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Introduction

The Bit
and Bridle
By Janine Petry

Though I’m a city girl, my family spent a couple years

living the country life in rural Upstate New York—
horses, cows, chickens, and all. Some of my fondest
memories involve our dear pet goat, Shammy.

While our fuzzy friend had many endearing qualities,
she was known for one: her one-track mind, bent
entirely upon eating. She’d devour every shred of
greenery she got her lips onto. And if you had anything
else in mind for her, she’d have nothing to do with it.
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Eventually, her goat-like willfulness and her goat-sized
brain led to her intimate acquaintance with a chain and
collar. The only way to get Shammy to the barn at night
or to the field for the day was to pull her, and the dirt
under her, to it. No amount of reasoning, pleading, or
threatening could move her the way that chain ‘round her
neck could.
You may be surprised to discover that I have a lot in
common with Shammy, besides enjoying the occasional
vine-ripe tomato. More than once, I’ve been dragged—dirt
and all—in the direction God wanted me to go when no
amount of reasoning would move me otherwise.
Psalm 32:9 says, “Do not be like the horse or the mule
[goat could apply], which have no understanding but must
be controlled by bit and bridle or they will not come to
you.” It’s refreshing to know that we’re called to much
more than being lugged around like stubborn animals.
But walking in freedom only comes with wisdom. So if
you find yourself struggling to obey God, don’t lose hope.
In this collection of articles, you’ll gain wisdom from
those who also struggle and have experienced the joys of
obedience. May they encourage you to take God’s hand in
exchange for the bridle.
Blessings,
Janine Petry
Contributing Editor, Today’s Christian Woman downloads
Christianity Today
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Leader’s Guide

How to use
“Breaking Bad
Habits” for a group study
“B reaking Bad Habits” can be used for individual or group
study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own
guide.
2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are
quite long and could take a while to get through.
3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.
4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is
essential to getting women to open up.
5. When working through the “Reflect” questions, be willing to make
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in
your group.
6. End the session in prayer.
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Let Me
Repeat That
You can choose the right road
by God’s repetitious grace.
By Jan Brown

“W hether you turn to the right or to the left, your

ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, ‘This is the
way; walk in it’” (Isaiah 30:21, niv).
We learn by repetition. Sometimes this is a conscious
study method, other times it isn’t. For example, when
I was pregnant with my first son, I experienced severe
morning sickness. I existed on soda crackers and
small amounts of weak “Grandma’s Tummy Mint Tea.”
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During this time my husband, for reasons known only to
God, went through what I dub his Anne Murray phase. He
played endless tracks of “May I Have this Dance for the
Rest of My Life” and “There’s a Wren in a Willow Wood.”
Anne was with us morning, noon, and night, endlessly
wooing us with her songs.
To this day, if dear Anne is piped in over the grocery
store sound system or suddenly begins to warble in the
dentist office, I get this sudden urge to eat soda crackers
or visit the closest bathroom basin. No offense Anne, you
have a lovely voice, but like Pavlov’s dog I subconsciously
associate you with a deeply rooted desire to lose my
breakfast.
This whole idea of subconscious learning, or learning by
repetition, is not new to God. In fact, contrary to the
claims of psychology, Pavlov didn’t author the idea, God
did. He is the one who said, “These commandments that I
give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them
on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home
and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and
when you get up” (Deuteronomy 6:6–7).
Repetition, repetition, repetition. God knows this is how
we learn. Ever notice how God uses this in your life?
“Jan, I want you to go to the right.”
“But God, the left is so much easier! No steep hills to
climb, no sharp turns, no rugged roads, just a nice smooth
broad highway.”
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“GO RIGHT!”
So, what do I do? I go left. But not for long. God has his
ways of redirecting, and sooner or later a small electrical
charge labeled “Divine Discipline” zaps me back on track:
“GO TO THE RIGHT!!!”
I veer left. ZAP! “Okay, right.”
I wander left again. ZAP! “Yes, alright, back to the right.”
Left. ZAP! “Right God, right . . . ”
Through repetition, God teaches me: “This is the way; walk
in it.”
“Be careful to obey so that it may go well with you and that
you may increase greatly in a land flowing with milk and
honey . . . ” Deuteronomy 6:3.
Are you tempted to set your own direction? Is it all too easy
to forget God’s guidance? Is God giving you a zap back in
the right direction? Heed his voice. Follow him that you
may live and dwell in the land of milk and honey. It’s a
wonderful place to be, and, to my understanding, there are
no endless tracks of “There’s a Wren in the Willow Wood.”

