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Devotions in the Light of Eternity

(presentation to the GFF at 01/02/2016)

Karen Oliver

Thanks for inviting me to come speak to you today. | am humbled. When Paul and Julie gave me my topic—
devotions in the light of eternity--l asked God what He wanted me to tell you. He said two things: “Tell them that |
love them.” And “Tell them | want time with them.”

First, let’s start with four messages of God'’s love:

Many of us make resolutions because we have a sense that somehow, we aren’t good enough. Put anoth-
er way, “there’s always room for improvement.” The Good News: God is delighted with you right now—
far more delighted than you can imagine! Why? Because He made you for Himself to enjoy! (“...all
things were created by Him and for Him,” Colossians 1:16) You were made for God to enjoy!

Blaise Pascal, a 17th-century Christian mathematician, said, “There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of
every man, something only God can fill.” But there’s more! Recently | heard this: “There is a hole in the
heart of God that only YOU can fill!” That makes sense, if He made you for Himself! It also explains why
God would go to the cross to draw people into His heart! Think about it: There is something in this uni-
verse that only you can do!

When | told a Christian friend this news, she commented, “It must be a pretty small hole!” Itis NOT! You
have no idea how complex you are! If someone had to record all the physical and chemical interactions
that must occur each minute to keep a human body alive, | doubt if that person could do it in a lifetime.
And that’s just the physical you. The spiritual you is eternal and, therefore, far more complex than the
physical you. The you-shaped hole in God’s heart is very, very large.

God loves you! Yeah, | know you’ve heard this over and over but I'll bet there’s a part of you that doesn’t
really believe it. That may be why resolutions are attractive. We think if we make ourselves better—more
spiritual--God will like us more. If this is the way you think, you are underestimating God’s great, powerful,
eternal love for you and His great longing for you to live in His heart.

Jesus went to the cross so that you can have conversations with God! So often we think of prayer as
ACTS: Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and Supplication (asking). This is a good plan. Nothing wrong
with it, but it’s not quite complete. It’s missing a key element that changes time with God from a class-
room into a conversation. That element is attending to Him.

Now that I've told you some ways that God loves you, I’'m going to talk today about the often-missing element in our

time with God, attending to Him.

e
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New Year’s Resolutions

When Paul and Julie first invited me to speak, they called this gathering a revival. But when Paul sent me the tentative
schedule, | saw that the gathering was about resolutions. Oh, dear. Actually, I'm opposed to making New Year’s reso-
lutions, in the classic sense. By the classic sense, | mean you look at your life, decide where you could do something
better or differently, and resolve to change yourself. Why don’t | like this process?

e First, it isn’t Biblical. God talks of the good works He calls us to do as entirely His idea. Ephesians 2:10 says,
“For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God has prepared in ad-
vance for us to do.”

e Second, classic resolutions either omit God from the “making” process or bring Him in at the point where we
ask Him to approve our plans and help us achieve them. This approach makes God our servant, not our Mas-
ter.

e Third, classic resolutions promote pride. If we actually do achieve what we’ve resolved, aren’t we proud of
ourselves! Where does God get any glory from that?

e Fourth, when we resolve to change ourselves, we are signing up for a struggle with God. In every self-
improvement campaign, God becomes our enemy--not our ally! 1 Peter 5:5-6 says, “...God opposes the
proud but shows favor to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that He
may lift you up in due time.”

e And fifth, whatever we do accomplish will require constant maintenance and won’t last—by God’s design.
Only His work is eternal.

There is a Godly way to make resolutions. It’s simply this: Ask God to make them for you. After all, He knows you
better than you do, and He has very clear plans for each of us. Asking Him what He wants to change in you aligns you
with His power. And what He says He’ll do in and through you, He will do! Maybe he won’t finish it in 2016, but if you
ask Him, He’ll make noticeable changes in you, changes that will affect others, too.

