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Introduction

One of my favorite activities is going fishing. I love the thrill of throwing my line in the water and suddenly feeling that strong tug of a fish taking the bait on my hook. At this point the fight begins, and the adrenaline of the moment builds up inside of me. The fish pulls me and then I pull the fish. We repeat this cycle over and over until either the fish gets unhooked or I end up with dinner latter that night. I have been fishing for years and will admit that I have had many days where I never experience this battle.  The fish never went for my bait. On those days, I just stood out on the shore of the lake, throwing my line in the water over and over, reeling it in without a single fish even touching it.
I met my friend Taylor, however, in college, and we almost instantly became best friends. We shared our love for fishing, sports, and music. We used to go to the lake all the time together and fish. On our first few trips, I would barely catch any fish at all, meanwhile, Taylor was reeling a fish in what seemed like every five minutes. I started to get really frustrated because I would be throwing my line in practically the same areas that he would throw his. It was so embarrassing at times, that I would leave a spot after not catching anything, and Taylor would come over to the spot I just left and after a few casts, already have a fish. I eventually asked him how he was doing this. He told me something that would not only change my fishing life, but would inspire me to write this book.
	He told me that I was using the wrong bait. He was extremely intelligent on biology, fisheries, and fish in general. He told me that in order to catch the most fish, you have to know what baits to use at the right times and for what fish. Certain fish would likely bite a particular bait, but other fish would never touch it. Likewise, fish that live in different environments will only be attracted to certain baits. After I started changing my baits based off the environment, what type of fish I was fishing for, and what type of day it was, I started catching more fish than I could have ever hoped for.
	God begin to teach me and speak to me through this concept. Think about the fish for a moment. It is probably a nice day out and the fish is swimming around like any other day. The fish sees some baits in the water, but the fish pays them no attention and swims along. All of a sudden, this new, very attractive bait hits the water. The fish is instantly drawn to it. Before the fish even realizes it, he/she is swimming faster and faster toward the bait. The anticipation and adrenaline rise as the fish gets closer to it. I am sure the fish is thinking about how delicious this snack is about to be. As the fish is within striking distance, it lunges with all it’s might toward this bait, so excited for this delicious snack it is about to experience. Once the fish has the bait in it’s mouth, I am sure it feels empowered as the fish enjoys the delicious taste of this bait that it swam so hard after. Then, rip! The piercing of the sharp hook hidden so secretly underneath the bait, rips into the fish’s mouth. Now, the fish is in the fight of it’s life and being pulled farther and farther away from it’s family, friends, and safety. The more it fights to free itself, the stronger the hook pulls it closer to shore.
	I am sure at one point; the fish thinks to itself, “I really wish I would not have gone after that bait because now I am hooked.” What seemed like such a delicious snack has now become the fish’s biggest regret and has pulled them away from all they knew. If this fish gets pulled all the way into shore, this bait may very likely end of taking this fish’s life. What seemed so appealing to the fish or something that it could not resist, has now left the fish in the worst predicament of it’s life, and it has no idea how to recover except to do everything on it’s own power to get unhooked.
	This is the same strategy the devil uses on each one of us. The devil is the master of deception. He knows that if he can get us to take one of the baits he lays out in front of us, he will have us hooked. He will begin to pull us so far away from who God has called us to be that if we do not end up getting unhooked, we will end up spiritually defeated or dead. The scariest part is the devil knows what baits to use for which people and when to use them. He knows what areas we are weak in and he throws that bait in front of us time and time again. Sometimes the bait looks attractive and promises us joy if we take it. Other times when the bait gets thrown in front of us, we feel like we need to take it, like there is no other choice.
	Regardless of the reason, if we take the bait the devil lays in front of us, we will begin to be pulled away from God quicker then we would have ever imagined. If we try to get unhooked ourselves, the hook will likely be driven deeper into us and pull us even more away from our Creator. The bait that promised joy to us, is now our biggest regret. The bait we thought we had to take, it now the last thing we would choose. We are hooked and have no idea how we are going to get off. This is why I felt God called me to write this book. Many of you reading this, are currently hooked by a bait the devil has throw out in your life. You feel you are being pulled away from God and are in a constant battle. Others of you are about to be tested. The devil has his hook ready and is waiting for the right moment to cast his line out in front of you.	
	Throughout this book, we will explore the common “baits” the devil throws out at us in life, how to avoid them, and how to get unhooked from them and swim freely with Jesus. So, as we begin to dive into the hooks of like I need to ask yourself a question. What has you hooked?

[bookmark: _Hlk72247853]Doubt Drives Us Away

I am a huge sports fan and although basketball is not a sport I follow, one of the most exciting seasons in sports, in my opinion, is March Madness. For most of the year I could care less about basketball, but when March rolls around, I am locked in. Many people are the same way as the excitement and hype of 64 teams competing in a single elimination tournament for a national title builds a tremendous adrenaline rush. One of the most interesting things to witness each year is the rise of what I call bandwagon fans. In every tournament there seems to always be at least one team that rises from the dust and does really well. They are likely a team that barely made the tournament, or they barely have a winning record, and they end up beating one of the best teams in the tournament. In 2021, one of those teams was Oral Roberts. Before the tournament, I am sure very few people knew who they were, and I am sure even fewer people wanted them to win. 
Their first game was against the number 2 seed in the tournament, Ohio State. Many people predicted that Ohio State would make the final four and possibly even win the national championship. During this first game, Oral Roberts stayed neck and neck with Ohio State the whole way. Toward the end of the fourth quarter people started to realize that Oral Roberts may have a chance to win this game. As the time expired in regulation, fans were shocked to see the scored tied and the game heading to overtime. In overtime, Oral Roberts pulled away and took the impressive victory. For the next two days, people could not stop talking about Oral Roberts. 
Their next game was against Florida, who was also expected to do well in the tournament. The same fate Ohio State faced would soon also fate Florida as they would as well fall to Oral Roberts. At this point they probably had the largest fanbase in their school’s history. There were so many people that were now pulling for this team that they had never heard of before. 
This happens every year with different teams that rise to the top and everyone wants to get on board their success and be a part of it. In 2022, Saint Peter’s shocked the world when they beat the number 2 seed in the tournament in Kentucky, whom many thought would win it all.  They latter went on to beat a tremendous Murray State team. At this point it seemed like everyone in the country was talking about this team and their coach. They grew so much in popularity that even one of their bench players received an NIL deal to be in a commercial. When they latter went on to defeat Purdue to be the first ever 15 seed to advance to the Elite Eight, pandemonium broke out in the sports world.
It is easy to cheer for teams when they are doing well, and everyone talks about them. The truth, however, is the next season when that same team starts to not be as successful again, most of those fans will disappear. Oral Roberts ended up losing in the next round to Arkansas and all the talk about them vanished days after. When Saint Peter’s got thumped by North Carolina in the Elite Eight, the team literally fell apart. Their coach and three players decided to leave for other schools days later. The reality is that this does not only happen in basketball, but this attitude is prevalent in every area of our culture including our faith. When things are going well and everyone is jumping on board, it is easy to follow Jesus, but as soon as things are not going so well for Christians and society is not accepting of the Christian faith, many people disappear from coming to church, they stop posting about Jesus, and they stop living as He has called them to.
	This is not a new trend, however, as we can look back to Palm Sunday to see this played out in the society of that time. Look at this passage in Mark 21.
“Now when they drew near to Jerusalem and came to Bethphage, to the Mount of Olives, then Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go into the village in front of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her. Untie them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, you shall say, ‘The Lord needs them,’ and he will send them at once.” This took place to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet, saying,
“Say to the daughter of Zion,
‘Behold, your king is coming to you,
    humble, and mounted on a donkey,
    on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.’”
The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them. They brought the donkey and the colt and put on them their cloaks, and he sat on them. Most of the crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. And the crowds that went before him and that followed him were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” And when he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up, saying, “Who is this?” And the crowds said, “This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee.”” (Mark 21:1-11, ESV)

I want us to understand that only a few days later after this event on Palm Sunday, Peter would deny Jesus three times, Judas would betray Him, and the crowd would be chanting to crucify Him. I think it is only fair to ask the question, why?
I believe it is because these “followers of Jesus” were more like bandwagon fans and they were not truly devoted followers. When times got tough, they disappeared and even betrayed Him. When the world around them started to doubt Jesus, they felt pressured to do so as well. In our society today, we see this trend escalated as more Christians are becoming less and less devoted followers. I believe this is because in the world we live in, we are roped into believing we need to be cautious about committing to anyone or anything. Doubt is spread like wildfire as even kids are taught to never trust anyone. While there is reason for kids and adults alike to be cautious about trusting certain people, the devil has taken this mindset and has convinced people to think the same way about religion. 
The devil has spread the lie in our world that commitment to any spiritual belief is a bad thing or something that we should fear. In the world we live in today, to commit fully to following Jesus can even lead to being ridiculed by society or persecuted. The bait of doubt is thrown in front of us time and time again. We feel trapped into taking this bait with no hope that we can be fully committed to Jesus. The world around us is screaming for us to take the doubt bait in front of us and to not commit, and over time we may begin to believe this truly is the best route to take. So, the question arises, how do we overcome this bait of doubt in front of us and become truly devoted followers of Jesus in a world that encourages us to be anything but that?
It starts with us learning to trust God’s Word whole-heartedly. Think back to the most success teams of all time. Each of the players on that team bought into what their coach told them to do and the plays he/she drew up for them. A person fully devoted to their sports team will trust whatever their coach says wholeheartedly even if they do not understand why the coach would call a certain play. They trust that their coach is wiser than they are and that their coach knows more than they do. They trust their coach has put together a playbook that will lead them to success. These are the teams that win championships. These are the teams that are remembered. As a Christian, we have the best coach anyone could ever have, and He has given us the only perfect playbook for life, but we have a very difficult time trusting in His Word and plan for our life. We go through life constantly doubting if what God’s Word tells us to do or how the Spirit is leading us to act is really the best route for us. We think that our ideas are better for us and what others say we should do will actually be more fruitful for us to do.
We have to remember, especially in times of doubt, the Word of God is inherent, Holy, and fully-trustworthy. It has been for thousands of years and it will be forevermore. When we forget that and start to believe that because some “professional” in our world today said something contrary or there has been some discovery that people say now in some ways “contradicts” the Bible, the devil has us right where he wants us. Once we open the door of doubt, the devil will send the floodwaves in if we do not slam it shut quickly. The devil is the master of deception, and he will use people and technology to do everything he can to instill doubt in us. When this happens, we have to stand firm on the Word of God and strengthen our faith by the knowledge in His Word.
As I have grown in my faith, I have been challenged like most of us by many new theories and studies that seek to instill doubt upon the accuracy of God’s Word. These studies bothered me for quite a while, so I decided to dig deeper to find out just how trustworthy and true the statements in the Bible are. One of the most astounding things I discovered was that the Bible has over 2,000 prophecies within it and almost every one of them has already come true. Some of these prophecies span over thousands of years, but they all came true exactly as God’s Word said they would. The ones that have not come to fully pass yet, we can see them currently in the works and some are still to come.
If we look back from the Palm Sunday passage discussed earlier, we can see a very old prophecy gets fulfilled. In Zechariah 9:9 we read, 
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” (ESV) 

When this prophecy was written it would have been strange to the people of that time to think of their king coming in on a donkey and even stranger for the people of Jesus’ time to picture this. Most Jews believed their king would come to overthrow the Roman government and would appear like the kings of that day. However, hundreds of years later, we read in John 12:12-15, 

“The next day the large crowd that had come to the feast heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. So, they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, crying out, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!” And Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it, just as it is written, “Fear not, daughter of Zion; behold, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!” (ESV)

 This prophecy that people believed would never come true, came true exactly as it was written hundreds of years earlier. Just stop and soak that fact in a minute that Jesus fulfilled a prophecy spoken by the Holy Spirit through a man hundreds of years prior to being fulfilled.

To go a step further, I found these three prophecies listed below even more astonishing.
The exact location and construction sequence of Jerusalem's nine suburbs was predicted by Jeremiah about 2600 years ago. He referred to the time of this building project as "the last days," that is, the time period of Israel's second rebirth as a nation in the land of Palestine (Jeremiah 31:38-40). This rebirth became history in 1948, and the construction of the nine suburbs has gone forward precisely in the locations and in the sequence predicted.
(Probability of chance fulfillment = 1 in 1018.) That equals a 1 in quintrillion chance of coming true.
One prophet of God (unnamed, but probably Shemiah) said that a future king of Judah, named Josiah, would take the bones of all the occultic priests (priests of the "high places") of Israel's King Jeroboam and burn them on Jeroboam's altar (1 Kings 13:2 and 2 Kings 23:15-18). This event occurred approximately 300 years after it was foretold.
(Probability of chance fulfillment = 1 in 1013).
The prophet Moses foretold (with some additions by Jeremiah and Jesus) that the ancient Jewish nation would be conquered twice and that the people would be carried off as slaves each time, first by the Babylonians (for a period of 70 years), and then by a fourth world kingdom (which we know as Rome). The second conqueror, Moses said, would take the Jews captive to Egypt in ships, selling them or giving them away as slaves to all parts of the world. Both of these predictions were fulfilled to the letter, the first in 607 BC and the second in AD 70. God's spokesmen said, further, that the Jews would remain scattered throughout the entire world for many generations, but without becoming assimilated by the peoples or of other nations, and that the Jews would one day return to the land of Palestine to re-establish for a second time their nation (Deuteronomy 29; Isaiah 11:11-13; Jeremiah 25:11; Hosea 3:4-5 and Luke 21:23-24).
This prophetic statement sweeps across 3,500 years of history to its complete fulfillment—in our lifetime. The chance of this happening was over 1 in a quintrillion.
So, what does this mean for us in overcoming doubt? It means that we need to start devaluing what our textbooks, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, CNN, and Fox News say and start to re-value what the Word of God says as our source for ultimate truth and guidance in life. Everything else will ultimately fail us at some point. If we rely on psychologists alone to tell us how to handle life’s issues, we will be let down. Think about how over history many theories and methods used in psychology were unsuccessful. If we rely on medication alone to make us feel better, we will be let down. Think about how many medications have adverse side effects and have been discontinued because they were proven not to really solve the problem. If we rely on politicians to tell us how to live, we will be let down.
Think about all the times over history that politicians have lied just to get elected and made empty promises. These people, medications, and methods can at times help us through what we are dealing with and should be used, but nothing but the Holy Spirit heals the heart. The Holy Spirit is the only one that has never and will never let us down. The Holy Spirit is fully reliable and fully trustworthy to help and guide you through anything life throws at you. This is why it is so important that we fight against the bait of doubt in our world because when we start to doubt and not trust God’s Word or His Spirit, we are setting ourselves up to be let down.

