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Introduction
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Faith is the way believers jump on board with God and participate in countless wonderful things He has a mind to do. Faith happens when believers believe. This book is about developing an action verb faith that invites the exhilaration of holy participation. It’s about getting out there where we can feel the wind of God’s Spirit blowing in our faces. It’s about learning that we don’t have to put down the Sword of the Spirit (the Word of God) to raise up the Shield of Faith. The way I see it, that’s why God gave us two hands. If we want to live abundantly and victoriously, we must pick up both. To pick up the Sword of the Spirit without the Shield of Faith is to shrivel and dry up in the desert of legalism. To pick up the Shield of Faith without the Sword of the Spirit is to try walking by faith on quicksand.

God thrust the Sword of the Spirit in my feeble hand twenty years ago when He sent me into a young adult Sunday school class as the teacher. Apply that last word loosely. Actually, I was an idiot. I got a brand new Bible for my new journey and I meant to keep it that way. I neglected it. Fumbled it. Dropped it. Opened it. Yawned over it. Whined over it. Cried over it. Begged God to help me with it. Then slowly but surely, one discovery at a time, I fell head over heels in love with it and its brilliant Author. I dug my fingernails into it and vowed never to let it go. I may have a junkyard of broken vows somewhere but, to the glory of God, that one is not in the heap.

While strengthening my grip on the Sword of the Spirit, God began wedging the Shield of Faith in my other hand so that I’d learn 

to use them the way He intended: in tandem. Mind you, I thought I had plenty of faith. After all, how much faith does a church-going, church-serving soul need? I would soon learn the answer: a whole lot more than I had. As forcefully as God has ever spoken to my heart, He said, “You believe in Me, Beth. Now I want you to believe Me.” The words “believe me” arose out of Isaiah 43:10 like a dead man leaping to his feet. “You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and believe me.”

Believe me. Believe me. BELIEVE ME.

Those two words have echoed unceasingly in my mind ever since. In overriding matters God seems to work in themes with me. I wonder if you’ve experienced something similar. His themes for me have often come in brief phrases. At this point in my life they consist of three, shed abroad in my heart in this simple add-on order:

Love me. Know me. Believe me. Love Me seemed to be God’s theme for my twenties. Love Me and Know Me drove the theme for my thirties. And Love Me, Know Me, and Believe Me became His mouthful for my forties.

For reasons known only to a forgiving God, I’ve spilled quarts of ink through Bible studies and books in attempts to share a passion to love God and know Him. I will continue to express these holy obsessions in one way or another as long as God wills. The book you now hold in your hand is my attempt to articulate my own personal journey toward obedience regarding the third command: Believing God. Not here and there in crises but as a lifestyle. The piercing voice of the prophet Isaiah proclaimed its importance: “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all” (Isa. 7:9).



The last seven years have been terribly difficult in countless ways but learning to practice action verb faith in the midst of them has been the most exhilarating adventure I’ve ever had. In words truer to my sanguine nature, it’s been a blast. Not the trials, mind you, but the invitation to believe God for victory—and even favor—in the middle of them. Yes, I’ve seen miracles. Some of them were huge. But God’s daily interventions have awed me the most and left me shaking my head in amazement that the God of the universe would be so attentive to my trivial challenges. I have never before so richly experienced the revelation of John 1:16: “From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another.”

My prayer is that God will do the same for you. I am convinced that Christ is always the initiator of matters concerning faith (Heb. 12:2). So if I’m on target, you’ve neither stumbled onto this book nor accidentally found it in your hands. Christ is initiating a fresh anointing of faith in your life, Dear One. Wise you are if you want to “test the spirit” (1 John 4:1) and proceed with caution on subject matter like this. I am as reluctant to pick up books on faith as anyone could possibly be. We live in a religious culture where faith practices have been distorted and twisted to serve man rather than God. Our dilemma is whether or not we will allow the misuse and abuse of the topic to keep us from appropriate practices of faith. After all, without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6). Keep in mind that most heresy is truth twisted. Let’s get into the Word together and see if it can be unraveled and powerfully put into practice.
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Chapter One
 YOUR PROMISED LAND
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Is it working? Your belief system, that is. Is it really working? God’s intention all along has been for the believer’s life to work. From divine perspective toward terrestrial turf, God meant for His children to succeed. God stated unapologetically in Joshua 1:8 that conditions exist under which “then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success” (NASB). Are our Christian lives successful? Are they achieving and experiencing what Scripture said they would? In a recent sermon my son-in-law preached, Curt told us the only way we were going to impact the world and the next generation is to prove that our faith in Christ is real and that it works. For countless Christians I’m convinced it’s real. My concern is whether or not we have the fruit to suggest it works. 

I fear the reality of most Christians differs dramatically from our theology. We bear little resemblance to a church causing the

gates of hell to tremble. I squirm as I suggest that the gap between our theology and our reality is so wide we’ve set ourselves up for ridicule. The sad part of it is that some of us are working pretty hard at something that is hardly working. Why do we spend so much time and energy on spiritual exercises with few effects while the rest of the world sleeps in on Sundays? Why are some of us getting up before dawn to have a quiet time with effects drained to the dregs by noon? Why are we running out of ink in our high-lighters marking Scriptures that rarely jump off the page and onto our pavement? Why are we doing everything we can to convince others to do something that hasn’t worked terrifically well for us? Why won’t some of us admit that for all practical purposes the present belief system of most Christians isn’t working?

