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PREFACE
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Welcome to Breaking Free.

Somehow I think a writer should never appear desperate for the reader to care about her work. It just isn’t seemly. She should just do her best and place the result out there. I believe that, but in this case I just can’t do it. The contents of these pages are so important to me that I desperately want them to be important to you. The message in this volume is so precious to me that I desperately desire for it to be precious to you.

I want the process described here to grab your heart. I want it to pull at your life so powerfully that the bondage of mediocre discipleship will never again be acceptable. Christ calls us to a place of breaking free. He woos us to the place of absolute freedom—the only kind of freedom that is real. Let me start by pulling back the curtain just a bit to give you a preview of the road ahead. I have divided the journey into six segments.

We start in part I with the prophet Isaiah. I believe God's Word brings freedom. His incarnate Word through His written Word. So we begin with Bible study. We’ll see how captivity came to the kings of ancient Israel, and we’ll see how freedom comes through the King of kings.

Part II of our journey together is called “Benefits and Obstacles.” We’ll encounter the benefits of the Christian life that make freedom possible. We’ll see how the Father intends these benefits for every one of His children, and we’ll see the major obstacles in the way of that freedom.

In part III we’ll explore some personal matters. We’ll take a look back for the right reasons. We’ll see how strongholds take such deep root in believers’ lives. Only by facing some ancient ruins and broken hearts will we find the freedom God promises.

After we’ve dealt with some matters of the past, we get to turn to the future. We all have dreams. Some of those dreams may seem impossible. In part IV we’ll see that God wants to surpass our best dreams, and He wants to bring us to the place of obedience that lasts.

Part V touches upon the deepest need of every human heart. We all long for a love that will not fade or fail. Genuine freedom can grow only in the light of that unfailing love.

Finally we will seek the place where we can gaze over into the promised land. Like Moses we will scale the heights to see the land of freedom and splendor, but unlike Moses, we have the opportunity to cross into the land. God shows us His splendor that He may beckon us. Come with all haste. Come to the place of breaking free. The place where we know Him and believe Him. The place where we seek His glory and forget our own. The place where satisfaction comes from the only true satisfier of our souls. The place where we experience His peace no matter what the world may throw our way. And the place where His presence is our constant desire and our daily joy.

Yes, I am desperate for you and for your freedom. I long for you to join the unshackled multitude that is breaking free.


INTRODUCTION

WELCOME TO A JOURNEY
TO FREEDOM
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I have never written anything that meant more to me than the message of this book. When I was eighteen, I surrendered to God's call to vocational ministry. Some years later, God spoke to my heart and said something like this: “I sent my Son to set the captives free. You will go forth and ring the liberty bell.” Sweet thought. Even a little poetic for a romantic like me, but it sounded awfully evangelistic. I was fairly certain my calling was in the area of discipleship.

I shake my head and marvel now that I thought the only people captive were the spiritually lost. God pried open my comfortably closed mind in the most effective way possible: from the inside out.

I had no idea I was in captivity until God began to set me free. If anyone had told me Christians could be in bondage, I would have argued with all the volume a person can muster when a yoke of slavery is strangling her neck. I was the worst kind of captive: a prisoner unaware. The kind of prisoner most vulnerable to her captors. The easiest prey there is.

The following statement will constitute our definition of captivity throughout our study: A Christian is held captive by anything that hinders the abundant and effective Spirit-filled life God planned for him or her.

In the first steps of our journey, we will begin with an introduction both to the prophet Isaiah and to our subject of breaking free. We will make this beginning using two methods. You might think of them as the microscopic and the macroscopic. The microscopic view comes from an examination of a phrase from Isaiah 9:4 in this introduction. The broad overview in chapter 1 will be a look at the kings who ruled during the prophet's lifetime. Both views will give us the biblical tools to consider how to gain freedom in Christ.

Come and join me as we begin with a phrase from the pen of the “Prince of the Prophets.” Isaiah 9:4 contains a most intriguing reference: “As in the day of Midian's defeat, / you have shattered / the yoke that burdens them, … / the rod of their oppressor.” If you know your Bible, you may recognize the reference to Gideon, in the Book of Judges. Something happened in the days of Midian's defeat that was extremely important, not only to the Book of Isaiah, but to the Savior coming to set captives free.

In the Book of Judges, God told the people, “I will always go before you and bring you victory, but do not do one thing. Don’t ever start worshiping other gods.” Naturally, that is exactly what they did. Judges 6 begins with the unsettling words, “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD.” Let's consider a series of lessons that lay the groundwork for our discussion of breaking free. I will list them as nine lessons about captivity and freedom.

LESSON 1

The people of God can be oppressed by the enemy. The Israelites had done evil in the eyes of the Lord. Judges 6:1 uses the incriminating word again. So God handed them over for a season to the enemy to learn better. You may be like I once was. I thought, If I just ignore Satan and desire to walk with God, I’m going to be fine. We find out that doesn’t work for very long, especially if you’re beginning to be a threat to Satan's dark kingdom.

LESSON 2

When oppressed, the children of God tend to prepare shelters for them-selves rather than do what liberty demands. Shelters can easily turn into strongholds. Often when we’re oppressed, instead of cooperating with God and going to a place of freedom, we hide in shelters. Sometimes we just go into isolation. We hide behind our jobs. We hide behind busy things at church; we hide behind activities—the captivity of activity. Anything that treats the symptoms instead of going to the source is a shelter.

