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‘As grows a tree’

‘The High cost of a Low Life’
Session 10
“‘Arise, my darling, my beautiful one,
And come along!’”
Song of Solomon 2: 13 NASB
There is salutary lesson regarding half-heartedness which is found in the Old Testament. Joash king of Israel visits Elisha on his death bed seeking assurance of victory over the Arameans –
2 Kings 13:15 – 18 NASB
‘15 Elisha said to him, “Take a bow and arrows.” So he took a bow and arrows. 16 Then he said to the king of Israel, “Put your hand on the bow.” And he put his hand on it, then Elisha laid his hands on the king’s hands. 17 He said, “Open the window toward the east,” and he opened it. Then Elisha said, “Shoot!” And he shot. And he said, “The Lord’s arrow of victory, even the arrow of victory over Aram; for you will defeat the Arameans at Aphek until you have destroyed them.” 18 Then he said, “Take the arrows,” and he took them. And he said to the king of Israel, “Strike the ground,” and he struck it three times and stopped. 19 So the man of God was angry with him and said, “You should have struck five or six times, then you would have struck Aram until you would have destroyed it. But now you shall strike Aram only three times.”

Joash’s indifferent response provokes the indictment: ‘You should have then you would have...’ and highlights the high cost of a low life. 
When we do not fully obey the Lord because we do not understand what He has asked of us, there is a price to pay. 

The Sermon on the Mount, Matthew chapters 5 – 7 is Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom of God. It details how God’s commandments are to be applied and what true Godliness is. It teaches us how the Christian life is to be lived and how it is made possible only by the Holy Spirit, without Him we cannot live as we ought. 
The kingdom of God is defined as the rule of the ungrieved Spirit of God in the believer. The more our conscious awareness of the Holy Spirit increases, the more we love and worship Jesus and find our delight only in Him -

John 16: 13 – 15 The Voice

‘13-15 The Spirit of truth will come and guide you in all truth. He will not speak His own words to you; He will speak what He hears, revealing to you the things to come and bringing glory to Me. The Spirit has unlimited access to Me, to all that I possess and know, just as everything the Father has is Mine. That is the reason I am confident He will care for My own and reveal the path to you.’
And the closer we walk with Him the more sensitive we become to sin which is missing the target of the high calling of God on our lives. 
In this session then we will be looking at the high cost of unrecognized and unconfessed sin in our lives and the remedy. 
When we fail to respond to the Holy Spirit in the way He desires by justifying ourselves or pushing the conviction away, our sin remains unconfessed and therefore unforgiven. This creates a barrier in our relationship with God. We no longer hear Him as clearly as we did, and He is prevented from hearing us – 
Isaiah 59: 2 NIV 
Sin, confession and redemption
‘2 But your iniquities have separated
    you from your God;
your sins have hidden his face from you,
    so that he will not hear.’

Sin separates and delayed obedience (or partial obedience) is disobedience, and therefore sin -
1 John 1:9 – 10 NIV

‘9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word is not in us.’
Jesus tells us in the second beatitude that we are blessed, happy to be envied, if we mourn. In context He is not speaking about losing a loved one, but about penitential tears. 
The kind of tears that are shed when we find out what the Holy Spirit was revealing and we see our poverty of spirit; penitential tears; tears that express sorrow for sin and bring repentance, a complete change of mind and heart.
When our chief aim is to run from the work of the Holy Spirit within we are setting ourselves up for a low life at a high cost. 
There is a way to dignify our trials but if we choose to murmur and complain through them their purpose is lost and we do not grow or develop spiritually as we should. Everything God does is motivated by His love and desire for us to achieve His highest plan for our lives; we must partner with Him in this process. 
Every difficulty He allows is designed to challenge us and promote growth -

Revelation 3:19 The Message

19 “The people I love, I call to account—prod and correct and guide so that they’ll live at their best. Up on your feet, then! About face! Run after God!”
Jesus comes after us as a passionate Bridegroom in pursuit of His Bride -
Romans 13:11 NIV
The Day Is Near
‘11 And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has already come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.’

Wakey, wakey!
On the back cover of a book by John Piper entitled ‘Don’t waste your life’ 1 he speaks of his definition of a tragedy by saying this:
“I will tell you what a tragedy is. I will show you how to waste your life. Consider this story from the February 1998 Reader’s Digest: ‘A couple took early retirement from their jobs in the Northeast five years ago when he was 59 and she was 51. Now they live in Punta Gorda, Florida, where they cruise on their 30 foot trawler, play softball and collect shells...’ Picture them before Christ on the great Day of Judgement: ‘Look, Lord. See my shells.’  That is the definition of a tragedy. It is better to lose your life than to waste it.”
Sometimes we just have to stop and ask ourselves some penetrating questions. 
For example: as a ‘Bible believing’ Christian just what do I believe about holiness, sanctification and Christian perfection? 2 

We may be living what we believe to be true but is what we believe the truth or even half the truth - 