Certainly those of us who have accepted Christ as our Savior have received the automatic and glorious result of eternal salvation. However, the primary reason God left us on earth after our salvation was for our Christianity to “succeed” right here on this turf. We’re getting by but getting by, was never our destiny. We were meant to be profoundly effective. Why have we accepted average? Are the few effects most of us see and experience all Christianity has to offer? Is this it? All we can expect? If so, someone out there needs to feel sorry for us.

I’d volunteer except that I no longer buy it. Our status-quo system of contemporary Christianity isn’t working, and I’m bucking it. Thankfully, so are a number of others. Some of us no longer want

 to play like the emperor has new clothes when he’s walking around, as my grandmother would say, as naked as a jaybird. The church, comprised of all believers in Jesus Christ, is generally pretending she’s cloaked with kingdom power and effectiveness while in reality she has exposed herself in powerlessness to the ridicule of the world. We can’t blame the devil. For the most part we’ve dumbed-down New Testament Christianity and accepted our reality as theology rather than biblical theology as our reality. We’ve reversed the standard, walking by sight and not by faith. We want to be the best of what we see, but frankly what we see is far removed from God’s best.

A few months ago I was taking my usual route on my morning walk when I came upon a simple scene with telling application. Four ducks were splashing in a mud puddle in the sidewalk while a large, pristine pond was just over a small hill. I stopped in my tracks and stared. I felt like God was saying to me, “Beth, that’s my church. My blood-bought, Spirit-promised church splashing in a mud puddle with a sea of living waters within her reach. Just on the other side.”

Trust me. No one has been covered with more mud from puddles-settled-for than I. Forgive me if my zeal is too easily interpreted as condemnation or criticism. What a hypocrite I’d be! If a mistake can be made, I suppose I’ve made it. In fact, my past record of failure, defeat, and pitiful mediocrity is exactly why I’m heaven-bent on sharing this message with you. If God can empower me to move from the mud puddle to the pond with

 such broken wings, wobbling legs, and webbed feet, I can assure you He can move you.

Beloved, God has made us promises. Real ones. Numerous ones. Promises of things like all-surpassing power, productivity, peace, and joy while still occupying these jars of clay. Few of us will argue the theory, but why aren’t more of us living the reality? Like the children of Israel, I believe many of us are wandering in the wilderness with the Promised Land just on the other side of the river. This book has one primary goal: to encourage any Christian who will listen to move to his or her personalized place of divine promise and to flourish.



Blessing is bowing down to receive the expressions of divine favor that in the inner recesses of the human  heart and mind make life worth the bother.




God not only approves of New Testament believers applying the concept of a Promised Land, He insists on it in the third and fourth chapters of the book of Hebrews. Our Promised Land and Sabbath rest culminate in heaven, but I’d like to suggest that an earthly Promised Land exists for you and an earthly Promised Land exists for me. How might we define our land of promise? Your Promised Land is the place where God’s personalized

 promises over your life become a living reality rather than a theological theory.

Need a few examples? The parallels and subsequent applications we can draw from the children of Israel and their land of promise are numerous, but just for starters …

1.
God promised us a place of blessing. God’s willingness and unwavering desire to bless His people is one of the most repetitive concepts in both testaments of His Word. He is the Giver of all good gifts and greatly exults when a child cooperates enough to receive some. New Testament believers were promised blessing for obedience as surely as the children of God in the Old Testament. The Promised Land was a place of promised blessing to those who followed the precepts of God. When you and I find our places in Christ where God can freely fulfill His promises to us, we will also experience immeasurable blessing. Blessing is defined by neither ease nor worldly possessions nor stock-market successes. Blessing is bowing down to receive the expressions of divine favor that in the inner recesses of the human heart and mind make life worth the bother.


2.
God promised us a place we could live. God didn’t promise the children of Israel a place they could visit. He promised them a place they could settle and dwell in blessing. A land they could possess. A place they could find Sabbath rest. According to John 15, New Testament believers have likewise been called to a place of abiding. Living. Dwelling. I finally came to a point in
 my Christian walk where I grew bone weary of inconsistency being my only constant. Occasional wisps of authentic spiritual living only multiplied my frustrations. I then knew a place of fullness and effectiveness in Christ existed, but at best I was a drop-in. My soul needed a place it could live. I longed for my defeats to be infrequent visitations, not my victories. Beloved, our personalized lands of earthly promise are places we’re invited by God to dwell in Christ. It’s high time we stopped dropping in and started taking up residency.

3. God promised us a place where He brings forth a great harvest. As much as any characteristic of the Promised Land, God promised that it would be fruitful. Many of us have heard it characterized as a land of “milk and honey,” but additional Scriptures are far more descriptive. For instance, Deuteronomy 8:7–9 says: “For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land— a land with streams and pools of water, with springs flowing in the valleys and hills; a land with wheat and barley, vines and fig trees, pomegranates, olive oil and honey; a land where bread will not be scarce and you will lack nothing; a land where the rocks are iron and you can dig copper out of the hills.”

John 15 again supplies us with a New Testament Promised Land parallel for every follower of Jesus Christ. The eighth verse says, “This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.” Not some fruit. Much fruit. Beloved, can you accept the truth that your heavenly Father wants

 to show His glory through using your life to bear tremendous fruit? Your personalized Promised Land is the abiding place where you get to see God keep the promise of a great harvest through your life.