“For it is written,“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles,”  - 1 Corinthians 1:19-23, ESV

God, who is holy and divine, never gives us bad advice or leaves us broken. His plan, prophecies, and prescriptions for us are always just what we need. Yet, when times get tough in our life, we tend to look to everyone and everything else for guidance and help instead of coming to the One that holds tomorrow and divining into His Word that holds all answers to life. So how can we overcome this?
I believe it starts with making time with God an essential part of our day. 26% of Gen Z spend 8 hours or more looking at a screen per day. Adults are not that far off. I know in my own life, I tend to spend 10 or more hours a day looking at a screen, how many minutes a day do we spend looking at God’s Word? I like to refer to spending time in God’s Word as making room on our dinner plates. For myself, I love eating desserts. If it was my choice, I could eat the dessert before the meal every time. Unfortunately, when I do this, I typically get too full to eat all the meat and vegetables provided in the meal. What happens is that I hold my body back from getting the essential nutrients it needs in the day and replace the essential nutrients with things that are harmful to my body. 
Over time, this has a tremendous effect on my physical and mental well-being. I begin to gain weight, It gets harder to move around, I have less energy, I lose motivation to do things, and I start to become more irritable. Because of these changes, I start to feel bad about myself and that leads to anxiety and at times depression. All of this could have been avoided if I would have just provided my body with what it needed each day.
The same is true with our souls. If we always eat the desserts first and push away what we desperately need each day, it will affect us in every area of our life. The desserts can be things like watching the sports game, going to the party, going to another event at night, binge watching a show, playing video games, or scrolling through all your social media feeds. If we will our hearts and minds with all these things first before God’s Word, by the time the sun goes down, we are too tired to spend any time with God or His Word. Over time, our souls will feel the effect of the lack of essential nutrition that they need. This will bleed over to the way we speak, talk, and treat others.
This is why it is essential that we soak in God’s Word and spend time with Him each day before soaking in the things of this world. Many people I talk to and even I, myself, have been guilt of this say, “I am just too busy, I do not have time daily to read God’s Word and spend time with Him.” I understand this as I too live a busy life. However, if your schedule is too busy to include God, then there are non-essential things on your schedule. Ask yourself, how many minutes do I spend each day watching t.v., playing games, or scrolling through social media? If you spend an hour doing so, just cutting that time in half frees up 30 minutes to read God’s Word and spend time with Him each day. Chances are you spend much more than an hour doing things throughout the day you really do not have to do, I know I do. 
Some people believe that they have to spend so much time watching the news or scrolling through social media each day to keep up with the latest events happening around them, but this is a lie from the world. Before cell phones and internet, no one concerned themselves with watching the news each night and keeping up with all the latest events. Their primary focus was about what was going on in their life and the lives of those around them. In a sense we need to get back to that mindset, where we become less outwardly focused on what is going on in the world and become more inwardly focused on our relationship with Jesus. Through that, we will be able to outwardly change the world around us for Him. If we focus on what is going on in everyone else’s life and not what is going on inside our own hearts, our relationship with Jesus and our spiritual health will begin to decline in a drastic rate. 


Reflect & Respond

1. What are some doubts you have struggled with?



2. How can you use God’s Word to begin overcoming doubt?



3. How does hearing all the prophecies that have been fulfilled in the Bible help you overcome doubt?



4. How many minutes each day do you spend watching t.v., playing games, or scrolling through social media? 


5. What things can you start to cut out of your daily diet and replace with God’s Word?


Moving From Doubt to Devotion
One of the biggest reasons people take the bait of doubt in life is because they do not see God moving in their life. Before we blame God for this, we need to personally reflect on our actions first. I think a big reason we do not see God moving in our lives like we would desire is because we are not putting forth any effort on our end. We expect God to bless us and reward us for just simply being alive. This, however, is really flawed thinking on our part. If we are not trying to live for God and trying to seek Him in our every day life, then why should we expect to receive His blessings?
This would be like expecting to get paid every day from your employer although you don’t do your job every day. If you’re an employee of a company, you will likely have benefits and rewards for working there. You will furthermore receive compensation each day for the work you contribute to the company. However, if you decide to not work anymore and just do whatever you want throughout the day, it will not be long until your company stops giving you any benefits or rewards. The same is true in our relationship with God. God wants to reward us throughout life, but He is also a just God. He is not going to constantly give us blessings for not living the way we should and not contributing to His Kingdom. This would simply not make any sense and would go against His character. If we, however, put in effort each day to furthering His Kingdom and growing closer to Him, then His mercies are new every morning and we will experience His presence and blessings each day. The more things we do for the Kingdom of God, the more we see God’s presence in our life.
This concept goes a step further as well. If we work for a major car dealership in the morning as our full-time job, we are not going to work for another car dealership in the evening as a part-time gig. We know that would cause lots of issues with the main dealership we work for. They would likely fire us for working for a competing company behind their backs. They would question our commitment level to them and where our heart is. The same is true with the sports teams we root for. As an Alabama fan, I’m not going to go to the Auburn games every weekend, wearing my Auburn gear, and yelling “go Tigers!” People would call me a fake fan if I did that. They would question my commitment level to the team I say I root for and if my heart is really in it. 
The same is true in our Christians lives as faith without works is dead. It doesn’t matter what you say you are and who you say you follow if your actions say something different. You either play for team God or for team Satan, but there is no playing for both. You’re either all in committed to God and living for Him or you’re not. There is no going to church on Sunday morning and acting like the perfect Christian around everyone and then that same night going to the club downtown and doing things you know God does not approve of.
See, just like you wouldn’t work for another car dealership if you’re already committed to another because you know if your boss found out, you would be fired, you shouldn’t live one way around some people and another when you feel like those people aren’t watching. Whether they find out or not, God is always watching you. God knows where you’re heart truly is and there is no fooling God. If you’re not fully committed to Him, He knows that even if you have everyone else around you fooled. This means that our lives should reflect God and not the world.

A Devoted Christian backs up with they say and post by the way they live and love.
 	I was recently told the story of Evan Roberts and the Welsh Revival. This story set a fire back on me to be a more devoted follower of Jesus. The 1904–1905 Welsh Revival was the largest Christian revival in Wales during the 20th century. It was one of the most dramatic in terms of its effect on the population, and triggered revivals in several other countries. "The movement kept the churches of Wales filled for many years to come, seats being placed in the aisles in Mount Pleasant Baptist Church in Swansea for twenty years or so, for example. Meanwhile, the Awakening swept the rest of Britain, Scandinavia, parts of Europe, North America, the mission fields of India and the Orient, Africa and Latin America." What is so intriguing was the man that was behind this revival, Evan Roberts, was 26 when he started the revival that would quickly sweep through Whales.
It was said that people would come out of their houses when Evan walked down the street just to get a glimpse of him because he had this glow about him that they wanted to witness. People said that you could physically see the Spirit of God within this man by the way it radiated through him. He was asked how he was so full of the Spirit and why he believed God was using him in this special way. He explained that when he was only 14 he started to pray that God would use him for His glory every day. He did this day in and day out for 12 years, growing closer to God each day. Eventually God would answer Evan’s prayer is a major way by using him to lead the Welsh Revival. I have to think that many times in those 12 years, doubt became a major bait the devil used with Evan. I am sure there were days where it seemed like God would never use him in the way he desired or that God was ignoring his requests. I am sure the devil tempted Evan to just give up or look somewhere else because God was not going to come through, but Evan remained faithful to God and trusted His voice above all the noise. Because of Evan’s faithfulness when he didn’t see God answering his prayer, God showed up in a big way in Evan’s life and showed just how much He was listening the whole time and just how much He cares. God knew Evan’s heart and when the time was right, He trusted him to lead one of the greatest revivals ever recorded.
It doesn’t matter how old you are, what you look like, where you are from, or what gifts you have been given, when you fully surrender to God and ask Him to use you in a special way for His Kingdom, He will. David was around 14 when God anointed him king of Israel, not because he was the tallest, strongest, or most gifted, but because he was a man after God’s own heart. If you can wake up each day and say, “God, I choose to listen to your voice above all the noise around me and I ask that you use me in a mighty way for your kingdom. Prepare me today for what you have planned for me ahead. I trust in you. Help my unbelief today and show me your presence.” God will answer your prayer. It may not be as quick as you want or in the exact way you had planned, but it will be answered perfectly according to His will. He will use you for a special way for the Kingdom of God at the right time when He knows your heart is ready.
If you are not seeing God use you the way you would like to be used in your life right now, you need to bow down to Him with arms open and say “Lord, I’m sorry for not trusting fully in you, help my unbelief and help me to see you,” “Here I am God, use me.” Then back up your prayers with actions, and start doing the little things each day to grow closer to God. Start living the way you know He would desire for you to live. When you begin to do this, God will begin to set a flame in your heart for Him. Eventually, that flame will swell up into a burning fire that will be used to lead people to Him. Then, people will come from all over to see the fire God has ignited in your life for His kingdom.
On the Flip Side if you reflect the world more than God by your actions, you will turn others away from God. One of the stories that gives me pause and makes me reflect on the way I’m living my life is that of a former Satan worshipper. This man recently gave his life to Christ after he had turned away from God for over 10 years. because of the youth not living for God besides Wednesdays and then the parents of them knowing this, doing nothing about it.
 
Ask yourself today, is the way I am living leading people toward Jesus or farther away?
Also, ask yourself, with all the evil going on in our world today, what am I doing to change it?
 
I want you to look at a few stats:
Less than 1% of people born in Gen Z believe spirituality is the key to happiness
21% of Gen Z either claim to be atheist or agnostic
Only 43% of Gen Z has recently attended a church
Only 1/3 of teens believe lying is wrong
One in eight teens describe their sexual orientation as something other than heterosexual.
Out of every 10 teens, 7 believe it’s acceptable to be born one gender and feel like another.
Abortion is one of the leading causes of death in the United States.
 
The question we all need to reflect on is what are we doing as the world around us is literally heading for Hell? Do we even care?
 
As devoted Christians we need to disconnect from our phones and reengage in the real world around us. We must be more concerned about the hearts of the people passing us each day than the latest trend happening virtually. I live close to one of the most populated cities in America and often work not far from downtown. Today as I walked into one of the popular dinning places nearby, I saw probably close to a hundred people come in and out in a matter of about 20 minutes. They all looked different, some coming from work, some hanging out with friends, and some just deciding to get out of the house for a few hours. Each one of them has a story, each one of them has a different relationship with God. The question I had to ask myself is why have I never been so aware of this before? Why have I never really cared?
Most times, I’m so consumed with what I have to get done in my own life that I never pay attention to the vast amount of potentially lost people walking right beside me. I’m so concerned with the next thing I have to do, that I potentially miss the most important thing I need to do that day, which is reaching the lost for Jesus. How hard would it be to have a quick conversation with them or ask if there is anything I can pray for them about today? It’s really quite simple and most times not even time consuming, but my focus is misplaced. My heart is not fully where it needs to be. I believe this is true with many Christians in our modern world. All the technology and responsibilities around us have crippled us from doing the things truly important. The things that make an eternal impact.
How many hours do you spend on your smartphone or gaming system compared with time in the Word or doing something that will make a Kingdom Impact?
Take a look at what Jesus did just shortly after His triumphal entry on Palm Sunday. Although He had the most responsibilities anyone could imagine, He took time to address the issues at hand and show people what they should be focusing on. Keep in mind that this was just after He had been celebrated by a massive crowd and had all these people showing Him adoration, yet He kept His focus on making disciples despite what that may cost Him. The passage is found in Matthew 21 as well and states,
	“And Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who sold and bought in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons. He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers.” – Matthew 21:12-13, ESV
Jesus could care less if He was the most popular person in His city, county, or the world. He had a mission and He cared about fulfilling that mission whether He was popular with society or not. Even more so, Jesus knew the people would ultimately reject Him, but He knew if He did the Father’s will for Him that it would all be worth it. God was the opinion He was living for. Because of this, He is seated at the right hand of God today and has and will continue to save countless number of people from hell if they repent and follow Him. Jesus did not stand for sin, He loved all people, died for all, and forgave them all if they repented and followed Him, but He was bold about calling out sin and redirecting the world to the truth even if it meant He would lose His earthly life, which He did.
 	Many times, we see our friends living in sin and saying evil and hurtful things to people without ever confronting them about it. We are more afraid of offending them than of offending God. We care more about their opinion of us then their eternity. We fear losing our social media reputation more than our reputation with God. We are living for the approval of society that will eventually fade away and mean nothing. We have to start living for the approval of God alone, knowing that how we live for Him will matter for all eternity and the impact we will make on the lives of others for Him will be an eternal impact.
How far we will go to stand firm on the Word of God when we know the world will persecute us for it?
Faith and Devotion does not naturally root in your heart, but it roots in who’s in your heart and from whatever or whoever is in your heart will flow forth devotion in what you do.