LESSON 3

The people of God have little defense against the destructive nature of the enemy without the power of God working in their favor. The Israelites prepared shelters for themselves, but verses 5 and 6 tell us that when the Midianites came they were like swarms of locusts—impossible to count. They invaded the land and ravaged it. We can be saved, the Holy Spirit can dwell in us, and yet we can continually live in defeat because the enemy can outwit us if we do not depend on the Holy Spirit and the Word of God. We’ve got to know that we’re being swarmed, wise up in the Word of God, learn what our rights are, and learn to use the equipment God has given us.

LESSON 4

God did not allow His people to be oppressed so that they would be defeated but so that they would ultimately be victorious. God will sometimes allow things to get bad enough that we will be forced to look up. Victory always begins with a cry for help. When we come to the end of ourselves and cry out for help, amazing things happen.

LESSON 5

God willingly tells His children why they are being oppressed if they are willing to listen. God wants us to know the reasons we continue being oppressed. In verses 7 through 10, He sent a prophet to the Israelites to tell them they were oppressed because they had worshiped other gods. We would rather God just fix our messes. We don’t want to get into the reasons why. “Lord, just set me free! I don’t need to know why I got in this mess; let's not dig up all those old bones. Just set me free.” God says, “I want you to know what went wrong, so the next time you’re in the same situation, you’ll make different choices.”

LESSON 6

God sees the potential of His children. In Judges 6:11–16 Gideon was hiding from the Midianites in a winepress. The angel of the Lord came and said to Gideon, “The LORD is with you, mighty warrior.” Of all things, while Gideon trembled in fear, God called him a mighty warrior—long before he was one.

God is calling you a mighty warrior. This study is about God's teaching us to live like the mighty warriors we can be in Him. Are you sick of deceit and ready to learn how to live like a mighty warrior?

LESSON 7

Any sacrifice we make in our quest for freedom will be wholly consumed and blessed by God. Notice something extremely important: Gideon prepared a sacrifice. Then we read in verse 21: “With the tip of the staff that was in his hand, the angel of the LORD touched the meat and the unleavened bread. Fire flared from the rock, consuming the meat and the bread.”

To be liberated in Christ, we’ve got some sacrifices to make. Make sure He's the one asking for it, but if He is, any sacrifice you make will be wholly consumed by Him as such a sweet sacrifice. He will bless.

We fear making sacrifices. But the irony is that we make a lot of sacrifices when we are not living the will of God. How many things have we placed on the altar to Satan's kingdom? We live sacrificially when we’re outside the will of God, giving up all sorts of things that were meant to be ours in Christ. We want to claim those things back, but in the process we’re going to be putting a few other things on the altar.

LESSON 8

To live in the freedom God has purposed, we must recognize and forsake all other gods. God told Gideon, “Tear down your father's altar to Baal” (v. 25). I love verse 27. Gideon took ten of his servants and did as the Lord said, but because he was afraid, he did it at night rather than in the daytime. Do you just love it? This is God's mighty warrior! Are you getting encouraged? He did it at night. But at least he did it. Now we’re going to be asked to do exactly the same thing.

We’re going to discover idols we did not even know we had. We’re also going to be looking back a few generations to see what idols in our lineage need to be forsaken and torn down so we can know the freedom God has for us.

LESSON 9

God wants to remove all doubts concerning who brings the victory. God did this dramatically with Gideon. You probably know the rest of Gideon's story. He assembled an army. The enemy numbers were like locusts, and God said Gideon's army was too big. So God took Gideon through the world's first reduction-in-force. He reduced Gideon's army from 32,000 to 300 men.

No amount of determination will bring freedom. We’re going to learn to be victorious by surrendering our lives completely to the Spirit of God, not by gritting our teeth and trying harder.

God showed who brought the victory in Judges 7:9–18. The Lord said, “If you are afraid to attack, go down to the camp … and listen to what they are saying” (vv. 10–11). The dust didn’t settle until Gideon was up and running. He rushed to see what the Lord was speaking about, because he was scared to death. And you know what? That's OK with God. He recognizes our fears and our insecurities. I feel the Spirit of God sometimes says to me: “You know Beth, I understand that you’re not very happy about this. I understand that you’re scared to death of this. I understand that you may be crying over this. Cry, shake, whatever, but do My will, Child. Do My will; I have victory for you.” So that's what Gideon did, and he found out the Midianites were scared to death of him!

Gideon returned to the camp of Israel and led the army to victory. What happened to the wimp we saw earlier? If you stick with God, you will be so unique in the body of Christ that whether or not you ever wanted to lead, you will. That's what happens when people become victors.

Now will you pray a prayer of dedication with me? We’re going to give God this study, allow Him to do a work in us, release freedom in our lives, look into the deepest parts of our hearts, and teach us how to live in victory.

Oh God, as we begin this journey, our hearts are so full of anticipation. God, we want to be different. We invite You to do a work in us that we cannot even explain. We dedicate this study entirely to You. We pray, Father, that we will not raise up a hand to hinder or stop You, because sometimes the truth is going to hurt. We know, God, that You desire to have the fullness of our lives so You can cause us to live in the victory Your Son died for us to have. Now, God, we humble ourselves before You, and we ask You to do a mighty work in us and through us, so we can proclaim Your name for the rest of our lives. You alone are God. There is no other Savior. Thank You in advance, Lord, for everything You’re going to do. We give You every bit of the glory. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

I have used several resources for study of Greek and Hebrew words. Definitions taken from the Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament and the Lexical Aids1 are enclosed in quotation marks with no reference. I have also used Strong's Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible.2 Words taken from Strong's are enclosed in quotation marks with the word Strong's in parentheses.