Psalm 19: 12 - 13 The Voice

‘12 Who could possibly know all that he has done wrong?
    Forgive my hidden and unknown faults.
13 As I am Your servant, protect me from my bent toward pride,
    and keep sin from ruling my life.
If You do this, I will be without blame,
    innocent of the great breach.’
The truth is God no longer has anything against us; iniquity, transgression and sin all have been fully dealt with.
The truth is we are saved, we are being saved and we will be saved. 
The truth is that the Gospel is the Good News. Not the all right news or the mediocre news...
And it is not a one off event but a journey into the heart of God as it is applied to our lives day after day, and we are progressively changed from one degree of glory to another. 
Now that is Good News unless, of course, you want to stay earthbound in your thinking for the rest of your life...
When Paul says ‘there is now therefore no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus’, he is saying ‘now you have no charge to answer’ (Revelation 2:17). We are no longer under judgement of any kind by anybody including the Father...the penalty for sin and guilt has been paid in full by His Son. We are debt free. Our goal now is maturity and ultimately union with God. 
So are we this year more in love with the Lord? Freer, more human and more like Him than we were 12 months ago? 
Or are we missing something -
Luke 12:32 – 24 NASB 
‘32 Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has chosen gladly to give you the kingdom.33 “Sell your possessions and give to charity; make yourselves money belts which do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near nor moth destroys. 34 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’

Jesus says Father wants to give us the kingdom. 
He also says it will cost us all we have...we must let go of the lower to grasp the higher.

To be kingdom people we must learn a whole new way of living.
This begs the question ‘are we living as kingdom people?’ 
Or are we straddling the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness?  
Do we even know there is a kingdom to be had? 
What Gospel are we receiving?

What Gospel do we live out?

Are we (albeit inadvertently) living in darkness in some areas of our life? 
Or are we dying to live? Losing to gain? Leaving to enter? Striving for perfection?

Just where and what is our treasure?

It is better to lose your life than to waste it -
Matthew 6: 19 -21 The Message

19-21 “Don’t hoard treasure down here where it gets eaten by moths and corroded by rust or—worse!—stolen by burglars. Stockpile treasure in heaven, where it’s safe from moth and rust and burglars. It’s obvious, isn’t it? The place where your treasure is, is the place you will most want to be, and end up being.”

So where is your treasure? 

Just what are you storing up?

Some of us are letting time slip by. 
There is a lack of excitement and passion in our lives - except perhaps for collecting shells... 
Maybe we have not understood what salvation and the Gospel is about and the reality of the astonishing, amazing, incredible exchange that was made at the Cross -
“Now is this not a happy business? Christ, the rich, noble and holy bridegroom, takes in marriage this poor, contemptible and sinful little prostitute, takes away all of her evil, and bestows all His goodness upon her! It is no longer possible for sin to overwhelm her, for she is now found in Christ and is swallowed up by Him so that she possesses a rich righteousness in her bridegroom.” 2
I absolutely love this quote. I have long since forgotten where I read it, but it stays with me - is this not a happy business indeed! 
We were once bankrupt and without hope like Luther’s little prostitute, now the rich and holy Bridegroom has taken us in marriage and bestowed all His righteousness and goodness upon us...We have admitted our desperate need and accepted the exchange offered. No longer sinners we are called to be saints, set apart for Him. We are complete in Him. We have all we need to live this new life of righteousness, peace, joy and abundance. 
As surely as Mary was overshadowed by the Holy Ghost as the Holy infant was implanted in her womb, so the Spirit of Jesus has been implanted in us.  We are in Him and He is in us.  Double wrapped. He is our inheritance and we are His. We are ‘pregnant’ with a life which contains the very nature and character of the Holy One in exchange for our sinful, corrupt nature. The grace of God is upon us to change. We have all we want and all we need to be radically changed forever from the inside out. 

Job done!

Or is it?

I was recently asked what motivation a young man needed to stop his indulgence in a besetting sin. When told it was the relationship between him and the Father, he did not seem to understand. Based on the Gospel he had received, he could not comprehend such an intimate, loving, tender, relationship. 
What Gospel did you receive?

Did it set you free from the power of sin?

We are by nature, weak, twisted and deceitful people.

The motivation to change, to leave our old sin nature behind comes not from external observance of the Law (like the Pharisees), or from expectation and pressure from religion but from the desire of our heart not to hurt or damage the relationship with the One who created us, redeemed us, and loves us with all His heart.  
The One who knows us best, loves us best.
Just as a wife does not want to hurt her husband or wound his heart, this is not a legal issue but a relational one; that of a pure maiden with the tenderest of Lovers.  Like the beloved in the Song of Songs we are progressing from immature love to mature love; from independence from Him, to loving, leaning, dependence and vulnerability.  
It is on account of the love relationship we want nothing to come between us – this is our motivation to spotlessness because sin separates us from God and we were created for love. 
We were created for a love relationship with our Creator.  