God has far more in mind than bringing forth one kind of fruit from your life. The harvest God desires to produce has the potential of abounding variety. I believe the promises God made to the Israelites for their Promised Land in the tangible realm parallel ours in the spiritual realm. You and I weren’t called to become machines of mass-but-monotonous production. Just when we decide our lives are all about figs, God starts mixing up the soil underneath our feet to bring forth some pomegranates. Have you too quickly decided that what you have done or what you are doing is all you’ll ever do? Ah, God’s far too creative for that. May God use our present journey to shake up some soil.

Perhaps my favorite part of Deuteronomy 8:7–9 is that the Promised Land was an abiding place where God’s people would lack nothing. Need a New Testament parallel? Second Peter 1:3–4 tells us that “his divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” Our personal Promised Lands are the places we accept those “very great and precious promises” and appropriate “everything we need for life.”



If you can’t imagine God ever delivering you from the corruption of evil desires and bringing forth a great harvest through your life, you’ve bought into the lie that God’s promises don’t apply to you. The Amplified version of Ephesians 2:10 says that you and I are “God’s [own] handiwork (His workmanship), recreated in Christ Jesus, [born anew] that we may do those good works which God predestined (planned beforehand) for us [taking paths which He prepared ahead of time], that we should walk in them living the good life which He prearranged and made ready for us to live].”

God knew you before you were formed in your mother’s womb and planned good works for you that would bring forth much fruit. According to Acts 17:26, God even determined the times and places set for us to live on planet Earth most conducive to our personalized harvests. Too much predestination for you? Here’s the catch: we don’t have to cooperate. We can live our entire lives as Christians and never fulfill the glorious plan God tailored for us in advance.

Ephesians 1:18 says, “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints.” Our glorious inheritance in Christ is not meant for heaven alone. The primary context of Ephesians 1 is the impact of our heavenly inheritance on our earthly existence. God knows the plans He has for us, Dear One, but He will not force them

 on us. Don’t miss the word hope. Nothing about your calling or mine is compulsory. God is going to accomplish His agenda regarding heaven and earth no matter what you and I do, but we get to decide whether we’re going to be part of His process in our generation. Our callings remain a hope until we allow the eyes of our hearts to be enlightened and choose to accept them.

4. God promised us an abiding place of great victory over our enemy. From the moment God first issued the promise of land to Abram, He described its occupants as quickly as its perimeters: “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates—the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites” (Gen. 15:18–21). Our Promised Lands are characterized by the presence of victory, not the absence of opposition.




Promised Land theology becomes an earthbound reality only to those who cash in their fear and complacency for the one ticket out of their long-inhabited wilderness.




Earlier I asked you if your present belief system was working. One way we can measure our belief system’s effectiveness is to

 examine how consistently our biblical position as “more than conquerors” (Rom. 8:37) is fleshed out in our reality. The children of Israel showed they were God’s conquerors on earth by conquering. Victory always assumes a counterpart defeat. We will never take our places as “more than overcomers” with nothing to overcome. We will never be victors without opponents. As we will continue to see in our journey, God gave the Israelites the Promised Land but told them they’d have to take what was theirs in fierce battle. Why? Probably one reason was so they’d develop the strength to keep it once they conquered it. Surely another was to let them experience the thrill of victory that only a battle hard fought can bring. In God’s economy, much of what is worth having is proved worth fighting for.

Like the Israelites, you and I have been promised spiritual ground for great and abiding victory on a turf where our enemy stands in defiance. If you’re not presently occupying your Promised Land, rest assured the devil is. Are you going to stand by and let him get away with that? God has given you land, Beloved, but He’s calling you to go forth and take it. Your enemy is standing on your God-given ground daring you to take possession of it. Are you going to let him have it? Or are you going to claim your inheritance? Possession is the law of the Promised Land. Red Rover, go over.

The Creator of heaven and earth—the One with the entire universe and its riches at His disposal—knows you by name, has

 planned a Promised Land for you, and longs to bless you. He wisely reserves the right to require your cooperation. Many promises of God are unconditional, but His promises of full-throttle blessing, abiding, fruit-bearing, and conquering are not. Nothing in your life or mine is worth forfeiting the places of promise where our own 1 Corinthian 2:9’s are fulfilled. What God has prepared for you is more than your ears have heard, your eyes have seen, and your mind has ever conceived. Promised Land theology becomes an earthbound reality only to those who cash in their fear and complacency for the one ticket out of their long-inhabited wilderness.
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Chapter Two
 ONE TICKET OUT OF THE WILDERNESS
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Several years ago I left a doctor’s office with a handful of prescriptions so complicated to take that I threw them in the trash on my way out of the building. I decided being sick was less trouble. I’m a simple-minded woman, and I like uncomplicated answers. Needless to say, human life is fearfully and wonderfully complex, making intricate and procedural solutions often necessary. I’m happy to report, however, that the overriding questions raised in chapter 1 don’t have complicated answers.

Why isn’t our present practice of Christianity working, and why don’t we see more of God’s promises fulfilled? The same reason the practices of the Israelites in the wilderness didn’t work and they never reached the land they’d been promised. Like them, we can be dramatically delivered from bondage, leave our Egypts, 

and yet never make it to our Promised Lands. We, too, can find ourselves lodged in a desolate wilderness between. Hebrews 3:19 supplies the one-word explanation: “So we see that they were not able to enter, because of their unbelief.”