PART I

FROM CAPTIVITY
TO FREEDOM

As we begin our study, I need to challenge you. We will consider biblical keys to liberty, but don’t expect to find a magic potion. Real freedom requires real work. A key part of the work involves God's Word. We hide God's Word in our hearts so that we might not sin against Him (Ps. 119:11). The memory verses for our study, in the order you will encounter them, are the following passages from Isaiah 61:1–4; 43:10; 43:6–7; 55:2; 26:3; and 43:2–3. I encourage you to copy these verses onto cards. Work on one verse at a time. Carry them with you. Practice reciting them often. Seek to have all the Scriptures memorized by the time you turn the last page. Begin your memorization with Isaiah 61:1. Then proceed with verses 2, 3, and 4.

The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,

because the LORD has anointed me

to preach good news to the poor.

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim freedom for the captives

and release from darkness for the prisoners,

to proclaim the year of the LORD'S favor

and the day of vengeance of our God,

to comfort all who mourn,

and provide for those who grieve in Zion—

to bestow on them a crown of beauty

instead of ashes,

the oil of gladness

instead of mourning,

and a garment of praise

instead of a spirit of despair.

They will be called oaks of righteousness,

a planting of the LORD

for the display of his splendor.

They will rebuild the ancient ruins

and restore the places long devastated;

they will renew the ruined cities

that have been devastated for generations.

(Isa. 61:1–4)


CHAPTER 1

FROM KINGS TO
CAPTIVITY

After Uzziah became powerful, his pride led to his downfall.

(2 CHRON. 26:16)
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I want to ask you to begin our very personal journey to breaking free in what may seem like a peculiar place. We will consider a brief overview of the kings who reigned during the ministry of Isaiah the prophet. We will do so for three reasons:

First, each of the kings embodies the problems we too must encounter on the trail to freedom. By learning how they wandered into captivity, we can begin to see ourselves. I hope we will also begin to spot the first clues to how we can escape captivity.

Second, studying these kings will give us a starting place for understanding the prophet Isaiah and his message.

Third, I just believe Bible study carries its own rewards. God has used the study of His Word to set me free. Time studying the Bible is always well spent.

Before we turn to the first king, consider a few facts about Isaiah. He ministered as a prophet during the period when Israel was a divided kingdom. After King Solomon's death in 931 b.c., the kingdom of Israel divided into the north and the south. The southern kingdom took on the name Judah. The northern kingdom continued to be called Israel.

The prophets Hosea and Micah were Isaiah's contemporaries. Isaiah's name means “the Lord saves” and the word salvation is used in his book twenty-seven times—twice as many as the other prophets combined. Isaiah was married, and I think you might be blessed by the title he gave his wife. In Isaiah 8:3, he called her the “prophetess.”

Can you imagine them being introduced as the prophet Isaiah and his beloved wife, the prophetess? I like Isaiah already, don’t you? He and the Mrs. had two sons: Shear-Jashub and Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz. Had they been mine, I would have nicknamed them Jash and Hash to save time. I doubt that he did. Under normal circumstances he may have had a playful side, but these were not funny times. Nothing is humorous about the impending judgment of God.

Isaiah was well educated, most likely came from an upper-class family, and was probably related to the royal house of Judah. God inspired him to write one of the longest books in the Bible. His ministry extended for over forty years, bridging 740 B.C.to at least 701 B.C.

Isaiah's calling came, not coincidentally, right after the death of the first king we’ll consider: King Uzziah. The name Uzziah means “the Lord is my strength.” Much of his reign was a reflection of his name. Uzziah became king when he was sixteen years old. He reigned in Jerusalem for fifty-two years. He brought Judah to its greatest heights economically and militarily. He might be remembered as the greatest king between David and Christ except for one thing. In 2 Chronicles 26:16–23 we discover that the sin of pride became his downfall. He usurped the role saved exclusively for the priests. He took upon himself the forbidden task of burning incense in the holy place within the temple of God. As a result God struck Uzziah with leprosy. Uzziah had been a good man. Yet when his life was over, all people could say was, “He had leprosy.”

Pride can lead to captivity (Jer. 13:15–17). We certainly see that it led to a real and tangible captivity in Uzziah's life. Thus Uzziah's tragic end signals our first warning. Pride will be an obstacle every believer must face on the freedom trail.

Uzziah died in seclusion after a prosperous reign. His son Jotham resembled his father in that he grew powerful and ruled effectively. He differed in a crucial way: “Jotham grew powerful because he walked steadfastly before the LORD” (2 Chron. 27:6). Jotham seems to have learned from the downfall of his once-great father.

Jotham “did what was right in the eyes of the LORD” (2 Kings 15:35), but he overlooked one critical matter. The people worshiped the other gods like Baal and Asherah. These places of worship were called “high places.” Jotham allowed the high places to continue in Judah. Jotham sought God faithfully and walked steadfastly before Him, but he refused to demand respect for the one and only God. So Jotham serves as the poster boy for another path to captivity. To be free in Christ, our high places will have to fall. We must be willing to take a stand against idolatry.