This article first appeared in the November 10, 1999 Today’s
Christian Woman e-newsletter at www.ChristianityToday.com.
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Reflect

Are you tempted to set your own direction? In which areas
are you most likely to do this?

£

Is it all too easy for you to forget God’s guidance? Why do
you think this is so?

£

Is God giving you a “zap” back in the right direction? How
is he doing this? Are you heeding his voice in this area?

£
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God’s Talking
to You!
Can you hear him?
By Virelle Kidder

I locked the upstairs bathroom door as the happy

voices of our visiting kids and grandkids rang out
from the kitchen below. Tears outlined the strangely
fallen features on the right side of my face as I
studied myself in the mirror. Bell’s palsy, a paralysis
that distorts expressions on one side of the face, was
in its second swipe since my teen years—and it had
returned with a vengeance. Painful swelling exploded
behind my right ear, an exhausting business schedule
loomed ahead, and I couldn’t speak, smile, or even eat
without drooling.

10

©2009 Christianity Today

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com

Breaking Bad Habits
God’s Talking to You!

“What are you trying to tell me, Lord? You’ve got my
attention,” I sniffed at the rednosed, pathetic face
staring back at me. Wiping away my tears on the sleeve
of my robe, I asked him point-blank, “What is it you
want me to hear?”
It’s taken me years to recognize God’s voice: those
whispered words of encouragement when I’m down; that
sudden sense of caution when I’m ready to launch a
testy zinger at someone; those much-needed directions
at the street corners of my life; tender words of love
when I least deserve them; even humor at odd moments.
Why is it so surprising that the Living Word, the Author
of Life, wants his children to know his thoughts? I’ve
found God sends us his messages in a variety of ways.
Here are four ways to hear his voice.
1. God’s life-changing Word. I haven’t always heard God

speak to me. In fact, there was a time when God seemed
silent. Even distant. The busyness of caring for four
children and fulfilling church commitments conspired to
dull any sense of God’s voice. Boredom and its cousins,
crabbiness and depression, left my soul to dry rot. I
wasn’t much fun to live with, and I knew it. Each time I
yelled a sharp word, I thought, Steve and the kids will
just have to understand. I’m having a bad day today. I
hoped God wasn’t paying much attention.
Then one morning I awoke with a start. Was one of our
kids awake early? No, it was just me. Or was it? I felt
compelled to go downstairs without even grabbing a
robe. Shivering from the early morning chill, I spread an
afghan around me and settled on the couch. There was
11
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my Bible, untouched for weeks, beside the couch. Picking it
up with a twinge of guilt, I looked for an easy place to open
and read something . . . safe. I chose the book of Proverbs
and the day’s date, the 29th. The first verse froze me: “A
man (or woman) who remains stiff-necked after many
rebukes will suddenly be destroyed—without remedy.”
Was this for me? Was God telling me something about my
lousy attitude? Tears welled quickly, as they often do when
God speaks. Who can listen casually to something he says? I
cried buckets and poured out honest words for the first time
in months, telling God how sorry I was for ignoring him, for
not bringing him all my needs, all my hunger. Having
gorged myself on self-pity, I’d starved my soul. I begged
forgiveness for all the miserable words I’d spoken or even
thought. The relief was immediate.
Jesus gained victory over temptation in his wilderness and
told us how: “‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on
every word that comes from the mouth of God’” (Matt. 4:4).
Without listening to God’s voice in his Word, I soon would
starve to death, and that death would affect everyone
around me. I became hungry again to hear God in every
circumstance of life, beginning with the first moments of
every day.
Many years later, I still curl up every morning on the couch
with a cup of coffee, my favorite afghan, and my Bible.
Opening it, I enter his presence quietly, ready to listen. I
marvel at the unplumbed depth of God’s love, the treasures
that wait to be discovered in knowing him.
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Life passes remarkably fast. I know God has said many
things to me I’ve missed. I’m listening harder now, more
delighted with his voice, just like the prophet Jeremiah,
who exclaimed, “When your words came, I ate them; they
were my joy and my heart’s delight” (Jer. 15:16).
2. God’s breathtaking world. Even after 20 years of