Unbelief. Oh, they believed in God. Their oversight was that they simply didn’t believe the God they believed in. They talked a good talk, but their walk did nothing but tread sandal tracks in desert circles. The Israelites of the Exodus were promised land, blessing, productivity, and victory; but the masses never saw their theology become a reality. The question raised in the wilderness wanderings was not whether the Israelites belonged to God or where they would spend eternity. The place the chosen people of God would spend their earthly existence was the question. The King James Version of Hebrews 3:17 underscores the outcome most vividly: their “carcasses fell in the wilderness.”

You and I can be safely tucked in the family of God and have the full assurance of a heavenly inheritance without ever occupying the land of God’s fulfilled promises on earth. We can completely miss our earthly destinies, and our carcasses, too, can fall in the wilderness. While Keith and I were in Africa last summer, we came upon the spine-tingling sight of a cow’s entire carcass polished to the bone by a lion. God’s Word tells us Satan is like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour (1 Pet. 5:8). Perhaps, like me, you could say that Satan has tried one ploy after another

 to destroy your life, your witness, and your fruitfulness. Will we let him have the satisfaction of cleaning our carcasses to the bone because we let them drop in a desert of defeat? God forbid.

I don’t want to be counted among the faithless who never claimed the land God promised them. All that will matter about our earthly lives when we receive our heavenly inheritance is whether we fulfilled our callings and allowed God to fulfill His promises. I know I’m going to make it to heaven because I’ve trusted Christ as my Savior, but I want to make it to my Canaan on the way. I want to finish my race in the Promised Land, not in the wilderness. You too? Then we have to cash in our fear and complacency and spend all we have on the only ticket out: BELIEF.



Faith is the only thing that will ever close the gap between our theology and our reality. 




Lots of it. The reason most of our present belief systems aren’t working is because they are big on systems and small on belief. What you and I need is a fresh belief in our systems. That’s what this book is all about. Faith is the only thing that will ever close the gap between our theology and our reality. Throughout these

 pages we’re going to explore the huge premium God places on living, breathing faith.

We’d be hard pressed to find a more consistent priority God places before His people in either testament. I believe Scripture will reveal to us through our journey that nothing is more important to God than our faith. Yes, love is His greatest commandment, but any of us who have accepted the mammoth challenge of biblical love in difficult circumstances can testify how much faith was required for obedience.

God is not the only one prioritizing the issue of our faith. Satan also has no greater focus in a single one of our lives. Though he is no match for God, he is a powerful and dangerous foe of believing man. Not coincidentally, both God and the devil are targeting our faith because the stakes are so high. We’ll look at two vital issues at stake presently, then consider a number of others in the chapters ahead.



“Thou has created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created.” —REVELATION 4:11




1. First and foremost, “without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb. 11:6). That’s one reason we may as well accept faith challenges as a fact of life and not be shocked or feel picked on

 when they come. God brings them to build our faith, prove us genuine, and afford Himself endless excuses to reward us. He delights in nothing more than our choice to believe Him over what we see and feel. Revelation 4:11 (KJV) adds another important dimension to God’s pleasure in our exercise of faith: “Thou has created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created.” Viewing these two Scriptures side by side, we infer that our ultimate purpose for existence is to please God; therefore, if we don’t exercise faith, we will never fulfill our reason for being.

If you haven’t yet developed a trust relationship with God, the concept of living your entire life to please Him may unnerve or even offend you. I understand. I, too, have battled tremendous trust issues in every relational dimension. I have not always found man trustworthy (not man, me), but God has never failed to live up to His Word in our relationship. I believe you will find Him completely trustworthy too. God is for us, Dear One. Even His commands are for our safety, liberty, and blessing (Deut. 10:13). Yes, God calls us to surrender our own agendas on the altar of His will, but Romans 12:2 reminds us that God’s will for us is good, pleasing, and perfectly suited. When all is said and done, the biggest sacrifices of our lives will be when we chose our own way and forfeited God’s pleasing will for us.

The last thing Satan wants is for God to be pleased. Remember, Satan’s ultimate gripe is with God. Our enemy’s chief goal is to get back at God for not putting up with his arrogance

 and his desire to be “like the Most High” (Isa. 14:14). Satan cannot touch God, so he does everything he can to get to His heart by getting to His children. “For whoever touches you touches the apple of his eye” (Zech. 2:8).

The pleasure of God is not the only premium at stake in our exercise of faith. Both God and Satan know that …

2. Faith works. If you’re not already convinced, I’m counting on God to prove the principle to you over the pages to come. In fact, nothing works like faith. Its God-ordained dividends are astronomical. Unfortunately, so are the costs of its absence. Biblically speaking, faith is without equal in its effects upon the human life precisely because God is without equal and faith is the normative invitation He answers with proof. Christ can operate any way He desires, but His usual mode of operation regarding His followers is “according to your faith will it be done to you” (Matt. 9:29, among many other similar references). Whether or not we like the concept, Christ loves to respond to us according to our faith. I used to bristle over the idea, too, until I started exercising a little more belief and experienced completely unexpected and exceeding results. I’ve noted a pretty reliable ratio along the way: The less faith we have, the more we tend to resent the concept. If you’re bristling right now, stick around. I have a feeling you’ll like the concept better at the end of this book.

