What Jesus did I say “yes” to?

You have to know the Jesus you said “yes” to, because the Jesus you said 

“yes” to, is the Jesus you’ll end up following.

I love seasons. It wasn’t always like that, as growing up in Southern California we have two seasons; hot and hotter! However, as I’ve travelled around the world I have grown to love the seasons, even winter, although that’s probably because I don’t live somewhere where I end up having to dig my car out of deep snow every day! When I was a child one of my favourite things to do when it was really hot, was to sit inside the sweltering car without turning the air conditioning on. Crazy, I know. It’s a wonder I survived. If I did that now, I think it would kill me! 

Seasons are a way of life, and part of the natural world that God created. They are also part of our spiritual life. In the book of Ecclesiastes, we learn that, “there is a time for everything and a season for every activity under the heavens” (Ecc.3:1). The chapter continues to explain those seasons; some of them wonderful, and some very difficult, but each one is important. Each time has its purpose and meaning. Our God never wastes anything; even the things that we would rather forget or discount, He has an amazing way of using for purpose. 

Often, especially when we find ourselves in a season we would rather avoid, God is working out His plan for good. It’s just who He is. We have all been in seasons that we can’t wait to get through, but no matter how difficult, there is purpose in it. Many times while we are planning our escape, God is planning His purpose. Seasons are not something we need to just “get through”; each season matters because they are part of the world God has created. They affect every part of life; in fact, you may start this book in one season of your life, and end it in another. 

There have been many seasons in my life where it was beautiful, and thoroughly enjoyable; when my children were born, when I have seen people meet with Jesus for the first time, or when I’ve watched God doing what He does best, bringing healing and restoration to people who were at the end of their rope. I’ve walked through seasons of grace, where God has come through on personal things, and without His intervention, I would not have made it. I have countless, wonderful, memories of relaxing with my family; watching my children grow up, graduate school, and especially watching my daughter get married, are seasons and moments that are deeply imbedded in my memory. I can even look back at times of deep sorrow, when I’ve watched those I love pass from their physical life to their eternal life with Jesus, and see those too as seasons of God’s grace. Watching someone you love become at peace, seeing their countenance at rest, is a gift, a moment of grace. All of these moments, and all of these seasons, have formed who I am. You all have your own seasons and your own memories, but no matter the joy or difficulty of those times, each of them formed who you are.

The hardest thing about a life of seasons is that we don’t get to pick which season we are in, or how long it lasts for. We only get to pick how we choose to respond to the season we’re in, knowing all the while, that God always has our “yes”. My last season has been a winter season for me, where I have felt extremely frail and exposed.  Although I knew God was at work, and fruit was being produced, it was really hard for me to see it. I don’t think I did anything particularly wrong, but every time I thought it was coming to an end, something else would happen; often something very painful to me personally, or to someone I love. 

You don’t have to be doing anything wrong to encounter hardship. We want to blame someone or something, even ourselves, but sometimes our greatest hardships come when we are doing exactly what God has asked us to do. For me this last season was full of non-stop opposition. Each time I turned around, I could barely catch my breath before another hit came. I wish these seasons didn’t exist, but they do, and they happen to all of us. 

These are the times when I appreciate that God has wired me in a way that I seem able to handle a lot of opposition without it distracting me too much. This has been a God-given strength for me, but as with any strength, it has been a weakness as well. Sometimes I have the ability to handle too much. The season was starting to wear me down, and even though it takes a lot for me to get discouraged, facing so many discouragements all at once was taking a toll on my soul. I felt as if I was coming to a breaking point. 