The heart of this process is what some people call “having devotions,” but I like to call it “spending time with God.”

Time with God

The purpose of spending time with God is to know God better and to enjoy being with Him—a good idea, since we’ll be
with Him forever! The second is knowing who He designed us to be. This prepares us for eternity by letting Him fill us

with Himself more and more. Bible scholars call this sanctification. One of the great mysteries of God is that the more
we give up ourselves to Him, the more we become the real us. | don’t understand that, but | know it’s true.

Spending time with God works well if it includes three things: Reading the Bible, thinking about what we’ve read and
what God is telling us, and praying, that is, talking to Him about everything.

Why the Bible?

Why read the Bible? Why not just read a devotional book such as Our Daily Bread or
follow an online devotional? Those are good. I'm glad we have them. But compared
with reading or listening through the Bible regularly, they can be like eating a few
scraps of food and expecting them to give you energy for a full day’s work.




GFF Monthly Issue 281 Page 8

Only the Bible will show you God in the fullest way humans can know Him.
The Bible is God’s bread from heaven for you,

God'’s living water for you;

God’s wine of joy, triumph and celebration;

God’s comfort in times of grief,

God’s courage, strength, and healing,

God’s warnings and corrections,

God’s instructions for learning

and guidance for serving;

It’s the assurance that God knows your heart better than you do and loves you far more than you can imagine.
The Bible is God’s love letters to you.

The Bible is the only book in the world whose author comes with the book.

When you read the Bible, it reads you!

Here’s my current favorite description of the Bible: (read from the Jesus Storybook Bible)

Now | want to talk to those of you who don’t read the Bible regularly. First, please don’t compare yourself with me

or anyone else. The moment you start comparing yourself with others, you walk into a room full of shame! | do not
want to guilt you into reading the Bible. That tactic is strictly human, and it doesn’t work. No, | want to give you an
invitation.

But first, I’'m going to pray for you and ask you to attend to God with me.

“Wait a minute,” you may be thinking, “God has never spoken to me. Why should He start now?” Notice | didn’t
say | wanted you to listen to God with me. | said | wanted you to attend to Him. There can be a difference.

How To Attend to God

God has many more ways to reveal His will than with words. (Notice that | said, “reveal,” not “tell.”) Let’s look at
ways God reveals His will:

Through scripture. | think this is His favorite way of revealing Himself and His will to you. And scripture is the test of
truth for every other means of revelation. This is one of the best reasons | can think of for reading the Bible regular-
ly: If you don’t know what scripture says, you’re easy prey for the evil one’s tricks and deceptions. If what you per-
ceive as you attend to God does not agree with scripture, it isn’t from God.

2 Timothy 3:16-17 tell us how God uses His words in our lives: “All scripture is God breathed and is useful for teach-
ing, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness so that the man of God may be thor-
oughly equipped for every good work!”
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Through His creation, nature: Sounds, sights, animals, natural events such as storms or rain, sunrises and sun-
sets, seasons, scents, textures, and vast expanses such as the night sky or the ocean.

On Thursday morning God used my old cat, Eddie, to show how He wants me to relate to Him. | was reading
and journaling and praying in bed and Eddie was as close to me as he could get. He purred contentedly. “That’s
how | want you to be with Me,” God seemed to say as | looked at Eddie.

Through the arts: Painting, calligraphy, poetry, literature, drama, instrumental and vocal music, sculpture,
pottery, jewelry, and dance—God can reveal His will through any of these. And they don’t have to be
“religious.”

Through dreams and visions: One Middle Eastern evangelist says that 80% of the Muslims he knows who’ve
come to Christ came because they had dreams or visions that drew them away from Islam and toward Jesus. A
Chinese friend came to Christ recently after having a very frightening dream of being crucified. Today | pray that
God will give my family dreams that draw them to Him.