In the lives of Uzziah and his son, Jotham, we see huge obstacles of pride and an unwillingness to take a stand against idolatry. We also see a continuous suggestion of unbelief because they were warned over and over about the consequences of their defiance. The same obstacles they faced confront us as we seek to enjoy the benefits of salvation.

Ahaz became king after the death of his father Jotham, but Ahaz “did not do what was right in the eyes of the LORD” (2 Chron. 28:1). He made idols, worshiped the Baals, and offered sacrifices at the high places. In an abyss of personal evil I cannot even imagine, verse 3 says he even sacrificed his sons in the fire. Can you even comprehend such behavior on the part of one of the kings of God's people?

Please do not miss the fact that Ahaz offered sacrifices at the high places. The high places were accessible to a young and impressionable Ahaz because his father Jotham did not have them removed. Not coincidentally, the atrocity Jotham chose to ignore was exactly the one that snared his own son. Later in our study we will concentrate on the sins parents and grandparents pass along to children.

Next we consider the fourth king and a remarkable phenomenon that is highly improbable without God—the righteous son of an unrighteous father. Hezekiah turned out to be an exact opposite of his father Ahaz. He did something critically important that Jotham failed to do. Hezekiah destroyed the high places. Hezekiah wholeheartedly sought both reformation and restoration. I wonder when Hezekiah's attitudes and philosophies began to depart from his father's. Is it possible he resented losing brothers on a pagan altar and distrusted any father who could do such a thing?

In 2 Chronicles 32 we read one of the remarkable stories of deliverance in Scripture. King Sennacherib of Assyria invaded Judah and laid siege to the cities. The Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem, and the officials sought to discourage the inhabitants of the city. In the process they made a crucial mistake: they taunted Israel's God.

The Assyrian messenger tried to convince the people of Jerusalem that God could not save them. He said the gods of the other nations could not save those nations and Israel's God would be the same. He asked the wrong question: “How then can your god deliver you from my hand? … for no god of any nation or kingdom has been able to deliver his people from my hand or the hand of my fathers. How much less will your god deliver you from my hand!” (2 Chron. 32:14b–15).

From the tone of 2 Chronicles 32:20, Hezekiah and Isaiah were obviously frightened, but they did something brilliant with their fears: they cried out to the Lord. “And the LORD sent an angel, who annihilated all the fighting men and the leaders and officers in the camp of the Assyrian king. So he withdrew to his own land in disgrace” (2 Chron. 32:21).

Hezekiah may have considered Sennacherib's attack to be the most frightening experience of his life … until he was hit with a different kind of fear, a far more personal kind.

In Isaiah 38 God told Hezekiah he was going to die, but Hezekiah turned his face to the wall and cried out to God. In response, God added fifteen years to the king's life. Isaiah said, “Prepare a poultice of figs and apply it to the boil, and he will recover” (v. 21). I find it fascinating that God healed Hezekiah through medical treatment. Obviously God did not build a wall between faith and using medicine.

No sooner had Hezekiah recovered than he started sounding as if his close encounter with death came with an automatic doctorate. He said things like, “In your love you kept me / from the pit of destruction” (v. 17), as if the decision to spare one of God's own has anything to do with loving one person more than another. God cannot love us any more or any less than He does at this moment. He chooses to heal or not to heal for His own reasons. All His decisions come from His love, but whether He chooses to heal or take us home, His love remains constant.

Hezekiah also assumed God gave him fifteen more years because only those living on this earth can praise Him (v. 19). Only a few people in the Old Testament seem even to have glimpsed the Resurrection. Hezekiah obviously thought this world was all there is. All these years I’ve figured my best abilities to praise God would come with my death and, until then, I was severely limited.

Neither of these statements by Hezekiah was the biggy, though. Someone should have stuffed that fig poultice in his mouth before he was able to utter, “I will walk humbly all my years / because of this anguish of my soul” (v. 15).

We have a crippling tendency to forget what God has done for us. For a while, we’re humbled. Then, if we do not guard our hearts and minds, we begin to think we must have done something right for God to have been so good to us. Therein lies another road to captivity. It is the road of legalism. Hezekiah believed he was right with God because of what he had done.

We don’t have to look far to see that Hezekiah's self-generated righteousness didn’t work well or long. Emissaries from the seemingly insignificant city of Babylon came to Jerusalem to congratulate Hezekiah on his restored health. In arrogance and foolish pride, he showed the envoys all the treasures of the city. Babylon would be the very nation to take Judah into captivity. Hezekiah let down his guard and enjoyed the approval of the godless.

Hezekiah's life is a blatant reminder that no one is immune to foolish actions fueled by pride. We may be afraid to ask God on a daily basis to keep us humble because humility involves discomfort. We may have to suffer some embarrassment, even some failure. Why are we not far more frightened of what pride can do? Pride can cost us—and probably those after us.

Several years ago I began developing the habit of confessing and repenting of pride daily, even if I may not have been aware of its presence. I asked God to show me where it was raising up its head or sneaking up on me. So often God will show me little bits of pride that, if left to grow, could be devastating. Let me share a recent example.

