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Essentials of Following Jesus: Praising God in all Circumstances

Essentials of Following Jesus_________________


Week 7: Praising God in all Circumstances
The Seventh Habit: Praising God in all Circumstances

Romans 8:28, 35-40

And we know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.  

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  …No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (NIV)

Romans 5:3-5

We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials, for we know that they help us develop endurance.  And endurance develops strength of character, and character strengthens our confident hope of salvation.  And this hope will not lead to disappointment.  For we know how dearly God loves us, because he has given us the Holy Spirit to fill our hearts with his love. (NLT)
1 Corinthians 10:9-13
We should not test the Lord, as some of them did--and were killed by snakes.   And do not grumble, as some of them did--and were killed by the destroying angel.  These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us…  And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. (NIV)

Why is this so Important to God?
Is it just vanity?  Is God insecure?  Surely God knows he is good and praiseworthy whether we tell him that or not!  Let’s look for a moment at one of the very first stories in the Bible.

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.  And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”

...Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made.  He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’”

“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman.  “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.  She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-6

Praise is the key tool God gives us to resist the temptation to believe we have gotten a bad deal.
“Rejoice always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances.  This is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”


  1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

This command is repeated constantly.
About one-fourth of the Psalms begin with commands like these:  “Praise the Lord!”  “Bless the Lord, O my soul!”  “Sing to the Lord a new song of praise!”

So let us give ourselves to praising God in all circumstances, both as individuals and as a whole church.  And then let us see the new hope, the new fulfillment, and even the miracles he will work on our behalf!

“Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits!” 


Psalm 103:2
Takeaway: I will commit to praising God in all 
circumstances,
good and bad, trusting in God’s goodness to me personally!

A Book on this Topic:
Prison to Praise, by Merlin Carothers
Reflection Seven: Blessings of Heaven that flow to us as we praise God in everything

As seen throughout the scriptures, God promises us many benefits as we learn to thank him in every aspect of our lives.  Thinking about these benefits motivates us to live a life of praise.  From the Psalms alone, we are told of at least four benefits that we will experience.  Reflect on these benefits in your times with God this week. 

1. Our lives will become satisfying.

“Praise the Lord, O my soul; all my inmost being praise his holy name. Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits-- ...who satisfies your desires with good things...” 


Psalm 103:1-2, 5

2. Even as we age, we will stay young.
“Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits-- ...who satisfies your desires with good things, so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.”  


Psalm 103:2, 5

3. God will rescue us from trouble.

“I will extol the Lord at all times; his praise will always be on my lips. My soul will boast in the Lord; let the afflicted hear and rejoice. Glorify the Lord with me; let us exalt his name together ...The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear (praise) him, and he delivers them.” 


Psalm 34:1-3, 7

4. We will find ourselves facing our future with hope and confidence rather than 
with fear. 
“Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good! ...The Lord is with me; I will not be afraid. What can man do to me?” 


Psalm 118:1, 6

And these benefits are really just the tip of the iceberg of what God wants to do in our lives if we commit ourselves to this fundamental principle.  Psalm 103 alone also lists benefits like being freed from guilt, being healed from sickness, being saved from Hell, and having a deep and genuine experience of God’s love.
Which of the above benefits seems particularly motivating to you and why? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

In what area of your life do you find it hard to praise God?  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_
How to Start and Maintain Good Habits

Presuming you have the desire to apply these (or any!) good habits, there are a few things you can do to give yourself the best chance of success at establishing them.

1. Ask for God's habits!
In one sense, it is arrogance to think we can change ourselves and our habits!  Habits tend to be ingrained things in us.  Have you ever said, “From now on, I’m going to eat better!”  Or exercise more.  Or do some of the habits we have talked about.  If you are like many people, you may have had to try and fail many times before the change took root.

On the other hand, God is entirely behind us as we give ourselves to the habits that will make for godliness and Christian maturity!

“For the Spirit God has given us... fills us with power, love and self-control.”


2 Timothy 1:7 (Good News)

“For it is God who is at work within you, giving you the will and the power to achieve his purpose.”


Philippians 2:13 (Phillips)

Tell God, “This is what I would like to do.  Would you help me?” and see what he says.

2. Start right  away!
Don’t wait!  You don’t just “slide into” a new habit.  It is easier to break a bad habit today than it will be tomorrow.

“If you wait for perfect conditions, you will never get anything done.”