Through mental snapshots: This is one of God’s most common ways of revealing His will to me. I'll ask Him a
guestion and he’ll flash an image in my brain. The image or impression may last only a split second. But Ill
know it was from Him. This often happens when | ask Him to help me find something, solve a problem, or guide
me through a difficult situation.

Through the media: Recordings of the Bible, sermons on the Internet, newspapers and magazines, movies, radio
programs, blogs, YouTube...you name it. God can use it all for His glory! Oh, let’s not forget road signs, bill-
boards, and even license plates:

Not long ago a friend drove away from a conflict with someone he had trusted; he felt betrayed. He was very
discouraged. When he came to a red light, he put his head down on the steering wheel and cried out to God for
help. He sensed God saying, “Look up.” Lifting his head, he saw that the license plate on the car right in front of
his: “Jn 3 16.” He knew it was from God. He felt loved. The black cloud lifted.

Through a memory: God may bring to mind a scripture, a line from a song or hymn, a conversation from the
past, a scene from a movie or show, something you experienced.

Since our church’s musical presentation in December, a section of the final piece of Handel’s Messiah has been
going through my head over and over,

“Blessing, and honour, glory and power, be unto Him, be unto Him that sitteth upon the throne, and to the
Lamb.”

Yesterday | asked God why that keeps coming to me. Immediately, | thought of the
great scene described in Revelation 5:11-13, in which all of heaven and earth say:

“Blessing and honor and glory and power
Be to Him who sits on the throne,
And to the Lamb, forever and ever!”
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As | read that scripture, suddenly | knew that what | hunger for more than anything else is
to be part of that scene and to have everyone | love be part of it.

Through others: God can use others, even nonbelievers, to reveal His will. Overhead con-
versations, something a friend says, a letter or note (yes, even email and social media!)

You may still say that God has never spoken to you, but | assure you that God has commu- =
nicated with you, but maybe not with words. If He hadn’t, you wouldn’t be in this gathering.

Prayer for the group

Now I'll pray, then we’ll take 3 to 4 minutes to pay attention to God. Here’s where you’ll need paper: Please write
down what God reveals to you, even if it’s very brief. Afterward, if anyone wants to tell how God responded to you,
we’ll take time for sharing.

Oh, a word of advice: If you sense God wanting to address sin in your life, thank Him. Don’t be alarmed; don’t run.
God reveals sin for one reason only: to remove it. If we cooperate with its removal, He does it very lovingly and
effectively. He wants us to be entirely free of sin.

Pray: “Lord, help my brothers and sisters meet you daily. Help them look forward to time with You. Guide their
thoughts about what they read or hear.

“Father, we have a question for You. While we wait for Your personal response to each one here, | ask You to si-
lence all voices except Yours, that we might know Your will only, without interference from the world, ourselves or
Satan.

“Here’s the question | ask for each person here: How do You want to change each person here?” God will answer
this for you only. He will not tell you how He wants to change anyone else. Let’s wait for God’s answer.

SILENCE. Attending for 3-4 minutes.

If you sensed nothing, review what did happen. Maybe God’s reply is there but not obvious. Sometimes God
doesn’t respond right away. Keep asking and waiting.

Anyone want to share what God revealed to you?

Now that you’ve had a taste of attending to God, I'll tell you some things that will help you do this regularly.

Attending to God

Attending to God is both simple and difficult. Attending to God is simply getting quiet and paying close attention to
God. The difficult part is getting quiet and paying close attention to God. Quietness before God was natural for
grownups before the fall of man. Now I think we lose it after childhood; it’s something we grownups have to work
to regain it. But God works for it with us.

Prepare for it: Preparing to spend time with God helps. Set aside a given time daily and tell others they’re not to
interrupt you during that time. It doesn’t have to be long; it can be just 5-10 minutes to begin with.
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It should be a time that works for you. I’'m a morning person. Soon after | became a Christian, | realized that if |
postponed time with God until nighttime, all | would get was a good night’s rest. | fell asleep soon after opening my
Bible! So | had to make time in my morning schedule. | had to be at work by 8:30, so | got up at 5:30 to read, jour-
nal, and take a prayer walk with God before | started getting ready for work. It was a struggle, but finally God won
the struggle. If you’re a night person, take time in the evening to be with Him.