A Devoted Christian Follows the Spirit’s Direction

The last big step in moving from doubt to devotion is to follow the Spirit’s direction wherever He leads you. Great teams adjust their strategy as the seasons change and the opponents change their attacks. They are flexible and willing to do what it takes to beat the opponent. Many times, as Christians, we will only go so far and be so flexible to beat our enemy and reach the lost. When we accept Jesus as our Savior, the Holy Spirit dwells in us. Before Jesus ascended to heaven, He told His disciples that He would send one who would teach and guide all those who believe in Him (Acts 1:5; John 14:26; 16:7). Jesus’ promise was fulfilled less than two weeks later when the Holy Spirit came in power on the believers at Pentecost (Acts 2). Now, when a person believes in Christ, the Holy Spirit immediately becomes a permanent part of his or her life (Romans 8:14; 1 Corinthians 12:13). Once within us, the Spirit moves us toward the will of God. This may mean that we are led to move, change jobs, leave some friends behind, or even put our life at risk for the sake of the Gospel. Read the words of Jesus below in Luke.
“Many people were traveling with Jesus. He said to them, 26 “If you come to me but will not leave your family, you cannot be my follower. You must love me more than your father, mother, wife, children, brothers, and sisters—even more than your own life! 27 Whoever will not carry the cross that is given to them when they follow me cannot be my follower.” – Luke 14:25-27, ETRV
 	Following the Spirit means putting to death the desires of your heart and seeking to learn and follow the desires of God’s heart. When you do this, God will begin to change your own heart’s desires to align with His. At the core, our flesh is sinful because we are all under sin’s curse and we are marred by sin. Because of this, we will naturally desire the things of this world and things to build ourselves up. We will seek to do whatever we can to make ourselves happy and bring success to ourselves. However, most of the time those things are not what God desires for us as those things do not align with His plan and do not bring us lasting fulfillment.
Knowledge of God’s Word can help us to discern whether or not our desires come from the Holy Spirit. We must test our inclinations against Scripture—the Holy Spirit will never prod us to do anything contrary to God’s Word. If it conflicts with the Bible, then it is not from the Holy Spirit and should be ignored. His plan is far better than anything we can even imagine and is ultimately to mold us more into the image of His Son. So, following Jesus comes with a cost. That is why Romans 12 says we are to present our bodies as a living sacrifice to God. We have to love Him so much more than the people and things of this world that we are able to go whenever and wherever His Spirit leads us. 
This may require leaving family behind. This was not always the case as for James and John, they served Jesus together as brothers, and their mother accompanied them during their travels (Matthew 20:20-21). If following Jesus meant abandoning one’s family, Jesus would not have permitted Salome to travel with her sons. In the case of Jesus Himself, He lived ninety-one percent of his holy, perfect, and righteous life on earth with His family. As we see in the Old Testament, and in the early church, God often uses family members to partner together to advance His Kingdom.1 However, there are other times when Jesus very clearly calls us to go somewhere that is far away from home to advance His kingdom. We may have to leave family and friends behind for a season or longer to fulfill the will of God. Even if this is the case, we can have confidence that if they are believers we will one day be reunited for all eternity together with Jesus in Paradise.
One of the biggest adjustments my wife and I had to make when we got married and I started serving in a church was being away from family and friends for long periods of time. I felt God leading me to a church outside of Nashville, TN after much time and prayer. This church was hours away from my parents and sister. It was also quite a drive from my wife’s parents and her siblings. I would lying if I said this transition went smoothly with no bumps in the road. There were times where we doubted if we could do it or if this was truly the right thing. 
However, every time we doubted, we saw God move in incredible ways. We saw kids lives changed and people come to know the LORD. When this started to happen, we knew God placed us here for a reason and although it may not have been what we would have chose for ourselves, the impact we were making for the kingdom of God was absolutely worth it. We are very thankful, looking back, that we chose to follow the Spirit’s guidance. 
When we think about the most recognizable figures in the Bible, they became that way because they fully trusted in God and allowed the Spirit to guide them wherever no matter if it didn’t make sense in their minds. A Great example is Moses. Moses at first didn’t want to lead the Israel because he felt he was unequipped. He was older and had a speech impediment. Yet, God called him to lead an entire nation. Talk about getting out of your comfort zone! After turning God down several times, Moses finally submitted to God’s plan over his. Because of this, he became one of the greatest leaders in the history of mankind and led the Israelites up to The Promised Land.
The greatest example of all is our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. He didn’t want to be crucified and He even sweat blood, but He had ultimate faith in God to do whatever the Spirit was leading Him to do. He followed God’s plan for Him and saved the world from their sins by dying on the cross and raising from the grave three days later, so all those who repent of their sins and turn to Him, have eternal life in Heaven.
What’s sad is that some of us likely do not have the faith to follow the Holy Spirit if He leads us just to talk to that person at school or work that may be hard to approach.
Paul address this as he explains that he is willing to be all things to reach all people. He was willing to put his reputation and personal status to death to uplift and profess the name of Jesus to those that were lost. Do we have that devotion? If we can’t follow the Spirit in the little things, we can’t expect the Spirit to use us for the big things.

“Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some.  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.” - 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, NIV
Reflect & Respond

1. Are you fully surrendered to God and His will for your life today? Or are you only willing to do and go somewhere that is comfortable for you?

2. Are you prepared and are we prepared as a Church to do anything the Holy Spirit leads us to so we can reach the lost around us?

We have to put to death our wants, desires, rituals, and our way of doing things and say, “Here I am Lord, use me as You please.”
 
3. Are you willing to move today from an on the fence “Christian” to a fully devoted follower of Jesus?

4. What people or activities are holding you back from being a fully devoted Christian? What are you going to do to overcome this?

How uncomfortable you are willing to get for the sake of the Gospel shows a lot about where your faith and heart is.
Fear
One of the most common baits the devil uses to pull us away from God and who we are called to be is fear. If we overcome doubt, fear pops up around the corner. Once we start becoming a truly devoted follower of Christ, the devil changes his bait and starts throwing this new bait our way. At this point, he knows he is in danger of us slipping away from his traps and becoming the person God has called us to be. There will be many times in our life when things do not go our way or the way we believe they should go. Evil surrounds us, and at times it feels like we are never safe. We turn on the nightly news to be reminded of the horrors happening right outside our homes. This is when the devil throws out his line with fear attached to the hook. It splashes right in front of us and at that moment, can seem like the only option we have. We think to ourselves, “Things are never going to get better.” We believe there is no hope for us in this cruel world and in these troubling, dark moments, the most reasonable option to us is to be scared and to curl up and try to hide away from the evil and problems swimming around us. We lose our will to fight.
	I can relate to this, as many times in my life, the devil has thrown out the bait of fear when he knew I was weak, and my hope was running thin. In several cases, I took this bait, tried to curl up and hide from the darkness closing in on me, and each and every time this approach failed me and left me more broken than the last.
Fear can entangle us and trap us from doing the will of God. When we are entangled by fear in our life, as soon as God calls us to move a certain way or to do something for His Kingdom, a knot forms in our stomach that feels like someone is pulling it tighter by the second. Fear can and will hold us back from being the person that God has created us to be unless we find a way to overcome it.
In my own life fear and anxiety have crippled me time and time again in my past. From an early age I can remember getting hit with a wave of anxiety at certain times in the day in which I felt like I had to touch the doorknob eight or twelve times or things would go wrong. As I grew older and started dating, I felt I had to text my girlfriend so many times a day or she would leave me. Things continued to worsen as I got more involved in sports to the point where I would tie and retie my cleats about fifteen times a game because I believed they needed to be a certain tightness for me to play well. As I begin to live out the call of God on my life to pastor, I would spend many extra hours making sure everything was just right before preaching a sermon. I would question my points and type and retype several things. I realized I had an enormous issue, and it was holding me back from living the life God intended for me. I went to therapy and was diagnosed with OCD which stands for obsessive compulsion disorder.
Although I went to therapy for months and studied what God’s Word says about fear and anxiety and overcoming them, the devil still throws this bait in front of me all the time. He knows this is a weak area for me and if he can stir up the anxiety within me, he may be able to pull me away from living out the life God has called me to. This is an everyday battle I have to fight, and this is why this chapter is very special to me. I know how hard the struggled of anxiety and fear is and I know what a great bait it is for the devil to use. This is why it is essential we turn to God’s Word and seek how to overcome our anxiety and fears with His truth. I believe many of us reading this understand the weight fear and anxiety places upon our life, but we struggle with how to get past those fears and anxieties and how to start swimming freely with Jesus.
When seeking what God’s Word tells us about fear, God laid upon my heart three separate stories in the Bible of people that dealt with fears that we deal with today in the 21st century. In each story, the people chose to trust Jesus and choose faith over fear. There are important methods we can learn from these people on how to overcome fear and how to put our faith in Jesus when fear creeps it’s ugly head in our lives that will help us in our daily struggles. I believe each one of these fears discussed, the devil still uses in our world today and most people have or will struggle with them at one point in their life or another. I know I can relate to each of them, and the truths found in each of these stories has been foundational for overcoming fear in my own life.
So, the very first story we are going to look at is one of my favorite ones of the entire Bible. It is the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fiery furnace. And if you guys know about this story, the king back in that time was King Nebuchadnezzar. A funny side note was that when Gracie and I were going through pre-marital counseling, we talked about how we see our lives in a few years down the road and if we're going to have children, how many we want to have, the names for children, and things along those lines. In that moment, I felt it was wise of me to say, "We should name our kid Nebuchadnezzar, and call him little Neb for short." I thought that would be such a cool name for a boy and Gracie always said she wanted our child’s name to be unique. Needless to say, that didn't go over too well. That one got shot down real quick. The fact that she still married me and desired to have kids after that session speaks to her love for me.
The first fear we are going to examine through this story is the fear of not conforming to society’s standard of living. Look at what God’s Word says in Daniel 3:1-7.

"Nebuchadnezzar, the king, made an image of gold, whose height was 60 cubits, and its width 6 cubits. He set it up in the plain of Dura, in the province of Babylon. And King Nebuchadnezzar sent word to gather together the satraps, the administrators, the governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the judges, the magistrates, and all the officials of the providence to come to the dedication of the image which King Nebuchadnezzar has set up. So the satraps, administrators, and governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the judges, the magistrates, and all the officials of providence gathered together for the dedication of the image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. And they stood before the image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up."
"Then a herald cried aloud: 'To nations and languages, that all at the time when you hear the sound of the horn, the flute, the harp, the lyre, and the psaltery, in symphony with all kinds of music, you shall fall down and worship the gold image that King Nebuchadnezzar has set up. And whoever does not fall down in worship, shall be cast immediately into the midst of a fiery furnace.' So at that time, when all the people heard the sound of a horn, flute, harp, lyre in symphony with all kinds of music, all the people, nations and languages fell down and worshiped the gold image which King Nebuchadnezzar had set up."

The first thing that stuck out to me while reading this passage is that all the people in the nations were so afraid that if they didn't conform to what King Nebuchadnezzar was saying, they were going to be thrown in the fiery furnace. So, sure enough, when that sound went off, the instruments played, everybody fell down immediately in worship to the golden statue Nebuchadnezzar put up, whether they agreed with it or not.
In our lives today in America, we don't have necessarily have a gold statue that we're being told to worship and the pray down to, but we fear if we don't conform to what society says is right, what is politically correct to today, which is constantly changing, then we're going to be thrown in the fiery furnace on social media. We’re going to be ridiculed and ripped up by the society that we live in. Cancel culture is alive and well in America and when you speak out against ideas and beliefs that are contrary to God’s Word, there are people waiting to “cancel” you from all platforms. Free speech is becoming a thing of the past if your speech does not align with society’s popular beliefs.
In the world we live in today many times the mindset portrayed by those in power is, "Either conform to what we say is correct or you'll be an outcast in our society." Just like back in the time of Daniel, many times what our rulers say we should do is not what God desires for us to do, so to stand up for what's truly right, means being willing to get thrown into the fiery furnace on social media and in society. All this pressure can cripple us from actually standing up for what’s right, and actually living out what God's called us to do. Just like in Daniel, we end up conforming to whatever society tells us to do because our fear and anxiety has enabled us from doing what God truly desires for us to do.
An example is this: I know if I went on social media this morning, and posted that homosexuality and abortion is wrong, and that's all I posted and hit send, I would have so many comments, so many people messaging me. I know friends I went to college with, people I've worked with, people that probably call themselves Christian, would tear me to pieces. I would get burned by society and likely even banned from social media for a time for hate speech. That is the reality of the society we are living in. There may not be physical golden statues for us to bow down to, but there is a whole collection of moral golden statues we are expected to bow down to and support. As Christians, we have become the minority and are under major attack by the enemy that roams the earth.
And in our world today, when the flames of society are burning hot, we feel that it is the safest and best route to just conform. Although I understand this logic, I believe if we look deeper within, the real problem is that we fear the world more than we fear God. We have a fear more of what humans think and how we're perceived by society than what God thinks of us. To this point, I want you to see how Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego respond to the king’s command.
It starts in Verse 12 here, and it says, "'There are certain Jews that you have set over the affairs of the province of Babylon: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. These men, O king, have not paid due regard to you. They do not serve your gods or worship the gold image which you have set up.'" "Then Nebuchadnezzar, in rage and fury, gave the command to bring Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to him. So, they brought these men before the king. Nebuchadnezzar spoke, saying to them, 'Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, that you did not serve my gods or worship the golden image which I have set up? Now be ready at the time you hear the sound of the horn, flute, harp, lyre, and psaltery in symphony with all kinds of music, and you fall down and worship the image which I have made good. But if you do not, you shall be cast immediately into the mist of burning fiery furnace. And who is the God who will deliver you from my hands?'"
"Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered and said to the king," now catch this this morning, "'O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer to you in this matter. If that is the case, our God who we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and He will deliver us from your hand, O king. But if not, let it be known to you, O king, we do not serve your gods, nor will we worship the gold image which you have set up.'"
If we think about this concept in our modern society today, how often do we see Christians stand up and say, "I will not worship your gods or your pagan rituals. I will stand up to the truth because my God is with me and I put my trust in Him? We need Christians on fire for God so much that when society tries to get us to conform to what they see as morally right when we know it clearly goes against God’s morals, we say “even if my God does not deliver me from your hand, I know that one day, I'll be rewarded for standing us for what’s truly right. I know one day, God's going to reward me for living in righteousness and that reward will be far greater oh ruler, than anything your society can offer me.”
I want to challenge those reading this, that if we have that fear of not conforming, it roots from a fear more of man than of God.  We need to decrease our fear of the world and increase our fear of the Lord. If we can decrease our fear of the world, and increase our fear of the Lord, when society pressures us and puts that fire of conforming hot against us, we won’t back down but walk confidently into the flames knowing we’re not walking into them alone. We can say with confidence, "I will not bow down to your gods, or your pagan ways, and I will stand for the truth, because I know in the end, God wins."

Look at what God’s Word tells us about what happens next to these faithful men.
“Then Nebuchadnezzar was full of fury, and the expression on his face changed toward Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego. He spoke and commanded that they heat the furnace seven times more than it was usually heated. 20 And he commanded certain mighty men of valor who were in his army to bind Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego, and cast them into the burning fiery furnace. 21 Then these men were bound in their coats, their trousers, their turbans, and their other garments, and were cast into the midst of the burning fiery furnace. 22 Therefore, because the king’s command was [c]urgent, and the furnace exceedingly hot, the flame of the fire killed those men who took up Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego. 23 And these three men, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego, fell down bound into the midst of the burning fiery furnace.
24 Then King Nebuchadnezzar was astonished; and he rose in haste and spoke, saying to his [d]counselors, “Did we not cast three men bound into the midst of the fire?”
They answered and said to the king, “True, O king.”
25 “Look!” he answered, “I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the fire; and they are not hurt, and the form of the fourth is like the[e] Son of God.” (Daniel 3:19-25, NKJV)

		
If we look into the story here, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were thrown in the fiery furnace. The government of that time turned the furnace up hotter than what they typically would in these situations. It was so hot that it actually burned the guards throwing these men in and killed them. And, when King Nebuchadnezzar realized these men thrown in did not die right away, he was so confounded.
But, when he looked at them a long time afterwards, he realized it was not just the three men they threw into the fire but four standing in the fiery furnace. He quickly realized that the Son of God was in there with them. Jesus was standing with them, and they walked out unscarred from the world because they trusted in God. And then the people realized, "There's a God that's above King Nebuchadnezzar, and we should praise and honor Him."
And the same concept is true in your life today. You can stand up against the world. It may seem like you could get thrown in the fire and be burned like crazy at first. But you can resist that fear and say, "I can do all the things because Christ strengthens me." You will come out of that fire stronger, refined, and be able to shine a light into the world for Jesus Christ.