Walking with the Holy Spirit is a series of abandonments. Abandoning our plans in favour of His; joyfully relinquishing control of our lives in favour of His; moving from the throne in favour of His reign and rule... 
It is about displacement. 
Displacement of our anger with His compassion; our hardness of heart with His mercy; our lies with His truth; our unbelief with His faith; our sin with His righteousness; our love with His agape...It is Father’s good pleasure to give us the kingdom and make us a fitting companion for His Son for eternity.
In our opening scripture the Lover admonishes His beloved to ‘rise up and follow’ by adjuring her to ‘come along!’ He knows well the perils of procrastination and neglect.  At times she appears slow to respond. She prefers to stay where she is, on her bed of resting, in a place of comfort, ignorant of the danger she is in if she should neglect His call. Her companions seem more aware than she as they exclaim - 

Song of Songs 2:15 NIV
‘Catch for us the foxes,
 the little foxes
that ruin the vineyards,
our vineyards that are in bloom.’
The little foxes are sin and its pleasures.  
Sin is pleasurable. It has to be or we would not find it so hard to give up. And it comes in many subtle ways -
Hebrews 11: 24 – 26 NASB

‘24 By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, 25 choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, 26 considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt; for he was looking to the reward.’

Just as we can trade our inheritance, we can forfeit our rewards. Like drinking from a bottle marked poison by refusing to turn away from sinful behaviour the end is death, spiritually, emotionally and finally, physically -
Romans 6:  23 The Voice

‘23 The payoff for a life of sin is death, but God is offering us a free gift—eternal life through our Lord Jesus, the Anointed One, the Liberating King.’

You should have then you would have...the high cost of a low life.
Sin (in Greek ‘hamartia’) is missing the mark or standard set. 
We can all put a tick by that one! 
And there are more than the so-called ‘seven deadly’ or ‘cardinal’ sins of wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, and gluttony. There are the hardly noticeable and even acceptable ones, considered to be so because ‘nobody is perfect and anyway, everybody does it’.  The sins of ignorance, prejudice, stubbornness, anger, anxiety, disobedience, and presumption; offence, gossip, judgement, fear, slowness, or unbelief and a reef of bad attitudes hidden from sight; refusal to mature, to rise up, and come up higher or go deeper...little foxes all nibbling away at the relationship and acting as a barrier to His love.
To the extent that we still choose to continue in these because of the pleasure they bring, we are said to be still in darkness. 
God doesn’t do shame or blame, He does conviction and repentance. Is it time for a reassessment and maybe a change of direction?
There is a cautionary tale told in the early 20th century of a little boy who spent his summer break with an aunt in the country. When he arrived, his aunt gave him just one instruction. He could have the freedom of the house with the exception of one room which he must never enter under any circumstances. 
A few days later the boy saw his aunt ascending the stairs. Believing he was in the garden she entered the forbidden room leaving the door open behind her. Creeping quietly up to the doorway, what the boy saw astonished him. His aunt went over to a large cot in the corner of the room where a young man in his early twenties lay unresponsive. His mother leaned tenderly over him and murmured ‘All these years I have loved you, and you have never known me...’ In the body of a fully-grown man there lay a baby. 
Within the Body of Christ today there are many babies in adult bodies. Babies who do not know their left hand from their right, or right from wrong; babies who do not understand that it is their hostile attitudes, bitter judgements, gossiping tongues, unbelief, peevishness and negativity that are keeping them in a underdeveloped state. Babies who can justify their unforgiveness, bitterness, offence, resentment, touchiness, and grudges, blame shifting and slowness to move. Grumblers and complainers all, they do not comprehend the eternal purpose of God or their high calling within it. 

These spiritual infants through inability, unbelief, refusal or sluggishness, are behind the time of their own growth and development. It is to them Father’s gentle reproof comes ‘All these years I have loved you, and you have never known me’ -
Revelation 3:19 The Message

19 “The people I love, I call to account—prod and correct and guide so that they’ll live at their best. Up on your feet, then! About face! Run after God!”

We can easily know of Him but not know Him.  

God speaks prophetically to us, not to where we are but from where He sees us in His Son: ‘You aren’t this, but this is what I see’ as He offers us more of Himself to fill up that which is lacking.
The King and the Kingdom are always on offer, never imposed – ‘You can have as much of Me as you desire’. 
In order to be an ambassador, we need properly to represent the Kingdom to which we belong - the Kingdom of God. 
If the fruit we demonstrate in our lives is from the kingdom of darkness we cannot be said at that moment, to be Kingdom people.  

Father calls us up from His redeeming love for our highest good. He calls us up to a place of brilliance in His Son because His vision for us far exceeds our vision for ourselves –
Jeremiah 29: 10 Holman Christian Standard Bible

‘11 For I know the plans I have for you”—this is the Lord’s declaration—“plans for your welfare, not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.’
When the Lord declares something over us He is stating His intention for us – ‘this is what I want for you, My very best.’ 
He is planning that we might become something.  
Not just overcomers, but more than conquerors – the invincible Bride of an incredible King. 
He is declaring His good intention towards us and the first thing He wants us to overcome is ourselves – 
Proverbs 25:28 NKJV
‘28Whoever has no rule over his own spirit Is like a city broken down, without walls.’

