Loving the Real
God: Our Foundation
of Christology

ave I been so long with you, and yet you have not
cne fo know Me
(John 14:9 NASB)?

Tmegine the sadness that must have been in the Savior s heart as He
uttered these words. Picture the scene in the upper room. Jesus faitifiil
followers surround Him. His closest friends encircle the room. Gist has
already experienced the painful distraction of the disciples argument about
who was to be the greatest in the Kingdom. He has vulnerably shared
how His body is about to e broken and His blood is about to e shed,
anly to ke met with the dispute of His closest friends (Luke 22:17 26) .
Then, as a testimony of humble servanthood, Christ takes a basin of
water and a towel and begins to wash the feet of each disciple. He wash-
es the feet of Beter, James, Jom, and even Judas. He washes the feet
of His betrayer, extending love and grace to him ane final time. During
the Passover meal, Christ tums to Judas ard says, What you are about
to do, o quickly. Judas then depats to coplete the terms of his
agreement to betray Grist (Jdm 13:26, 27).

Bs you revisit this familiar stary, pause ard reflect upm the heart of the
Savior. What might Jesus have been feeling as He experienced the
dread of crucifixian ard the insensitivity of His disciples response, and
aticipated the imminent betrayal of ae of His followers ard the depar-
ture of His closest friends? What feelings might have been in Christ s
heart in the ugpoer room? Has your spirit camected with His Spirt an this
level? Have you core to know Him in this way? Now imegine that this
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Pause and Reflect

Jesus, my heart is moved with
as I encomter Your sorrow in a fresh way.

Now that you have taken the time to pause and reflect uon the heart of
Jesus, allowing His Spirit to engage your heart with His, consider this:
we, at times, are very much like the disciples we may not know Christ
as Be really is. We nust be goen to the possibility that each of us, at
times, may ke hindered in our view of CGirist. As we journey together, we
hope that you will ke gpen to seeing Grist more clearly and loving Him
more intimately. We pray that your heart might e gpen to the possibility
of knowing Him in ways that are new and fresh.

My Personal Journey

While putting the finishing touches on prawtiawal plans for ae of my
recent bocks, I was dmllenged with a fresh perspective an Qrist s declara -
tion of the Great Commendment: Yau shall love the Lord your God with all
yorr heart, ad with all yourr sadl, ard with all yor mird. . . . Yau gall
love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:37, 39 NASB). I begen to
ponder, Wiy am I so of ten hindered from loving God with all my heart,
mind, soul, and stregth?

My own self-interest and misplaced priorities often caused me to strucggle
to love the Lord as I desired. But at other times, my love for God was hin-
dered by sorething deeper: a distorted concept of who He really is. The
Spirit impressed uon me the truth that my anly hope of ful fillirg tre first
part of the Great Commandment more consistently was to see God more
clearly. If T was goirg to love the real God, I needed to truly know the resl
God.
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God sometimes uses the simplest
things in life to teach us great les-
sas. He gave me liberating insight | need to truly know the real God.

If we are going to love the real God, we

into who He really is through my
first grandson, Zachary. During Zachary s first ssveral wesks of life, I wes
amused by Teresa s childish excitement over being with him. When she
would hear him waking up from one of his many naps, a smile of joy
would light up her face. Her exuberance communicated the message,
He s awake! He s awake, arnd I am locking forward to playing with him!
One morning, after witnessing Teresa s response to Zachary, the Lod
surprised me through a devotional reflection on Psalm 139:3:
You . . . are intimately acquainted with all my ways @MNASB). As I pon-
dered this passage, the Spirit reminded me that the Psalmist was refer-
rirng to the special, caring irvolvanent of the Lord in each of o lives.
The Iord knows us intimately, and He delights in carirg far us. The Holy
Spirit seemed to say to me, David, when you wake up in the morming,
My heart is filled with exciterent over you. Just as Teresa s heart is filled
with excitement over Zachary, I rejoice over you! My heart is filled with
the same realization in the moming: He s awake! He s awake, and I am
lodking farward to sharing the day with him!

I was deeply touched by this realization, and the thought of a God who
was intimetely acguainted with all my ways blessed my heart. This
refreshing view of God seemed so diffrent from my previous concept of
Him. Through much of my life and ministry, God seemed to say, ke s
awake, and I am going to watch him closely. At other times, I kelieved
that God s response was, Oh no, he s awake. There s ro telling wet
kird of mischief he will get into today. Occasiawally, it wes dif fiailt to
kelieve that God even noticed I had woken up at all. The Lord began to
sadden my heart as I realized that for many years I had missed knowing
the real God and missed His love for me. He began to reveal how my
concept of God had hindered my intimate walk with Him and, just as
importantly, my love for Him.
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An Experience W ith God s Word

You . . . are intimetely acquainted with all my ways (Psalm 139:3
NASB) .

e will take great delidght in you, he will quiet you with his lovwe, he will
rejoice over you with singing (Zechaniah 3:17) .

Inagine the expression that was on the face of Jesus as you woke up
this noming. In your mind s eye, picture His kind, gentle eyes and warm,
tender smile. Imagine that as you awoke, God locked down and smiled at
yau, His precious child. With joy in His heart, He amounced, I am look-
ing forward to gharing the day with you! The real God, who knows you
intinetely, could not wait to care for you today . The Creator of the uni -
verse, who knows every hair upon your head and sees every tear that
yau cry, cammot wait to show you how much He loves you. The holy God
of heaven knows your darkest secrets and despest failures; yet because
of His relationship with you, He lags to show you grace (Isaiah 30:18).

What does it do to your heart to consider a God who is acquainted with
all your ways and lags to be caringly irnvolved in your life? How does

yaur heart respad to the amezing truth that God takes great delight in
and rejoices over you?

As T reflect yom the real God, who carmet wait to care for me, I feel

As T cansider the real God, who rejoices over me and locks forward to
sparding the day with me, my heart is filled with
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Pause now and say a prayer that comumicates your gratitude, humili -
ty, and wonder toward the God who knows you and rejoices over you.
Pray with a partner or member of your small group.