crossing the lake in our 14-foot boat to get to our
wilderness camp in the Adirondack mountains, I still say,
“Wow! Look at Whiteface today!” whenever the towering
mountain comes into view. But I expect it; I’m ready to be
amazed before I get into the boat. It’s the “wows!” I never
expect that leave me breathless, such as the stunning gift
of a double rainbow at the ocean shore this past summer,
or the nose-to-nose meeting with a hummingbird on my
deck—gifts of love along my path. Even his little creatures
show me a humorous side of our Creator.
One hot afternoon while on vacation in the Caribbean, my
husband, Steve, and I sat at an outdoor café cooling off
with a large lemonade. Suddenly a bright green lizard
about ten inches tall appeared under an empty table next
to us. At first it looked like a cartoon lizard. Then it
scared me.
“Steve! Look at that!” I gasped, gripping the table. “Do you
think it’s dangerous?”
“I don’t think so. Just stay still and see what it does,”
Steve answered in his calm, I-have-everything-undercontrol voice. That’s when the lizard cocked his head and
winked at us, as though he knew something we didn’t
know. And for the next 20 minutes, he engaged our full
13
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attention. We photographed him, laughed and talked to
him like two kids. Soon a large crowd of onlookers
gathered, some belly-down on the pavement, snapping
photos. Instantly, the lizard winked good-bye and
disappeared up a nearby palm tree.
Just when I think I’ve got God’s world thoroughly
appreciated and somewhat discovered, he stuns me with
a message from a lizard: You haven’t even brushed the
surface of my glory yet, Virelle. I have more, far more in
this world to show you. Just wait!
3. God’s voice through others’ mouths. Far more often

than the rebuke I deserve, God has used others to speak
words of affirmation and encouragement into my life
when I least expect it. Imagine my shock when a woman
rushed up to me after a speaking engagement to say,
“You have such a gentle, quiet spirit!” I felt completely
the opposite. Was God telling me he was pleased with my
efforts to keep my mouth shut more often until I was
sure of what he wanted me to say? Imagine that! I felt as
though I’d received a hug from God and that he’d
encouraged me to keep listening and trying to obey what
I heard.
Others are usually the first to sense our spiritual gifts,
the abilities God’s given us supernaturally when we first
began to place our faith in him. Has more than one
person told you what a good teacher you are? God’s
telling you he’s given you the gift of teaching. Are you
the first to notice what others need, the significant little
things that make their lives easier? Then thank God for
the gift of help and encouragement and ask him to show
14
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you ways to exercise it. If you’re not sure what your
gifts are, ask him. God will waste no time sending
someone to tell you.
When our pastor wrote me a note in bold handwriting
one day, “Virelle, God wired you up to be a speaker.
Never doubt that,” I believed him. In fact, I taped his
note to my wall, and on days when I feel overwhelmed
and tired, when nothing I say seems worth listening to,
I read that note and thank God for telling my pastor to
write it.
4. God’s quiet whispers. That morning when I stared