We all have something that breaks through our resistance, and for me it has to do with my kids. My “mom” hat overrides everything, and can bring me to my knees rather quickly. If either of my kids are hurting or struggling I feel it deeply. In particular, my son John has dealt with health issues his entire life. I don’t understand why. I don’t understand why it hasn’t stopped, and more specifically, I don’t understand why God hasn’t healed him, especially when I personally have prayed for people with some of the same conditions he has suffered with and I’ve seen them healed. This is one of those things I’ll have to ask Jesus about one day. For now, however, this is what we deal with, sometimes non-stop, and when we do, it brings me to my knees, wishing I could take his place.  
One of these difficult moments came when we were already facing tough opposition in other areas, and now here my boy was suffering again. I was sitting in a hospital room, watching him, and I could tell that my heart was starting to feel the effects of the season. I was angry. The previous day, on my way back to the hospital, I was involved in a four car pile-up. I was bruised and discouraged, and began to question many things about my life and ministry. I had been facing serious harassment by the landlord of our church, with hundreds of false accusations and ongoing battles over a two-year period. Every time I returned home from a trip there would be yet another list of accusations, and the strength and the cost to continue defending myself and my church was beyond exhausting. Relationally I was hurt deeply. I had personally invested in, and trusted people, who were now going sideways, or choosing not to follow through on agreements. Although I was feeling the weight of these things personally, I was more concerned how these people’s poor choices were going to affect those I was leading. To call this season a nightmare was a massive understatement. 

In the midst of the chaos I was trying to hear God, and I felt overwhelmed at the thought of missing Him completely - what if I am going through all of this for nothing? Have you ever tried to hear God, yet the noise around you seems to be drowning Him out? It’s a very frustrating season to walk through. As I was lying down next to my boy in the hospital room I just began to tell the Lord about all my frustrations, discouragements and disillusionments. My list was longer than I realized, and I was quickly sliding into self-pity. Yet I sensed the Lord was just listening to my battered soul. After releasing my long list of complaints, I felt the Lord simply remind me of what He had spoken to me from an earlier time.
I had been doing a conference in late 2015 and during one of the breaks I had gone on a walk to rest and talk to the Lord about a few things. There was something that I didn’t quite understand at the time, and His response surprised me: “Christy, what Jesus did you sign up to follow?” What Jesus did I sign up to follow? I kept asking myself that, because it felt like a challenge as well as a reminder, and it still does, every time I think of it. We have to know the Jesus that we signed up to follow because the Jesus we said “yes” to is the Jesus we will end up following.  If we said “yes” to Jesus believing everything was going to be easy, or that it would all turn out how we want, then disappointment is sure to follow. 

I’ve heard people say “yes” to Jesus because of a moment of excitement at a conference or because He makes them feel good, or because of the experience of being prayed for. None of these things are bad, but if you say “yes” to Jesus because of an experience, or a feeling, what happens when the feelings aren’t there? What happens when the feelings change? I think on some occasions, the Church has done a disservice to people by offering them a different Jesus to the Jesus of the Bible. You have to know the Jesus you said “yes” to. 

Watching how people respond to life’s circumstances reveals very quickly which Jesus they said “yes” to. On one hand it’s been a good reminder, because it has always caused me to be sober about the reality of how easy it is for any of us to follow the Jesus of convenience and comfort. One thing I noticed, was that there were people who were surprised by having to walk through difficulty; strong believers, who had walked and prayed with others in similar hardships, but the moment they were faced with such difficulties, it seemed to sweep them off their feet: “Why me; why am I having to walk through this? I’ve done what I thought was right, I’ve tried to obey God, so why is this happening to me?”
Could it be, that deep down, we feel that the Jesus we said “yes” to, and the Jesus we are willing to follow, to serve, and to risk for, is okay - as long as He works inside our idea of what life should look like? I call it the “as long as… I will say ‘yes’ to Jesus” theory. As long as I have money, as long as the kids are healthy; as long as I don’t have to change too much; as long as my friends come along; as long as…. We all have our lists. These ‘as long as’ reasons have derailed many wonderful people. 

Jesus doesn’t work within our “as long as” ideas of Christianity. He even forewarned us, if you say “yes” to me, it will cost you. It may cost you some friends, it may even cost you some of your family relationships, but don’t be surprised if people hate you because of me (based on Luke 21:16-17). The cost is high because the benefits are high. Everything that Jesus warned us about involves an element of living uncomfortably. So why then, do we get surprised when things turn out differently to how we expected?  Why do we get surprised when we encounter hardships, or when people don’t like us? God even warns us of persecution, of rejection and the ongoing choice to leave comfort behind. Christ is all-provisional; in life and in ministry. He has promised us His Spirit, who is our comforter. As believers, we are meant to live in the uncomfortable places. Otherwise, why would we need to be comforted? We know the “Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God” (2 Cor.1:3-4). This tells me in fact, that if I am comfortable, something is wrong.