Not long ago, I decided to purchase a new Bible. My old one looked like someone had put it in the dishwasher on “pot scrubber.” I told my coworkers that I was going to keep the new Bible at work until I could get accustomed to it and still take my old one on speaking engagements for awhile. As the words came out of my mouth, the Holy Spirit seemed to whisper in my ear, “Sounds like pride to Me.” He was right. I didn’t want to have to struggle to find Scriptures in front of a group. I felt sick to my stomach. That very moment I put up my old Bible. I’ve flip-flopped my way through the new one ever since.

Have you noticed that the godly kings seemed to struggle with issues of pride more than the ungodly kings? May we learn to guard ourselves against all the lures to captivity. Pride, idolatry, unbelief, legalism, these will prove obstacles we too must confront.


CHAPTER 2

THE REIGN OF CHRIST

The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,
because the LORD has anointed me
to preach good news to the poor.

(ISA. 61:1)
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We began our study by getting to know the kings in Isaiah's lifetime. In chapters 1–35, Isaiah preached about the rebellion of God's people and the threat of the Assyrians against Judah and Jerusalem. Assyria took the northern kingdom captive in 722 B.C. In chapters 36–39, Isaiah recorded Assyria's defeat by the southern kingdom as King Hezekiah rightly responded to Sennacherib's attack. Isaiah also recorded the illness of Hezekiah, his bout with pride, and the future rise of Babylon.

We’ve learned something important from Judah's kings. Not even the best were perfect. Not even the most honorable were holy. Not even the most humble were immune to pride. No earthly leader is incapable of misleading. If our liberty in Christ is going to be a reality in life, we are going to have to learn to walk in the freedom of Christ, independent of everyone else we know.

We need more than a leader on our road to freedom. We need a Savior—One who keeps on saving. Although we need to be saved from eternal separation from God only once, Christ continues His saving work in us for the rest of our lives. If you’re like me, you can think of more than a few potential disasters from which Christ has saved you since your initial experience of salvation.

Chapters 40–66 begin a new theme in Isaiah. Isaiah spoke to the time when the captivity would end; Israel would be comforted by God and restored to her appointed purpose. I love the way God worded the turning point in the Book of Isaiah after He declared her grievous sins and chastisements. Isaiah 40:1 expresses the theme of this later section: “Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.”

The next verse begins, “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem.” Oh, how I thank Him for tender words He has spoken to me after I have been chastened for sin. Many of them have come from the Book of Isaiah. Sometimes I wonder why He continues to be so faithful. Yes, He is faithful to chastise, or how would we learn from our rebellion? But He is also so compassionate in His comfort.

God chose the Book of Isaiah, a treatise on captivity, to record some of the most remarkable prophecies about Christ in the entire Old Testament. In a book through which God prophesied the horrors of a foreign yoke, He introduced the Deliverer. In some instances God fulfilled prophecies temporarily through a human agent while ultimately fulfilling them in Christ.

I want to ask you to give utmost attention to Isaiah 61:1–4. Read these verses aloud if possible. Then I want you to see several important points from these wonderful Scriptures.

1. God hears the cry of the oppressed. He even hears the cries of those whose oppression is a result of sin and rebellion. We must never cease believing that God cares about those in physical, emotional, mental, or spiritual prisons. God issued Isaiah 61:1–4 as a response to the captivity He foresaw as He looked down on rebellious Judah. God always cares more for our freedom than even we do. He initiated the saving relationship between the people and the Liberator. “I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in Egypt, and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know their sorrows”(Exod. 3:7, kjv). God is intimately acquainted with the sorrows and suffering that result from slavery. He also has a remedy. He is the meeter of our needs.

Whether the Israelites fell victim to their taskmasters as in Exodus or walked into slavery because of disobedience and idolatry as in Isaiah, God had deliverance in mind for them. As long as the sun comes up in the morning, God will keep offering to deliver His children.

God's liberating words in Isaiah 61:1–4 apply just as surely to us as they did to the Israelites. They will continue to apply as long as God looks down from the height of His sanctuary, views the earth, and hears the groaning of the prisoner.

2. God fulfills Isaiah 61:1–4 in Christ alone. In Luke 4:14–21 Jesus quoted Isaiah 61 as His personal charter. Think about the fulfillment of Isaiah 61:1–4 in Christ. Both Isaiah 61:1 and Luke 4:14 tell us that Christ Jesus would be empowered by the Spirit. We are going to see how important the Holy Spirit is to freedom in Christ. Second Corinthians 3:17 will become a vital truth to us. It tells us that “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.”

Christ sets us free by the power of His Spirit; then He maintains our freedom as we learn to live from day-to-day in the power of His free Spirit. Isaiah and Luke agree that only Christ was appointed to offer this kind of freedom.

3. Christ's ministry is a ministry of the heart. Did you notice all the parts of Jesus’ job description in Isaiah 61:1–4? Christ came forth to “bind up the brokenhearted, / to proclaim freedom for the captives / and release from darkness for the prisoners / … to comfort all who mourn / … to bestow on them a crown of beauty / instead of ashes / … a garment of praise / instead of a spirit of despair” (Isa. 61:1–3).

Based on 2 Peter 3:9, Christ's first priority is setting captives free from the bondage of eternal destruction, but saved people can still be in bondage (Gal. 5:1). When I think of bondage, I most often imagine yokes that come from some area of childhood trauma or victimization because the yoke formed in my childhood has been the primary area of captivity I have had to combat. I make this point because most of us unknowingly limit our perceptions of captivity to those bonds we’ve personally witnessed or experienced. For this study to be most effective, let's expand our thinking about captivity.