Conversely –

Proverbs 16:32 NKJV

‘32 He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty,
And he who rules his spirit than he who takes a city.’

Love and self-control are like bookends holding the fruit of the Spirit together.
Coming into His perfect plan for our lives will mean we must choose (and keep on choosing) to leave the both the past and our lower nature behind us. It will mean we must move out of our comfort zone and tackle our wrong attitudes, beliefs and mindsets. 

It will mean living life from a higher place; a place of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Ghost where you adopt an intentional and purposeful lifestyle and develop backbone in place of wishbone. Your daily life will become a journey of forward and upward momentum as you reject mediocrity and reach for His highest purpose for you. 
We are always accepted but we are not always approved. Blame shifting and dragging our feet does not attract the approval of the Father.  An excuse such as ‘He knows I am slow’ fails to convince Him. He has given you new life in His Son, who is never slow to respond to the Father.
Habitual responses of defiance and rebellion (we don’t call them that, but that is what they are) are also known as ‘recalcitrance’. Big word that recalcitrance, and an unpleasant one. It means – “revolt, uprising, rebellion, insubordination, and stubborn refusal...”
Or we obey but with a bad attitude – that one doesn’t count either. There’s no reward for grudging obedience for God is not a chore. God looks on the heart and reluctance, complaining, unwillingness, resentful obedience, doing only just as much as we need to get by and that with a bad attitude simply don’t cut it. 
We say ‘I can’t’ when the truth is we are saying: ‘I won’t! Get off my back. Leave me alone...’ -
Psalm 32: 9 NIV

‘9 Do not be like the horse or the mule,
    which have no understanding...’
Don’t be like that. 
It is time to wake up and think about these habitual reactions and what they are costing in terms of growth and maturity -

Romans 13: 11 – 13 The Voice

‘11 And now consider this. You know well the times you are living in. It is time for you to wake up (emphasis mine) and see what is right before your eyes: for salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. 12 The darkness of night is dissolving as dawn’s light draws near, so walk out on your old dark life and put on the armour of light. 13 May we all act as good and respectable people, living today the same way as we will in the day of His coming.’
Time to change and develop; no more excuses. 

No more procrastination or blame shifting.
No shame, no blame, just move on.

Make a determination and keep making it when the going gets tough, as it will.

When our little seed drifted down to the earth from the parent tree, as it floated down, it looked at the mature trees around and dreamt of being like them...God has a dream for your life and it involves your being better than you are right now -
Psalm 92: 12 – 14 NASB
‘The righteous man will flourish like the palm tree,
He will grow like a cedar in Lebanon.
13 Planted in the house of the Lord,
They will flourish in the courts of our God.
14 They will still yield fruit in old age;
They shall be full of sap and very green.’

Key words here - righteous, flourish, grow, yield fruit, in old age, as vital as you were at 20. 

So just what plan do you have?  
Are you planning to put your feet up when you are older and wait for your home call? 

Or be yielding fruit, full of sap and very green in old age...?

How’s it working out for you?

His desire is that you grow tall and straight and become righteous through and through with a character that is upright, trustworthy, true and full of the attributes of His Son. That you will mature and bear good fruit into old age and be found competent to be trusted with the riches of the Kingdom and to reign and rule with Him eternally. To achieve this, God has a plan far beyond anything you have ever known or understood. If we have any other plan we miss the greatest plan of all. 
He never intended us to be ordinary, dull or mediocre. 
All born-again believers are in training which God Himself is personally overseeing. 
He specifically chooses the tools and instruments He knows are needed for each one of us to fashion and qualify us for our unique sphere of operation and service in His kingdom.
His intentions are that we should be on fire for Him; conscious of His Divine power in our lives and realising the glory of the cross that foreshadows the crown. The fact is without the cross applied to our lives, there will be no crown. 

Flesh and blood will not inherit the Kingdom. 
A definition of carnality is a desire to live for God but refusing to do it His way... 
He has so much He wants to give us but in the place of refusal or neglect we cannot receive it. You should have then you would have...
He has a good plan for our lives but we must willingly co-operate with Him in order to see it come to pass. 
Jesus came to make us right through and through:  right with God, right with ourselves and right with each other. He gave us a New Covenant and a mandate to enable us to achieve it. It is time for us to start living as He intended, pulling ourselves up to the high calling we have in Him. A sign of this will be that our lives will be marked by a passion to be like Him in thought, word and deed. We will desire righteousness more than our daily bread –
Matthew 5:6 NASB
6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.”
We will be those who are hungry and thirsty for righteousness.
The new incorruptible seed must come forth to supplant the old. 