It’s not always the distractions of hardship that cause people to disengage. One of the greatest reasons for distance in our walk with God, and others, is when things are going really well! It is so easy to get busy with work and with family, that we have not allowed any room to rest. Sometimes we feel that because we only have a limited amount of time left after we have done all these things, that we have to eliminate something, and often what we cut out is community and church. “Busy” is the new excuse, but it can be fatal to our walk with God. I have found that if I am too busy for the right things, then I am just too busy. Our relationship with God, as with any relationship, must get our time, and our energy, or it will not work. Your relationship with God won’t strengthen itself without your daily involvement. One of the most powerful protections you have is the power to say “no”. You have to be able to say “no” to the wrong things, to make the needed time, space and energy, to say “yes” to the right things. Being too busy has been one of the biggest distractions in my own life.
We often think it will be sin or bitterness which will take us off course, yet I have found through the years in pastoring, that it is often in the busyness, and distractions of life, that people begin to distance themselves from God and church. Add success in business and you’ve got another layer to deal with. The enemy will try to steal your time with success, just as much as with the temptations of sin. The enemy is alive and well, not only quick to discourage and distance us in hardship, but also waiting at the door of success. The devil is waiting for you after God uses you. Keeping our heart clean wherever God has placed us, in life and in ministry, is important, but being alert after ministry saves us. I have found that I am the most vulnerable after God has used me in great ways. I am more prone to pride, taking credit for things only God can do. There is an intimacy in exposing yourself, when you are ministering to others. Ministry is not just about getting my heart ready to go and minister, but also protecting my heart following any ministry is just as important. 
I can easily retreat into myself, and become distracted by what’s been successful. Isolation from God and church is never an overnight process but rather a slow, daily choice, to give our time and our belief systems, to things that cause distance. The retreat is just the final step of a slow process that has been happening in someone’s life over time. Everyone has to fight against feelings of retreat. 

Retreating doesn’t even mean that we have to leave the Church - some have found it easier to retreat within the Church, where all looks fine, but the heart is cut off from anything new. I can think of many times where I’ve had to fight the desire to hide in the corner with the false illusion I am protecting myself. Many of you reading this are fighting that feeling now, and some of you feel like you fight it all the time. The enemy’s tactics are to isolate us, and retreat is one of his consistent methods. Isolation kills, and the enemy understands that – which is why he uses it.

I don’t know if it’s a good thing to remember those who have gone before me, and their trail of choices which haven’t turned out well, but what it has done is remind me that no-one is above anything at any time. I have had to work through the disappointment of watching many who I grew up with, and did life with, slowly retreat into their own lives of busyness or even bitterness. It is difficult to watch people who were once full of passion for God, choosing instead to be too busy for God. Even sadder, has been watching people get bitter with life, bitter at the Church, or bitter at God. To this day I hear from those who are still blaming God, or the Church, for their difficulties. 

I don’t think we talk enough in the Church about the reality of the battle that we’re in. We need to remember that there is a real enemy, and he has one goal in mind with each of us: to take us out. So whether it is through life’s circumstances being difficult, or people disappointing us in various ways, if we are not on guard, we too can easily retreat into safe zones.

We should not be surprised by our lack of understanding, yet often we are. It’s literally a waste of time and energy to try and figure it all out. If God says: “my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways” (Is.56:8), it clearly means we will not understand most of what we walk through. Many times I have been caught off-guard by what I’ve had to encounter, and I’ve been even more surprised to realize that I am not trusting God as much as I thought I was. Every time we step forward in discipleship, it is another choice to trust God in a way we may not have had to trust Him before. 