When I realized God was calling me to write this study, I asked the group of women I teach to broaden my horizon in terms of areas of captivity believers face. I asked any of them who had been set free from an area of bondage to share with me two pieces of information through a letter: (1) the specific area of captivity they faced; and (2) the specific ways and lengths of time God employed to set them free.

I’m not sure anything could have prepared me for their responses. Although they will remain unnamed, you know women just like them. These respondents are bright, educated Christian women. They serve faithfully in their churches. They come from all economic backgrounds. For fear of judgment many of them have never told anyone but a godly counselor what they battled.

I heard painful testimonies of bondage to lust and a pattern of falling into sexual sin. I tearfully read about struggles with homosexuality and a fear of men because of childhood abuse. Some spoke about a previous inability to love people fully, including their own husbands and children. One wrote me about the victory God had given her over a compulsion to steal. Another had been freed from habitual dishonesty. A friend I never would have suspected wrote me about her freedom from the bitterness flowing from physical abuse she endured as a child. My heart broke for one woman who described how deep insecurity had stolen friendships, church work, and a contented marriage from her. I’ve heard from many who were held captive by a critical and judgmental heart toward people. Others wrestled terribly with anger toward God. Doubt. Discouragement. Loneliness. A chronic lack of satisfaction.

Please keep in mind that these letters were only from those who had found freedom in Christ. Imagine how many are still struggling! I firmly believe:


	Christ came to set the captive free—no matter what kind of yoke binds them.

	He came to bind up the brokenhearted—no matter what broke the heart.

	He came to open the eyes of the blind—no matter what veiled their vision.




PART  II

BENEFITS AND
OBSTACLES

You have examined the rule of the four kings of Isaiah's day and compared the reign of the King of kings. You may already be recognizing the symptoms of captivity in your life. Now we are ready to begin the core of our journey. In the following chapters you will get to know your birthright. God intends five benefits to be the daily experience of every child of God. They are not prizes for an elite few believers. He wants you to live and breathe each of these blessings.

Since many Christians today obviously are not living in the five benefits, we will also consider five primary obstacles. These are hindrances that keep us from the birthright God intends.

I hope you have been working on hiding God's Word in your heart. And because the five benefits are so important to our journey, I want to ask you to begin to memorize them also:


	To know God and believe Him

	To glorify God

	To find satisfaction in God

	To experience God's peace

	To enjoy God's presence



Five obstacles block our access to the benefits God wants for us:


	Unbelief, which hinders knowing God

	Pride, which prevents us from glorifying God

	Idolatry, which keeps us from being satisfied with God

	Prayerlessness, which blocks our experience of God's peace

	Legalism, which stops our enjoyment of God's presence



The remainder of our Scripture memory in this book will be the scriptural source of these benefits. The verse for the first benefit is Isaiah 43:10. Copy and memorize the verse for Benefit 1:

“You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD,

“and my servant whom I have chosen,

so that you may know and believe me

and understand that I am he.” (Isa. 43:10)

Continue working to memorize our theme passage: Isaiah 61:1–4. Don’t get discouraged. The Scripture memory work will get lighter. You’ve begun well.


CHAPTER 3

TO KNOW GOD AND
BELIEVE HIM

Since ancient times no one has heard,
no ear has perceived,
no eye has seen any God besides you,
who acts on behalf of those who wait for him.

(ISA. 64:4)

[image: image]

I love the apostle Paul's rendition of Isaiah 64:4 in 1 Corinthians 2:9— “No eye has seen, / no ear has heard, / no mind has conceived / what God has prepared for those who love him.” Did you notice the comment Paul added to Isaiah's description of what God has prepared for us?

God wants to do in your life what your mind has never conceived. But just as the children of Israel were held captive by the Babylonians, areas of captivity can keep us from living out the reality of Isaiah 64:4 and 1 Corinthians 2:9.

Take a moment to reread the definition of captivity I gave you previously: A Christian is held captive by anything that hinders the abundant and effective Spirit-filled life God planned for him or her. One of the most effective ways we can detect an area of captivity is to measure whether or not we are enjoying the benefits God intends for each of His children. In the following pages, I want to introduce you to five important benefits of your relationship with God. We will seek to get to know each one intimately. Then we will seek to use those benefits as diagnostic tools to determine what God wants to do in our lives to enable us to experience true liberty in Christ.

Let me ask you a question. Are you experiencing the benefits of your covenant relationship with God through Christ, or do the benefits you read in Scripture seem more like warm, fuzzy thoughts?

Just as the Israelites were in bondage, a foreign yoke may be keeping you from personally realizing five primary benefits that God intends for His children to enjoy. The absence of any benefit is a helpful indicator of captivity. According to the Book of Isaiah, God has graciously extended these five benefits to His children.


	To know God and believe Him

	To glorify God

	To find satisfaction in God

	To experience God's peace

	To enjoy God's presence



These five benefits and their scriptural references will serve as a road map to lead you home any time you’ve been carried away captive. Let's begin with a general consideration of the first benefit; then we will examine each of the other four.

Read the wonderful words of Isaiah 43:10: “‘You are my witnesses,’ declares the LORD, / and my servant whom I have chosen, / so that you may know and believe me / and understand that I am he.’”