If faith works, we want to make sure we know what faith is. This is the perfect time to nail down exactly what this book means

 when we talk about “believing God.” In New Testament Greek, the word pistis means “assurance, belief, believe, faith, fidelity.”1 The Hebrew meaning is similar in nature and practice. In our series we will use various tenses of the word belief interchangeably with the word faith. With few exceptions the words faith, belief, believing, or believe are all translated from some form of the word pistis in the New Testament. (One exception is in Hebrews 10:23 where faith is translated from the word elpis which can be translated as expectation, confidence, faith, or hope. Even the rare exceptions have similar meanings.) When I use the phrase believing God, therefore, you can think of it interchangeably with having faith in God. I prefer the former expression for our purposes because it has far stronger implication of action. We’re going to discover that faith is not just something you have. It’s something you do. The kind of faith you and I are going to study can turn a noun into an action verb quicker than you can say, “See Spot run.”



Nothing on earth compares to the strength God is willing to interject into lives caught in the act of believing.




Picture the page from an old first-grade primer. Spot wasn’t about to run. Nor was he in a past-tense heap of exhaustion by his

 water bowl. “See Spot run” inferred he could presently be caught in the act of running. What does seeing Spot run have to do with believing God? Verb tenses! As strange as this may seem, the entire premise of this book sprang to life like a runner off his mark through a New Testament verb tense. I’ll illustrate through a comparison of Scripture taken from the same chapter. (The emphasis in both segments is mine.)



“And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation.  Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit. —EPHESIANS 1:13




Ephesians 1:13 says, “And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit.”

Ephesians 1:18–20 says, “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe.



That power is like the working of his mighty strength which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead.”

The New International Version (NIV) uses two important and distinctive verb tenses of the same basic word believe in verses 13 and 19. Verse 13 speaks of Christians “having believed.” This faith action refers to the exercise of belief that leads to salvation. Each of us who are Christians heard the gospel message at some point and from then on chose to believe it and receive it. Because we exercised this faith action, we immediately became Christ’s. We were given His Holy Spirit and marked with a seal. This faith action was exercised in the past with obviously radical results.

The Greek verb tense of the word believe in the second segment I listed for you (Eph. 1:19) is the most vital to our series. It is called a present active participle. I’ll explain the tense to you as one of my Greek instructors explained it to me: “Beth, when you see a present active participle Greek verb, you can think of the word continually preceding the verb.” In other words, the promise given in verses 19–20 is not applied to those “having believed” in verse 13. Rather, it is applied to those who are presently, actively, and, yes, continually believing God.

My point? Our glorious walk with God began with an act of faith that brought us into relationship with Jesus Christ as our Savior, but it doesn’t end there. Having believed in Christ, we’ve been called to continue believing all He came to do and say!



Tragically, some having believed in Christ have believed little of Christ since. He who began a work in us has far more He wants to accomplish. God is calling you and me to leave the life of passivity bred by a past-tense view of faith and get caught in the act of present-active-participle believing. Nothing in life could be more exciting and exhilarating. Let me just go ahead and say what this certified sanguine is thinking: Nothing on earth is more fun than faith. If you decide to sign up for the great adventure of faith, I can promise you’ll never get bored.

A Christian practicing present-active-participle belief in God is Satan’s worst nightmare. One reason is clearly stated in Ephesians 1:18–20 on page 20. Read it again and absorb just how effectively faith works according to the last statement I quoted from the segment. Let this truth be written in permanent marker on the wallpaper of your mind: God exerts an incomparable power in the lives of those who continue believing Him. Hear it again: Nothing on earth compares to the strength God is willing to interject into lives caught in the act of believing. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul likens it to the stunning power God exerted when He raised His Son from the dead! Do you hear that, Beloved? Can you think of any need you might have that would require more strength than God exercised to raise the dead? Me either. God can raise marriages from the dead, and He can restore life and purpose to those who have given up. He can forgive and purify the vilest sinner. God’s

 specialty is raising dead things to life and making impossible things possible. You don’t have the need that exceeds His power. Faith is God’s favorite invitation to R.S.V.P. with proof.

The pleasure of God and a power beyond compare: just a few things at stake in matters of faith.
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Chapter Three
 PREPARING FOR WARS AND WONDERS
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Just like the children of Israel, we will always have an enemy that wants to keep us out of our Promised Lands. In our previous chapter we discussed a few reasons why. Nothing does more damage to the power of darkness in this world system than a present-active-participle believer. If we’re going to win our battles, however, we’re going to have to wise up to some of Satan’s schemes and prepare in advance for victory. Our warfare is complicated by opposition that is much harder to identify than human Hittites, Perrizites, and Amorites. In Ephesians 6:12–13, the apostle Paul tells us that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God.”


Among the strategically prescribed pieces of armor, the King James Version (KJV) tells us, “Above all, taking the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked” (v. 16). Why “above all” do we need to learn to use our shield of faith? Because the shield is the armor’s armor. The ancient warrior hoped the fiery dart never reached the helmet or the breastplate. A direct hit on any of the other defensive covers could still stun and bruise even if it didn’t wound. The warrior’s goal was to extinguish any oncoming dart with his shield in order to diffuse all potential damage. When the warrior’s shield was down, the other pieces of armor were vastly more vulnerable.