Responding to the Lord

The Jesus we said “yes” to, always gets revealed by our responses to life. It’s where we find out what we truly believe. Isn’t it frustrating when you see something come up in your life that you thought was long gone? We dread the mirror’s reflection, being faced with our own weakness, especially weaknesses we thought we’d already dealt with. Every step of trust brings another weak area to the surface. Every season we face, we need another level of God’s comfort that we may not have needed before. God has no problem touching areas in your life to do with control and insecurity. It is not to shame you, but rather to reveal an area of your heart where you may not have trusted Him before. 

With trust, we often don’t realize how much - or little - we are actually trusting, until we encounter new areas of life where more is needed. Every time I think I’m fully trusting God, He shows me an area where I have placed my trust in myself or other things. When God reveals things to us that need to change, it’s never to discourage, but rather to encourage us into purpose. God never wastes anything, even those times that we wish we could forget. To surrender to Christ means that He can take whatever we’ve faced on our journey, and use it for tremendous purpose. He always takes the ash of our lives and turns it into a thing of beauty. But beautiful things only come when we give God access to the areas of our life that we have never given Him access to before. 

We often ask for more of God’s Spirit, thinking it’s to see the dead raised, forgetting that the dead person is often us. When God’s moving on me, I don’t see how great I am, or all that I can do. I see how evil my heart actually is, and experience again the shock and awe, that God would not only have mercy on me, but also chooses to use me. It rattles my brain every time I am reminded just how many times God has had mercy on me. 

In order for us to see the greatness of our God, we first must recognize just how sinful and lost we really are. There are only two options in our response to Christ; we are either running into Him, or away from Him.  We are either moving forward, or going backwards. There is no such thing as being idle in the Kingdom of God. His Kingdom is advancing, it is moving forward. Often we take three steps forward and two steps back, and feel like nothing has happened; nothing is changing. But that’s not true! Advancing is advancing, even if it’s one step at a time. No person walks through life without having set-backs. In fact, set-backs are truly a good sign as it means the enemy is trying to shut down that area where you are changing. He is fully aware that if you trust God in that area of your life, it will do damage to his kingdom. The enemy doesn’t waste his time on things that don’t affect him or disrupt his world.

Kingdom life is about occupation. We know who won the battle for our lives, and we know who wins in the end. So the battle isn’t about the destination, the battle is about who gets to occupy you, and the places where God has put you. When the Spirit of God is moving, He begins to reveal areas in us that must die; sometimes things that we would rather not have exposed. The exposure to what needs to change, the unknown territories we visit, the prodding and probing of God drawing us, and desiring us to go deeper into Him, can feel that God is asking too much of us. I have felt this numerous times in my own walk with God, and also in praying for many who are surprised by what God is asking of them. The choice to yield to the unknown, or the uncomfortable, is not often what people are thinking about when they say “yes” to Jesus. 

In this Kingdom journey we are learning to yield every part of who we are, so God can use us to occupy others for Himself. The enemy doesn’t make it easy. Occupying any new territory in our own heart never happens without a battle or resistance. When God is at work in us, you can bet the enemy is close by trying to distract, discredit or discourage us from going forward. We often forget that to have more of God, means that we will encounter more of the same things that Jesus Himself encountered during his earthly ministry. Reading through the Gospels, we find what Jesus lived with. We often highlight the miracles, forgetting that every miracle was surrounded by opposition of some kind. There is no great move of God in us, or around us, without the enemy doing all he can to shut it down.

The important thing to remember is that as long as we are saying “yes” to Jesus, then things are happening. It’s a process of growth; it’s a journey where only in His grace and His mercy, are we truly able to see what He wants us to see. Every circumstance, every trial, every encounter, is an invitation to more of God.

God’s routes

He is a “lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path,” Psalm 119:105 (KJV), tells us. One of my favourite reminders about God’s leading, is found in Exodus 13. The Israelites had been in slavery for over four hundred years and now they’re finally about to set out for the promised land. Moses has the new directions, and he goes back to the people to let them know what God has said. They’re about to cross the sea. When they were first set free, they didn’t realize the path would be different to what they had in their mind, they just said “yes”. It’s clear because they responded in fear every time new directions came.
You have to picture this: here they are, all gathered, and the cloud starts to move. They begin to march, but then as they look, the cloud is heading in the wrong direction. At least in their minds it’s the wrong direction. The promised land is one way, but the cloud is headed the other way. I can imagine how Moses is feeling. I can hear the people begin to grumble, something they did so well, especially when things turned out differently to how they expected. Now the big question arises: will the people be able to follow? If the directions are different to what they had in their minds, would they still keep going? Would they obey God’s words?