Heavenly Father, I feel as I reflect vypm your heart toward
me. Thank you for being the kind of God who

CHRIST: THE CORNERSTONE
As we joumey toward relevance in

our lives ard ministries, we must
begin with an assessment of our Our view of Cod impacts every aspect of
view of and relationchip with our Christian faith.

Christ the cornerstone of cur Every part of our spiritual joumey
faith. Scripture remirds us that is either hindered or empowered

No ane can lay amy foundation

other then the ae already laid,
which is Jesus Crdst (1 Cordnthians 3:11), ard that the stane which the
builders rejected has becore the chief comerstoe of cur faith (1 Peter
2:7 NKJV) . Therefore, we begin our study of Relational Foundations with
Qristolagy (the study of Qudst) . He is the Alpha and Omega, the
Begiming and the End, the Comerstane of cur fomndatians.

Throughout this chapter, we will ke chal lenged to assess our view
of God, taking a careful look at how we see Him and how we interpret
His character and response toward us. As we examine our view of Him,
we will meke reference to Jesus Christ and God the Father
inter changeably.After all, Christ said, Anyone who has seen me has
seen the Father and I ard the Father are ane  (Jdm 14:9; 10:30).
Firglly, it is Inpxtant to note that this discussion of Ghristology precedes
the other element scf Relaticnal Foundations because ocur view of God
impact s every agpect of aur Gwistian faith. Every part of o spivitiel
jourmey is either hindered or empowered by cur view of Him.

Our View of God Will Hinder or Empower Our Love for Him.
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Tryirng to sustain an intimate walk with amyone other than the real God
will leave us frustrated ard enpty. We will fird thet it is essy to loe the
Gd who is excited to care for us, bt it will ke dif fiailt for any view of
Gd that dif fers fram that to inspire love. We will discover thet oar wor -
ship can be hindered if we are trying to relate to amyane other than the
real God. Qur prayer life may involve more duty and doligation than inti -
mate fellowship and love. If we cannot see the real God, our relationship
with Him will have little inpact an aur lives ard our experience of love for
Him will e incarplete at lest.

Our View of God Will Hinder or Empower Our Ability to Experience
His Word.

If we carot see the real God, we will be hindered in meeting with Him at
the point of His Word. Every sermm or Bible lesson is filtered throuch
our concept of God, and any distorted view of Him dhckes aut the impat
of the Ward ypm axr heart. For instance, if you view God as One who is
amnstantly disapgpointed with you, Scripture may seam to bring anly God s
criticism. Such a distorted view of God will push you amay fram a relatianship
with Him. Similarly, if God seams inmpersawl or distant, the most gloricus
soiritel twiths may have little inpact because you might assure that such
tniths are auly nmeant for the inpartant pegole within the body of Gudst.

L isdif ficult to lok forward to a devotiawl time with a god wo is judging
or condemning. We may be reluctant to read the words of a god who anly
inspect s or criticizes. By aontrast, as we aare to see the real God, the
God who is excited to love us, we will approach His Word with expecta-
tion and hope. Hearing, reading, and studying Scripture will becore a
joyous pleasure not to be missed. We will retum to this discussion in
Chapter Three in order to further our understanding and experience of
this relatiawl gporoach to God s Wad.

Our View of God Will Hinder or Empower Our Love of Other Pecple.
If we camot see the real God who is love, our ability to demonstrate
love will ke hindered (1 Jdm 4:8). We will discover thet if arxr god is harsh
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and condeming, we may display these sare daracteristics in arxr rela-
tiaehips with others. If ar god is ingpectirg ad critical, we may easily fird
fault with cdders. If ar god is distant and remote, we may have a tendency
to kesp aur emotianl distance fram those aroud us, or to cling to peple
as if they are axr anly hoce. But seeing the God who is excited to love us
will empower in us an excited love for other pecple. We will examine our
relatiaxships with people more closely in Chapters Four, Five, axd Six.

Our View of God Will Hinder or Empower Our Heart for Evangelism.
If we cammot see the real God, our message to an unbelieving world may
e daracterized by irrelevance ard little ef fect. We may struggle with
eing a living epistle of His life ad lowe, foousing more an gharing the
Gospel than actually imparting it to others throuch the exanple of arr life
(see 1 Thessalonians 2:7, 8). If we camot see the real God, we may also
strugle to lock beyand the sins of others to see their needs. Ef factive,
relevant evargelism will fird the fol lowers of Jesus telling staries of the
real God s love at wark in their lives ad hesrt s There will ke an experd -
ence of God s Great Commandment love that empowers a Great
Camission lifestyle. We will disauss additiasl principles of relatiaal
evangelism in Chapter Seven.

My Personal Journey

As the Lord began to renew and reshape my view of Him, the Holy Sprt
allowed me to see how my previous concept of God had negatively

& fected many aspects of my life. Having core to Gurist after many years
of rebellion, I erbraced my newfoud faith with intensity and enthusiasm.
Even as a yourg adult, I foud myself inmersed in Bible studies, Scripture
memory programs, service at our local dimch, and ministry in the com-
mumnity. But my hindered view of Christ began to inmpact each of these
areas of my CGwistian life:

My Love for the Lord
As my walk with the Lord cotimed, it became increasingly dif fiailt to
sustain the initial excitarent that followed giving my life to Gudst. I kew
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that I loved the Lord, ut my daily experience of love for Him seamed to
dJI.[DI.]ldI l.

My Longing for the Word
I made comitment after comitment to have daily devotionals with the

Lord, but I felt anly defeat as I followed the encouragements I was given
to Lock for sins to avoid and comands to doey. The list of things to do
as a follower of Christ ard the list of things to avoid seared to sap my
love for His Wad.

My Love for Others

Since T tended to view God as inspecting and disappointed, I of ten todk
an that same role with the pecple in my life. Because of my own concept
of God, I was careful to point aut the sin in the lives of others, believing
that it was my jdbo to help them becore more like Christ. As a result, my
wife had a hugband who frequently saw her faults instead of her needs.
My children had a father who noticed their misbehaviors but tco of ten
ignored their heart. My fellow church menbers had a friend who gave
more advice and spiritual pep talks than care and aoncem for the strug-
gles of their lives.