The same is true in our warfare. Our toughest battles will invariably concern matters of faith—times when we’re tempted to think God’s Word and His ways won’t work for us, that He has abandoned us, let us down, or failed to come through for us. If Satan can get us to drop our shield of faith, he knows we can’t remain standing for very long. Firsts have great importance in Scripture. Do you know the first recorded words that ever came from the serpent’s mouth?

“Did God really say?” (Gen. 3:1).

He used the spade of deceit to sow doubt. Satan, posing as the serpent, couldn’t keep Eve from believing in God, so he did the next best thing. He baited her, tempting Eve not to believe God or trust His motives. Her walk was crippled, her doubt was contagious, and the couple lost the land God had placed under

 their feet. You see, when Eve dropped her shield of faith, every other piece of spiritual armor became vulnerable. Satan knew she wouldn’t remain standing for long. When she fell, she fell hard. I know the feeling.

“Above all,” you and I need to learn to take up our shield of faith. We also desperately need to know the Word of God and wield the Sword of the Spirit so that when the enemy slyly suggests “Did God really say…?”, we can know the answer emphatically. When we respond to attacks of doubt, distortion, and deceit with the truth of God’s Word, the fiery dart is extinguished and the enemy takes another hit. I owe him a few. You too? Then let’s commit to take this present faith challenge seriously.



Our toughest battles will invariably concern matters of faith–times when we’re tempted to think God’s Word and His ways won’t work for us, that He has abandoned us, let us down, or failed to come through for us.




I am praying with all my heart that this won’t be just another book. I love to read, and my hands are invariably velcroed to one Christian book or another. All have encouraged me, and some have been life changing. Believing God isn’t a book, however. It’s

 not a Bible study either. It’s a lifestyle. I’m praying with all my might that the faith adventure suggested in these chapters has only begun when you read the last page. Beloved, I want huge things to happen in your life because you have a huge God. Because I want so desperately for you to surrender your life to action-verb faith, I have asked God for something big on your behalf. Through the power of Jesus’ name, I have asked Him to show you a wonder or somehow visibly bless your diligent cooperation early in the process so that you will be encouraged to press on. My request of God is certainly not just for results but because nothing is like experiencing the affirming, undeniable nod of God. I’m praying with all my might that He will do something obvious to show you you’re on the right track so that when seasons come with less evidences, you’ll have the unwavering assurance that God is believable.



When we respond to attacks of doubt, distortion, and deceit with the truth of God’s Word, the fiery dart is extinguished and the enemy takes another hit.




I’m also requesting something of you. I’m asking you to consider making a commitment to three specific faith practices I’ll share with you through the remainder of this chapter.



Together they enhance an environment in and around you that invites the pleasure and power of God. I am by no means suggesting we play Let’s Make a Deal with God or try manipulating Him for miracles. God is not a paid performer and would not be shy to show His disapproval over an inappropriate approach. Let’s be careful, however, that we don’t err in the opposite extreme of faithless caution. Keep this concept ever before you in the chapters to come:


A big difference exists between trying to manipulate God to give us what we want and cooperating with God so He can give us what He wants. The latter is our goal.



Once you familiarize yourself with the three faith actions, you’ll need a time frame in which to practice them. After you finish the chapter, if you’re willing, please spend some time in prayer and ask God how long He’d like you to make these commitments. Most of us need much longer than a few days to form new habits, so please consider a longer time frame. Forty days can be an effective length of time. In the Believing God Bible study curriculum, we make our commitment for nine full weeks. Three months is another effective time period for developing a new approach to life. Pray about it and stick with it for the season God and you set. If you forget or blow the faith practices one day, get back to them the next.


The exercises I will share with you are immensely motivating to me. They are ways God has given me to demonstrate externally a work He is accomplishing internally. I pray they will exhort you as well. The three faith practices follow:

1. Practice raising your shield of faith. The well-equipped ancient warrior we talked about earlier didn’t wait until he was facing the fiercest battle of his life to learn how to use his shield. He practiced in advance. God taught me a specific way to practice taking up my shield of faith, and I use the method constantly in and out of heated battles. He equipped me with a five-statement pledge of faith that encompasses virtually everything we’re challenged to believe. Together they form the spine of this book:


God is who He says He is.
 God can do what He says He can do.
 I am who God says I am.
 I can do all things through Christ.
 God’s Word is alive and active in me.
 



Though I often say these five statements silently to myself, I also thought of a way to symbolize raising my shield of faith by acting out physically what I’m committing to do spiritually. I raise my right arm and hold out my hand like a shield. I then put up my thumb and declare, “God is who He says He is.” I add my index finger and proclaim, “God can do what He says He can 

do.” Adding my third finger, I say, “I am who God says I am.” With my fourth finger I state, “I can do all things through Christ.” My little finger completes the shield as I say, “God’s Word is alive and active in me.” I put an exclamation mark on the end of my five-statement pledge of faith with the simplest of sign language to the words “I’m believing God.” With the index finger of that same hand, I point to my heart and say, “I’m.” I point to my forehead and say, “believing” (because faith is always an exercise of the will, not the emotions). Then I point upward toward heaven and say, “God.”