The Father comes looking for fruit. The fruit of righteousness communicated to us by the indwelling Holy Spirit as we make room for Him and His righteousness. If, however, He sees the old, fallen nature which manifests itself in a soul easily offended that readily blames others or a joyless, angry, complaining attitude; if He scans our inner man and finds we are self-righteous and judgmental of those around us; or if our conscience alternately accuses or defends us, then He sees nothing of His Son in us...and He only recognises that which He sees of Jesus in us.
When He sees that we are forgiving even when we are wounded; when He sees in us a heart that holds fast to its faith even in times of adversity; when He sees we do everything without grumbling or complaining; when He finds us to be truly repentant and genuinely humble and committed to a life of love – then we are on our way to fulfilling His destiny for us because in us He recognises the nature of His Son. 

Legally we have already been made righteous by the work of Jesus on the Cross. We are clothed in His righteousness making us acceptable to the Father so we may boldly enter His presence on the grounds of His shed blood – 
Hebrews 4:16 NKJV

16 Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.’
Progressively we are being made righteous on the inside by the work of the Holy Spirit as we co-operate with Him.  
Why do some people never grow up then? Possibly because they have been taught they are covered with Jesus’ righteousness and there is nothing left for them to do. They see no necessity to mature because they understand they are perfected in Him. This mindset stops them from seeing the prison they are in and never shows them the way out.
The truth is, we have both imputed and imparted righteousness. 
Here we see the difference between what it true and the truth. 

It is true we are complete in Christ and His righteousness is ours - that is imputed righteousness. It has been credited to us by a legal transaction. 
But the truth is there is also the process of His glory and virtue being worked both in and through us as a living reality - 
Hebrews 12:11 The Message

‘God is doing what is best for us, training us to live God’s holy best. At the time, discipline isn’t much fun. It always feels like it’s going against the grain. Later, of course, it pays off handsomely, for it’s the well-trained who find themselves mature in their relationship with God.’
It is what He has done for us, in order to achieve something in us and ultimately through us.  
There is no condemnation for us in this place of transition for we are in Christ. We simply partner with Him in conquering our old nature without guilt or fear of punishment.  
What He intends to accomplish is the kingdom rule and authority of God within us, in order that as He is, in this world so are we (1 John 4:28); perfected in love, power and holiness. 
We are in the process of empowerment; we are not defined by our human limitation, but by His intentions for us. We are in transition from the creature which was bent and hiding from God in sin, shame and fear to the upright stature of a fully mature son who is in right relationship with his Creator from the inside out. God is restoring the Creator/creature relationship. We are here in the school of the Spirit learning how to conduct ourselves and live in the kingdom now; the kingdom of righteousness, and the kingdom of Light.  We are emerging like the dawn from our darkness –
Proverbs 4: 18 – 19 Holman Standard Christian Bible (HSCB)

‘18 The path of the righteous is like the light of dawn,
shining brighter and brighter until midday.’
This new walk in the ‘path of righteousness’ will involve us in both closure and conversion, closure on our previous way of thinking, perceiving and being and conversion;  change, transition, exchange, alteration and adaptation in order to walk in the new. 
Paul tells us what we need to do –
Romans 13:14 NKJV
‘But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to fulfil its lusts.’  

And -

Galatians 3:27 NKJV

‘For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.’
It is our responsibility to ‘put on’ Christ as a matter of choice and necessity. 

We are given free will.  We can refuse to co-operate the choice is ours. 

So a reminder -
Matthew 5: 13 The Message

“Let me tell you why you are here. You’re here to be salt-seasoning that brings out the God-flavours of this earth. If you lose your saltiness, how will people taste godliness? You’ve lost your usefulness and will end up in the garbage.” 
Let’s get specific about sin now; sin in the form of taking and giving offence. Some of the strongest teachings and warnings of Jesus in the New Testament have to do with this.
Let me give you an example: A Christian couple attended a party. The day after the husband received an angry phone call from a friend, also a Christian, asking why he and his wife had not been invited; they had seen photographs on Face-book, had discovered they were omitted from the guest list and were deeply offended - 
Proverbs 18: 19 NASB 

‘19 A brother offended is harder to be won than a strong city,
And contentions are like the bars of a citadel.’
Offence.
The taking or giving of offence is serious. 
Offence is the enemy’s weapon against any believer who will co-operate with him.
Offence is destructive, divisive and subversive. 
It will prevent you from fulfilling your highest calling.
It destroys you and it will destroy those around you. 
It brings relationships and nations to ruin.
It sets one against another.

It ends in death both spiritual and physical.

Taking or giving offence is serious. 
How many of you reading this have been (or are) offended in the work place because you feel you have been ignored, overlooked, passed over or not given the recognition you deserve?  Agreed, sometimes it is grossly unfair to the natural mind, but God has set us a standard -
Ephesians 6: 5 – 6 NASB
‘5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. 6 Obey them not only to win their favour when their eye is on you, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart.’
How many have taken offence because their gift is not recognised in a church setting -
Proverbs 18:16  HCSB

‘A gift opens doors for a man
and brings him before the great.’
The hard truth here is your gift will make room for you when you are mature and God is ready to promote you.  The fact that you have taken offence is evidence that you are not yet ready. You are still immature. 
You may even be taking offence at this...
In families, husbands are offended at wives and wives hurt their husbands who are then offended. 
Children are offended at parents and parents hurt and offend their children...