Did you note why we have been “chosen”? He chose us specifically so that we may know and believe Him and understand who He is.

In Isaiah 43:10, the Hebrew word for “know” is yadha. The ancient term encompassed a personal level of familiarity and was often used to depict the close relationship between a husband and a wife. One of your chief purposes on this planet is to know God intimately and with reverent familiarity. That intimate relationship begins, but was never intended to end, with what we call the “salvation experience.” So the first question to ask yourself is, Have you received Christ as your personal Savior?

If you have not, I cannot think of a better time than right now to do so, because Christ is the only entrance to the freedom trail. John 8:36 expresses the truth so simply: “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

One of the most beautiful elements of salvation is its simplicity. Christ has already done all the work on the cross. Your response includes four elements:


	Acknowledge that you are a sinner and that you cannot save yourself.

	Acknowledge that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and only He can save you.

	Believe that His Crucifixion was for your personal sins and that His death was in your behalf.

	Give Him your life and ask Him to be your Savior and Lord.



If you already know Christ, is your relationship distant, or close and personal, or somewhere in the middle? If you enjoy a close relationship with God, this study will be an opportunity to deepen that relationship. I deeply desire for you to say when you turn the last page, “And I thought I knew Him and loved Him when I first began.” If you don’t have a close and familiar relationship with God, don’t despair! We will have many priceless opportunities to get in tune with His heart.

Isaiah 43:10 tells us that God not only desires for us to know Him, He wants us to believe Him! The Hebrew word for “believe” in this verse is aman, which means “to be firm, to be enduring, to trust.”

The level of trust we have for God is a monumental issue in the life of every believer. Many variables in our lives affect our willingness to trust God. A loss or betrayal can deeply mark our level of trust. A broken heart never mended handicaps us terribly when we’re challenged to trust. Trusting an invisible God doesn’t come naturally to any believer. A trust relationship grows only by stepping out in faith and making the choice to trust. The ability to believe God develops most often through pure experience. “I found Him faithful yesterday. He will not be unfaithful today.”

As we study together, I want to ask you to consider how you would characterize your level of trust at the present. We will examine what kinds of experiences have had an impact on your present level of trust.

I would encourage you to copy our working definition of captivity on a card and memorize it: A Christian is held captive by anything that hinders the abundant and effective Spirit-filled life God planned for him or her.

I am immeasurably thankful for your willingness to join me on this freedom trail. I am praying for you as you read and study.


CHAPTER 4

TO GLORIFY GOD

Everyone who is called by my name,
whom I created for my glory,
whom I formed and made.

(ISA. 43:7)
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One of our goals in Breaking Free is to identify our personal hindrances to abundant life. We noted that the absence of the benefits God intends for us may indicate an area of captivity. I strongly encourage you not just to read Breaking Free. Ideally, I encourage you to do the workbook study with a group of fellow believers. Make memory work a part of your study. Copy and memorize the ten memory verses, the definition of captivity, and the five benefits. My prayer is that you will be gloriously liberated to pursue and trust Him by the time we turn the last page. Now we examine Benefit 2: To glorify God.

In Isaiah 43:7, what do you suppose God means when He refers to His glory? The more I study God's glory, the more convinced I become that it is almost indefinable. Let's look at several Scriptures and learn the meanings in Hebrew and Greek. However, keep in mind that God's glory far exceeds anything we can comprehend. His glory is everything we’re about to learn and infinitely more.

First we see that the glory of God always has an impact. In Isaiah 6:3 the seraphim in the throne room of God called to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; /-the whole earth is full of his glory.” When Moses and Aaron encountered the glory of God, they fell facedown (Num. 20:6). In 2 Chronicles 5:14, “the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled the temple of God.” When God's glory appears, it just can’t help but interrupt any routine.

Did you also note that God makes Himself known through His glory? Psalm 19:1 says, “The heavens declare the glory of God; / the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” Psalm 29:9 demonstrates the power of God's self-revelation: “The voice of the LORD twists the oaks / and strips the forests bare. / And in his temple all cry, ‘Glory!’”

God's glory doesn’t just reflect Him. It is also part of who He is! In each of those Old Testament references, the Hebrew word for “glory” is kavodh, meaning “weight, honor, esteem.” The word kavodh comes from another Hebrew term that greatly increases our comprehension. The word kavedh means to “be renowned … to show oneself great or mighty.” In other words, God's glory is the way He makes Himself known or shows Himself mighty. God wants to reveal Himself to humans. Each way He accomplishes this divine task is His glory. God's glory is how He shows who He is.

Consider the following New Testament uses of glory and note what they add to our understanding. The apostle John told us that Christ displayed God's glory: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). “This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee. He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him” (John 2:11).

Hebrews states the same concept in the form of propositional truth: “The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven” (Heb. 1:3). Christ is the very glory of God.

Peter conveys the idea with a bit more application to our lives: “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” (2 Pet. 1:3). Not only is Christ the representation of God's glory, His glory also supplies our needs.

The Greek word for “glory” in these New Testament references is doxa. It is “the true apprehension of God or things. The glory of God must mean His unchanging essence. Giving glory to God is ascribing to Him His full recognition… . The glory of God is what He is essentially.” God's glory is the way He makes Himself recognizable.