I practice this exercise in my house by myself, on walks with my dogs, in my car, at work with my staff, and anywhere else I can get away with it. As I make each statement, I can literally feel supernatural strength building within me. These statements are so ingrained in my mind that when Satan attacks me, I begin immediately tallying which statement he’s trying to defy and I call it out. For instance, if I’m in need of a miracle, he might try to tempt me to believe God no longer performs wonders. I quickly go through my mental list of faith statements and call out number 2: “God can do what He says He can do!” Often the temptation to believe otherwise is instantaneously diffused. A second example involves an attack that has been highly successful for Satan …until recently. I’ve unfortunately provided the enemy a long list of past sins from which to accuse me. When he attacks me with condemnation now, I call out statement number 3, nice

 and loud: “I am who God says I am!” The results have been nothing less than transforming for me.

I’ve also taught this method to my classes in Houston, and if you want to experience a supernatural surge of God’s Spirit, you ought to try proclaiming the five-statement pledge of faith with a few thousand others! At times when I’m in a public place where I’m not free to act it out and someone or something is trying to talk me out of faith, I do the simple sign language as I think to myself, “Say what you want, but I’m (pointing to my heart) believing (point to my head) God (pointing to heaven).” My spirit quickens just telling you about it.


Anytime someone makes fun of me or tells me I’m too radical and demonstrative for them, I have the same thought: “Beloved, I was once the most bound-up, defeated believer you’ve ever met, and now I’m a walking miracle experiencing the power of God. With all due respect, how’s life going for you?” Sometimes God demands radical measures when He wants to bring about radical results. I may look silly, but to the glory of God alone, something’s working. This woman should have been a lost cause.

Commit to say, write, or think your five-statement pledge of faith repeatedly over the time frame you choose with God. As for me, I think I’ll declare it until I die. But even if you only repeat it for a number of weeks, I pray the practice will help put a new belief in your system.



2. Increase your personal level of sanctification. When the children of Israel were gathered on the water’s edge with the Promised Land in sight, God gave Joshua the following instructions for their departure from the wilderness: “When you see the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God, and the priests, who are Levites, carrying it, you are to move out from your positions and follow it. Then you will know which way to go, since you have never been this way before” (Josh. 3:3–4). I am hoping God is about to take each of us to a place with Him we’ve never been before. Even those who have already practiced present-activeparticiple belief in God haven’t already arrived at every God-scheduled destination. If they had, He would have already swept them home to heaven. Our faith walk stops at His feet. Like the Israelites, we’ve still got places to go with God. And we’ve never been this way before.



Commit to say, write, or think your five-statement pledge of faith repeatedly over the time frame you choose with God.




The Israelites stood at the east bank of the Jordan prepared with faith, the absolute prerequisite for entering their Promised Land. The carcasses of the unbelieving generation littered the desert, and a people willing to follow a faith-filled leader took

 their places. As the flood-stage tide lapped at their sandals, Joshua gave them a second instruction to position them not only to take the land but to see God’s wonders in the process. “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the LORD will do amazing things among you” (Josh. 3:5). I love the definition of the Hebrew word pala, translated “amazing things” in the NIV and “wonders” in the KJV. “To separate, distinguish; to be wonderful, do wonderful things; wondrous things, miracles. Used primarily with God as the subject, denoting the fact that He does things which are beyond the bounds of human powers or expectations.”2 In effect, God said to the Israelites, “If you set yourself apart to Me, I will distinguish Myself to you in ways more wonderful and miraculous than you have ever imagined.”

I don’t know about you, but I want to behold and experience any wonder God is willing to reveal to me. I not only want to have faith enough for God to grant me my Promised Land, I want to see amazing exploits of God while I’m there. If so, my life needs to be consecrated through an active pursuit of increasing personal holiness. Earlier I told you that I am asking God to do something amazing on your behalf during the course of your attentiveness to the message in this book. I have asked you to consider choosing a time frame with God to participate in three faith practices. The second faith practice is increasing your level of personal sanctification in a noticeable way over the designated length of time. The means is between God and you, but a few examples from the first

 group who joined me for a nine-week commitment might help get your mental wheels turning.

God has delighted me with the opportunity to minister to a diverse group of people that ranges from the completely unchurched to those in full-time ministry. Thankfully, we don’t just “preach to the choir” at Living Proof Ministries. (Then again, I may as well point out that in my earlier years I committed some of my worst sins on Saturdays before singing in the choir on Sundays. I am one who believes the choir needs preaching to as much as anyone else.) Among our eclectic participants, some chose to stay out of nightclubs and not sleep around for nine weeks. This was a huge start and a significant sacrifice of accustomed lifestyle for some of them. Some who had drinking problems committed to give up alcohol. Others gave up watching R-rated movies and inappropriate television programs. Some who had never consistently read God’s Word committed to a set time of daily Bible study and prayer. A number of participants gave up worldly music and replaced it with Christian contemporary and/or praise music for nine weeks. Others who were already observing significant spiritual disciplines fasted from a particular food or practice. Many gave up chocolate, for heaven’s sake. Talk about commitment! The goal was choosing something significant enough to affect daily living.