My Haility to Ef fectively Share the Gospel

Firally, because of my hindered concept of God, my ef fots to share the
Gospel with those cutside the church were characterized by subtle and
not-so-subtle messages of condemmation. Because my god was mostly
concermed with sin, there were times when I focused only upon sin and
the need for repentance, with

Many of us have never even considered our
view of God. We have believed certain
things about Him and have never ques-
tioned them or been challenged with an

altermative.

the result that the goad

news failed to soud very
good. While others did come
to know Christ as I shared my
faith, they of ten came to see
God in much the same way
that T had presented Him to
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them. Their view of God often became just as distorted as my own.

Tharkfully, as God began to reshape and restore my view of Him, all of
these things begen to change. My view of pecgple became drastically dif -
ferent. My ability to see the needs ard heart felt cowems of those
around me increased, and as I experienced more of God s lowe farme, I
was able to demonstrate more of His love to others.

Join me now in looking at your own concept of God and considering
how it might be inpatt ing yor relationships with Him and with other
pexple. Allow the Iord to reveal any areas of needed restoration so that
He might enrich the relevance of your life and ministry.

ASSESSING OUR VIEWOF GOD

When Christ gave us the Great Commandment in Mark 12:29 31, He
actually referenced the Old Testament Shema, the Heorew call to wor-
ghip. The Shema begins with a declaration about the God of the Hebrew
pecple: Hear, O Isreel! The ILord is our God, the Lord is One! Yau gwll
love the Iord your God . . . (Deuteronany 6:4, 5 NASB) . During Old
Testament times, when pagan and idolatrous cultures were the norm and
nations frequently worshipoed gods of their own meking, the first declara-
tion of the Hebrew nation was about the ane true God. The Hebrew call
to worship clearly defined the One who is worthy of their adoration and
loving doedience. We must also notice that before there was a call to
love Him, there was a clear declaration of who He is. In much the same
way, before we can truly core to love the ILord ocur God, we must core
to see Gd as He truly is. In essence, this degpter is ar omn call to wor -
ship. We will sperd the next few moments givirg clearer definition to the
real God so that, by seeing Him more clearly, we will ggin grester free-
dom to truly love Him.

Many of us may have never even considered our view of God. We
have believed certain things about Him and have never questicned them
or been cdhallenged with an altermative. But for the next few morents, we




Relational Foundations

would like for you to cmsider how your view of God might dif fer from who
e replly is. You may discover that when dif ferent pecple read the same

Bible verses, their perceptions and dharacterizations of God can be quite
df ferat.

Read the following verse of Scripture several times. Imegine that Gardist is
& anding before you in the upper room. Listen as He speaks these words.
Listen to the inflection of His wvoice. Where is the andasis? What tae of
voice accompanies these words? What are the subtle implications behind
the words you hear?

If you love Me, you will keep My commandments (John 14:15 NASB) .

Jomn 14:15 can be an ef fective assessment tool as we seek to discover
our own view of Christ. Now that you have read the verse several times,
contenplating the tane of voice and words of enphasis, consider the fol -
lowirng possibilities. Can you identify with ane of these concepts of God?
Does the voice that you heard reflect ane of these dharacterizations of
God?

E Your God an Inspecting God?
f you love Me, you will keep My commandments (John 14:15 NASB) .

Some of us view God as an inspecting god. As you read the verse
above, you may have imagined a tae of expectation and demand. An
ingpecting god might raise his eyebrows as he utters the words, If you
love me you will keep my commandments. The words might carry a
questianing tane, cawveying the sense that there is a test to be passed or
a measurement to be taken. If vauloeme, tenyou 1l dowet I say! I 11
wait and see just how much you really love me. You may have even
imegined your inspecting god shaking his finger at you as he speaks
these words. His stern tane and gestures wam of his constant inspectio.

If we have an ingpecting god, it seams as though he is anstantly record -
ing what we do an a heavenly tally shest. BEvery time we sin ar fail to
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measure up, he frowns and records it. He may also keep track of things
we have dome well, but he inspects our every move and relates to us
ally an the hasis of the runber of positive and negative tally marks we
have accumulated.

If our god is an inspecting god, we may becore defensive and consider
innocent comments or evats to be persanl attacks. If we believe that
ar gd is amstantly sesking to fird fault with us, it is easy to assure
that others are doing the same, and thus we may react defensively to
anyone who attempts to share their disggoointments, or even their ne=ds.
My Personal Journey

T can still recall ae of ny reactians to Teresa during our early years of
marriage. We were driving down the freeway together when she casually
pointed aut a paple car in the lane next to us. Since her favorite color is
puple, her eye was sinply drawn to this vehicle. Al Teresa said was,
Lok, ien t thet a pretty car?

My next thoughts came quickly and gave evidence of how defensive I
was about any comments that could be interpreted as critical: She does-
n t like the car we have. She doean t thirk we 11 ever have a nice car! My
view of God as an ingpecting god left me self-protective and sarewhat
cynical. Since my god was constantly insgpecting me, I interpreted
Teresa s casual cament as an inspection as well.

If we have an inspecting god, our lives may be filled with an uderlying
arxiety about the number of tally marks we have been given, and we
may ke prane to ingpecting other people. If our god is closely and suspi -
cicusly mmitoring our behavior, we may be inclined to do the same to
those aroud us. Qur spiritual life may ke rddoed of gratitude ard joy .k
is hard to et excited about times of prayer, solitude, ar nmeditation with
the Lod if they include a daily ingoection. It is hard to experience aa-
sistent joy uxer the scrutiny of an inspecting god.

E Your God a Disappointed God?
If yau love Me,you will keep My commandments (Joln 14:15 NASB) .
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Some of us may view God as disappointed in us. As you read the verse
above, you may have heard a voice that seemed full of dissatisfac-
tin: If you love me, you will keep my commandments This kird of
god might look down at you with amms crossed, sheking his head as he
says, If you really loved me, then you would ke able to keep my com-
mandments. In fact, I have known all alayg that you did ot =ally love
me, and what you just did proves it!