into the mirror at my lopsided face, I decided to stay put
until I heard God speak. I knew he would, but I wasn’t
sure how, or when, or through whom. Waiting is what I
least like about following God. It’s unnatural for
someone whose planner is full. Virelle, came a soft
whisper to my heart, I was wondering. Will you still
praise me with only half a mouth? God’s question cut
deep through every thread of vanity left in my over-50
frame. Would I be willing to carry God’s love to others
when I looked strange, drooling and garbling words?
Could I be his funny little messenger—just because he
sent me?
“Yes, Lord,” I said reluctantly, knowing I might be
saying “yes” to long-term paralysis. Then, Virelle, will
you remember that I never give you more than I equip
you to do? In my office, a mammoth wall calendar filled
with daily “must do’s” spoke of my doubt that I ever
could complete all God seemed to require of me. My face

15

©2009 Christianity Today

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com

Breaking Bad Habits
God’s Talking to You!

hot with shame, I whispered, “Yes, Lord.”
Then, Virelle, will you follow me a little more quietly now?
“Yes, Lord. But just one thing. I can’t smile at my family, my
children, and my grandchildren.” Tears flowed freely at the
thought.
Then smile at me, he added gently. I always see your smile,
and I think it’s beautiful.
Sometimes, when God speaks, he gives us nothing we ask
for and everything we need. Just days before leaving on a
business trip, my speech returned. About eight weeks later,
a tingling sensation began in the corner of my mouth, then
gradually liberated the rest of my face in the weeks that
followed. Today, a mild paralysis remains as it did from my
earlier bout as a teenager.
I’m grateful now for funny things, for the way one side of
my mouth curves slightly downward when I’m tired. It tells
me I need to rest. And for my one stationery eyebrow.
Raising only one looks exotic. These things remind me that
when God speaks, it’s always best to listen. When he
directs, it’s best to obey. When he corrects, don’t hesitate to
change. And when he tells you something wonderful, it’s a
good idea to believe him.

Virelle Kidder, an author and conference speaker, lives with
her husband in New York. This article first appeared in the
January/February 2003 issue of Today’s Christian Woman.
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Reflect

Refer back to Matthew 4:4. Do you depend upon the
Word of God every day for sustenance? How does that
affect you and those around you?

£

The author shared that she “decided to stay put” until
she heard God speak, though she “wasn’t sure how, or
when, or through whom.” What might you have to do in
order to hear God speak?

£

“Sometimes, when God speaks, he gives us nothing
we ask for and everything we need,” the author writes.
How has this been true for you?

£
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Thank You
for Not
Smoking
I gave God my life, but he
wanted my addiction as well.
By Lynn Gauthier