Look at Isaiah 43:7 once more: “Everyone who is called by my name, / whom I created for my glory, / whom I formed and made.” Based on what we’ve learned from our Scriptures and definitions, I believe being created for God's glory means two marvelous truths to those who are called by His name:


	God wants to make Himself recognizable to us.

	God wants to make Himself recognizable through us.



First Corinthians 10:31 declares, “Whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” God desires that He be recognizable in us in all that we do! Living a life that glorifies God is synonymous with living a life that reveals God.

If you’re like me, you’re probably overwhelmed by the enormous responsibility of such a calling. We’re imperfect creatures! How are we to help others recognize something about God just from watching our lives and knowing us? Consider another portion of the definition of doxa that relates the term to human beings: “The glory of created things including man is what they are meant by God to be, though not yet perfectly attained.”

Not yet perfectly attained … God intended that we show forth His glory, but we “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). We’ve fallen short, missed the mark, sinned; but anyone who knows our God knows He is far too tenacious to be thwarted by our sin. Paul declared that “God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). The apostle Paul announced the mystery that Christ Himself dwells in the life of every believer. Christ in us! Romans 8:9 tells us that “if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.” In other words, the moment each of us received Christ as our Savior, the Holy Spirit of Christ took up residence in our inner being.

Do you see the key? We have no hope whatsoever of God's being recognizable in us if the Spirit of Christ does not dwell in us. If we are not occupied by the Holy Spirit, we have nothing of God in us for Him to show. Christ is a human being's only “hope of glory”!

We glorify God to the degree that we externalize the internal existence of the living Christ. A life that glorifies God is not something we suddenly attain. As we spend time in the presence of God, His glory both transforms us and radiates from us.

Paul used the example of Moses’ meeting with God to illustrate this practical truth. When Moses had been in the Lord's presence, his face glowed with God's glory so much that Moses put a veil over his face (Exod. 34:33). Paul wrote of Christians: “We, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18).

I hope you didn’t miss the fact that we are being changed into Christ's “likeness with ever-increasing glory.” I love the King James Version's words: “from glory to glory”! You see, people who are living out the reality of their liberation in Christ (Gal. 5:1; 2 Cor. 3:17) progress in their spiritual lives in an “ever-increasing glory.” As they grow in spiritual maturity, the Spirit of Christ becomes increasingly recognizable in them. Likewise, when Christ is not recognizable in a redeemed life, we need to identify and allow God to treat the area of captivity.

We were created for the purpose of giving Christ's invisible charactera glimpse of visibility. If we grasp all the eternal implications of such a destiny, we would want to do anything possible to make sure all hindrances were removed. Remember the definition of doxa as it relates to human beings?—“what they are meant by God to be.” Now reflect once again on the words of Isaiah 43:7: “Everyone who is called by my name, / … I created for my glory.” Allow me to attempt to summarize:


	We were created for God's glory.

	We have no hope of God's glory without the indwelling Spirit of

	Christ that comes at our salvation.

	We fulfill who we are meant to be when God is recognizable in us.

	A life that glorifies God or makes Him recognizable is a process that ideally progresses with time and maturity.



You may be wondering how a person could recognize whether or not his or her life was glorifying God. I want to ask you to think about the following Scriptures and statements. They help me to determine whether Benefit 2 is a present reality in my life. Please don’t be dismayed if you feel you are not already living a life that glorifies God! He never sheds light on our weaknesses or shortcomings for the sake of condemnation (Rom. 8:1). God makes us aware of hindrances so He can set us free!

Here is my personal checklist of Scriptures and evaluations. I seek to apply these to my life on a regular basis:


	Is my most important consideration in every undertaking whether

	or not God could be glorified? (1 Cor. 10:31).

	Do I desire God's glory or my own? (John 8:50, 54).

	In my service to others, is my sincere hope that they will somehow see God in me? (1 Pet. 4:10–11).

	When I am going through hardships, do I turn to God and try to cooperate with Him so He can use them for my good and for His glory? (1 Pet. 4:12–13).

	Am I some times able to accomplish things or with stand things only through the power of God? (2 Cor. 4:7).



Don’t worry! None of us consistently glorify God in everything we say and do, but we can experience genuine liberation in Christ. God wants to do more than we’ve ever heard, seen, or imagined in each life (1 Cor. 2:9). God protects us from pride by keeping us somewhat unaware of the degree to which we are effectively glorifying Him at times. However, when we are able to respond to the questions with an affirmative answer of “Yes” or “I’m making progress,” God is being glorified! Just be sure to turn around and give Him the glory!

This chapter may have been difficult for you. You may feel like you have a long way to go before you are fulfilling His purpose. Instead, I hope you can see the magnificent potential He planned for you to fulfill. On the other hand, you may be able to celebrate some progress in your pursuit of a God-glorifying life. No matter what God has exposed to you, relish the wonderful words of Christ that pertain to you. From the shadow of the cross, He said of you:

I pray for them. I am not praying for the world, but for those you have given me, for they are yours. All I have is yours, and all you have is mine. And glory has come to me through them. (John 17:9–10)

In this context, Christ used the word glory to indicate wealth and riches He had received. No matter where you are on the journey to the glorifying, liberated life in Christ, you are His treasure. He does not want to take from you. He wants to give to you and free you from any hindrance.

Please conclude this chapter with a time of prayer about the God-glorifying life. Share with Him your sincere response to what you have been reading.
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