel across America, we are inundated with stores that encourage us to fill the gas tank, buy a cup of coffee, stretch our legs after a long drive, purchase needed supplies, and then “go” be on our way.

So it is that our Lord invites and commands us to “go”. He invites us to “fill up” on His Word. “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” (Colossians 3:16)  It is only through the Word and in our Lord that we are “fed and filled up.”  It is only through the Word and in Him that we can hear His command to “go”.

Throughout Scripture God has commanded His people to “go.”  Time and time again God has led, encouraged, and supported His people as they went and led others into His saving arms.

“Go Noah,” says the Lord, “build an ark in the middle of the desert.  Oh, people will give you a hard time.  But trust in Me.”  And Noah did as the Lord commanded.

“Go Moses,” says the Lord, “lead the Israelites to the freedom of the Promised Land. There will be whining and complaining and the journey will be long.  But trust in Me.” And Moses did as the Lord commanded.

“Go Saul,” says the Lord, “your name will be changed to Paul. Now I want you to preach of My love instead of persecuting others because of Me.  And, oh yes, some days will be tough and people won’t always want to hear you.  But trust in Me.”  And Paul did as the Lord commanded.

“Go, my Son,” says the Lord, “sacrifice yourself for the sins of the world. The journey – it will be very tough, but it will give forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  And trust in Me.”  And Jesus did as His Father commanded.

“Go My children,” says the Lord, “tell others of Me and of the life and forgiveness they have through My Son.  Go and tell others of the heavenly home that awaits them. And trust in Me, for “never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” (Hebrews 13:5b)

“Go” and do as He commands knowing that His presence is always there.  “Go” and tell others of the love they have in the arms of the Savior.

Questions:

1. What stops us from “going” to tell others about Christ?

2. Who in your life encourages you to “go” and tells about Jesus?

Prayer:  Gracious Father, encourage us to go and tell others about You.  Give us faith to trust You as people long ago did.  Help us to know that You are always with us and never will You leave us.  In Jesus’ name, Your Son, my Savior.  Amen.

Letting Go

“Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough troubles of its own.”  (Matthew 6:34)

Letting go was not easy…when my child started kindergarten, when my child went on his first overnighter, when he took the car by himself, and most recently when he went off to college.  I couldn’t help it…I worried.  God tells us not to worry.  We are His children and He lets us go out into the world and make our own decisions.  He wants what’s best for us just like we want what’s best for our own children.  Even if that means letting us go and waiting and watching patiently until we find our way back to Him.  It helps to know that God is with us during these “letting go times.” It shows us that the “letting go” is really letting God take over so there is no need for worry.

Questions:

1. Have you experienced any letting go times?

2. Do you let go and let God help you?

Prayer:

Dear Father, How wonderful You are that we can bring our worries to You!  Thank You for being there when we have to let go.  Amen.

 Obey

“It is the Lord your God you must follow, and Him you must revere.  Keep His commands and obey Him, serve Him, and hold fast to Him.”  (Deuteronomy 13:4)

When I think of “go,” I think of how many times I tell my children to go brush your teeth, go get dressed, go do your homework, or go feed the dog.  I know how frustrated I get when I have to repeat myself day after day when they don’t do what they’ve been told.  Yet, no matter how upset I may get, I still love my children very much.  But what about God our heavenly Father?  He tells us to go – care for the sick, feed the hungry, and clothe the poor.  Sometimes I do it the first time He asks, sometimes I have to be reminded.  Through reading the Bible daily, God reminds me of what He wants me to do.  What does God want us to do?  Are there areas where we could volunteer at our church or in our community?  Has God been calling to you and asking you to “go,” but you have been hesitant?   Don’t we all struggle with this issue and fall short of what God desires of us.  However, I know that when I fall short of what He asks of me, He still loves and forgives me.  What a gracious loving and heavenly Father we have.  It is His love that moves me to want to go to others now and serve them as He has served me.