I was 14 when a classmate offered me my first cigarette
as we walked home from school together. Initially I
hated the taste; it made me dizzy. But holding the
cigarette made me feel grown-up. My parents smoked,
so it was easy to sneak cigarettes from either the pack
that was always on our kitchen table or the pack they
kept on their nightstand. To avoid my parents’
suspicion, I always made sure there were at least
several remaining cigarettes in each pack.
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I naively thought I’d never get hooked on smoking. But
by the time I turned 17, I smoked a pack a day. Smoking
became my life. I used to think the apex of my
existence was being alone, just me and my cigarettes at
my side. They were my strength, my comfort, and even
my medicine at times.
Several years later, when I was 21 and working in the
personnel department of a bookstore in Springfield,
Massachusetts, a man walked into my office and handed
me his job application. I noticed he listed Bible study
under his interests and asked him about it. Before the
interview ended, the young applicant shared the gospel
with me and invited me to a Bible study. I decided to
attend, and at the very first meeting I invited Christ to
become my Savior.
I’d heard numerous testimonies of how God had taken
the desire to smoke away from other new believers, but I
didn’t want him to release me yet. I enjoyed what had
become my pack-and-a-half-a-day habit. Little did I
realize it was an addiction that would keep me in
emotional and spiritual chains for years to come.
In my late twenties, I worked as a manager of a local
newsstand, burning the midnight oil and selling
merchandise and magazines that hardly made me a model
witness for the Lord. I was in a dead-end relationship,
and my future didn’t seem too promising.
Then I met John and fell in love. We were so busy going
dancing and having fun that he hardly noticed I smoked,
and I hardly noticed he wasn’t a Christian. We eventually
19
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got engaged, but because John was somewhat reluctant, we
didn’t make any wedding plans. God reminded me that being
yoked to an unbeliever goes against his desires (2 Corinthians 6:14), and my disobedience to this instruction created
havoc in my relationship with John—and with Jesus.
During the engagement, I cried often and became desperate
for an answer to end my unrest. One evening, in desperation,
I collapsed on my bed and cried out to God. I wanted him to
change John and to make our relationship work. But all I
heard was, Quit smoking.
You’ve got to be joking, I thought. What did smoking have to
do with the rest of my life and the answers I wanted?
Besides, I wasn’t ready to give up smoking. I loved my
cigarettes, and I felt my health was fine. Admittedly,
sometimes I felt wasteful for spending money on my
habit. The extra dollars could’ve been used toward our future
wedding fund. But John didn’t seem to mind my habit.
As I thought more about it, however, I realized why. I
concealed it from him most of the time, so he didn’t know
how often I smoked. I’d sneak in the bathroom and blow
smoke out the window so he wouldn’t smell it, and then I’d
pop a piece of gum in my mouth to freshen my breath.
I hid it from my Christian friends as well. I knew I couldn’t
keep it from God, so I convinced myself he was okay with my
smoking. After all, no Scripture specifically says, “Do not
smoke.” I knew 1 Corinthians 6:19 says our body is the
temple of the Holy Spirit and we should keep it holy. But I
didn’t want to believe smoking went against this command.
20
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According to my thinking, I was taking care of my body: I
ate salads and exercised once in a while. Deep down,
however, I realized God wasn’t buying my rationalization.
The words Quit smoking kept echoing in my head until I
became oddly uncomfortable with my habit.
About that time the American Lung Association offered a
course at my office called “Freedom From Smoking.” My
employer would pay the cost of the course provided
I quit smoking. It sounded like a fair deal, so I registered
for the course. I knew God was the one prompting my
interest, nudging me into obedience. John became my
support partner throughout the seven-week class.
During this time, I began attending church more regularly.
One night John decided to come with me to our Friday
evening service. At the service, John accepted Christ.
Because of the new common ground we shared as