Ecclesiastes 11:4 (Living Bible)

3. Don’t grant yourself exceptions.
If you give yourself “outs” before the habit is securely ingrained into your life, any lapse can be fatal.  Don’t be swayed by “just this once,” because that tends to weaken your will and to reinforce a lack of self-control.

Remember, it takes three weeks to become comfortable with a new habit, and it takes another 3 to 4 weeks of doing it daily for it to become a part of your life.
4. Whenever you feel the slightest inclination, do it!
If God gives you any prompting to do your new habit, do it right then!  You might find yourself having three quiet times a day!  Or praising God for every little minor part of your day.  That’s okay!  That will only help reinforce what God wants to do in you.

5. Develop these new habits with a partner.
It is much easier to start a new habit if you are not doing it privately: have someone else check in every now and again to see how you are doing.

“Two are better than one, because together they can work more effectively.  If one of them falls down, the other can help him up.”


Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 (Good News)

6. Sign & post the maturity covenant (see last two pages) somewhere visible to remind you & encourage you in these habits!
On the refrigerator or wall in your study where you have your quiet times.  Or next to your bathroom mirror.  Or wherever it will remind and encourage you in these things that are so vital to your joy and life in God.

The Danger of Covenants
We believe that membership is by definition a covenant.  It is you agreeing to take on being an actual, functioning part of this body and receiving benefits in return.  And, as you’re about to see, we believe that the process of maturing in Jesus boils down to progressively “taking his yoke upon you” (Matthew 11:29-30) more and more each day, year, and decade of your life.  We receive his awesome benefits as we agree to the intrinsic conditions by which they are offered.  It is hard to receive the wonderful benefits of a clear conscience if we never confess our sins.  The commitments God asks us to take on are never arbitrary; they are part and parcel of the blessings he looks to give us.  So we are excited to encourage folks like yourself (and myself!) to move towards an ever-deeper covenant relationship with Jesus and his people.  It is really one of the best and most exciting things we do as a church.

But if we don’t watch it, covenants can have a dark side.  James 4:13-16, for instance, says this:

“Now listen, you who say, ‘Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.’  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow.  What is your life?  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’  As it is, you boast and brag.  All such boasting is evil.”

More and more, as we get to know God, we come to realize we cannot promise anyone anything.  Even such innocent statements as, “I’ll see you tomorrow at 3:00” can start to feel ominous.  What if something unavoidable comes up and we don’t make it until 3:20?  What if we forget?  What if some big meteor hits the house?  Our whole life starts to get lived with one big disclaimer: “By God’s mercy.”  “By God’s mercy, I’ll see you at 3:00 tomorrow.”  

We are not suggesting you become some ultra-spiritual person who says that with every minor promise (“By God’s mercy, I’ll pick up milk on my way home...”).  Or even that we say it at all.  At the same time, it is easy to make agreements “in the flesh,” which become bondages that make our lives filled with more misery and self-condemnation rather than becoming a means by which we become freer, happier and closer to God.

The nature of making a covenant “by God’s mercy” or “with God’s help” is saying: “This is my intention.  This is what I want to do.  But I recognize that I screw up all the time in many areas of my life.  When that happens in these areas, my commitment is to pick myself up, go and ask forgiveness from God and anyone else affected, and then ask for God’s help to ‘get back on the horse’ and resume what I’ve agreed to do.”  This, I believe, is what it means to live “by grace.”  

Living by grace is not a process of making no effort to follow God out of fear of legalism.  It is making every possible effort to follow God as closely as we can, but understanding that it is God and not us that makes this possible.  As you may read in The Practice of the Presence of God, each night Brother Lawrence would conduct a thorough and fearless inventory of his sins and shortcomings of the day just lived.  Then, if he found any, he would thank God that, apart from God’s miraculous intervention, he would do nothing but sin.  Then he would ask forgiveness for the sins.  Then he would completely put all that behind him, go to bed, and give them no more thought at all.  And the next morning he would start in again trying to live a fruitful and godly life.

Agreed to in the right spirit, the maturity covenant on the following page can be a powerful tool for God’s work in you and for your fulfillment and happiness.  But it is important that it be agreed to in the right spirit.

ADDENDUM 1: Baptism of the Holy Spirit

The Promise of Intimacy 

Jeremiah 31:31, 33-34

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  ...This is the covenant that I will make... I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  No longer shall they... say to each other, ‘Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest...