We also wore a very effective reminder that I’d like to ask you to consider. The idea came from my daughter, Melissa. In

 middle school she and a small group of her friends made a pact that they would remain virgins until they were married. Then came high school. When Melissa was a sophomore, she learned that another of her friends had not been able to keep her commitment. These were not the kind of girls my mother’s generation would have tagged “wild.” They were simply darling and desirable. They were also vulnerable because of their unwillingness to make some black-and-white decisions and get out of the gray zone. The news of another casualty devastated Melissa and not only for her friend. She was terrified over the prospect that the same thing could happen to her because her walk was a little gray at that time as well. In sobs she grabbed her Bible, asked God to speak a word to her, and did something I don’t recommend but appreciate God orchestrating. She threw open her Bible to a random page, closed her eyes, and pointed to a verse. In His merciful regard for her youth, this is the portion upon which her finger fell:


The LORD said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘Throughout the generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on each tassel. You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the LORD, that you may obey them and not prostitute yourselves by going after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes. Then you will remember to obey all my 

commands and will be consecrated to your God. I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt to be your God. I am the LORD your God.’” (Num. 15:37–41)



Melissa received the segment as a direct word from God, jerked open a drawer, found a blue ribbon, and marched resolutely down the stairs. With a tear-drenched face she pitched the ribbon to my husband, Keith, thrust out her right wrist, and said, “Tie it on me, Daddy!” He was only too happy to comply when he realized what it represented. “This way every time I’m tempted I’ll only have to look as far as my wrist to remember my commitment.” She wore it until it was a frazzled thread. By the time she took it off, she felt that the commitment was tied to her heart.

When I taught Believing God in my Houston Bible study, I urged each participant to wear some kind of thin blue cord on the right wrist throughout the journey. We saw everything from blue leather cords to blue beaded bracelets. My first class and I wore a simple strand of thick blue yarn. One young woman was so tenacious about her new faith walk that she wore it in her wedding that fell within our nine weeks. Like Melissa, we were greatly helped by a visible reminder of the commitment we had made to increase our personal sanctification. The sanctification bracelets were not meant to become yokes of legalistic bondage that had to be removed upon the first hint of infraction. Rather, they were

 meant to be reminders of a commitment and, if necessary, a call to return to it. Not a single participant so far has claimed the cords were ineffective.

Would you consider following suit? You will be surprised how motivational a visible reminder will be. After you choose your time frame and your means of practicing an increased level of sanctification, please get a durable thin blue cord of some kind and have someone, in Melissa’s words, “tie it on” you. If you are like many of us who have taken this journey, this blue bracelet will end up representing something too important to discard when you complete your time. At the end of this book, I’ll share what we did with our bracelets at the end of our nine weeks and ask you to consider something similar. Needless to say, one of the goals of this exercise is to be so blessed by the dividends of increased personal holiness that we cannot return to life as we knew it.



Jesus said, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.” —JOHN 5:17




Let’s consider the third and final faith practice recommended for this journey:

3. Journal Godstops. In John 5:17, Jesus said, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.” If you belong to Christ, I’d like to suggest that He and His Father are not

 only at work continually in the universe and among believers as a whole. They are always at work in and around you through the third member of the Trinity. What you and I need is keener spiritual vision to behold some of Their activity and sense Their presence. We will be far more motivated to keep walking by faith with sharper spiritual sight. Ordinarily if I can perceive God at work, I feel like I can persevere through almost anything. In John 14:21, Jesus promised that He and His Father would disclose, or reveal, Themselves to those who loved Them and sought to walk in obedience. For those, a significant measure of spiritual vision is developed simply by watching.

I’ve asked God to work significantly in your life through the time frame you choose so that you will be all the more encouraged to practice action-verb faith in Him for the rest of your life. I believe the more we “see” God at work, the more we’ll believe; and the more we believe, the more we’re liable to see. As you participate with God in the increase of your faith and sanctification, God will undoubtedly be at significant work in your life. Our third faith practice is to watch. We will call the glimpses we catch of God at work “Godstops.” The stop in Godstop is an acronym for “savoring the observable presence.” God accomplishes so much that we don’t have eyes to see, but if He’s willing to make some of His work and a measure of His presence observable, I want to stop all my distractions for a moment and see it. Don’t you?



Recording Godstops is one effective way to develop keener spiritual sight. Throughout the time frame of your choice, I’d like to ask you to consider keeping a journal of small and large ways you see God at work. Record answered prayers and obvious interventions in dated entries. These entries do not need to be long and descriptive unless that’s your style. Short sentences and phrases can be sufficient. The goal is to notice a God who is willingly, lovingly, and always at work in your life.




The stop in Godstop is an acronym for “savoring the observable presence.”




These three faith practices become your personal investments in a great adventure with God. Let’s downsize the chapter with a concluding recap. In order to invite God to put a fresh belief in your system, you’re asked to choose a time frame for concentrating on a new walk of faith, and in that time frame willing participants are going to …



1.
Practice raising your shield of faith by repeating the five-statement pledge of faith often, whether silently or aloud, until it is ingrained in your thinking.



2.
Increase your personal level of sanctification in a specific way and wear some kind of blue cord as a reminder.




3.
Keep a journal of Godstops—ways God is making His presence or activity observable.




Beloved, not only are these faith exercises doable, the attentiveness they require will affect an amazing renewal of the mind. What have you got to lose besides a load of defeat and doubt?

“Did God really say…?”

If God said it, I want to believe it. If God gives it, I want to receive it. If God shows it, I want to perceive it. If Satan stole it, I want to retrieve it.







End of sample
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