believers, John went from being my fiancé to truly
becoming my best friend. We sensed God taking the lead in
our relationship, and I felt God was rewarding my
obedience to him. The fruits were evident in the love that
grew between John and me. We began to make wedding
plans and set a date for September 27, 1986.
Meanwhile, the course instructors placed me into a weekly
small group with seven others from my workplace who
also were trying to kick the habit. Hearing the other
members talk about their smoking history encouraged me
in my efforts. Learning that the habit of smoking itself
was more addictive than the actual nicotine in cigarettes
was a revelation to me. Armed with this truth, quitting
21
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seemed more possible. And the good news was that we
didn’t have to give up our cigarettes right away. The
designated quit date was February 26, 1986—about four
weeks into the course. Until then, we were asked to write
down every cigarette we smoked and where we smoked it.
It wasn’t an easy task, but it became a lesson in behavior
awareness.
I learned that for me, smoking was a tactile experience.
I enjoyed holding the cigarette, flicking the ashes, and
striking the match to light up. My hands had been busy
with this habit for 15 years. Lord, what will I do with my
hands now? I wondered.
Quitting day came and I was ready to let go. This time I was
willing to let God be in control and take the desire to smoke
from me.
The urge to smoke didn’t leave me right away. I struggled—
especially in the first year of my freedom—but God helped
me. I relied on Philippians 4:13: “I can do all things
through Christ who strengthens me.”
In the first few months I drank lots of water to flush out my
system and curtail my body’s craving for nicotine. I took
long walks and prayed throughout the day. My relationship
with Christ became more intimate than I dreamed was
possible. I came to realize God wasn’t pleased that
cigarettes satisfied my need for comfort. He wanted to
comfort me. He also wanted me to be his servant—not a
servant to my addiction.
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The course ended, and after six months of freedom from
smoking, God began to put my hands to work—but for a
different purpose. I picked up my calligraphy pens again.
I’d taken a couple classes several years before and
wanted to learn more. As I started practicing the strokes,
I felt discipline returning to my life. I enjoyed watching
my progress.
When I was a smoker, I had difficulty sticking to anything
for long. My attention usually would be interrupted by my
craving for another cigarette. As God began to use my
hands to perfect my calligraphy, I felt inclined to give back
to him what he had put in me.
I started to write out Scriptures. I also began drawing and
added the element of design to my work. In high school, I
took a creative writing class that fostered a dream of one
day writing and designing greeting cards.
Now, almost 30 years later, I’ve designed more than 50
cards I’m preparing to market. I’ve named my business The
Annointed Pen. The extra “n” in Annointed stands for the
double blessing I believe God will bring from my situation.
He’s anointed my hand to do the work and he’ll bless the
recipient of the card.
A few years ago, I was asked to play the piano at a
communion service in our home church. I was terrified. I
was a closet pianist who played once in a while at home and
strictly for my own pleasure. No one had heard me play
before, and I could barely read music. But I felt God
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prompting and equipping me to do it, and I chose to
obey him.
A short time later, the organist in our church retired and I
became her replacement. God anointed my hands to play and
today I’m on the music team with my husband, John, who’s
one of three lead guitarists. We lead people in praise and
worship three times a week. I thank God for this miracle. I
still shake my head in wonder at how God can make
something glorious from such small steps of obedience.
I no longer worry about what to do with my hands. They’re
happily engaged in work that now glorifies the Lord. My
husband and I also have made it a point to recognize each
victorious smoke-free year that passes. The money I used to
spend on cigarettes has been transferred to a vacation
budget. We have 17 years of great vacation memories to look
back on, and all of them remind John and me of God’s
faithfulness and strengthening power.