Fear of Sickness
There second type of fear we’re going to explore is the fear of sickness. This fear is such a prevalent one for our world today. With the coronavirus attacking our world, strep throat, flu season, all kinds of yearly sicknesses, and other serious illnesses being passed around, it can be easy to be entangled and crippled so much by the fear of getting sick, or a family or a friend getting sick, that we're actually held back from doing God's will.
I want you to look with me at the story of Jairus and the woman with the problem of bleeding. This remarkable story is found in Mark Chapter 5, and it starts in Verse 21. 
And it says, "Now when Jesus had crossed over again by boat to the other side, a great multitude gathered to Him; and He was by the sea. And behold, one of the rulers of the synagogue came, Jairus by name. And when he saw Him, he fell at His feet and begged Him earnestly, saying, 'My little daughter lies at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, that she may be healed, and she will live.' So Jesus went with him and a great multitude followed Him and thronged Him."
"Now a certain woman had a flow of blood for 12 years, and had suffered many things from many physicians. She had spent all that she had and was no better, but rather grew worse. And she heard about Jesus. She came behind Him in the crowd and touched His garment. For she said, 'If I only may touch His clothes, I shall be made well.'"
"Immediately the fountain of her blood was dried up, and she felt in her body that she was healed of the affliction. And Jesus, immediately knowing in Himself the power had gone out of Him, turned around in the crowd and said, 'Who touched My clothes?'"
"His disciples said to Him, 'You see the multitude thronging You, and You said, "Who touched Me?"' And He looked around to see her who had done this thing, but the woman fearing and trembling, knowing what had happened to her, came down and fell before Him and told Him the whole truth. And He said to her, 'Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace, and be healed of your affliction.'"
"While He was still speaking, some came from the ruler of the synagogue's house, who said, 'Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?' And as soon as Jesus heard the word that was spoken, He said to the ruler of the synagogue, 'Do not be afraid; only believe.' And he permitted no one to follow Him except Peter, James, and John, the brother of James."

A lot of times when you're going through sickness, when our world is sick, our family and our friends are sick and hurting, whether it's physical, or mental, or whatever that may look like, we so often look to the world, the news, and everybody else for answers before we ever come to Jesus. Our fear cripples us so much that we never have the faith to look up for guidance and healing.

I want you to catch something realty astonishing in this story. This woman had gone to all the doctors and all the physicians. She spent all her money trying to get help from the problem of bleeding that she was having for 12 years. She exhausted every resource the world had to offer and ran out of money. When she heard about Jesus, she had faith, reached out to Him, touched Him, and said, "Jesus, please heal me." And then instantly, she was healed. This was not because she was anyone special or spectacular. It's because her faith was so strong that her faith led to a spectacular healing.

This is not to say that if you ignore modern medicine and just come to Jesus, that you’ll always be healed. Jesus gave us the means to create medication and tools to help us when we are sick. Jesus might not always heal you when you come to Him, or He may desire for you or allow you to go through a certain type of treatment for a higher purpose. He may have another plan for your life. The point I want you to understand, though, is that so often in our world today, we listen to the news media, and people on the news say things that maybe are reliable, maybe aren't reliable. We get so caught up in those things that we never actually look to God for answers, for healing, for guidance, for protection, and ultimately for peace and comfort that only He can provide. If you only go to doctors for healing, you’ll end up with a lot of spiritual band aids and some serious issues buried within. When you just treat the symptoms, you will never find the cure to the root problem that you're having.

So, if you put all your faith and all your trust in men, in the news, in social media, when crisis like this happens, especially a pandemic, you're going to be living more fearful, you're going to have anxiety, and you're going to be let down because humans don't always have the answers. Things are going to happen in life that we're not going to know what to do to fix the issues. Though when all else fails, and nobody knows how to solve the medical crisis, nobody knows what the answer or the cure to your mental struggle is, Jesus does.

He holds the outcome. He holds the answer in His hands, and you come to Him first in faith and ask Him for guidance and wisdom, you will be amazed at what He reveals to you. If our country as a whole did that, and we came together united in Christ, I believe we would see a whole lot more progress toward healing physically, mentally, and emotionally.

I want you guys to think about this, when Jairus, in the story, he was pretty high up in society, so he could have came to all of the famous doctors, and the magistrates, and all that. But instead he said, "I'm going to come to Jesus. I'm going to put my faith in Him." And then Jesus said, "If you only believe." He told the woman, "Your faith has healed you." And actually the ruler tells Jairus that, "Your daughter is gone. She's dead, Jairus. It's been too long, man. She's not going to be healed." And Jesus, He just calmly talks to Jairus and says, "It's going to be okay." And He walks in. I think it was about a few days later. He walks in, He tells the daughter to get up, she rises up, she's perfectly fine, and she's healed.
And everybody around Him was astonished because how could this happen? This doesn't make sense to our human bodies because God is divine. He's above what our human minds can comprehend. And His healing is better than anything else you could ever get in this world.

Fear of Failure

I want to leave you guys with this last this morning, and I love this story, as well. And it's the fear of failure, and I think this one right here, each and every one of us can get trapped by this in our lives. I know that myself, it's kind of funny. Sorry about that.
It's kind of funny that I've done a lot of sermons, Bible studies, and stuff like that for years now. But every time I go to give a sermon, I have natural anxiety anyways, but always had a fear that I'm not going to say the right thing, I'm going to do things wrong, and not honor God the way I should. And a lot of me gets very anxious, although I know things are probably going to go well. And so I've had to battle this my whole personal life, as well, this fear of failure and having the confidence to be who God's created me to be.
I want to read you guys the story of Numbers today, as the story of Joshua and Caleb. It goes along with this fear. It's in Numbers, Chapter 13. I think we should have it on the screen, as well. Basically, here's what happened. Moses tells 12 men to go and scout the land of Canaan, because God told Moses that Canaan is going to be The Promised Land. And they've been traveling. They've been going toward The Promised Land, and Moses says, "Canaan, that's it. That's the land I'm going to give you and the Israelites."
So, Moses sends 12 men to kind of scout out or see how powerful they are, see how strong we are, see what kind of food's in the land and that kind of deal. So these 12 men, including Caleb and Joshua, go out into the land of Canaan, and then come report back to Moses. And I want you guys to catch what 10 of the men said, and what Caleb and Joshua said.
And it's in Numbers, Chapter 13, Verse 30. It says this right here: "Then Caleb quieted the people before Moses and said, 'Let us go up at once and take possession, for we are well able to overcome it.' But the men who had gone up with him said, 'We are not able to go against the people, for they are stronger than we are.'"
I want you guys to think about the two different approaches there. So, Moses tells them, "God's going to be with you guys. We're going to overcome the land of Canaan. Why don't you guys go scout out, though, so we have a better plan and adjust for them?" Caleb comes back and went, "All right, guys. Let's go get it! We got this!" And then, the other 10 men were like, "What the heck? No, there's no way we can fight this army. Those guys are way stronger than we are." And because of that, the Israelites actually traveled around the wilderness for several years and those men, in my knowledge, actually died out. And Caleb and then Joshua, the two men that said that "We could go fight this," God chooses Joshua later on to lead the troops into Canaan and defeated the Canaanites.
And the reason I shared that story with you guys today is because, a lot of times, we see our limitations and we fear that there's no way we can do what God's calling to do. "There's no way, God, I can do that. I'm not equipped. They're way stronger than me. This temptation, this struggle, fighting against these people, there's no way, God, I can do this." But when we fear the Lord, we see that the impossible task that's laid in front of us is made possible through Christ.
And yes, we are fully unequipped. In our human nature ourselves, we're failures, but God gives us courage and strength. And His strength is sufficient, and He will equip us to do the challenge that lies in front of us.
So, Joshua and Caleb, they knew this and they got that concept. And so God said, "I can't use these men that are scared of failure, but I can use these men that are standing up and saying 'I'm ready to go, because I know God's going to be with me.'" So God really used Joshua to go and defeat the Canaanites, and they took over The Promised Land for the Israelites.
And I want you guys to think about this as we go about our lives today. Some of you guys may have a mental illness, or an addiction, or something that you're struggling with right now. And you think, "God, I just cannot beat this. I cannot overcome this." And you're right. By your own strength, your own power, you can't, but through God's power and through God's grace, you can overcome the world.
So, whatever you're going through in your life today, if you have again faith over fear, if you have faith like Joshua, the faith like Caleb, you can overcome the Canaanites in your own life. You can overcome the temptation, and the struggles, and the hardship that you're facing because God is with you, and He won't leave you. He won't forsake you.
And so what I want to leave you guys with this morning is, I want you guys to ask yourself whatever fears you're dealing with, whatever fears are entangling or gripping you, ask yourself this morning, "Do I fear the world more than I fear the Lord?" And if so, decrease your fear of the world, and increase your fear of the Lord. Put your faith over fear, knowing that faith in God, God can overcome the world, and Jesus will always win in the end. And if you can do that, you'll be successful in being the person that God's called you to be.
I want to leave you guys with one verse as we close. I love this verse so much. I think you guys will love it, as well. And its in 2 Corinthians, and I have it on the screen, as well. It's in 2 Corinthians, Chapter 12, and it starts in Verse 8. And it says this right here: "Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me."
Now I want you guys to stop there. Paul is saying in this verse... He's basically telling the Lord, "I've asked you three times, God, take this away from me. Take the burden I'm dealing with away from me. God, please take this away." And I want you to hear Paul's response after he said this.
"And He said to me," he's talking about Jesus, "'My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.' Therefore, most gladly I will rather boast in my weaknesses, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. Therefore, I take pleasure my weaknesses, in reproaches, in needs, in persecution, in distress, for Christ's sake. For when I am weak, then I'm strong.”
In your lives today, whenever you feel weak and unequipped, or that you can't do something, remember that your weakness is made strong in Christ. If you put faith in Him over your fear, you can do whatever God's calling you to do.

Let Patience Have It’s Perfect Work

 One of the best letters in all of the Bible in addressing trials we face in our life and the fear that is often associated with it is the letter of James. The letter James wrote is so timely in our world today. He starts off by saying that we should have joy when we face various trials because we know that the testing of our faith produces perseverance. (1:2) What an amazing statement for the season that we are in. In a world of uncertainty and a trial that no one on earth has ever faced in their lives, we are told to have joy because we know that this testing of our faith produces perseverance. James goes on to say that we need to "let patience have it's perfect work so we may be perfect and complete lacking nothing." (1:4) It's amazing how many people when the shut downs starting happening over a month ago and the virus began to spread were all about having faith and that God is in control, but a month later are getting anxious about the reopening of places and it seems that in a sense some people are starting to doubt if God is still in control. This goes right into James next statement where he says, " But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways." (1:6-8) We have to remember that we can't chose to have faith only when we want to or when it's easy for us. Faith is a daily decision no matter our circumstances knowing that if we remain faithful the LORD will use our trials for His glory. God's plan is better than ours and God's timing is always perfect. This is why in the midst of trials, when we are tempted to fear, we can choose to have faith which will triumph over our fears.
We may feel that the time is now for the virus to be over and everything to reopen but God can see the future and God knows the hearts of each person so if God chooses to extend the shutdown for awhile longer we have to have faith in Him knowing the decision He makes will be for our good even if we can't see it right now.
     James then goes on to tell us that mercy triumphs over judgment. (2:13) As we see Christians and others in our world begin to doubt God, instead of us attacking them we need to come to them in grace and in truth and reassure them that our God is in fact in control and He has a wonderful plan for them. This goes right along with James' next statement that faith without works is dead. (2:20) The time we are living in now, most of us can't go to church in person, so we have to find new ways to minister to people. We can't rely on the pastor to be the only one that speaks to our neighbor about Jesus during the week. This is a wonderful time for each of us to put our faith into action and minister to those around us. This may mean we call a neighbor hurting, buy groceries for someone in need, or write an encouraging e-mail to someone that is feeling down or starting to have doubts. We have an amazing opportunity to show Jesus to people in so many ways that we may have looked over in the past.
     All of this flows into James overarching message in the concluding part of the letter which is we need to be in the spirit of humility in all we do. He questions the people if they are seeking wisdom from God or speaking things for their own build-up. (3:13-18) As we humble ourselves before God in this time, we have to lay down the way we want to do ministry and the way we think things ought to be done and allow the Holy Spirit to move us to do things in the way God would want them to be done. This may mean that churches need to change the method of how they deliver messages and worship services to people and it means that we have to potentially change the method in which we share the Gospel and help those in need. This is a great time of reflection to reflect on if the way we have always done things is because we think they are right and are comfortable to us that way or if it's because we have sought the LORD and know this is what we desires for us to do. Pride and war come from us seeking first what is best for us and how to promote ourselves instead of seeking God first and doing what is best for His kingdom. (4:1-3) By changing our ways of ministering to the ways God us to minister may mean countless more people come to know the LORD and we see the kingdom of God on display like never before in our world.
     James gives us something powerful to ponder on as he closes. "draw near to God and He will draw near to you." (4:8) If you feel distant from the LORD during this time I would encourage you to spend time in prayer, the WORD, and mediation to God and seek His will in this and His will for your life. Draw yourself closer to God daily and you will feel His presence so powerfully on your life even in a time like we're in. Trust the LORD with tomorrow and leave the results up to Him. (4:13-15) Wake up every day seeking to draw closer to God and do what He has purposed you to do and everything will work out for His glory. Lastly, be patient on the LORD, realizing that His plan for this is likely not yours but will be far better and there will be deliverance from this when He pleases. (5:7) When we draw near to God and trust in His will, we know that He will answer our prayers. (5:15) So how close are you to God today? Do you feel that your prayers are not being answered? If so, are you praying with the right heart and are you praying with complete faith that God is in control?


Suffering
	I think a lot of us are going through trials, suffering, or some pain and we don't understand why. Maybe God has not revealed to you why you're going through that and you're trying to overcome that. I know in my personal life and in Gracie's life we have had to endure many trials and obstacles along the way.

For instance, I know in my personal life, when I was just graduated from college, I worked five days out of the week at The Gideons International in Nashville Tennessee. So I work there throughout the week and then after I get done working there then I come home. Sometimes I do school work at Liberty. I'm getting my Masters in Theology at Liberty but also prepare lessons and sermons and I do things here. And then also on top of that, we're planning a wedding recently. There was a lot of stuff, particularly on a weekly basis, that I'm doing.

About a month, month and a half ago, I have an underactive thyroid condition and my underacting thyroid condition, when it goes off in my body, basically it makes your mindset really a low mindset. You feel more fatigue. You feel weaker. It just affects a lot of things in your body because your hormones and your emotions are really controlled by your thyroid in your body. About a month and a half ago, I felt like something was kind of off. And then I went to the doctor and all the test results came back normal. I just went about my life and things gradually got worse and worse and worse. About a few weeks ago, it was just hard for me to get out of bed in the morning just to go to work. I was struggling to get out of bed in the mornings. It was a struggle to even do daily tasks at the end of the day.