If we have a disgpoointed god, we may live cut our Christian faith with a
sense that we will never measure up. Our god locks down at us but sel -
dom likes what he sees. He notices our attenpts at livirg a ridhteass life,
lut ultimately shakes his head in displeasure. He shrugs his shoulders as
he watches us as if he has given up, certain that we will rnever meke it.
For this kind of god, no amount of right behavior will ever ke good
enough.

If ar gd is disggoointed in us, it will be dif ficult to experience cotent -
measure up, our personal worth will always be in question, and we may
strive to perfam far God ard others in ader to feel warthy of their lowe. If
we have a god who is disappointed, we may be inclined to use cur own
disappointment as a form of coercion. Statements like, Yau will ke at
toidt s service, wm t yau? ar I sure hope I can cont an you to help in
the nursery may permeate our ministry effots to notivate others.
Likewise, an attitude of mnothing is ever good enocugh may pervade our
homes and family relatianships. If cur god is a disappointed god, we may
lecare hard to please, find ocurselves driven by perfectionism, or sesk to
cotrol the things and pecple aroud us.

B Your God a Distant God?
If (you) love Me, (you) will keep My comendments (Jomn 14:15
NASB) .

Some of us may see God as a distant god. As you read the verse above,
the voice you heard may have seemed cold or disinterested. A distat
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Pause and Reflect

Lock back over the three characterizations described above. Can you
see yourself in any of these descriptions? Can you identify with ary of
the illustratians? We know that each person s view of God is uniquely
their own, and that your view of God may not ke described perfectly
above, but consider for a moment how you at times might be hindered in
seeing God as He really is.

Take time to consider your own view of God. When you are ot experi -
encing Him as excited to love you, how do you see Him? Is your god
saretimes ingpecting, disapoointed, or distant (or defined by sore other
daracteristic that mekes it dif fiadlt to love him)?

At times, I am hindered from experiencing God as He really is excited
to be lovirgly irvolved with me. Instead, I see Him as

(For exanmple: disappointed in me, distant from me, inspecting me, angry
with me, uninterested in me, constantly testing me, or ancther description
of your choice.)

FacTors THAT CONTRIBUTE TO HINDERED VIEWS OF GOD

As you have begun to reflect upon your personal view of God, you may
have considered some of the same questions that I asked as the Lord
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Iegan to reshape my view of Him: How did I core to see God in this
way? How did my view of Him become hindered and distorted?

Af ter many years of trying to help others with their conospt of God, as
well as pursuing a bet ter uerstanding of my own, the Holy Sprt
lraght insight into three factors that of ten contribute to hindered views
of Cod: family relatianships, religicus experiences, and painful life evmts

Family Relationships

Both formal research and intuitive thought leads us to the aonclusion that
family relationships can have a significant impact on our concept of God,
partiaularly duing axr early, fommative years. Positive or painful interac -
tions with caregivers shape aur experiences of trust, intimecy, ad af fec-
tim. It is through the lens of these early interactions with family mendcers
that we care to view other relationships, including axr relatianship with
God.

There were many aspects of my childhood that shaped my life and con-
cept of God in positive ways, but I have also care to recognize that my
view of God as an inspecting god partially grew ait of early interactians
with my father.As a Marire drill sergeant, nmy father was a strict discipli -
narian, and he carried meny of his military traditions into o hare.
Ingpectians of closets, clothes, and shoes were commonplace. He even
held freguent bed inspections, during which a quarter was flipped anto
the baed to see how tightly the led was mede. If the quarter did ot
bonce high enough, the covers were thrown to the floor and the led was
tolke remade. My father had the best of motives he wanted his son to
becare diligent, dependable, and disciplined but his methods were
sometimes painful. My relationship with an inspecting father became oo -
nected to my view of an inspecting God. In later years, however, it was a
blessing to experience the despening of an adult friendship with my dad
that was actually used by the ILord to help me see God as He really is.
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Pause and Reflect

Could aspects of yourr family relatianships have, at times, hindered you
from experiencing God as He really is?

At times, I may have been hindered by . . .

Religious Experiences

A second source of my hindered view of God were some of my religious
experiences. I became a follower of Jesus at the age of 21, just as the
Holy Spirit was ushering in the Jesus Movement of the 1960 s ad 70 s
God allowed me to pass an to others the wader of His wark in nmy life
with great zeal ard passian. Over the next few years, He multiplied His
blessings in my life ard ministry, hut I was also frustrated by the dul -
larges of rigid durch structures, religicsity, and the pressure to aonform.
In the midst of these clashes between revival ard the status quo, a much
more suotle attack was underway.

Tt was during this time of spiritual renewal that a very popular devotianal
guicde faurd its way into my hands. With hindreds of thousarnds of oopies
sold, this daily devotianal became a foudatianal part of our campus min-
isay. But lodking kack, I grieve over the lag-term impact of this devorian -
al amn my life ard the lives of those aroud me. As we read this devotiasl
day after day, our amcspt of Ghrist becare tragically distorted. Each
devotional reading contained a lengthy Scripture passage followed by
three penetrating questions:
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1. Wat sin is to be avoided?
2. What commands are to be ocbeyed?
3. What now needs to change in your life?

The impact of this devotiarl was subtle, but severe. I wes trained to
read the Bible anly in oxder to identify sins, comerds, and things that
were wrag with my life.

As T look back upon those years, there is no doubt that I needed more of
Qrist s sanctifying work in my life. But ever so slowly, the wader of
being saved by Christ was replaced by the dread of these daily encoun-
tas. The childlike excitement of experiencing the One who wrote the
Scripture was being hindered by this approach, which suggested a god
who was inspecting and displeased.
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Pause and Reflect _

Could sare of your religicus traditions or experiences have, at times,
hindered you from seeing GQuist as He really is?

At times, I may have been hindered by . . .