Lynn Gauthier, a freelance artist and writer, lives with
her family in Massachusetts. To receive information about the
Freedom From Smoking program or other smoking control and
prevention programs, visit the American Lung Association’s
website, www.lungusa.org, or call 1-800-LUNG-USA. This
article first appeared in the November/December 2003 issue of
Today’s Christian Woman.

24

©2009 Christianity Today

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com

Breaking Bad Habits
Thank You for Not Smoking

Reflect

The author admits that she rationalized her sins, but she
knew God wasn’t “buying” her excuses. What does it mean
to rationalize sin? Have you ever done this?

£

The author writes, “The urge to smoke didn’t leave me
right away. I struggled—especially in the first year of my
freedom—but God helped me.” Have you ever struggled for
freedom like this? How can Philipians 4:13 encourage you?

£

Often, stubbornness keeps us from the good things God
has in store for us. How might this be true in your life? How
might you take a step of faith by obeying God today?

£
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Confessions
of a Perfect
Christian Woman
How getting real about our
messy lives is good for us.
By Julie Ann Barnhill

I tend to be a stealthy sinner—a cloistered screw-up. For

most of my life, I’ve managed to fly just under the radar of
blatant rebellion.
When I was 12, I made obnoxious prank phone calls and
covertly removed (read: stole) a dog-eared copy of
Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex But Were
Afraid to Ask from the local library. The dean of women at
the college I attended failed to appreciate the fact I
mooned a fellow dorm mate. As a 22-year-old, first-year
elementary teacher, I came “this close” to my principal
catching me entertaining fellow colleagues with an overthe-top impersonation of said administrator.
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A few years later, my screw-ups took a more serious turn
when, as a mother of two children, I blew up in anger and
acted out in a manner that terrified both the children and me.
I’m no saint—not by any stretch of the imagination. But as
hard as it is to believe, I somehow managed to keep 99.9
percent of such things hidden. As someone who
regularly attended church and who appeared to manage a
happy family, I avoided any glaring attention to the shadow
side of my life—but not without great cost.
My lying about my spending led to financial problems in my
marriage. Covetous thoughts robbed me of friend-ships and
contentment. The teenage anger that sent me reeling into a
fit of self-mutilation exploded 12 years later in outbursts of
rage and abusive anger toward my two oldest children. And
when alcohol beckoned me during periods of loneliness and
depression, I heeded its call.
So there she is, Julie Barnhill in all her glory.
Maybe you’re thinking, Yeah, so you told us a few secrets from
your life—none of them can compare to mine.
I’m sure if we played a game of “Top This!” many of you could
beat me hands down. But seeing who has the most horrifying
secret isn’t the point. The point is we need to embrace the
truth that we aren’t alone in our secret places. No matter
what hides beneath layers of deflection and defense
mechanism, God is there, in our midst.
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The longer I live, the more desperate I become for a
revolutionary forgiveness that up-ends the hidden,
surreptitious elements of my life. But here’s the
proverbial rub: Confession for confession’s sake easily
turns into a tabloid moment not unlike daytime television
talk-show tell-alls. It’s not enough to spill the beans.
Genuine confession leads us to radical forgiveness,
available only through Christ, which covers whatever
we’ve done, no matter how bad it seems.
Jesus Christ knows our secrets, and they can never stop
the love he directs toward us. They do, however, create a
barrier between us and the shame-free life of freedom
he desires for us. We tell Christ our secrets so we might
find redemption, rescue, and ultimately, eternal life. We
share our secret places with trusted friends so we might
know the reality of divine healing through the flesh-andblood relationships of those we love on earth.
Unfortunately, too often we focus upon issues and
circumstances, sins and failures. When this happens,
we’re vulnerable to the Father of Lies. He’ll do whatever
he can to make us believe God could never forgive us. He’ll
pretend there are things we could do that would make
God’s love for us end. On occasion, I’ve swallowed three
of his favorites myself.
Lie #1: You’re the only one who’s done the things you’ve
done. Few things in life have sent me hurtling down a

course of condemnation and guilt like the secret of my
mothering and anger several years ago. While I came
across as pretty together outwardly, I knew the verbal and
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physical boundaries I crossed with my children behind
closed doors. I wondered if I was the only mother who
treated her children so horribly.
So one morning I made a confession of sorts to a group of
friends—hoping to hear I wasn’t alone. But there was dead
silence. And I heard the Enemy whisper, I told you no one
else has done the things you have. You’re despicable and
beyond help.
Although I’d gotten control of my angry outbursts, I
believed this lie for close to six years. By the end of the
seventh, God had gently drawn me back to the Bible truths
I’d learned and believed since earliest childhood: a) If I
confess my wrongs, he’ll forgive them, time after time;
b) If I allow him, he’ll change my thought patterns and give
me the strength to do what’s right; c) If I fail, Jesus
remains faithful, for it’s impossible for him to do
otherwise. I confessed (spoke them out loud, in fact) these
eternal truths and saw my heart and actions change in a
way I can only describe as miraculous. At last my heart
and home were filled with forgiveness, laughter, would
speak openly about my struggles.
Three years later, I had the chance. Before a packed
audience, I told hundreds of mothers the reality of where
I’d been and assured them they weren’t the only ones
who’d said, done, or thought whatever they were currently
beating themselves up about.
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Women lined up to speak to me. Some stood quietly, with
their heads bowed. Others fought to maintain their
composure as the Enemy’s lie was exposed and defeated.
Their conversations, e-mails, and written responses will
be forever seared in my memory. I’ll never grow tired of
hearing another mother say, “Thank you for being honest!
The Lord has truly shown me I’m not the only one who’s
done the things I’ve done.”
Lie #2. God can (or will) never use you now. I believe we