So, I went to a thyroid specialist in Nashville recently and they actually did another test on me and said that sure enough my number's about double what it's supposed to be. So, they gave me some new medication and upped my dosage. I'm starting to feel a lot better now. I feel better today than I have felt in weeks.

But, I didn't understand why God put me through that. I had all this stuff on my plate. I had all this stuff I was planning and preparing to do it. I had tons of tasks to do. I didn't understand why, maybe why in this moment am I being put through that.

And then the same thing with Gracie and her life. She has midterms and stuff coming up. Finals even coming up for school. Lots of schoolwork, lots of things she has going on in her personal life right now and on top of all the things she's dealing with, her grandma's been sick for a long time and all of a sudden has gotten a lot worse health wise. She would tell you as well that she doesn't necessarily understand why God's putting her through that right now. I think a lot of us in this room can maybe relate to that. We're going through a trial or a struggle or something tough is happening in our lives and we don't understand why. Why God? Why God me? Why am I going through this and then if I am going through this, how do I remain faithful throughout?

So, I want to share with you a story today that I think is going to relate to a lot of you guys and really relates to my life as well and it's in Job. In the story of Job, basically what it talks about is a man that was righteous. Job was the most righteous man in his time. He was doing everything right. He was living for God. Actually, God calls him blameless in this chapter. He was doing everything right. Yet Job goes through the most pain, the most suffering, and hardest times of anyone in the bible except for Jesus. Job goes through this not just for a month or two months, he endures his pain and suffering for years and years and years, yet God never tells him why. For there's a great purpose behind it and there's a great purpose behind your pain and your suffering in your life when you give it go God.
See Job, one of the key thing in the story we're going to talk about today is through all this pain and suffering, Job remains faithful. He remained true to God and he trusted in God. Although he had no idea why he was going through that and while he was on Earth, to my knowledge, he never knew why. But he remains faithful and true throughout and because of that God used him to do incredible things for his kingdom. 
When I was 26 years old and a new dad of about 3 months to my daughter Annalee, I experienced one of the biggest trials of my life to that date. One day I was coming home from work from what seemed like a fairly normal day. However, on my way home, I began to have this terrible itching on my shoulders. This quickly spread down my back. Through God’s grace I made it home okay. When I got to the door, I quickly went inside, took off my shirt, and had Gracie examine my back. There were hives all over the place. I rushed to the clinic down the road. They gave me a steroid shot, assumed it was an allergic reaction to something, and sent me on my way home. 
Unfortunately, the problem worsened quickly with me ending up going to the Emergency room and to at least 4 doctors over the next three weeks to see what was going on. I was given a total of 4 different dosages of steroids, 2 rounds of antibiotics, and was regularly taking above the described dosage of 24 hour over-the-counter allergy medication. All of this would help for a few hours to possibly a few days and then the hives would break back out. They would engulf my entire body and itch terribly. I eventually went to an allergy specialist that informed me I have a condition that means I get chronic hives daily and that the cause of these hives is undetectable. He put me on higher medication and informed me I would have to take this consistently for at least 3 years to help the symptoms. He told me that after 3 years the hives would likely go away on their own. 
If I go a day or two without taking the medication, the hives can still come back. Thank goodness though that with the medication, I can live a normal life still with little to no discomfort daily. During this trial, I was reminded of the suffering Job went through. He had a far worse condition than I did as boils broke out all over his body. The difference is that he didn’t have any medication to help them go away. He also dealt with this for 7 years in a row. Thinking about my own condition compared to what Job went through, I can see why he would rather die than continue living in that state. I can see why he would be angry at the situation. I can see why he would go through depression. However, God uses this miserable time in Job’s life to bring forth something glorious.
God glorified Job through his suffering. He promises to do the same thing for us today if we humbly give these trials over to Him and trust He has a plan for good in them. This story starts in Job chapter one. And starting in verse one it says, 

“There was a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job. And that man was blameless and upright. And one who feared God and shunned evil. And seven sons and three daughters were born to him. Also, his possessions were 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 yoke of oxen, 500 female donkeys, and a very large household. So that this man was the greatest of all the people of the East. His sons would go and feast in their house, each on his appointed day. They would send and invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. So it was when the days of feasting had run their course, that Job would send and sanctify them, and he would rise early in the morning and offer burnt offerings according to the number of them all. For Job said, “It may be that my sons have sin and cursed God in their hearts.” Thus Job did regularly.”

See Job, he was a blameless, upright man. In this land that Job lived in, out of all the men, all the women, and children, he was the most holiest person there. He was the closest to God. He was doing the most right things. And out of all the people that deserve pain and death and suffering and all of that, it wouldn't be Job. You know? If anybody would have looked to that land and said, "If God were to punish somebody in this land, it wouldn't be Job. If God were to give suffering to somebody in this land, it wouldn't be Job."

I want you to understand something about suffering. A lot of times Christians have a warped view of suffering. They see it as a bad, negative, horrible thing. They believe that going through suffering is because you did something wrong, or you're being punished by God. So, I want to show you a flip side to suffering. A lot of times God puts us through suffering and pain because He’s using that suffering and pain for something marvelous down the road. He's got a wonderful purpose and plan for our suffering that will bring glory and honor to His name. We don't always see that, especially when we're going through it, but I want you to see what God puts Job through, and I want to challenge you to put yourself in Job’s shoes as we examine this story. It starts in verse six. 

“Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the Lord and Satan also came with among them. And the Lord said to Satan, “From where do you come?” So Satan answered the Lord and said, “From going to and fro on the Earth and from walking back and forth on it.” And then the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job for there is none like him on the Earth? A blameless and upright man. One who fears God and shuns evil.” So Satan answered the Lord and said, “Does Job fear God for nothing? Have you not made a hedge around him, around his household, and around all that he has on every side? You have blessed the work of his hands and his possessions have increased in the land. But now stretch out your hand and touch all that he has and he will surely curse you to your face.””

As this story begins, we see a Heavenly battle taking place.. Satan is approaching God and saying, "If you take away all the great things that you blessed Job with, if you take away his family, his possessions, and all that, he's not going to honor you. He won't remain faithful. He's not going to do that." And a lot of people a lot of times it happens in our lives is Satan will tell God if you take away so-and-so from Bradley or so-and-so, I bet you they won't remain faithful. I bet you they'll turn to something else. I bet you they will turn away from you.
And so in this instance, God says, "Okay Satan. I'm going to show you something. I know Job is going to remain faithful so you can go ahead and take all that away from him. Take away all of his stuff. You can put him through the worst pain and suffering anybody's ever heard of to this time because I know he's going to remain faithful to me."

And I want you to remember something as we go about the story today. Job has no idea this is going on. Job has no idea this conversation between Satan and God. He has no idea this is happening in heaven. All that Job knows is all of a sudden his life's about to take a dramatic turn. All right and I want to show you how bad it gets.
So the next little part it says, 

“now there was a day when Job's sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in the oldest brother's house and a messenger came to Job and say, "The oxen were plowing and the donkeys feeding beside them when the Sabeans," I might have said that wrong, "raided them and took them away. And they have killed the servants with the edge of a sword and I alone had escaped to tell you." While he was still speaking another also came. “The fire of God fell from heaven and burned up the sheep and the servants and consumed them, and I alone have escaped to tell you.”While he was still speaking, another also came and said, “The Chaldeans formed three bands, raided the camels, and took them away. Yes, they killed the servants with the edge of the sword and I alone have escaped to tell you.” While he was still speaking, another and said, “Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in the oldest brother's house and suddenly a great wind came from across the wilderness and struck the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young people and they are dead and I alone have escaped to tell you.” Then Job arose, tore his robe, shaved his head, and fell to the ground and worshiped. And he said, “Naked I came from my mother's womb and naked shall I return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” In all this Job did not sin nor charge God with wrong.”