Painful Life Events
As we walk throgh life in a world of trildlation, we inevitably encounter

painful evats
critical losses, and life-altering traumes (Jdm 16:33). Such events dften
leave us wondering, Where was God when . . .? If such questions are

ot suf ficiently processed, our hearts are ¥ t with unresolved pain and
uncertainty. When we are uncertain of God s care or His presence, we
are left wvulnerable to misconcsptians of who He really is.

T have care to realize that my distorted view of God was impacted by
cxtain painful life et s. Irically, ane of these events occurred during
ar fanly s celdoatio of the Christmas season. I recognize now that I
was goirng through a time of spiritual stagnation, but lifewith Teresa and
our three children seamed to ke going quite well. Our ministry as a cou-
ple had even been receiving considerable accolades. But just when I
thought that God s exceeding albundance was right around the corner,
the bottam fell aut.

Our family had just celeborated the purchase of our first, new house. We
were able to choose a neighiorhood, a lot, and a view that were ideal.
W e had deliberated over the building plans and carefully chosen the dec-
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orations and finishing touches for ocur hare. We even arranged to lease
the house for a few months before the actual purchase so that we could
celebrate Christmas there. We were grateful for what appeared to be
God s blessings. But as we settled into aur new hare, the financial dhal -
lenges of our church soon comended ocur attention.

I sarved an the st£ £ of a lare dhdh in arr city. The church was grow-
ing, but was financially overextended in a relocation and costruction
poject. All of the church leaders were shocked when the purchasers of
arxr old facility defailted a their payment and the loan institution holding
the dumrch note went bankrupt. In a matter of a few weeks, 14 ministers
lost their jobs. I was among them. My unenmployment meant that the pur-
chase of our new home was impossible. We were forced to move cut
Fter anly a few weeks of residence.

W e piled oaur kelagings in the back of a pickup truck, todk down the
Christmas decorations, and loaded up the presents that had been placed
uder the tree. Our last trip to the house brought the most tears. In ae
of the saddest and most telling scenes, my young son, Eric, unplugged
the Ghristmes tree, ard we lcaded the still-decorated tree anto the truck.
Eric ad I rode in back with the tree, in arder to awoid losing all of the
decoratians. I remenber riding in silence most of the way, nct r=ally
knowing what to say to my son or my family.

More than any other family member, this life event hit me hard ad per-
sarlly. I struggled with feeling like a failure. I even labeled ny=elf as
inadequate because I, as the hugband, father, provider, and leader, hed
ot passed  inspection.

My self-doubts and disappointment turned to questions about God. Had
He not seen this coming? Wiy did He not stop us from designing, build-
ing, and moving into this new house? Why did He allow us to experience
this loss and embarrassment? Could God not have provided for His
church? Did He not notice how faithful ocur family had been? How could
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Fe treat us like this? All of these questians stole the blessing of my
Christmes that year.Althoch my family adjusted amezingly well, T still
struggled and questioned the heart of God.

As God s plan played itself out, my ratiawl questions that had ro
answers gave way to a healthier, mae relatiarl foaus. I still heve few
answers as to why God allowed these events to coar as they did, bt I
did enconter the real Jesus in a very special way. My self-dodbts and
despair gave way to renewed joy and gratitude as I meditated on God s
W ord. During the last week of Deceamber, when Teresa ad I typically
Sperd time an goal-setting for the New Year, God led me to the Book of
Isaizh. As I meditated an the children of Isreel s wildemess joxrney, I wes
struck by God s heart toward His pecple. My heart was gripped by His
Spirit as my eyes fixated an His Wad: Inall their af flictio He wes af flit -
ed (Isaiah 63:9 NASB).

The real God was afflicted, touched, sorrowed, and saddened by His chil -
dren s pain. My eyes filled with tears not tears of sadness, but tears of
wander arnd gratitude for the real Jesus, who noticed and cared. In the
midst of my pain, Jesus became Someone who was compassicnate, com-
forting, and uderstanding. From that moment, everything about that
painful time became new.As I will ghare in later dhapters, God roght
much good fram this diffialt cdramsgance. But none of His subsequent
blessings could compare to that moment of encounter with the af fliced
heart of a saddened Jesus!
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Pause and Reflect

Could certain painful life evats have, at times, hindered you from experi -
encing Grist as He really is?

At times, I may have been hindered by . . .

W e hope that you have taken this opportunity to assess your own view of
God and reflect on how you might have been hindered in seeing Christ
as He really is. It is or prayer thet you will cotine this jorrey of kow-
ing Him and experiencing His heart an a daily basis.
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SRS Boervience W ith God s People

Be kind and compassionate to ane another (Ephesians 4:32).

Consider how you might respond to these questions: How might you be
hindered from seeing the real God? How might your hindered view of
God have impacted your life and ministry?

I am sometimes hindered in seeing Christ as One who is excited to love
me. Instead, I sometimes see Him as ...

(For example: I am saretimes hindered in seeing Christ as One who is
excited to love me. Instead, I saretimes see Him as distant and
detached. )

I think that this hindered view of Him has inpacted my life and min-
istry in the following ways . . .

(For example: I thirk thet this hindered view of Him has inpacted my life ad
ministry in the following ways: I ted to forget that God is aoncermed about
the details of my life, thet He loves me exoch to care doatt the “ittle
things.” T also have a tendency to be sorewtat detaded ar distant from
other paple, egpecially when I am feeling stressed or overwhelmed. )

Share your respanses with your partrer oar srell grop. As you hear the
respanses of others, you will want to comunicate your care and con-
cam. Awvoid giving advice ar spiritual pep talks to ae ancther during this
time. Instead, focus upon living cut Ephesians 4:32 as you respand with
comfort and compassion. Give a regponse that is kind and tenderhearted.
Your respanse might begin with caring words such as . . .




Relational Foundations

T am saddened that . . .

Tansary et you . . .

Iyt et . . .

I feel carpassian for you because . . .