God has laid down a blueprint for family life –

Ephesians 5: 22 - 23; 25; 6:1
‘22 Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife’ ‘25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her,’ ‘ 1Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.’
Offence has far reaching effects and it never travels alone.  It is always accompanied at the very least by disloyalty, disrespect, betrayal and unforgiveness with bitterness, hatred and resentment trotting along behind.
Love is always the safeguard against both the giving and receiving of offence - love not only covers it forgives and absorbs the mistakes of others -
1 Corinthians 13: 4 – 8 The Voice 

‘4 Love is patient; love is kind. Love isn’t envious, doesn’t boast, brag, or strut about. There’s no arrogance in love; 5 it’s never rude, crude, or indecent—it’s not self-absorbed. Love isn’t easily upset. Love doesn’t tally wrongs 6 or celebrate injustice; but truth—yes, truth—is love’s delight! 7 Love puts up with anything and everything that comes along; it trusts, hopes, and endures no matter what. 8 Love will never become obsolete.’ 
The Holy Spirit is teaching us how to love in order that we neither give nor take - 
OFFENCE.
The Greek word is ‘skandalizo’ from which we get the word scandalised. When we are scandalised, shocked or outraged, we have taken offence. 
‘Skandalizo’ is taken from a word used to describe the bait placed in a trap. The temptation (or bait) in a situation or circumstance is to take offence at a person, a situation or both...Once the bait is taken the trap is sprung and we marinate in our anger towards the offender unless we quickly resolve it by applying the balm of forgiveness and release from our judgement. 
Another word from the same root is ‘stumbling block’ which is to put an impediment in the way of another which may trip them up.
Being offended or scandalised is one of the deepest and most binding prisons into which a believer can stumble. 
It can totally undermine or, in some cases, even destroy our walk with the Lord. An example is this story of a young girl on her wedding day.  As she was going up the aisle a lady stepped forward and quietly gave her a ‘prophetic’ word –

‘God has told me this marriage will not last’.
She was thrown into turmoil. She had been so sure the man she was marrying was the right one. They had both prayed and sought the Lord but now it seemed God was saying the marriage was doomed. 
Because of the word she had been given every time the couple encountered the normal problems inherent in a young marriage, the word came back to haunt her. The more pressures she encountered, the more she became convinced the word was true...A few months into the marriage she sued for divorce. She stumbled badly in her relationship with the Lord also, for how could she trust a God who would deceptively lead her into marrying the wrong man?
A stumbling block totally stops us in our relationship with others or with God. We trip and fall and sometimes we never recover. 
As we search the scriptures we see numerous instances in both the Old and New Testaments of offence given and taken and stumbling blocks. 
We do well to heed the warnings in order that we do not repeat the process.
At the very beginning of the Bible we find the tragic outcome of the first example of offence together with jealousy, disloyalty and betrayal –
Genesis 4:4 – 5 NKJV
‘Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground. 3 And in the process of time it came to pass that Cain brought an offering of the fruit of the ground to the Lord. 4 Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat. And the Lord respected Abel and his offering, 5 but He did not respect Cain and his offering. And Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell.’
Cain was deeply offended and very angry because God regarded Abel’s offering but not his. God warns him – 
Genesis 4:7 NIV
“  7 If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? 
But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it.”
Despite the clear warning, his jealous rage moves swiftly to a desire for revenge which culminates in murder; the ultimate disloyalty.  Abel had been his brother and his companion but through offence Cain is emptied of brotherly love and filled with jealousy and hatred to the point of murder. He suggests to Abel they go for a walk in the field. In his innocence, Abel goes...
We are what we think about. 

Our thoughts are father to our acts. 
Cain was angry and he dwelt upon that anger until it produced a desire to rid the earth of the person who had offended him so deeply. The righteousness, meekness and innocence of Abel’s obedience condemned his sinfulness and served to heighten the offence which ended in betrayal, unforgiveness, hatred and death.

It is not only possible to take offence but also to give it and in so doing become a stumbling block to others. One day those who collected the Temple tax challenged Peter - 

Matthew 17: 24 – 27 NASB
The Tribute Money
‘24 When they came to Capernaum, those who collected the two-drachma tax came to Peter and said, “Does your teacher not pay the two-drachma tax?”25 He said, “Yes.” And when he came into the house, Jesus spoke to him first, saying, “What do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth collect customs or poll-tax, from their sons or from strangers?” 26 When Peter said, “From strangers,” Jesus said to him, “Then the sons are exempt.27 However, so that we do not offend them, go to the sea and throw in a hook, and take the first fish that comes up; and when you open its mouth, you will find a shekel. Take that and give it to them for you and Me.”’
Jesus was not obligated to pay because of who He was, but He would rather pay than offend.  Shortly afterwards He warns His disciples against being instrumental in causing offence - 
Luke 17: 1 – 5 NKJV

1Then He said to the disciples, “It is impossible that no offenses should come, but woe to him through whom they do come! 2 It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones. 3 Take heed to yourselves. If your brother sins against you, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. 4 And if he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times in a day returns to you, saying, ‘I repent,’ you shall forgive him.”
Jesus teaches the disciples on offence, sin and forgiveness.