This chapter is incredibly revealing about how our God knows just how fragile and insecure we are. Here the people set out, but because of God’s great love for them, He chose to take them on a different route. This is the God that loves them so much, that he refuses to lead them in the way that would be the easiest. He refuses to take them the way that would make more sense, at least to them. What’s even crazier is that there is another route that’s shorter.  But that’s not what God was doing. Instead He was taking them a different way. Would they follow? 

When God leads you in a direction that is different to what you had planned, how do you respond?

What looks like more hardship for the people, is actually the deep love and mercy of God.  In verse 17 it says that God chose to do this because he knew if they saw war, they would run: “If they face war, they may change their minds”. Another version says, “lest the people change their purpose when they see war” (NKJV). In other words, they would go back into slavery.

God knows us all too well. Many times when we face hardship we tend to run back into what’s familiar; what’s easier. See, the people knew that at least back in slavery they would get fed. At least in slavery they knew what their days would look like. At least in slavery there weren’t a lot of surprises. God knew that they weren’t strong enough to face the unforeseen hardships and if they did, they would turn from Him and lose their purpose. So what seems like God being harsh is actually Him showing great mercy. He knows the people don’t have enough faith, and they don’t yet have what it takes to face war. Even though they are no longer slaves, they still have to learn what it means to live and think like a free person. 

I’ve found many times that God will take us on a track that although in the natural it doesn’t make sense, it could in fact be the road that will save us. We want the shorter route, we want the easier route, yet God knows our weak areas, and the places within us that need to be strengthened for the next season. If you are being rerouted, it’s the mercy of God to you. It may not feel like it, but if it is God’s leading, it’s always the best way. We will never understand all of God’s ways, and we don’t see everything that God sees. It is only the sovereignty of God that is able to see our past, and where we have come from; our current situation and what we need now, but also our future. God is the one who knows that our greatest destiny will be found not on the easier road, but on the road where we encounter what we need, for strength, trust and perseverance to do their work in us. 

This is why we have to know who the leader of our lives is. Knowing this in advance leaves no room for options or negotiations, only wilful obedience. If God has you on a road less travelled, you want to stay on that road until He takes you elsewhere. To bail out from a direction that God has ordained will only keep you on that road, even if the surroundings look different. I don’t think the destination, or our comfort, is as important to the Lord as much as our trust and dependence upon Him. There is always purpose in where God has you. Don’t waste the road you’re on trying to find out why, but rather focus on the purpose in being on the road, and keep going until the work has been completed, and God gives you new directions. God will never lead you and then leave you. He promises to be with you forever. He is Immanuel, God with us. So on your journey, even if you feel alone, you never are.

I’ve found that no matter what road we’re on, if we go in the direction that God is leading us, He’ll take us where we need to go at just the right time. His timing is always perfect. Proverbs 3:5-6 reminds us to, “Trust in the Lord will all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths”. This is a great promise of God’s provision in direction. As long as we’re acknowledging where the Holy Spirit is leading, He will always put us on the right path; even if it is not the path we were thinking, we can rest assured of this truth, no matter what season we find ourselves in.

The reality of life is that there will always be seasons of change. There will be wonderful memories with special people, where love and peace abounds. And there will also be other seasons; of pain, of grief, and times where much forgiveness is needed. There will be circumstances that we must let go of, and people we must face, who have hurt and disappointed us deeply. You will face times when God is doing a great work of planting things deep within you, and times where the growth and harvest have surpassed your wildest dreams. Some of these seasons are glorious, and some are very painful, but no matter the season, you have to make the ongoing choice that in spite of what you encounter, Jesus will always get your “yes”. 