(For exanple: I am saddened that you have a distant view of God at
times. I was egpecial 1y saddened when you talked about feeling detached
and separated fran your kids, « I felt aopassion for you as I heard you
say that you soretimes view God as disappointed and displeased. My
heart hurt for you when I heard you say that you anly wished you could
please Him. )

Ifter each person has shared their responses to the questions above and
received canfort fram their partrer(s), take a few moments to pray far
one another.Ask God to meke the prayer of Philippians 3:10 core alive
in each person s heart, so that each of you might know Christ in a desp,
personal way. Pray that God would reveal His true identity and heart to
each person present. Your prayer might soud like the following:

Heavenly Father, I ak thet Your Holy Spirit might reveal the tre identity
of Jesus to my brother/sister in Christ. May he/she core to know the real
God the One who is excited to love him/her. Please remove any mistak -
en view of who Yau are, in order that he/she might know You and the
loe of Your hesrt. It is in Jesuis name I pray,Amen.

KNowING THE REAL CHRIST
If you love Mg, yauwill keep My commandments (John 14:15 NASB) .

Now that we have assessed ocur view of God, let us go back to ocur
Scripture passage in John 14:15. We have seen that our God is not an
ingpecting, disappointed, or distant god. If each of these views is imaccu-
rate, then how would the real Christ gpeak the words of this verse? To
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find our answer, we must go badk to the cotext of the passage. The
fourteenth dhapter of the Gogpel of Jdm toock place in the upper room,
where Jesus began to comfort and prepare the disciples for His upcom-
ing death and departure. It was a sacred time of tender care fram the
Savior toward His followers.

Christ begen to reassure His followers with several pramises: Tnet in
Ad, trust also inme. In my Father s house are marty rooms. . . . I am
going there to prepare a place for you (Jdm 14:1, 2). Next, Jesus cave
the pramise of His retum: I will care kadk ard take you to be with me
that you also may be where T am. You know the way to the place where T
am going (v.3. The Savior went on to meke a promise about all that
they would do as a result of their faith in Him. I tell you the twuth, ayae
who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even
greater things than these, because I am going to the Father (v. 12).
Firally, notice the verse immediately preceding our Scripture of inter -
est: If you ask Me anything in My rame, I will do it (v. 14 NASB). This,
too, is a verse of promise. Now,pause and reread Jon 14:15 as it was
intended as a promise for every keliever. If yau loe me, you will keep
my commandments!

It was within the aotext of this list of The real Christ is not inspecting, dis-
promises that Jesus made the decla-
ratio of Jdmn 14:15. This verse is a

promise that was meant to bring love us, and longs for
reassurance, blessing, and security us to share in His love!
to arr hearts. Indeed, Christ might

appointed, or distant. He is excited to

have smiled and proclaimed the cer-

tainty of this camection: If you love me you will keep my comrend -
ments. If you ad I have a love relatianship with ae another, yoawill
keep the commandments. It will happen. I pramise. When you woke up
this moming, Jesus was not checking to see if you were keeping His
commandments in arder to prove your love. Rather, He wes laging for
yau to love Him, knowing that as you do, you will keep His command-
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mentd This is the samre pranise that Paul relates to the duxch at
Galatia when he reminds them, So I say, live by the Spirit, ad you will
ot gratify the desires of the sinful matire (&latians 5:16) . The real
(st is not ingpecting, disggoointed, or distant. He is excited to love us,
ad lags for us to share in His love!

The real Christ is attentive and caring, sensitive and conpassicnate. He
does not have a tally sheet in heaven, ard is not too preccoupied to care
abaut each of us individually. He is not detached or distant, disappointed
ar displeased. In fact, Gidist, the Savior of the world, wents a relatianship
with us! The real Christ wants to be close, intimete friends with you and
me. He is excited when we wake up in the moming, and carmot wait to
talk with us arnd relate to us. He is delighted to know us ard e with us.
The real Christ generously and gracicusly gave up His life because He
could not bear the thoght of etemity without you. He is pleased with you
because He sees you with the eyes of a Master Creator, One who
admires His handiwork and values each of His treasures because they
are wique ard wanderful. Of course, the real God is also holy, without
spot or blamnish, and His plan is that, cut of our desp love for Him, we
would live out His commands. For this reasan, He has sent His Spritto
enpower us with His holy life and abundant love. This is the deracter o
the real Christ, the One to wham we have the privilege and honor to
relate.
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Pause and Reflect

Wat does it do to your heart to amsider that the real Jesus desires a loe
relationship with you?

BAs I care to see Christ as One who langs for me to share in His love,
my heart is touched with

(For example: As I core to see Christ as One who langs for me to share
in His love, my heart is touched with gratitude, humility, and deepened
loe.)

Can you imegine the joy that is possible as we are able to experience the
loe of the real Chrdist? Our life can overflow with gratitude and love.
Our worship will be meaningful and ful filling as we celdarate the special
relationship with arr trusted Fried. Qur prayers will e more than an
dolicatary rautine; they will e filled with exoressians of tharksgiving, faith-
finess, and vulnerable need as the Spirit prampts and empowers us.
Tre life we live will becare more and more His life as we walk worthy of
ar hich calling in wdst, fulfilling the drl lenge to ke holy as Be is holy
(Bohesians 4:1; 1 Peter 1:16). As we experience the love of the real
(hrist, oaur ability to love others will increase through the empowerment of
the Spirit. Our ministry will e daracterized by grateful service instead of
aapilsion or dutiful doliggrion. Fimally, as we core to experience the
lovwe of the real dwist, axr lives ard ministries will reflect the heart of
God. We will begin to lock more like Him, and as our appearance

changes, we will bring Him the glory of which He alae is worthy (2
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Corinthians 3:18) .

Reshaping Our View of God

Mary of you may be asking a critical questian at this point in our jomrey
together: I have care to realize that my view of God may need sare
reshaping; I camot always see the real God clearly. But how do I oo
about removing the hindrances to seeing Him clearly? What can I do to
reshape my view of Him?