Forgiveness is the antidote to offence.

Paul in his turn would warn the church in Rome in the same way about the suffering resulting from the giving and taking of offence and links it to the twins of division and strife –

Romans 16: 17 – 18 NKJV
Avoid Divisive Persons
‘17 Now I urge you, brethren, note those who cause divisions and offenses, contrary to the doctrine which you learned, and avoid them. 18 For those who are such do not serve our Lord Jesus Christ, but their own belly, and by smooth words and flattering speech deceive the hearts of the simple.’
The giving and taking of offence limits us in our capacity and ability to love God, ourselves and others...  
Jesus warns us that offence, betrayal and hatred, will be signs of the end of the age when the love of many will grow cold –
Matthew 24:10 NKJV

‘10 And then many will be offended, will betray one another, and will hate one another.’
Here Jesus clearly shows us that offence leads to disloyalty, betrayal and hatred. 
The love which should characterise us cannot be manifested where there are offending and offended people. 

Judas Iscariot, for example, became an offended man because things weren’t going the way he thought they should. 
What happened? 
What makes a disciple a destroyer, an apostle an apostate, a friend a foe? 
Judas was one of the twelve; he was in the inner circle of those whom Jesus called ‘friends’. It was he who kept the purse and it was this very position which revealed the fatal flaw in his character. He was dishonest; he helped himself from the purse. His fellow apostle would say of him ‘he was a thief’. (John 12:6.)
Offence is hidden in the heart.
It may be directed against God.

Ourselves.

Or others. 
Taking it produces deep and penetrating unforgiveness that results in bitterness and hatred and leads to stunted spiritual growth and very often physical illnesses...what is on the inside comes to the outside because offence follows the law of sowing and reaping - 

Galatians 6: 7 – 8 The Voice

‘7 Make no mistake: God can’t be mocked. What you give is what you get. What you sow, you harvest. 8 Those who sow seeds into their flesh will only harvest destruction from their sinful nature. But those who sow seeds into the Spirit shall harvest everlasting life from the Spirit.’
Sowing offence in any way will reap a harvest of destruction. 
Offence brings with it death and destruction that blocks the flow of life which seeks to spring forth from within. 
John the Baptist was offended at Jesus. 

Imprisoned by Herod, he was expecting Jesus to reveal Himself as Liberator and King of the Jews but He was going about healing people -
Matthew 11: 2 NASB

“2 Now when John, while imprisoned, heard of the works of Christ, he sent word by his disciples 3 and said to Him, “Are You the Expected One, or shall we look for someone else?”
Sharp words to his cousin who is not doing what John expects. 

His expectation was of a Kingdom coming with fire and judgement on the unbelieving religious Jewish leaders - 

Matthew 15: 5 – 17 The Message

‘3-9 But Jesus put it right back on them. “Why do you use your rules to play fast and loose with God’s commands? God clearly says, ‘Respect your father and mother,’ and, ‘Anyone denouncing father or mother should be killed.’ But you weasel around that by saying, ‘Whoever wants to, can say to father and mother, What I owed to you I’ve given to God.’ That can hardly be called respecting a parent. You cancel God’s command by your rules. Frauds! Isaiah’s prophecy of you hit the bull’s-eye:
These people make a big show of saying the right thing,
    but their heart isn’t in it.
They act like they’re worshiping me,
    but they don’t mean it.
They just use me as a cover
    for teaching whatever suits their fancy.”
10-11 He then called the crowd together and said, “Listen, and take this to heart. It’s not what you swallow that pollutes your life, but what you vomit up.”
12 Later his disciples came and told him, “Did you know how upset the Pharisees were when they heard what you said?”
13-14 Jesus shrugged it off. “Every tree that wasn’t planted by my Father in heaven will be pulled up by its roots. Forget them. They are blind men leading blind men. When a blind man leads a blind man, they both end up in the ditch.”
15 Peter said, “I don’t get it. Put it in plain language.”
16-20 Jesus replied, “You, too? Are you being wilfully stupid? Don’t you know that anything that is swallowed works its way through the intestines and is finally defecated? But what comes out of the mouth gets its start in the heart. It’s from the heart that we vomit up evil arguments, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, lies, and cussing. That’s what pollutes. Eating or not eating certain foods, washing or not washing your hands—that’s neither here nor there.”
Offence is an inside job.
When we stubbornly hold to our personal opinions of what God or others should do we are setting ourselves up for being offended at Him and them. 