Questions:

1. How do we know what God is telling us to do and where God is telling us to go?

2. What sometimes keeps us from doing what God tells us to do and going where He tells us to go? 

Prayer

Thank you for being patient with us when we don’t listen the first time.  Thank you for not giving up on us.  Thank you for sending Jesus to pay the price for our sins.  Thank you for always loving us.  Amen.
Go and Walk on Water

“But Jesus immediately said to them; ‘Take courage! It is I.  Don’t be afraid.”  ‘Lord, if it’s You,’ Peter replied, ‘tell me to come to You on the water.’  ‘Come,’ he said.  Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on water and came toward Jesus.” (Matthew 14:27-29) 

Peter, a man who was a bit doubtful and afraid of what he could do, steps out of the boat and onto the water at Christ’s command of “come.”  With eyes focused on Jesus, Peter was walking on water.  What seemed impossible was now a reality.  What seemed totally unheard of was now Christ telling Peter to “go” and look to Him above all else.

And Peter did just that – until he noticed the wind, the waves, the thunder, and the lightning.  Peter was walking on water until he took his eyes off Jesus and began to focus on the things around him.  Once Peter started focusing on the storm, down he went.

What about us?  Ask yourself: Am I walking on water or am I drowning in the storm or am I afraid to get out of the boat?  Just as Christ invited Peter to “come” or to “go and get out of the boat” He says to you and me to go and do what may seem impossible.  No, we may not actually “walk on water,” but when God invites us to do the seemingly impossible, amazing things happen.

What is God asking you to do that seems to be totally impossible?  Ask yourself:  Does it seem impossible because I am not focused on Jesus but on the storms around me?  Keep your eyes on Jesus, put Him first in your heart, and then go, walk on water.

“But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6:33)

Questions:

1. What challenges are you facing that seem impossible?

2. What words from Scripture give you strength and comfort when facing those challenges?

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, keep our eyes, our minds, and our hearts focused on You. Keep us from drowning in the storms of life. Give us strength to face the impossible. Help us to let go of the things around us and through You let amazing things happen.  In Your Name. Amen.

 And They Hurried Off

 “When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’  So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the Baby, who was lying in the manger.  When they had seen Him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this Child…”  (Luke 2:15-17)

Being a shepherd in the hills of Judea proved to be a very lonely and lowly occupation.  Many long days and dreary nights filled the life of a shepherd tending his flock.  It was not the most glamorous job of the times.

Yet, it was the shepherds who first received the announcement of the Christ child. Thousands upon thousands of angels filled the sky on that dark, cold night to proclaim the birth of the long-awaited Messiah to these lowly men.

How did the shepherds respond?  The answer is two-fold.  They didn’t wait until morning or to hear it from someone else to see if it were true.  No, they “hurried off.”  They were on the “go” to see the Christ-child.  Secondly, they didn’t wait until someone asked about the event.  They went with joy and excitement to tell everyone what they had seen and heard.

What is your response to the birth of Christ?  Take time today and everyday to “go and worship the Christ” and then as the shepherds did, make known abroad that which the Lord has made known to us.

Questions:

1. What is your response to the Gospel message?

2. How can we encourage others to “go” and tell of Christ?

Prayer:

Heavenly Father, thank You for showing us the response of the shepherds.  Give us strength and joy to respond in the same way.  Grant unto us the never-ending love that comes only from You to show all those around us.  In Jesus’ name, our Lord and Savior. Amen.

Everyday Celebrations

Each morning when the alarm goes off, it seems to have been set earlier and earlier.  You see, I am not really a morning person, at least not until I have had a shower and something hot to drink.  Over the years I have tried to psyche myself out by attempting to put on a happy spirit, or telling myself that it is later than I know it really is.  Such approaches have not worked, I must admit.  Finally, several years ago I hit upon something that always works.  You see it is not my method, but God’s and it works every time!  Of course I am not surprised, after all isn’t His way always best?  So, each day as I rise I begin with these words, “This is the day the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it!”

Having thankful hearts by acknowledging God’s goodness is really nothing new.  In Deuteronomy 16:15 we learn of the Feast of the Tabernacles.  In this celebration, God tells us that as the people celebrated and gave God thanks for His blessings their joy would be complete.

“For seven days celebrate the Feast to the Lord your God at the place the Lord will choose.  For the Lord your God will bless you in all your harvest and in all the work of your hands, and your joy will be complete.”