Scripture again gives us insight into the loving and abundent provision of
God as the psalmist declares, In youxr ligit we see light (Psalm 36:9).
Our view of Him is reshaped as we look beyond our human experience
ad life evat s toward the light thet anly He can give. Tt is God s ligr tet
reveals who He really is, and while God certainly reveals Himself in cre-
ation ad circumstances, much of His light oomes through relationships
God reveals His true identity through the testimony of His Son, through
the revelation of His Word, ard through the love of His peple. You may
recognize these three elements of transfommation as the road signs we
encontered in Chapter 1, but we might also describe them as three
soarees of light.

The Light of God s Son

Jesus boldly proclaimed that He is the lignt of the world (Jdm 8:12), so
as we encounter the real Jesus and experience His love, we experience
ae soarce of His transfoming light. And when we have seen the real
Jesus, we have seen the real God (14:9).

The Light of God s Word

When we walk in the light of God s Word, we experience a secand source
of His transforming power. Psalm 119:105 mekes it known that His Wad is
a lap to arxr fest ad a ligt far ar pah. As we experience God s Book
ard are drawn into a despened relationship with Him, we see Him for who
He really is. OQur aoospt of God is redhaped as the Holy Spirit lesds s ito a
deepened love relatianship with the God of Scripture. We care to fird thet
His Wod is livirg ard active, bringing transfomerion as we encounter Him
at the point of His Word (Heborews 4:12) .
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An Experience W ith God s Son

But while he was still a lag way of £, his father saw him and was filled
with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms aroud him
and kissed him (Luke 15:20).

The well-known story of the prodigal s gives us a picture of the real
God. The most gripping scge in this biblical accort finds the father wait -
ing for his wayward son. He scans the horizon day after day, stainirg his
eyes and hoping to catch a glimpse of his son the son who demanded
an early irteritance, ran away from home, and squandered every cent
his father had so gracicusly given him.

Before you read the familiar story of the prodical son ard his father,
please take a moment to reflect on your own life. Do you have anything
in comon with the prodigal?

Has there ever been a time when you have made selfish demands? It
could be as subtle as preoccupation with your own plans, agenda, and
geals, or as overt as menipulating others or pursuing iran-fisted control.
Have you made demands of the Lord, hoping for Him to meet your needs
in your time ard your way instead of His?

When faced with dif ficulties and dallenges, the prodicgl soan tried to

take care of things himself. Has your omn self-reliance ever led you to

foolishly aonclude that you could take care of it ? Have you ever mini -
mized your need for God or other people because of a mistaken conclu-
sim that you are better of £ on your own?

The wayward son also discounted his own worth to his father. Have you
ever questioned your worth to your heavenly Father, this allowirng sIf-
condemnation to rd you of joy and passima for the Lord? Have you mistak -
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enly caxcluded that you are not warth the loving care of the Father?

Firelly, havwe yau, like the prodicgl, fallen victim to a lifestyle of poor
choices and pain-filled consequences? Have you been in places that you
should not have been? Have you been demanding toward those you love
rather than giving honor to them? Have you squandered preciocus things?
Have you made life choices that you regret?

Even now, as you read the story of the prodigal ard his father, allow the
Lord to sensitize your heart to the real God. Spend some time meditating
a this passage of Scripture. Pader not aily the stary it s=lf, it also the
ways in which the heart of the Lord is revealed tlrough the stary.

Picture in your heart this men who has selfishly taken fram his father and
wasted all he was given. He finds himself feeding pigs, and eventually
cares to question his own value and worth. Then he decides to go
hore. Picture him walking along dusty, winding roads. Firally, he tums
the last comer toward hore and catches a glimpse of the livestodk in the
distance. For a marent, imegine that this prodigal is not just any prodi -
cal. The prodical is you. You are returning hore; you see your former
residence in the distance.

Now allow the Holy Spirit to lead you in experiencing the testimory of
God s grace. Experience afresh the power of God s lowe far each of us,
which is revealed in Iike 15:20, when the father sees the prodicgl: But
vwhile he was still a lag way of £, his father saw him and was filled with
compassiam for him; he ran to his s, threw his arms arourd him and

Tmegine that Christ is waiting for you to returm hare. When He sees you
in the distance, He is moved with compassian in spite of your selfidmess,
pride, condemmation, and sin, and He runs toward you. He leaps quickly,
arrdausly of £ the front porch because he camot wait to see you. He
enbraces you, kisses you, and whispers in your ear. He does not of fr
lectires ar crtician. There is o raoke or scom. His voice is filled with
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compassion as He embraces you. There s a rirg, a rdoee, ad the
announcement of a party.The real God welcores you with outstretched
amms, ready to embrace you and excited to love you!

Let God now fill your heart with gratitude for the grace that you have
received. Ask Him to bring you back of ten to a tine of fresh reflectim
upn the grace of the enbracing Christ. Pray that He would fill you with
wander and gratitude for His care that would compeel you to love those
around you.

Spend the next few moments praying with your partrer or stell group.
You might of fer a prayer of gratitude ad then ae of calling. Your prayers
might soud like the following:

A prayer of gratitude Fill ny heart, Holy Spirit, with the wader of an
enbracing, celebrating Christ; may my joy and gratitude for being so loved
empower my love of others.

A prayer of calling I sense your calling, heavenly Father, to lowe others
around me with this sare caring initiative. Make my heart especially sen-
gitive to passing on your love to my (for example:
hugbard, wife, child, friend, family meroer, @ co-worker) .
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For Further Study

EXPERIENCING CHRIST: THE KEY TO SIGNIFICANT LIFE CHANGES
Jesus was of ten misunderstood and misrepresented during His time on
Earth, just as He is today. But the New Testament reveals that many peo-
ple experienced significant positive changes in their lives when they
encountered the real Jesus.

W e pray that the following Scripture passages might be used by the Lord
to renew hoee and excitarent in specific areas of your life. Approach
each passage prayerfully, asking the Spirit to encourage and inpact your
heart. Notice the drametic life changes that occurred as these 1 century
followers encountered the Savior.