An intimate relationship with God was promised (but not fulfilled) in the Old Testament.  It was called “the New Covenant,” and it was something all Israel was eagerly waiting for.  

Two Turning Points in World History

Matthew 27:50-54

“And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. The earth shook and the rocks split. The tombs broke open and the bodies of many holy people who had died were raised to life. They came out of the tombs, and after Jesus' resurrection they went into the holy city and appeared to many people.  When the centurion and those with him who were guarding Jesus saw the earthquake and all that had happened, they were terrified, and exclaimed, ‘Surely he was the Son of God!’”
Jesus made this new covenant possible by his death on the cross.  When Jesus died, the first thing that happened is this curtain separating man from God was torn from top to bottom.  This was the primary reason for Jesus’ life and death.  On the night of his death, he said to his disciples:
John 16:5-13

“But now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, 'Where are you going?'  But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts.  Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you…  When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.”

God wants to give each believer special access to him.  No longer will he be only a powerful God outside of us.  Now, he wants to come inside through the companionship of the Holy Spirit.

Acts 2:1-3, 13-18. 

When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place.  Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.  They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them…  Then Peter stood up with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say.  These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in the morning!  No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: ‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams.  Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy.’”
The way of intimate relationship with God is the infilling of the Holy Spirit. This pouring out of the Holy Spirit on all believers of Jesus was a second major turning point of world history.  Receiving the Holy Spirit is an event in a believer’s life that testifies to Jesus’ death and resurrection and fulfills the promise made to Israel through the prophets.  Receiving the Holy Spirit is also a tangible indication that Jesus will return.   

“...Paul...came to Ephesus, where he found some disciples.  He said to them, ‘Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?’  They replied, ‘No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.’  ...When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied...”


Acts 19:1-6

“...Be filled with the Spirit.”


Ephesians 5:18
Paul tells us that this exciting and long-awaited infilling of the Holy Spirit is not automatic.  It is something that we have to ask for.  Like the Ephesian Christians we just looked at in Acts 19, we can be believers in Jesus and therefore have the Holy Spirit in us, yet still not be filled with this powerful, intimacy-inducing and joy-creating Person of the Trinity.  And, even after we have received this gift, we are told we need to keep asking God to fill us, because we “leak”!  At the same time we all have the Holy Spirit in us when we accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior. 
�[If you have time, do a little Bible study


�Point: what Satan’s goal is here is to discredit God, to say He’s NOT really good, he’s NOT really looking out for their best interests.


That’s been Satan’s goal ever since.  As we live as if God’s good, we are in his will.  As we live as if He can’t be trusted, we’re in Satan’s will.


So, this is particularly important when things are going bad.  That’s when Satan will attack.  When this happens, we need to choose to praise God.  If we can do that, we choose to live in the Kingdom of God, not the Kingdom of Satan, and blessings will flow.





Again, the important thing is to believe not only that God is good in some theoretical, universal sense, but that he is good to me personally this day, even in bad circumstances.  





That’s why praising God in everything is so important, and is the fundamental weapon of spiritual warfare.





God’s goodness is at the heart of all that’s really true.  As we get in touch with it, we align ourselves with ultimate reality.  So,





�[Whatever else may be true about God’s will for our lives, THIS is true.]





�circumstances,     good         bad


�satisfying 


�[Satan’s goal is that even all the amazing bounty God gives us will count for nothing, because it won’t satisfy us.





�[As He allows us to be satisfied, we’ll somehow stay young.





Why do you think that would be so?





�Rescue us 


�[Does he really?  Don’t Christians, even praising Christians, die?





How do people who die rejoicing in God get delivered from their afflictions?  --Heaven!





Stories of people who practiced this like George Muller, Mother Teresa... even Jesus Himself at the feeding of the 5,000 (“Taking the food and BLESSING it...”).]








�Hope   confidence


�[The person who praises Jesus in everything can relax, because no one has any power over him or her 


OTHER than Jesus Himself, and He’s totally out for your good!





So now we can kick back, enjoy life, take some risks in His name, and see what good things He wants to give us.





�Ask a life group leader or mentor to talk and pray through these areas of your life. 





�What does Jeremiah prophecy will be “new” about this new covenant? – EVERY PERSON will know God, not just a few “special” ones


�What role does Jesus say the Holy Spirit will fulfill? 
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