As we reflect on all of these blessings from God, each and every day can be a day to celebrate in thankfulness!  The Psalmist in Psalm 136:1 says it best.

“Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good.  His love endures forever.”

This is an ongoing statement.  No matter what is going on in our lives He is always there for us.  His mercies and goodness far outreach any “problems” our day may hold.  Each day holds the promise of His grace and forgiveness.  What better reason could there be for us to wake up to our alarm in thankfulness!

Questions
l. How do you begin each day?

2.  What can you do differently today to have a more thankful spirit? 
3.  What can you do today to show others His joy?

Prayer  
Heavenly Father, thank You so much for Your many gifts that You give me each and every day.  Help me to appreciate all that I have.  Let others see a thankful spirit in me today.  In Jesus’ name I pray.  Amen 


Future Celebrations

Have you planned for your future?  This is a common question asked especially to the baby boomer generation these days.  In fact, mailings come almost daily for special opportunities to open investment accounts or acquire extra insurance for those days ahead.

Our future may be uncertain when it comes to earthly matters.  We may think we have adequate savings and insurances for those days ahead, but ultimately we can never be completely sure.  How quickly life can change, as we have just evidenced with the horrific Tsunami disaster is Southeast Asia.

As Christians however, what a wonderful, certain future we have.  Our future in Heaven is already secured for us.  The best part is that we need not do one thing to acquire it.  Heaven is ours now, through faith in our Savior Jesus.  His promises are clear and simple as revealed in John 3:16.

 “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

When God calls us home to heaven we will have celebrations unending.  We can’t even begin to imagine how wonderful they will be.  As we prepare for our future here on earth, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus the author and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2a) knowing that an even more glorious celebration is yet to come!

Questions:
1. How are you preparing for your future?

2. Who do you know needs the comforting words of Jesus today, as they draw close to their earthly death?

Prayer:

Dear Jesus, Thank You for Your unending love for us.  Help us this day celebrate the gift of Heaven that is ours through faith in You.  Help us boldly proclaim Your name until You call us home with You.  Amen.


Gifts
Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.  If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God.  If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.  To Him be the glory and the power for ever and ever.  Amen.  

 (I Peter 4:10-11)
What a wonderful world we live in.  God gives us these gifts. But not only are we blessed with gifts, these gifts are what we are good at and what gives our lives purpose and happiness.  Sometimes our gifts are not apparent to us or we are just not as attentive as we should be.  I believe my gift is teaching.  However I did not get my teaching degree until I was 34 years old.  At 20 years old I had no interest or desire to teach.  I had other plans and goals.   When I had children and became involved in their education I found my passion.  I love to teach.  Do not misunderstand.  It is not always easy.  It takes many hours and lots of planning to be a good teacher.  I am thankful that my gift is teaching.  

Find what you enjoy doing.  If you enjoy it, spending time doing it is rewarding and the more time you spend at it the better you will become at your talent. We are given gifts, talents and opportunities from God.  It is our responsibility to use them wisely.  “Well done, good and faithful servant!  You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your Master’s happiness! . . . For everyone who has will be given more, and he will have an abundance.  Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.”  (Matthew 25:21-29) Celebrate your talents, gifts and opportunities.  

Questions:
1. What are my talents?

2. What opportunities has God given me?

3. Am I celebrating my talents and opportunities?

Prayer:
Dear Lord, You have created us so wonderfully and uniquely.  We are not only blessed with the outward beauty of the world which You created, but we are also blessed with the inner qualities You have given each of us.  Help us to use these special gifts to give honor and praise to Your name.  Let us not miss opportunities.  Help us be attentive to the world around us.  In Jesus Christ we pray, Amen.

 

Celebrate With a Song
Do you remember the very first song you sang?  Chances are it might have been “Happy Birthday.”  What other songs or melodies do you remember from your childhood?

Music has always been very important to me.  As a child my parents were music lovers and my sisters and I would often enjoy singing with them.  After I was married and had children, music also continued to be a big part of our time together.  When my oldest daughter left home, one of the things we all missed was hearing her piano music.