And there is the offence which comes from our having a hidden agenda. 
Peter is a good example of such an agenda; how it can motivate us and cause us to stumble because we have a covert plan. In the passage below, Jesus had just told Peter he was to be the rock upon which His church would be built, but then He changes tack and begins to speak of His suffering and death - 
Matthew 16: 21 - 22 NASB

‘21 From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised up on the third day. 22 Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, “God forbid it, Lord! This shall never happen to You.” ’ 
At first glance Peter’s concern appears genuine but Jesus sees something else. Peter’s understanding was that Jesus was about to vanquish the Romans and set up His earthly Kingdom in which he, Peter, would play a leading role. Now Jesus speaks of suffering and dying which brings a sudden end to his dream of fame. He is offended and rebukes Jesus and in return receives a rebuke himself - 

Matthew  16: 23 NASB
23 But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block (emphasis mine) to Me; for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.”’

Jesus often offended people and made no effort to pursue them - 

John 6:66 NASB

‘66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him.’
Not a few, but many walk away.

Offense taken causes us to walk away from God, the church, and people. 

For one who is deeply offended reconciliation is out of the question. 

The end of offence is the desire to remove the source from the face of the earth. 

They crucified Jesus.

Offence is probably the most notable cause of depression leading to violence, abuse, divorce and ultimately - murder. 

To illustrate the point there is a story of a missionary to Peru who had a 12 year old servant girl who persisted in serving him from the right despite being told many times to serve from the left. 

Eventually he became so offended with her that he jumped up and beat her with his fists. 

She died a few days later...

Offence is an internal power which if uncontrolled drives us to the point of murder.

Offence is an inside job – it relates to attitudes and mindsets. Transformation only begins as our mind is redeemed and we begin to refuse to accept or embrace offence. There will be very little (if any) progress until the scalpel of the cross pierces to this inner part of the self-nature, exposes and excises it. 

Transformation begins by refusing the thought process which gives rise to offence and choosing the path of forgiveness, the way of the cross and the Royal Law of Love.  

If you find yourself with an underlying anxiety, frustration, and anger, or seething at a series of events, you may be looking at your reaction to offence.

It is a serious hindrance to spiritual growth.

You have freedom to choose whether to be offended or not but you do not have freedom to choose the consequences of taking that offence. 

What are you choosing right now? 

Are you harbouring offences?

Where might they lead you?

Transformed by grace, the ‘eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth’ command under the Law, becomes do not take revenge - 
Romans 12: 17 NASB

‘17 Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. 19 Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’ 

‘Do not repay evil with evil but with good’. 

The love of God and the reality of the Kingdom are upside down – 

John 1: 16 -18 NASB

16 For of His fullness we have all received, and grace upon grace. 17 For the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ.’ 
It is time for us to undergo a radical rethink about the practicalities of life as a follower of Jesus.  As we seek to live in the grace, mercy and peace of God with ourselves and those around us, as we enter the Kingdom where love is the key, and as we become partakers of His grace; our feet shod with the gospel of peace to all people regardless of race, colour or creed; whether they be good, bad, indifferent or downright ugly...
 
We are stewards of His grace. 
As we have received mercy, we extend mercy to everybody, regardless of age, status or position.
We walk in the same forgiveness He extends to us.
As He does not blame us we do not blame others.
We show the same patience.

We show the same grace.

We show the same kindness.

The same gentleness.

The same forgiveness.

The same love.

The same favour that has been extended to us.

We walk in the light as He is in the light for we are children of the light.
If we cannot recall what God has done for us because we are so busy looking at what He didn’t do, we are unthankful. 
If we are permanently restless and dissatisfied we are not trusting Him and we will wander in the desert for 40 years, never entering the Promised Land where we would find rest for our souls.
 
Human inadequacy and inability presents us with an unparalleled opportunity and a choice – dependence on God or despair.
 
If this has spoken to you, beloved, make a decision right now to do business with God.
Determine in your heart to respond to Him with faith, love and thanksgiving and to others with love, joy and peace, patience, kindness, faithfulness and self-control.
Be sure to increase your guard against self-pity, self-preoccupation or giving up.
You can be filled with problems or filled with Him but you cannot have both. Reach out continually as He reaches in…
The whole point of all this is not to condemn you but to empower you. The answer to every problem of inadequacy and low self-esteem is to see yourself as God sees you and set your sights to achieve that.
But first, we must position ourselves correctly.
 Shall we pray?
 ‘Father I have been impacted by the truth and the reality in my life of unconfessed sin or that which I did not recognise as sin. Reveal to me everything in my life that is blocking communion with You so that I can come into agreement with You and receive Your forgiveness and cleansing and become the person You see. I want your dream for my life, not my own. Enable me Holy Spirit to walk in a new dimension of thanksgiving, trust and faith, in fellowship and communion with You as I learn to live and walk a Kingdom lifestyle.  In Jesus’ name. Amen.’
Beryl
1 ‘Don’t Waste your Life’ John Piper

2 For further study see ‘The Holiness of God and our Sanctification’ Passing the Baton Series II    

  on our website..
3Martin Luther - source of quote unknown.
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