And then it later says in a passage in Job that Satan sees that, Satan sees that he didn't turn away from God. He remained faithful. So Satan said, "Take it a step further. Make him have an illness. Make boils grow all over his body. And he is faced with these boils and this horrible disease." And so God said, "Okay, Satan. I'll allow you to do that." And so sure enough, Satan does that.
I want you to think about something here as we go about and break down this passage. This goes on for years. This is not a quick suffering. This is not a quick pain. God does not deliver him from that suffering for years and years and years. And in that passage, see, God allows Satan to take away all of his children, all of his livestock, all of his possessions. He lost almost everything he had. And then on top of that, he has to have these horrible, painful boils on his body for years. And yet Job's response is not, "Oh, God, I'm going to curse you," and "God, you're horrible. How can you do this to me? You must not love me." Instead Job says, he said he worshiped and he told him, he said, "Naked I came from my mother's womb and naked I shall return. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord."
How many times in our lives have you gone through pain and suffering and you have had that response? When something bad happens to us, do we say, "Blessed be the name of the Lord?" A lot of times we say the total opposite of that. A lot of times we have a different approach to that.
Now I want you to before we break down how to be faithful in suffering, I want us to look at a few reasons why God may put you through suffering based off the story we just read in Job. So the number one reason that God may put you through suffering is that God is showing someone else something through us. He may be putting you through pain and suffering not for your own personal good but because he's trying to show somebody else something through you. He knows you are going to remain faithful. He knows that you're going to remain true to him. And because of that, that's going to be a great witness to somebody else. Look at this story in Job. Job was faithful. He was blameless, caring, upright. He honored God. He trusted God in all he did. But yet God put him through that pain and suffering not to show Job necessarily, but to show Satan that, hey, Job is going to remain faithful.
And later on, we see that all the people that questioned Job during this time and say that, "God must not be faithful to you. God must not love you. God must not care for you." God shows them something, too, later in the story. He reveals that, hey, remaining faithful to me in trials and suffering pays off for my glory in the future. But see, Job can't see that right away. That's one of the reasons God is doing this to Job. It's not just to show Job something but to show Satan something and to show the people of that community something really powerful about his name.
The same is true in your lives today. Some of the things that you guys are dealing with, some of the things you're going through, you may think, God, why me? Why am I going through this? Well, maybe God is not doing it to show you something but he knows that by doing that through you, it's going to be a powerful reach to the ones around you. It's going to be a powerful reach to your family, to your friends, and your community. He knows that if you remain faithful and true in that trial, that's going to speak volumes to the people that are around you going through something similar.
So I want you to think about that as number one. What's interesting here, a lot of times as we go through the bible and read the bible, we look at things from an American mindset, not necessarily how it was actually meant. One of those passages is in Philippians 4:13. Paul says, "I can do all the things through Christ who strengthens me." That verse, if you read the context around it and understand what that verse means, you can really replace a word there and say, I can endure all things through Christ who strengthens me.
It doesn't mean that when you become a Christian, now I can be a superstar and I can do all that stuff here. God may use you in that way, but that passage in Philippians says that no matter what trial comes your way, with God on your side, you can endure through anything. So some times we misinterpret that.
And what I think about is that's one of the big reasons we go through suffering is because if people around us can see how we endure through that and we come out stronger and we still have joy and happiness through the sufferings in our lives, that's going to be a powerful witness to them of who Christ is because if they're going through suffering, they're looking for anything other besides Christ, if they're not a Christian, for help. It's never going to fulfill them. It's going to leave them more hopeless, more depressed.
Because think about this, we look in America and we have the slogan too in the church that God will never put me through something... That he will never give me more than I can handle. You hear that a lot growing up in the church that God is never going to give you more than you can handle. Well you realize if you read the bible, it never says that in the bible. The bible says that God will never let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. And you always, by the way, can escape if you are tempted. But God never promises he's going to give you more than you can bear because think about this, if every struggle and trial that we dealt with in our lives, if we could deal with it by ourselves with books, technology, people, and all of this, we wouldn't need gospel.
Amen.
I mean so it's important that sometimes God will give you more than you can bear because he wants you to look to him to take away those burdens, to lighten those burdens. He wants you to look to him to persevere through that and endure through that. That's why you see in the world today all these people that have tons of money and wealth, possessions, fame, all this stuff. Without Jesus, they feel hopeless still because if they go through a trial or temptation or a struggle, it's not fulfilling. It never lasts. And so going through something hard and enduring through that, remaining faithful, and if you have joy for that hard time, to somebody who is not a Christian goes through something similar is going to look and say, "Hey, Bradley went through that. He came out joyful. How did he do that? How does he have this joy about it? How does he have this love about him? How is he so strong in that trial?"
And it's nothing to do with us. It is because God is in our lives working through us and we can share that to them. Sometimes God puts you through something hard not to show you something but to show those around you something.
Next, I want you to think about this. Sometimes God may use you not to show people around you something but to show the world something about yourself. To show the entire world something. I want you to think about how Job in this story, Job never knows on Earth why he went through what he did. But thousands and thousands of years later, people still read that story and say, "Hey, if Job can make it through that, then I can make it through what I'm going through." And multitudes of people, probably millions of people, have been inspired by that story. Yet Job never could see that while he was on Earth. He remained faithful, he trusted God, and God used him to do glorious things for his kingdom.
I want to share a similar story. We talked about this in Sunday school today. I actually read it off. Mr. Mike did. Of Paul. Think about Paul in the New Testament. That Paul was the greatest Christian, arguably, in the New Testament. Job in the Old, Paul in the New Testament.
And yet Paul didn't live an easy life on Earth, right, by any stretch of the imagination. He was beaten down multiple times. Put in prison. Went through terrible, terrible pain and suffering on Earth. We look at that and we say Paul didn't deserve that. Well, God wasn't doing that necessarily for Paul's benefit. He was doing that to benefit the world around him. Because the things that Paul went through, we read the passage today in Acts. What Paul went through today in Acts, in that prison, he was beaten and put in prison. Paul had a choice to respond. He could have responded and said, "God, you must not love me. You must not care for me." And turn to something else. But instead, Paul said, "I'm still going to trust and have faith in you. I'm going through something hard. I don't feel like I deserve this but I'm going to trust your will is better than my will. I'm going to trust you."
And because of Paul's faith and his faith in that trial, when the jail cells broke open and the prisoners stayed in there, whereas the jailer would have killed himself for that, he actually saved the jailer's live and then him and his entire family came to know Christ through that faithfulness act. Then again Paul wrote most of our New Testament.
So for all that pain and suffering that Paul maybe didn't understand why I'm going through it in the moment, he remained faithful and trusted God. And because he remained faithful, God has now used him to reach millions of people through the words he spoke through him and through the actions of Paul. He would do the same thing in your life today even if you can't see it right now. A lot of the impact of Paul's words, Paul died before he could see the impact on Earth. But Paul became one of the greatest missionaries that we've ever known.
Now the last thing I want to talk about before we get into how to remain faithful is this. Sometimes God may be simply just molding you to be more like him. Sometimes God is simply molding you to be more like him. God knows the areas you are weak in. He knows what you struggle in. He knows the things that you have a hard time with. So sometimes God may put you through that thing particularly because he knows that you can't handle that by yourself. He knows that when you're going through that, you're going to have to look to him. You're going to have to ask him for help. You're going to have to rely on God. Through that, your relationship with God is going to grow. Through that, God is going to strengthen that area in your life.
Throughout our entire lives, we're like clay and God is the potter. Even if you're 50, 60, 70, 80 years old, God is constantly still molding you into what he's made you to be. Sometimes that might mean you have to go through something pretty hard to see that. Maybe God is putting you through something hard so you can see something you might not have seen had you not gone through that.
I'll share this one example with you guys before I get to our meat of my message today is that in high school, I shared with you guys before, my thyroid finally collapsed and some of it stopped working. My goal and my will for my life was to go play D1 football, to go to a big school, and to go into sports. I loved sports growing up. I still love sports. I was planning on majoring in sports and going into that field. But God knew that my spiritual life in that sense was a little weak and that's not what God had willed for me. And when that thyroid collapsed my high school year, my senior year, all of a sudden my brain's been going big time football had disappeared.
And then all of a sudden, I started to see God use me in a different way. God started using me to minister to people. So instead of going about and playing sports and just going to practice, all of a sudden God was using me to teach the youth. I started to see I had a different purpose in life. That I had experiences other than sports. Maybe I was given something else. Maybe God was calling me to something different. During that time of hardship, it made me evaluate my life and my plans for the future. It made me think, well, is this really what God has for me? Is this really what the best thing is for me? And I realized that God has given me the ability to speak and to teach and maybe God was calling me to something different.
So through that foreign hard time that I was mad. I was mad at God at first. I didn't know why he put me through that. He strengthened me through that and he actually pointed me in a different direction in my life to where now I'm here preaching to you guys today. And the same thing's true in your life. Sometimes God's going to put you through something hard not because he's mean, not because he doesn't like you, but because he sees you going to an area he doesn't want you to go in or because you're weak in one area. He knows that if you trust in him and have faith in him and you go through that hard time, it's going to show you a different way. It's going to show you his will. It's going to show you his plan and his desire which is far, far better than our plans. So sometimes God's going to put you through something because you're not seeing everything. You're not seeing clearly. And that's also a very powerful thing.
Now, [inaudible 00:24:28] today, and this is what, it took me a long, long time this week to prepare this. I really wanted to see what God was getting out of this. I think this is where he wants me to go. It says that whether one of the reasons that I just mentioned is the reason God put me through pain and suffering and the trial you're going in now, or maybe it's something we haven't mentioned today. Maybe God's putting you through that trial for a different reason. No matter what the reason is, if you have faith in God and you trust in God through that, he's going to use that to glorify himself. What it all comes down to how are you going to respond when trials come? Because whether you're a Christian or you're a non-Christian, trials will surely come your way.
Amen.
Suffering and pain is surely going to come your way. It may look different to you than it does for me but we're all going to go through suffering. And God wants to know, are you going to remain faithful in that time? How are you going to respond? Because your response is everything in that suffering. Your response and your attitude in that suffering is how you will see the glory of God come through. You will see God's name glorified. It all depends on your response and your attitude.
There's a few things that Job experiences in these years of suffering. He encounters several people, including his wife, that they tell him some lies. Tell him some different stories and try to derail his faith. The same is true when you're going through suffering. You're going to have the world is going to tell you that you're going through that for this reason or this reason. Or that you shouldn't trust in God. God doesn't care. God doesn't love you. It's going to be hard sometimes to remain faithful. It's going to be hard to endure and persevere through that but if you do that, you will see the glory of God afterword.
So my talk today this morning, what are some things when you're going through suffering that can derail your faith? That can make you look other directions other than God? And the first one that Paul, not Paul. I'm sorry. That Job experiences is in the midst of the mindset of this is happening because it's what we deserve. See Job encounters several friends that are trying to tell him why he is going through suffering and the first one is in Job chapter four. And in Job chapter four, this friend basically says this right here. It's in verse six, by the way, is where I'm starting. It says, "Is not your reverence your confidence? And integrity of your ways your hope? Remember now, whoever perished being innocent? Or where were the upright ever cut off? Even as I have seen, those who plow inequity and sow trouble, reap the same."
Now that might not make sense to you all as I was reading that off but what that friend basically is saying there is, "Job, you're going through something hard right now because you are sinful. God is putting you through that because you are sinful. You must have done something bad. God must be real mad at you, Job. You must have done something real horrible to be going through what you're going through." And he tries to convince Job that the reason he is going through the suffering is all because he is sinful and he did something wrong. And the world will tell you that sometimes and the church especially will tell you that sometimes and that's a lie. A lot of times you don't go through suffering because you are sinful or you are doing something wrong. Job was the most righteous man in the land. God called him blameless and yet he went through the hardest suffering of that time.
I want you to see something today that as I worked with the Gideons, this is what really bothered me about two weeks ago when I experienced this. That we have guys and girls call in all the time that receive a Gideon Bible at a hotel or a hospital or something like that and there's a phone number there if they want to ask questions or ask for spiritual advice. I'm one of the people they get when they call in. I wish them a blessing. This one guy called me about two weeks ago and he said that he had struggled with mental illness for a while and he said he's been through hospitals and hospitals. He said he went to a few churches and asked them why he's going through pain and suffering and the pastor of that church told him that it is because of your sins that you're going through that. It is because you're evil. You're doing something sinful and that's why you're going through all this pain and suffering. And in reality that has nothing to do with it.
In reality, God may be using that man. He might be putting him through that pain and that suffering for a totally different purpose than that. He may be putting him through that pain and suffering so he can strengthen him. So he can show somebody else something. But that man left, he was so depressed when he called in. He thought he was an evil person because he was going through suffering. That's one of the biggest lies you can be told as a Christian is that when you go through pain and suffering, it's always because you did something wrong or that you're evil. A lot of times God is putting you through that pain and suffering because he knows you are righteous. Because he knows you are faithful. Think about this, sometimes God puts the biggest burdens on those he knows can handle them.
So if you look at the bible, look at Paul, look at Job, look at all these people in the bible that were righteous, holy men. Yet God put the hardest and most difficult time on those men because he knew they were going to remain faithful. He knew they were going to trust in them. He knew that because of that, he was getting glorified more than somebody else. He knew that, hey, if I put this hard time on so-and-so, she may not remain faithful or he may not remain faithful. He may do this or this. He knew if I put this hard time on Job or I gave Paul this difficult situation, I knew they were going to come out on top. I knew my name was going to be glorified.
So a lot of times, God is not punishing you for suffering. A lot of times God is honoring you through suffering because you're the most righteous person he sees. You're the most faithful person he sees and he wants to bestow that honor on you, He wants to glorify himself through you by putting you through that trial. So remember that today.
Also, there's another thing that we see in the church that I've gone through some churches and stuff that I see this attitude that when somebody comes in that maybe you don't like, maybe you disagree with in the church, or maybe you have a problem with, that you say they're going through that pain and suffering, well that serves them right. They deserve that. And we think that we are the judge of who deserves pain and suffering and who does not. And the thing is that only God knows who is going to go through pain and suffering. And sometimes God is putting pain and suffering on people not because he is punishing them but because he is using them.
If you look in the bible, God uses a lot of broken people to do incredible things. David was a murderer. And again if you look to some of the other. Paul was a murderer as well. David committed adultery. Yet they become two of the greatest men in the entire bible. David is a man through God's own heart. So if somebody is going through this pain and suffering and you think, oh, that serves them right. God is punishing them. God may not be punishing them. God may be using them. If you go up to them and say, "Oh, you're evil. You're wrong. It serves your right." Or if you have that attitude like [inaudible 00:31:35] around them, then why would they want to be a part of the church? Why would they want to come back? Because then all of a sudden, now it looks like Christianity is all about just build society, not about love and acceptance. It's not about forgiveness. We forget about forgiveness a lot of times in the church and sometimes people go through pain and suffering not because it's an evil thing but because God is using them.
And you see this in Job chapter eight by one of his other friends that talks to him. And it is in Job chapter eight, two through six, it says this, "How long will you speak these things and the words of your mouth be like a strong wind? Does God subvert judgment or does the Almighty pervert justice? If your sons have sinned against him, he has cast them away for their transgression. If you earnestly seek God and make your subjugation to the Almighty, if you are pure and upright, surely now he will awake for you and prosper your rightful dwelling."
So this friend comes up to Job and says, "Well if you were living the right way, for sure you wouldn't be going through this. Maybe God is purely judging you for what you are doing. God is purely judging your actions and that's why you're going through all this right now." And think about how demoralizing this must be to Job. Job, from his knowledge, even from God backs him up, he is doing everything right yet he is going through the worst pain and suffering. And to have a friend, especially today like having a church member, come up to you and say that you're going through that because you are sinful and God is putting judgment upon you. How bad would that make Job feel? How demoralizing would that be to Job? That had to have been heartbreaking to him to hear that.
And I think that that's one thing in the church that we have to be aware to make sure that we're not doing that. Make sure that we look at suffering in a different light. You think about this, the next thing that Job goes through is that the attitude that if you're experiencing suffering, that God must not care for you or love you. And he experiences this by another friend and Job... Actually, this is the same friend. Yeah.
Job chapter eight verses 20-22. Look what else his friend says to him. He says, "Behold, God would not cast away the blameless. Nor will he uphold the evildoers. He will yet fill your mouth with laughing and your lips with rejoicing. Those who hate you will become clothed with shame and the dwelling place of the wicked will come to nothing." So he basically tells Job in that moment that obviously this has happened to you because God is judging you and he doesn't love you. He obviously doesn't care about you. God clearly doesn't care about you while you are going through this pain and suffering. But in reality, God cared for Job so much. He loved Job so much that he put him through that to be a witness for the world. And think about this, if you think about pain and suffering as always a negative thing, a judgment from God, and a punishment, then why would Jesus go through the suffering he went through?
Jesus was the most pure, righteous man that ever walked the earth yet he went through the most pain and suffering out of any of us. So if pain and suffering in God's mind was always a bad thing and if pain and suffering in God's mind was always to judge somebody or to show them how they are wrong, then Jesus wouldn't have went through anything. He wouldn't have went through any pain and suffering. But Jesus went through the most pain and suffering to show the world something truly great and he saved the world.
So remember that pain and suffering is not always a bad thing. And think about this, this is the things that stuck out to me the most in reading this. That I think as Christians, we have the mindset sometimes that our best life has to look a certain way. That if I'm following God, he must bless me in this way. A lot of times we think the more we follow God, the more we obey God, then the more he's going to give us possession wise. The more he's going to bless our family. The healthier I'm going to be. And the more pain free I'm going to live.
But in reality they're missing scripture because it actually tells us about it in scripture when you become a Christian, a lot of times you face more trials. A lot of times you go through more suffering. It's not because God is mad or God doesn't like you, but it's because when you face that pain and suffering, you know no matter what the world throws at you, you're going to endure it through Christ and you going to have joy through that because you know that God is using you and God is going to glorify himself through you.
But I think that a lot of times we have this prosperity gospel mindset that if we become a Christian and if we follow Christ then all of a sudden our life's going to be fantastic. That God is going to give us everything we want and if he doesn't, he doesn't love us. I want you to think about a story from Nick Foles. A lot of you guys may or may now know Nick Foles. Nick Foles is the Jacksonville Jaguars quarterback. He actually won a Superbowl, I think, two years ago now. He's a great quarterback. He went to Jacksonville this past year to be a starting quarterback and to really help that team out. Well the first game of the year he had a shoulder injury and it basically took him out for half the season.
So the reporter came up to him, I think it was actually like two days ago, and said, "Nick, I know you're a man of God. I know you trust in God. But don't you think that's a little weird that you're going through all this pain and suffering when you're about to be a starting quarterback? You're about to be used in this great way and do great things for Jacksonville. Don't you think that maybe God is just being mean or God is hateful because he has taking that away from you?"
And this is Nick Foles' response. And I think we can learn a lot from the way he responded to the reporter. He basically said that after this happened, he went to the locker room and said, "God, this isn't exactly what I was thinking when I came to Jacksonville. Obviously, you come here and you want to create a culture and impact people but at the end of the day, I said, God, if this is the journey you want me to go on, I'm going to glorify you in every action, good or bad."
Foles told the reporters this week, "If I can still, I can still," I'm sorry. "I can still have joy in injury." People hear that and say that is crazy. When you believe in Jesus and you go out there and you play, that changes your heart. Foles, who is known in the league as an outspoken Christian, referenced this. He says, "When I hoisted the Lombardi Trophy," which is the highest that you can win in the NFL, "a few years ago," he said, "I was smiling because my faith was in Christ. In that moment I realized that I didn't need that trophy to define who I was."
As athletes, he says, "It's not about us. It really isn't. If you make it about yourself in life, trying to be the best, and trying to make everything the way you want it, you're probably going to go home at night, lay your head on the pillow, and be alone and very sad. And then hopefully someday you can find that purpose in your life because that purpose isn't football, it's impacting people." And then he said this right here. He said, "But from a spiritual perspective, from my heart," he said, "I am able to grow as a human being to where I feel like I'm in a better situation here as a person than what I was before. And I know that's a story in itself, but that's how I go through life. And the good Lord has been there," Foles said. "It is not always about prosperity. I don't believe in the prosperity gospel. I believe if you read the word of God and you understand it, there is trials along the way but they put your heart to be who you are."
Amen.
And the reason Foles said that is because that's not what he wanted in Jacksonville. It's not what he had planned. It's not what we think as Americans is that if we follow God that he would bless us with all of this. But Nick is basically saying is that as a Christian, it doesn't mean that God is going to give you everything in the world. It means he's going to be there through everything in the world.
Amen.
It means he's going to be by your side for everything in the world and you're going to have joy in that. And you can know that this is not the end. That I'm not defined by what I have and the great things in my life. I'm defined by Christ. No matter how tough, how challenging, how bad this life gets, one day I'm going to be in paradise for eternity. One day God is going to take away all this pain. One day God is going to take away all this suffering, all this illness, and I'm going to be glorified through Christ.
And see Nick Foles realized that maybe there is a bigger purpose in this injury. Because through that injury, he got to learn more about himself. He got to grow closer to God and become a different type of leader than just on the field. And he didn't see that right away but he had faith and he trusted in God and now he is seeing that.
It is the same thing I am trying to tell you guys today. When you are going through the trials, when you are going through the suffering, you may not know why right away. You may question God. But if you remain faithful, you remain true, God will show you something eventually and he will use that for his glory. He'll use that to strengthen you. He will use that to strengthen those around you.
Think about this. Had Nick Foles not gone through that injury, he wouldn't have had the opportunity to speak to that reporter. Now millions of people can see that and watch that video clip and are inspired. But had he not gone through that injury, he may have never gotten that chance. So sometimes if you don't remain faithful in trials and you think God is just punishing me, you will miss out on things like that. But if you realize that God knows the future, I don't, all I know is the here now. I can't see what tomorrow holds. I can't see what next year holds. But I know that God is going to do the best thing for me. Maybe that best thing is not what I think is the best thing, but his will is better than my will. If I trust him, abide in him in all situations, then eventually God is going to use that to do something truly great that I can't even see or imagine.
Amen.
And I want you guys to think about this as we close. That as you go through trials, as you go through suffering, like I said, a lot us see this as a negative, as a bad thing, but I want you to flip that on it's head today and think that if God is putting me through something hard right now, maybe it's because God is pottering me through it. Maybe it is... Think of it as an honor. Think of that because it says in James, count it of joy when you face trials of many times. Because you know if God is putting you through a trial right now, he's going to strengthen your faith through it. He's going to help you endure through it. He's going to use you to possibly show your community, maybe even show the world, something truly great about himself through you.
So if God is putting you through a trial right now, don't look at it as a negative thing. Look at it as God is using you. God cares about you and God thinks you are that righteous and that honorable sometimes to be able to go through that because he knows you can endure it. He knows you can make it through it. And as you have that faith and that trust in God, you can make it through anything in life.
I want you to read the last little part in Job here. After he goes through all this pain, all this suffering, for years and years. All the people tell him it's because this, this, and this, which isn't true. And they tell Job how bad a person he is. After he spends years going through that, look at what God is doing through Job. In chapter 42, last chapter in Job. And this is how the story actually ends. And this is one of the most powerful stories to me. It says right here, it says... Chapter 42 verse 7 is where I'm starting.
And so it was, after the Lord had spoken these words to Job, that the Lord said to the friends that basically had turned against Job, “My wrath is aroused against you and your two friends, for you have not spoken of me what is right as my servant Job has. Now therefore, take for yourselves seven bulls and seven rams, go to my servant Job and offer up for yourselves a burnt offering and my servant Job shall pray for you. And I will accept him, lest I deal with you accordingly for your folly because you have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has.” And then it says this. It says, the friends went and did as the Lord commanded them, for the Lord had accepted Job.
Now listen to what Job, now the Lord turns and says, "Okay. All you that didn't remain faithful, all you who didn't trust my plan, all you that didn't have faith, there's consequences for that. And by not honoring me, you missed the whole point. You pointed to everything other than what was truly the purpose behind this." And so God basically told his friend that Job encountered that you guys missed it because you didn't have faith. You didn't remain faithful. You didn't remain true. You didn't trust in me and because of that you guys missed it. You guys missed the whole point of why we went through this. But Job didn't. Job remains faithful. Job remained strong.
So look how God rewards Job. He says in verse 10, And the Lord restored Job’s losses when he prayed for his friends. Indeed, the Lord gave Job twice as much as he had before. Then all his brothers, all his sisters, and all those who had been his acquaintances before, came to him and ate food with him in his house and they consoled him and comforted him for all the adversity that the Lord had brought upon him. Each one gave him a piece of silver and each a ring of gold.
Now the Lord blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning for he had 14,000 sheep, 6,000 camels, 1,000 yoke of oxen, and 1,000 female donkeys. He also had seven sons and three daughters. And he called the name of the first Jemimah and the name of the second Keziah and the name of the third Keren-Happuch. In all the land it was found no women so beautiful as the daughters of Job and their father gave them an inheritance among their brothers. After this Job lived 140 years and saw his children and grandchildren for four generations. So Job died, old and full of days.
God blessed Job more than he could have ever imagined but it is not because God did that for no reason. It's because through the trails, through the suffering, Job remained faithful. He had no idea while he was on Earth, why he went through what he went through. All he knew was that God was in control and that I am not. All he did was that I am going to trust in God through this and because of Job's faith, because of his perseverance in that trial, he didn't know how that was going to turn out but because he had faith in God, God blessed him twice as much as he had in the beginning. And God will do the same thing in your lives today. Whether you see it on Earth or not, when you get to heaven, God will reward you. That reward in heaven will be way better than anything you will receive while you are on Earth.
Keep your faith in God in days of trials and I promise you it's for the better. His will is better than our will.