Find a quiet place to meet with God. It may be at home, at the office before everyone else arrives or after everyone
leaves, or some other quiet place, such as the library’s quiet reading room.

You’ll need a written or audio version of the Bible, a notebook or electronic device for recording your thoughts and
prayers, a pencil or pen if you record on paper, and any devotional or reference materials you enjoy. | keep several
hymn books nearby, and | use a concordance fairly often. If you’re not familiar with this book, | brought one to show
you.

Before you begin, ask God to help you look forward to what He’s going to show you, to quiet you, and to help you
attend. Asking this won’t irritate Him; He is honored by such requests!

You may begin with a question such as, “Lord, what do you want to show me today?” Then start reading.

If you don’t have a version of the Bible that you find readable, find one that is. You can go on line to BibleGate-
way.com or Blue Letter Bible to read some scriptures from several versions to see which is easier to understand, but
get one in your heart language, the language you dream in.

Perhaps you’re an auditory learner; many people are. If so, | recommend downloading an audio recording of the Bi-
ble to listen to. A friend of mine who studies the Bible daily also goes to sleep every night by listening to the Bible.
Now in her 80s, she knows the Bible better than anyone else I've ever met!

| use the One-Year Bible, which is published in 5 English translations. I've brought several copies to show you the
format. I like it because it takes me through the entire Bible in one year, with readings from the Old and New Testa-
ments, Psalms and Proverbs every day. That way | never get stuck in a section that doesn’t spark my interest. Sadly,
the One-Year Bible isn’t in Chinese yet.

After you’ve read, ask God to show you what He wants you to know that day. Write down at least two thoughts.

After that, pray. Thank Him for what He’s revealed that day. Praise Him for who He is, thank Him for what He’s
done; confess any joys, victories, sins or troublesome thoughts that come to mind; and pray about concerns He’s laid
on your heart. Ask Him what He wants you to pray for. Someone has said that effective prayer is just asking God to
do what He already wants to do!

Here’s the invitation | promised you earlier: Try what I've suggested for 21 days.

If after 3 weeks you don’t know anything new about God, yourself, and others, ask God why. Attend to His answer.

Some possible answers could be that
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1) you’ve asked God to be your savior, but you’ve never invited Him to be the ruler of your life, and you're
scared to surrender your life to Him. That was me, for years, yet He worked in me and still is working to help me
surrender to Him completely.

2) You haven’t found the place, time, or version or format of the Bible that’s best for you. Keep looking.

3) There’s demonic interference. | suspect that when people fall asleep every time they open the Bible or hear it
spoken. Satan does NOT want you meeting with God in His Word! If you fall asleep every time, ask God to keep
you awake and help you attend to Him. The battle is the Lord’s.

4) Spending time with God just isn’t important to you. If you are a Christian, | Corinthians 6:12-13 applies: “Do
you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who lives in you, whom you have received from God?
You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore, honor God with your body.” One of the best
ways to honor God and bring Him glory with your body is by spending time with Him in His word daily.

We have a powerful enemy who doesn’t want us to spend time with our life-changing Lord. Doing so can be a
battle until you’ve convinced yourself and the enemy that you’re not giving up because God won'’t let you.

If you’re having trouble, ask people you trust to pray for you! Ask me!

But ask God to help you meet with Him and attend to Him daily. It’s the best way | know to prepare for eternity
with Him.

PS: Dear brothers and sisters, in my talk, | remember scolding those who don’t read the Bible at all. | deeply re-
gret that, for | was resorting to the very tactics that | condemned early in my talk. Please forgive me. May God
give you a great love for His word!
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