What makes music so appealing to people is that it has a way of soothing the soul and penetrating the heart.  King Saul found the music of David of great comfort during trying times.  

“Whenever the spirit from God came upon Saul, David would take his harp and play.  Then relief would come to Saul; he would feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him.”  (I Samuel 16:23)

Many great classical musicians like Handel used words from scripture as inspiration for their music, knowing that the Word of God and music combined has a powerful influence on people.  Handel’s great masterpiece “The Messiah” comes from Isaiah 9.  The section most familiar is:

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace.”  (Isaiah 9:2)

Music indeed is a powerful way to draw people to God.  It is no mistake that our worship today is filled with music.  Music and worship go hand and hand.  Music has a way of hallowing God.  What a wonderful way of celebrating who God is!

Just as we sing “Happy Birthday” to celebrate life, let us sing praises to our God, for He is the one worthy of all honor and praise!

Questions

1. What is one of your favorite songs?

2. On what occasion in your life did music play an important role?

3. What music or song stirs deep emotion in you and draws you closer to God?

Prayer:  

Dear God, Thank You for the gift of music which stirs the soul.  Help us draw closer to You through Your Holy Word and through song.  Fill our hearts with Your love so that we may praise You all the days of our lives.  Amen.

Do Not Worry
“So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.” (Matthew 6:31-34)
Do you worry? I do! I worry that I might hurt someone’s feelings.  I may say something that offends someone.  I worry about my husband.  Is he careful on his job?  Do I take him for granted?  Do I show him enough appreciation?  I worry about my children and their friends.  Are they making the right choices?  Are they driving carefully? Are they safe?  Are they happy?  I worry about my students.  Did they understand the lesson?  Am I giving them a well rounded education?  Do they know I care about them?  I worry about my parents.  Are they healthy?  Are they taking care of themselves?  WOW!  I worry a lot!  What a waste of time!  Why?  Why do we worry?  According to Luke12:24-26 “Consider the ravens:  They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn:  yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds!  Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest?”

I worry, even though I know I should not.  God forgives me.  He knows I try not to worry.  He also knows I am a sinner.  My greatest worry is taken care of.  I do not have to worry about death.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. 

(John 3:16) 

Wow! Why do I worry?  (Believe it or not, I actually worried about writing this devotion.)  Do not worry.  Celebrate Christ and the blessings He has given you. 

Questions:
1. Do you worry?

2. What do you worry about?

3. Why do you worry?

Prayer

Dear Lord, Thank You for family and friends.  Thank You for food, shelter, and clothes.  You provide, yet we worry.   Please forgive us when we worry.  Please help us to trust in You.  Help us to trust and celebrate more and worry less.  In Jesus’ precious name, Amen. 
Birthdays
“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart.” (Jeremiah 1:5a) “For you created my inmost being; You knit me together in my mother’s womb.”  (Psalm 139:13)
Babies! The day they are born is exciting.  Parents are in awe.  Family and friends bring gifts and exclaim, “How Cute!”  God shares in the importance of that day.  He knew each of us before that day.
Every year after that, the birthday is celebrated.  There is a cake with candles, a flame for every year.  Children are excited about getting older and adding more candles to the cake.  Adults do not always share that enthusiasm. The candles blown out mean years past. That year is done.  Never again will you be that age.  However there is an eternal light, a light that will not blow out.  A light that offers a life that does not count years.  Eternal life, no sense of time, hard to comprehend?   Perhaps.  Amazing?  Definitely.  The eternal light of Jesus shines forever.   “When Jesus spoke again to the people, He said, ‘I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.’ ” (John 8:12)  How wonderful.  What a precious gift life is.  Celebrate birth.  Celebrate light.  Follow Jesus.  

Questions: 
1. Do you celebrate your birthday with excitement or is it just another day? 

2. Do you include God in the celebration of your birthday?

3. Do you have the light of life? 

Prayer:
Dear Lord, Thank You for life.  The miracle of birth is so amazing.  The days, weeks and months go by so quickly and soon we are another year older.  Let us not take this time for granted.  Help us to celebrate the days and years You have given us with the rightful praise they deserve.  We pray that our days on earth are pleasing to You.  Help Your light to shine through us that others may see how truly wonderful You are.  Thank You for the gift of eternal life.  Help our faith grow stronger with each passing day.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.  