Temptations as hook #3


One of my favorite movies growing up was Finding Nemo. This makes perfect sense considering my love for the ocean and fish. One of the most intense and memorable scenes in that movie is when Dory discovers the angler fish. She at first only sees this bright shiny light. She is immediately attracted to the light and starts swimming towards it. Despite warnings from Nemo’s dad, the closer she gets the more eager and excited she gets to see what great things are in store from this light. As she gets to the light her mood begins to quickly change. She discovers that the lights is attached to this massive, terrifying angler fish. All of a sudden, Dory and Nemo’s dad are in the fight of their lives swimming away from this angler fish. When they finally escape this fish, they end up in a place they didn’t intend on being and a long way from home.
This is a lot like our lives. The devil tempts us with things that look attractive and promise to hold all kinds of treasures for us if we just partake in them. We eagerly swim toward them thinking we will finally find the happiness we have been longing for or will finally have the life we dreamed of. Unfortunately, after we get involved in these things or with these people, we realize we made a terribly wrong choice. We are hurt. Broken, bruised, and scarred. We desperately try to swim away from the mess we have gotten ourselves into. For those of us that escape from this life we chose, we end up far away from the person we used to be and much less are called to be. We are a long way from home.

When you start to live out the call of God on your life, the devil will try to pull you back to your former ways with baits that look attractive and distract you from their harmful ways. They make you forget about the harm they have caused you and others in the past and promise you happiness and fulfillment especially as life gets tough being a Christian. When you are living out God the most in your life, the devil will attack the hardest. When I started to live out my faith more fully as a young adult, the devil tempted me back to my former ways of falling into the same old sin by placing a woman in my life that promised me she was following God and wanted to live for Him but also encouraged me to do things I knew I should not. 
The more I got involved with her, the farther I got from God. When I separated from her, my relationship instantaneously starting improving with God. So, it’s an understatement to say that learning how to avoid the hook of temptation is vital for our spiritual growth and well-being.
The first thing we need to examine is where temptation roots from. There are many examples in the Bible of God putting someone through a trial for various reasons and ultimately to strengthen their faith, which we will examine in the next chapter, but no where in the Bible does it mention God putting anyone through temptation
It’s important to be aware of the baits the devil may throw at you. These will likely be sins you struggled with in the past or areas you are weak in. You need to be aware of these areas and these things so when they come along, even if they are dressed up a little different, you will know the hidden hooks and swim fast away.



God says that He will help you endure temptation, but that He will not always make it stop in your life, sometimes God uses that as a test to see how strong you are in your faith and if you will lean on Him. When you turn from temptation and turn to God, there is great reward.



When all the eyes turn to you and they ask you if you will join them, do you have enough discernment and wisdom to say no and look to God even if the crowd persecutes you because of it?





It’s important to be aware of the baits the devil may throw at you. These will likely be sins you struggled with in the past or areas you are weak in. You need to be aware of these areas and these things so when they come along, even if they are dressed up a little different, you will know the hidden hooks and swim fast away.



You need to know your weak areas and set boundaries to not fall into the raging waters when they come your way. Know the red flag warnings and the double red flag warnings in your life so when you see them flying you stay clear of that water. The closer you get, the more chance you have of being sucked up in the waves and carried far out into the raging sea. When this happens it takes a lot of work and dedication to land back on shore.



Self-Worth

With all the anxiety, all the fear, and all the uncertainty in our world today, it is easy for people to be pulled away from God's plan in their life. For those of you, that have handled those baits well and are pushing forward toward the life God has called you to, the devil throws one last bait in front of you. This is the bait of unworthiness. The devil feeds you the lie that even though you are walking in the way God has called you to, you will never be good enough to achieve the plan He has set for you. You will surely let Him down and you will fail like so many times before. Your faults and disabilities make you feel and inadequate to do what He desires for you to do. In the world we live in today, it is not surprising that there been a lot of a mental health issues, anxiety, and depression. Right now, these three things seem to be more increased than ever before recorded. There is constant pressure from the media and the world we live in to look a certain way, be a certain level of popularity, and to reach a success level as the world has defined it. All of this leads to a feeling of unworthiness that some of us know far too well. We are left pondering if God really does care about us, if we really are capable to achieve God's plan for us, and if God really does desire to use someone as broken as us. Those of you that have never struggled anxiety until recently, when cornovirus hit, you very likely felt helpless, wondered if you can still be useful in a world primarily shut down, and if God really does have a plan for you going forward. You have thought that in some ways God has left you, your family, or our world in general. 

Even if you're not experiencing anxiety or doubt now, you may know someone that has financial hardships or know someone who is struggling with or carrying around some physical burdens. Like Job earlier, we will be tempted by Satan to think that God does not really care for us and that God has abanded us. We are pressured to think that the God we serve is not really the loving God of the Bible and He really does not care about what happens to us. If you know the feelings I am describing, I want to share with you in this chapter, what God taught me and what He wants me to teach you about your worth, your value, and His unmeasurable love for you.

First, I want to share with you a personal struggle that I have every day, so you can see how much I relate to this topic of unworthiness. As I grew up, I would be very obsessive upon certain things. When I was a little kid, I believed I had to touch things around the house so many times before leaving. I would touch the door like six or eight times just to make sure everything was okay, although there was no reason at all to be concerned. The issue was that I knew this, but in my mind I still had to do it, or something bad would happen to me. I believed if I did not touch things a certain amount of times or run back and forth from my room to the living room so many times that God would remove His hand from me or I would lose any abilities I had been given. I know this is crazy, but this is really the thoughts that would go on in my head. It was like my mind was at constant war with what I knew was not true. As I got older, the problems worsened. When I went to college and I played football as a kicker, is when I realized I was totally losing control. When I was on the sideline during the game, I would check my shoes constantly to ensure they were a certain tightness. If I was called upon to kick and my shoes were not as tight as I thought they should be, I would get all in my head, believing I would miss the kick.

With the coronavirus, I have been more cooped up at home and have become a lot less active than I used to be. Because of this, I have seen my ocd bleed in other areas too. When I prepared for a sermon, I would go over the notes an excessive amount of times. I would retape the video sermon multiple times to make sure it was just right. So, I came to a realization that I need help. I swallowed my pride and began to go to therapy. Through months of treatment, I have began to see some really positive results, but it is still an every day battle and likely always will be. I share this story with you, so you understand that I can relate to the struggle of feeling unworthy. I feel, at times, incapable to do what God is calling me to do because of my condition. I feel weak. I feel vulnerable. In these moments the devil throws the bait of unworthiness right out in front of me.