From Self-Preoccupation to Glorifying Praise (See Luke 17:11 19.)
The Samaritan leper referenced in this text experienced a significant
transformation: rather than single-mindedly focusing an his omn life
(including his miraculous healing and his hooe for restoration to his family
and comumnity), he returmed to relate to Jesus the One who had given
those blessings. He threw himself at Jesus feet ard thanked Him (v.
16), ad as a result, dwist af firmed him as one who brought praise to
God (v. 18). There may ke no greater life or ministry dojective than this:
to bring praise and honor to God!

Read a related passage in Jomn 17:1 3, then pause to listen as His Sprt
floods your heart with reminders of your own menifold blessings. Allow
the Spirit to lead you into a prayer of tharksgiving and praise to the Qe
who gives these blessings.

From Denial to Bold Witness (See Matthew 26:69 75 and Acts
2:14 41.)
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Peter s transformation from one who fearfully denied Christ to one
who courageocusly witnessed at Pentecost gives evidence of his
encounters with the real Jesus. We witness Peter s brokemness and tears
of contrition when he lodked into the eyes of Jesus imediately followirg
the denial (luke 22:61). We see how Christ tock special notice of Peter
Fter e Resurrection (Mark 16:7), and how He restored and comissioned
him at the Sea of Tiberdas (dm 21:15 22). These encounters with the real
Jesus helped prepare Peter to receive the divine empowerment of the
Spirit that engbled him to boldly witness to the resurrected Gurdst an the
day of Pentecost: Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and
addressed the crowd . . . and about three thousand were added to their
nnber that day (Acts 2:14 41).

Pause now ard ask the ILord to bring additional boldness to your own life.
Pray that He would reveal His special care for you, perhaps even in the
midst of your own denial or abandoment of Him. Ask Him to show you
how He takes special notice of you. Pray that His Spirit wauld bring any
needed restoration to your life and ministry, empowering you with the
same trans forming power that Peter received.

From Skepticism to Service (See Jchn 3:1 21; 19:38 42.)

Nicodemus prabosbly would not have been voted most likely to believe
lased on his encounter with Jesus (Jadm 3:1 21). This Pharisee may
have felt fearful, unsure of himself, concermed about his future, enbar-
rassed, or insecure as he waited until dark to approach the Savior (v. 2.
W ithin the safety of darkness, Nicocdemus posed the question, How can
a man ke bom aggin? and in so doing, revealed the uncertainties amd
misunderst andings of his heart. GQuist patiently addressed the leader s
questions, revealing His desire to bring change to this men s heart and
life: You should not ke surprised at my saying, You must e bom aggin.
The wind blows wherever it pleases. Yau hesr its sound, but you cammot
tell where it cares from or where it is going. So it is with everyone bom
of the Spirit tw. 7, 8).

Sarething about this encomter with Christ piqued the curiosity of this
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religicus leader. We do not hear about his inmediate conversion follow-
ing that evening discussion, but we do read of Nicodenus after Qrdst s
death. We cammot be sure how of ten Nicodemus listened to the Master as
He spoke to the crowds. We do not know how of ten he may have wit -
nessed the miracles of Christ or sensed the Messiah s compassion. We
do know, however, that these encounters must have occurred because
Nicodemus life was transformed. Perhaps he heard Gidst cry out at
Calvary: Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing
(Luke 23:34). Nicodemus might have overheard Jesus promise to the
thief m the caross: Today you will ke with me in paradise (v. 43). Or
mayle he heard Christ s declaration of faith yom His death: Father, ito
your hards I comit my spirit (v. 46).

W e can be certain that something was changed inside of Nicodemus
because the same man who was afraid to go to Jesus during the light of
day boldly approached Pilate, asking for permission to bury Jesus body.
Alayg with Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus tock the body away, brought
a mixture of myrrh and alces, wrappeed the body and the spices in strips
of linen, ard laid Jesus in the tarb (Jadm 19:38 42). The one who had
approached Christ in secrecy and uncertainty was now apparetly willing
to be identified with Him.

Pause now and consider amy uncertainties or questions in your own
heart. Have you, like Nicodemus, been afraid to boldly identify yourself
with Christ? Have you been fearful, embarrassed, reluctant, skeotical, ar
insecure? Ask the Holy Spirit to empower you with the same power that
transformed the life of Nicodemus. Ask Him to make the changes inside
of you that prampted the bold steps of this religiass leader. May the Sprt
lead you to serve the Savior in couragecus ways!

From Knowing Scripture to Experiencing Scripture
(See Luke 24:13 35.)
The disciples who walked along the Emmaus Road were certainly famil -
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iar with Scripture; they knew the Word of God. We know that these disci -
ples rationally embraced the truths of the Messiah because they made
their way to Golgotha during the Passover.They were among the crowd
who saw Christ s tartire ad crucifixion., Yet Scriptare tells us thet they
were kept from recognizing him (Luke 24:16) .

It is inpaxrtant to notice that CGwist did not leave tham in this state of
knowing Scripture, lut missing Him. The Gospel recalls that, Begiming
with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in
all the Scriptures caxeming himself (v. 27). As GQwist seized the initia-
tive to reveal Himeelf, transfamstion todk place in the lives of these dis-
ciples: Were not aur heart s huming within us while he talked with us an
the road and opened the Scriptures to us  (v. 32)?

How lag has it been since your heart bumed within as the Sprt
revealed the Son through His Word? Perhaps it has been too lag.

Pause now and ask the Lord to meet you in His Wad, bringing revelation
ad life. Ask Him to join you often and goen the Scriptures to you, mek-
ing them care alive by His Spirit. (Further discussion and enphasis will
e placed upn this togpic in Gepter Three.)

For additiaml study (persawally or in a smll group), consider the fol -
lowing Scripture passages, which gpeak of the revealed Christ and the
lives He transformed:

John 11:17 36 (Chrdist s compassionate response to Mary, Lazarus
sigter, mekes an inmpact upn the wbelieving Jews.)

Tuke 10:38 42 (Mary sits at the fest of Jesus, givirg prarity to lis-
tening to Him.)

Jom 4:4 42 (The wamen at the well brings others to Christ.)

Iuke 19:1 10 (A tax collectar s priorities are transformed.)
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