Celebrations That Last

What is a celebration without decorations and balloons?  When children are small their eyes light up at a room filled with these items because they know that there is more to come.  There will be games, food, laughter, and gifts.

Such celebrations are temporary, just like the balloons that add to the festivities.  I can remember a time when one of my own children was so excited about receiving a balloon. There was a store in a mall celebrating an anniversary and balloons were being given away.  Before we even arrived home the balloon was gone.  The tiny grip on the string let loose and away the balloon sailed into the sky.  That day was just the first of many in which the lesson of what lasts and is really important was taught.

Everything in life does not always end up being what it appears to be.  A balloon to a child brings such joy and happiness at the moment.  Such happiness lasts only a short time.  True happiness is eternal.

God tells us in 2 Corinthians 4:18: “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.  For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”

Faith in Jesus is the unseen.  Faith in Jesus is what lasts, eternally.  I love the words of Jesus to Thomas in the upper room.  “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”  (John 20:29b)

Faith in Jesus brings true happiness and lasting joy.  There can be the largest of celebrations with streamers, food, and gifts, but such celebrations will never compare to the gift of faith.  This gift has a celebration that will never end!

Questions:
1.  What was one of your favorite celebrations?

2.  How can you celebrate the gift of faith God has given you?

3. Who can you tell about this wonderful gift?  

Prayer:
Dear Jesus, Thank You for the gift of faith that You gave me in my Baptism.  Help me this day to grow in my love and knowledge of You, knowing that I will never be disappointed.  Help me share my faith with those around me.  In your name I pray.  Amen.










Living With Hearts Ablaze!

So, how is your heart?  If it is like mine, there are days when it is on fire and other days when it is nothing but a smoldering heap.  Thanks be to God that Jesus paid the price for that smoldering heap.  It is only through His grace that I can face each day.  As we live each day knowing that we are redeemed Christians, bought and paid for by His great sacrifice, that smoldering heart is renewed.  Through the power of the Spirit, may your heart each day be set Ablaze with the Good News.  May we be eager to learn, pray, give, tell, send, go, and celebrate.  

Our wonderful pastor closed his devotions with the following paragraph.  I think it sums everything up.

“Let the celebration begin by rededicating ourselves to responding to His Great Commission, first by learning and praying.  Then, let us put our learning and prayers into action by telling and giving.  Pray on behalf of His bride that she might be disturbed out of her apathy and comfort zone and be known as a sending Church, where believers are missionaries as much as they are members, going wherever God sends them.  Then as the lost souls are saved and lives transformed, let His Holy Nation, the priesthood of believers, join with God and all the company of heaven, celebrating over each soul that returns home.”

Keeping in mind our family devotional theme, we gave our 8th graders a shot at putting his paragraph in their words.  It reads as follows:

So let the party begin.  Let’s start by re-giving ourselves to answering His Great Commission, first by learning and praying.  Then, let’s put our learning and prayers into action by witnessing and giving our faith, firsthand, to others.  Pray for our worldwide fellowship.  Pray for the awakening of the worldwide church.  Jesus wants us to serve not only through lighting the altar candles or donating money to the church, (not that these are bad things) but He wants us to go and tell about all that has been done for us.  We must not become lazy or uncaring, but we need to be alive in our faith.  Pray that we may be known to others as a “sending church.”  Our church is God’s UPS or FedEx where believers are missionaries as much as they are members.  We’re going wherever God sends us.  Then as lost packages are found, they will be delivered to their Owner.  Let us, the UPS employees, join with God and all of heaven partying over each package that returns home.  To God Alone Be The Glory!

Dear Heavenly Father, Thank you for loving us so much, so much that you sent Jesus to be our Savior.  Everyday You shower us with Your blessings.  We know we don’t deserve Your grace and mercy, but You give it to us anyway.  Help us to take this undeserved love and share it with others.  Help us to take Your Gospel Message and through the power of the Spirit share it with an unbelieving world.  In Jesus’ name, we pray.  Amen.
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