The first truth we have to realize is that we are fearfully and wonderfully made by God. The world will constantly point out the flaws inside and outside of each of us. This can be mentally detrimental to how we begin to view ourselves. When most people look in the mirror they feel a sense of sadness and embarassment. They immediately see everything that is "wrong" with them and what they wish looked different. In doing this, they miss all the amazing and unique qualities that God has blessed them with. I know a student in our youth ministry that has gone the extra mile into standing up against what the world says about her and embracing what God says about her. She looks in the mirror every day and says, "God did a wonderful job making you!" She tries to remind herself all throughout the day of the wonderful gifts God has given her and the blessing that she is to those around her. Others, put notes all around their mirror to remind them each day of how God views them and how they should begin to view themselves.
It can be easier to think that God must not love me. God must surely not love me right now. But I want to encourage you this morning that it says in Psalms that you're fearfully and wonderfully made. Each one of you is, and God has created you the way you are, and God is letting you go through the struggle that you're going through right now for a wonderful purpose because you are wonderful, and you're fearfully and wonderfully made. And you may not see that purpose right now, but if you trust him, and fully give it to him you will see that purpose over time. And God is going to use this for an incredible purpose in the future.
Now I also want to challenge you guys with this. When you guys feel unloved think about this. Each person is made up of tons of blood vessels, and organs, and different body parts that make up a human. And although we look sometimes similar from the outside, maybe have similar makeups, everybody's personality is unique to that person. My personality may be similar to other people's, but it's never going to be exactly the same because who Bradley is, is not who Gracie is, and who Gracie is, is not who Bradley is, and who you are is not who I am. Even if there're twins and triplets that are born, each one is still their own person. There's no two people exactly the same. You ever wondered why that is? It's because God created you uniquely, and wonderfully for a purpose. And what God created you for he didn't necessarily create me for.
Now there're things that we all similarly do, and God has called all of us too, but God also has a unique plan for each of us. And what God has called you to, and what God has called me to is different and unique because we're all made unique to uniquely shape the world for him. Did you catch that? We're all made unique to uniquely shape the world for him. So you are loved because God created you to uniquely shape the world for him, and that's why you're so different than everybody else. And the struggles you go through may not be what your friends are going through, or your family is going through. And that's to be expected because what you go through, and what God is allowing you to go through is for your growth, and to fulfill the plan he has in your life. "Well my friend has"... Their plan is different in their life, so they might have to go through different things so they can fulfill the plan that God has made for them.
But God has a unique plan for you, and you can take that because that means you're loved because why would God spend so much time making a unique plan for you, and give you a unique skill set if he didn't love you? And then think about this. We all mess up, we all make mistakes. I'll be the first one to tell you I've made a lot of mistakes in my life, but throughout all our mistakes in our life, and in our darkest and weakest moment... It says in the bible that Christ died for us. While we are still sinners, Christ died for us. Jesus didn't deserve any kind of punishment, any kind of death, any kind of struggle because he lived a perfect life, he was from heaven, and he came to earth, and lived perfectly. But yet instead of people honoring and worshiping him they spit on him, said horrible things to him, whipped him, nailed him to a cross, nails and feet, crown of thorns on his head, and crucified him.
And then almost even worse than that is that when he came back from the dead three days later, defeating death, defeating sin, and shame and guilt, instead of people praising and worshiping him as the king, as the savior that he is, most didn't even recognize him. And if they did, didn't even want to talk to him. So Jesus understands struggle, and hardship, but he didn't deserve any of it. And in his darkest hour when Jesus was on the cross about to die for our sins, about to forgive us of all our sins if we turned to him, and give us eternity in heaven if we follow him... And we were putting him through the worse pain possible. In his worst pain instead of thinking about the pain, and the struggle he was facing, above all he thought about you. He thought about what he's going to do for you. How much he loves each one of you.
And so with all the pain and struggle Jesus went through in that moment, in the scripture it tells us he actually said to some people "Father forgive them. They know not what they do". And the whole time he was thinking about me and you. So Jesus loves you. He has a unique plan for you, he died for you, and he definitely, definitely loves you. And when it feels like the world hates you, and the world is turning against you, and you just can't beat this struggle, understand most importantly this morning, Jesus does love you. And then I want you guys to think about this. In Roman culture, and that's when Jesus was... When he went to his main ministry, and that culture that was in.
In a Roman culture if you're a boy to a family... I've shared this with some of you before. At any time your parents can disown you. If you did something bad, or you had a struggle, or they found it you were mentally or physically ill, and they didn't want you, they could just leave you. And then at that point you lost all ties to inheritance, and you were no longer in that family. That a pretty terrible and sad thing, wouldn't you guys agree? Yes, horrible. But the adoption [inaudible 00:05:35] said this. Catch this this morning. [inaudible 00:05:37] adopted a child they had a chance to know all of their struggles, all their hardships, their good things and their bad things. And if the parents still decided to adopt them, at that point no matter what happens next they can never leave that family. And when the parents die that child had all ties to their inheritance.
So in the bible when God says that if you put your faith and trust in Jesus, and you follow him, you are adopted into Gods family. And it says God knows exactly what you're struggling with, he knows the hardships you're going through, he knows the things you've done that aren't right, he knows all the hard times you face, and the daily struggle that nobody knows about. Right now with you and God, he knows what you're going through, and yet he says "If you put your trust, and your faith in me I'll give you all my inheritance. One day when you die, you go to heaven where there's no more struggle, no more pain, no more suffering". That doesn't happen without a God that loves you this morning. And so take joy in that.
A lot of you are out there thinking that "Okay, I know Jesus loves me"... And maybe a lot of you know that this morning, but you're still struggling. You're struggling with a hard time, or a physical hard time. You're still really struggling, and that's okay. I want to get you to the second point. The second point is you are valuable, and that's what we're going to read today in first Corinthians about the body of Christ, and what Paul teaches us about the body of Christ. If you have your bibles turn to first Corinthians chapter 12. I'm actually going to be reading verse 12, so easy to remember 12, 12. And I'm going to go and read it all to you guys this morning, and you can follow along.
It says "[inaudible 00:07:24] and has many members. But all the members of that one body being many are one spirit. We are all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, where the slaves are free, and have all been made to drink into one spirit for in fact the body is not one member, but many". Okay, Bradley, why is that important? Here's why it's important. The body of Christ is not composed of those that have it all together, and newsflash, none of us have it all together. The body of Christ is composed of all it's members. It's not one, two, three people, this group, this group. It's composed of all of us. So that's the first part of understanding, and valuing Christ. Now it goes a lot deeper than that, and catch the next part here.
It says "If the foot just calls out my hand, I'm not a body. Is it therefore without a body? And if the ear is to say 'because I'm not an eye I am not a body', is it therefore not of the body. If the whole body were an eye where would the sense of hearing? If the whole body were hearing, where would be the smell? But now God set the members"... Now I want you to catch this. "Each one of them in the body just as he pleased." He set each member in the body just as he pleased. So you might think your struggle, and your hard time right now, and the way you're made God must not love you, but he knows what you're going through. He made you uniquely, fearfully, and wonderfully. And the struggle you're going through right now, God has allowed you to go through exactly as he pleased because he wants to use you in a unique way to uniquely shape the world for Him.
And it says in his word that each member is placed and created exactly as God pleased, and so God does love you because he put thought, effort, and he spent time making you exactly who you are. And putting you against certain struggles to form you into his will, and to form you into the person he wants you to be. And if you just give it to him, and just let him take control of your life you will see your struggle, and hardships used for an incredible purpose. So you are purposely put, and made the way God pleases. So you are valuable to God. Now think about this, a lot of you are hearing this, you're going through a real mental struggle right now. I get it. Or you're going through a real hardship, I understand. And it is hard to hear those words. I want you to hear the next words that God speaks to us here, and I think this will encourage your spirit this morning.
It says "And if they're all one member where would the body be? [inaudible 00:10:14] many members yet one body. And the eye can not say to the hand 'I have no need of you', nor can the head to the feet 'I have no need of you'. Not much whether those members of the body which seemed to be weaker are necessary". Did you catch that? Those members of the body that seem to be weaker are necessary. "[inaudible 00:10:34] Bradley. I have this mental struggle, or I have this physical struggle. I feel weaker. I'm not as valuable as Tom, I'm not as valuable as Miss. Diana. I don't have the same skills, and God is just not using me in that kind of way". Thought members that appear to be weaker...
Now I'll finish this next part. When it says that, it says... I'm sorry, let me make sure I got it. "That seem to be weaker". You think you're weaker because the world has told you that your gift set is not as valuable as Tom's. The world has convinced you this morning that your mental struggle, or physical struggle makes you weaker than somebody else. But God [inaudible 00:11:16] that those members we should see as necessary, and important because God doesn't see you as weaker. God sees you as valuable, important, and not just that, but necessary. You're an essential team member. You see a lot of essential team members in our world today, and we think "Man, without our doctors and stuff right now, I don't know where we would be". I think the same thing. Thank God for doctors, and the people that are in our world today serving people, getting us through this crisis.
But God is saying that on the everyday basis, each one of you is an essential team member to him, and in his family. And you may seem weaker to the world, and you may think that to yourself because the world has convinced you of that. Don't believe the world, believe what your heavenly father says about you. You are not defined by your makeup, but by who made that. You're defined by your maker, and your maker is a holy, and amazing God. So take refuge in that this morning. Now think about this too. It also says “23 and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, 24 while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has put the body together, giving greater honor to the parts that lacked it, 25 so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. 26 If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.”
God says we should have the same care for one another, and you're not just valuable and necessary. We should appose a greater honor on those that struggle in the unit. So you're valuable this morning. God says you're not just necessary or valuable, you're needed, and we should bestow a greater honor on those who feel weaker in society because God's plans for you is just as important as God's plan for me. And without you doing your part the whole body suffers. If I start slacking, and not doing what God has told me to do, the entire body suffers. Think about your church. If somebody works in a nursery, and they decided one Sunday they're not going to do that anymore... They're not the pastor, they're not... Maybe they're not a deacon.
But all of a sudden our kids have nowhere to go. If somebody cooks meals for youth, if they decide on Wednesday they're just not going to do it anymore because they just don't care anymore, now the youth don't get their meals that night, and maybe they're not as excited to come. You hope they would be, but maybe they're not as excited to come, and maybe that person that... It changed their mindset for the lesson that night. Maybe now that they're focused on not having the food they don't get as much out of the lesson as they should have. And that's a really weird example, and that's a really out there example, but on a deeper scale, if I stop doing my role in what God has called me to do, whether I think I'm weaker, whether I think my role is done, whether I think my role is not as important, it will affect the entire Christian body. And you'll make the entire Christian body suffer because you're valuable, you're necessary, and important. And we need you, and God needs you more importantly.
And so remember your value and your worth. Your value and your worth is not defined by what people say about you, but what your heavenly father says about you. And your heavenly father thinks very highly about you this morning. So I want you guys to think about this too, is when you're thinking that... "Well Bradley, show me an example. Show me an example of how God really cares about me, or values me because I'm not seeing how he can use my struggle." I understand that. And I'm sure I've talked to a lot of you guys my struggle in high school, [inaudible 00:14:48] foot ball, and going to a big school, and all that stuff. And then all of a sudden I saw it collapse, and I went to a really small college up in Illinois far away. And I just thought that was going to be God's plan, but he ended up using that because it was a Christian school, for me to have opportunities to lead in ministry, to grow in my faith, and now I'm here with you guys. So [inaudible 00:15:10] not happen I might not be here with you guys.
Now another similar story is that with the OCD, I have a lot of anxiety and depression that I went through in high school, it was terrible in that time. I didn't enjoy that struggle, but when I gave it to God... And here's the important part. When I gave it to God, I think it was less than a year later I was working in a summer camp as a counselor, and I had so many kids that summer that dealt with anxiety and depression. And before I didn't really deal with that so I didn't really know exactly what to say to them, or I couldn't relate to them. But by the time that summer rolled around I was like "Man, I understand it. I know what you're going through, and I know that God is right here". And I would give them advice on things that helped me, things that God helped me, and things that God explained to me. So hadn't I gone through all that anxiety, OCD, and every struggle, I didn't know [inaudible 00:16:05] anxiety and depression that next summer. And I can not tell you how many people from my life I've been a mentor to, and talked to about a similar issue.
So I don't know how God is going to use your struggle, I don't. But God does, and if you give it to him... That's the important part. Once you start trying to control it yourself, once you start trying to hide it, and just keep it to yourself, and you say "God, I'm broken, I'm struggling, I need you. Please guide me and lead me", and you give it to him and say "God, your plan is better than my plan", and you trust in him, he will start to use you for an incredible purpose. And use that struggle you thought was terrible, awful, and you hated going through, he's going to use that down the road to either pour into somebody else, or to use you, or to shape you, or to redirect you to be the person that he is purposely made you to be. And the person that he thought about before you were born, the person that he wants you to be, but you have to love him, and give it to him.
Think about this. It says in the bible that all things work together through good for those that love God. And love is the thing... "Well, I'm not seeing all things working together for good." But we missed the last part. "For those that love God." How much do you love God this morning? I'm telling you that he loves you, and he shows that he... He's saying that you're valuable, and you're cared for, but how much do you love him this morning? Are you really praising, and worshiping him, and coming to him in your struggle? Asking him for help, asking for guidance, and then one he gives you that guidance are you actually taking it? Are you following it? Are you being open with people around you? Are you coming to church asking the church to help you? Because if you're not loving God, you may not see how this is supposed to work out for good because you'll be so distracted with the negative, and the terrible-ness of this disease, or what you're going through, or your [inaudible 00:17:58] right now. You will miss the blessings that are going to come out of it because you're looking outward at the problem, and not upward at how God is going to use this problem for is glory.
You've got to love him, and give it to him this morning. And thing that [inaudible 00:18:13], God cares for you. He cares for you. And think about this. We think sometimes God... I think one of the more important things to look at this morning is some of you think that God doesn't care about my struggle because he won't remove it from me. And like I told you, when you're going through the struggle you may not see to the top, but Jesus never in the bible promises that he will remove our burdens completely. He can do that, and he might, but he promises that he will help us through them. Give us the peace that surpasses all understanding when we give it to him, and he will guide us with his holy spirit through that struggle.
So [inaudible 00:18:52] there, and a lot of people think that God will never give me more than I can handle. Where is that found in the bible? It's not because if we could handle everything by ourselves why would we need God? So this helps in your mental struggle, your physical struggle, financial struggles you're going through right now. You can't handle it by yourself, and the more you try the worse it gets. God is saying that I am here to help you. I'm letting you go through that because I want you to look to me, and as soon as you look to me I will provide you with people, with the resources, and a way to help you through that. And I will use that for a great purpose for my glory. And so realize that God doesn't promise to remove your burdens all the time. He promises that he's going to help you through them, and he wants you to look to him, to love him, and to honor him today, and come to him.
Some of you think that Jesus can't relate to me because he's God. He didn't go through the same struggle I went through. He doesn't know about... He can't relate to my mental struggle. Is that true? No. Think about Jesus in the bible. He was the son of God. He deserved to be praised, and worshiped. Like I said earlier, people said horrible things to him. They said he wasn't the king, they said blasphemy to him, they cursed him, and called him every name in the book. And they said terrible things to Jesus, and tried to make him feel unworthy to even be alive. So Jesus knows how it feels to be rejected by the ones you came to save. He knows what it feels like to be alone, and sad, and broken. His body was broken and shed for us. He was mentally, physically, emotionally drained. And so that should give you great hope that Jesus cares because he knows exactly what you're going through, and he can relate to it.
But Jesus overcame it when he looked to God. And to God he prayed that... "God, there's no way, let it not be". But God said "This is my will for you". And when he said "I'm going to give this to you God", God used Jesus to save our entire world from their sins, and shame if they asked the forgiveness of God. And we have hope one day we can be in heaven with him for eternity through what he did. And he will also use your purpose, and your struggle for a great purpose as well for him. And he has put in place for you, if you give it to him, and realize that "I can't do this by myself. I can only do it with the power of the holy spirit, and with God". And think about this. Jesus says that we should cast our desires on him because he cares for us. It's not a suggestion, it's not a "It's a good thing to do". He commands us to cast our desires on him because he cares for us.
And I want to leave you with this before we close. Sometimes the way that Jesus cares for us is not the way you necessarily want him to. We all want our burdens removed, we all want the instant peace, and the joy, and all of that. But sometimes God will provide you with people in your life, great godly people, and people that have different skillsets than you. And he's already been shaping, and molding their individual plans for their life to talk to you one day. Instead of just praying to God to remove your burden, I want you to ask... God cares for you by sending you people, and resources to help you get better. And so pray that God shows you the right resources, the right people, and the right avenue to reach out for help. And that might mean going to your church family, and saying "Church family, look. I've been hiding this, I've been carrying this burden alone. Can you help me?" The church, the body of Christ is called. Now, get this. We are called as the church body to bestow greater honor on those that are struggling.
So church body, my message to you this morning is that if somebody does reach out for help mentally or physically, or financially they struggling, if you can help them let's be the body of Christ, let's do what we're called to do, and help them carry that burden. And lighten that burden for them. And then now when we've got the person so much better, and then we will also for the joy and the peace of Christ... Because it says in the bible when two or more gather in his name Jesus is in the midst of us. So when we come together as a body, and share our burdens, share our struggles, and I start to deposit great, Godly people in our life, and the great godly people that God has put in our life to step up and be those great, godly people, we will see change happen, and steps to recovery on what we're going through.
And some of you guys may need professional help. Somebody that has been trained on how to help you out with depression, or anxiety, or PTSD, or OCD. I got that help before, I'm going through it now. And I would encourage you to get that same help. There is no weakness in that. There is strength in community, and there is strength in reaching out, and asking for help. And so the way God may be caring for you is he's putting people, and resources in your life. Don't ignore those. Don't ignore the help that God is giving you. Realize that that may be his way of helping you through that along with giving you the peace that surpasses all understanding, the comfort, and the joy and the strength that only the holy spirit through Jesus can provide. Jesus and the holy spirit.
So I want to encourage you, take advantage of the resources that are there. If you need help this morning, reach out for help. I want to leave you with this. Above all when Jesus was in his darkest moment, he didn't think about his pain and his suffering, and what he was going through, but he thought about you. How much he loved you, he values you, and he cares for you. So this morning, you're loved, you're cared for, and you're valued by our heavenly father. Take joy in that, and you will... The first step to recovery is admitting that I'm broken, that I'm struggling, I don't have it together, but I know one who does. Who is perfect, who is holy, who is waiting with open arms for me to come to him. Who above anything in his darkest moment thought of me.