usually want to obey God. Or if nothing else, we want to
have the desire to! I believe women long to have their
lives count for something far more eternal than their
current jean size or updated qualifications on a résumé.
Yet how many times have we judged ourselves by these
superficial standards? Think of the times you’ve gazed in
a mirror, despising the woman staring back at you. You’ve
bought the Enemy’s hideous lie that because of your
failures, God can never use you now.
I’m living proof that God can and does use us, despite our
past mistakes. The reality is, not even the worst sins
listed in Scripture can drive a wedge between us and
Christ’s love if we’ll confess and seek such revolutionary
forgiveness. God’s truth can dispel the Enemy’s deceit—
the truth about God’s love and the rescuing nature of his
character.
We can take hold of this promise: “I will show you where
to go. I’ll give you a full life in the emptiest place—you’ll
use the old rubble of past lives to build anew, rebuild the
foundations from out of your past. You’ll be known as
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those who can fix anything, restore old ruins, rebuild
and renovate, make the community livable again”
(Isaiah 58:9, The Message).
Lie #3: If anyone finds out what you did, she’ll never
love, understand, or forgive you. The truth is, some of

those you consider friends may leave you once they find
out certain truths. It’s happened to me—from both sides.
Friends have dropped me once they learned about the
depth of some of my messes. And I once dropped a
friend cold turkey after learning some uncomfortable
details about her life. Friends come and friends go, but
a true friend sticks by you like family (Proverbs 17:17).
I wasn’t faithful to my friend, but Jesus always is. Time
and time again he promises he’ll never leave us. So take
a deep breath, exhale, and relax in this unchangeable
truth: Jesus never gives up on us. “If we give up on him,
he does not give up—for there’s no way he can be false to
himself” (2 Timothy 2:13, The Message).
So there you have it. Why have I admitted I don’t have it
all together? It’s because I’ve lived enough years and
experienced enough failure to know my secrets and sins
will never be taken care of in and through my own
power or any “I can do it” thinking.
God knows I’ve tried … and failed miserably. He knows
my messes of magnificent proportions penetrate the
core of who I am as a woman and as a believer. He
knows I long to experience a radical redemption that
delivers freedom—not just for the moment or month—but
forever. My soul cries out for a rescue that goes to
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whatever length, whatever width, whatever height, and
whatever depth, to deliver me from secrets and shame
(Romans 8:39, nas).
Maybe you feel redemption’s too far from reach. But if
you’re tired of pretending you have it all together, now’s the
time to take action. For far too long, women—
Christian women in particular—have believed they’re the
only ones dealing with shameful issues, agonizing regrets,
and more than a skeleton or two hanging in their closet. If
we dare to open up to God, ourselves, and others, we can
experience an exhilarating freedom and peace. Just listen
to some women who have written to me who have:
“I had an abortion when I was 18 years old. No one knows
about it. For 14 years, I placed a small black mark on July
12th on my calendar, and have grieved for the child no one
knew about and the young woman who bore the guilt alone.
But no more, Julie! Now I know I’m not alone, and for the
first time in my life, I truly believe God is bigger than my
secret—and willing to forgive.”
Or, “I confessed my secret to my girlfriends last night. I
have shaken and thrown my three-year-old daughter. I also
told them about my being physically abused as a
child. It feels like a boulder has been lifted off my heart.”
The truth is, secrets only hold their power when they’re
hidden. Once revealed in the light of God’s love, they lose
their power. Why not make today the day you clean those
secrets out of your hidden closet?
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And you might be surprised who else struggles with the
same things.

Adapted from Radical Forgiveness Copyright © 2005 by
Julie Ann Barnhill. Used with permission of Tyndale House
Publishers. This article appeared in the March/April 2005
issue of Today’s Christian Woman.

Reflect

Do you find yourself believing the lie that “you’re the
only one who’s done the things you’ve done”? How does
this view of yourself keep you from living in freedom?

£

Do you believe the lie that “God will never use you”
because of your past disobedience or struggles? Read
through Isaiah 58:9 again. How does this apply to you?

£

Do you believe that redemption is too far out of reach
for you? What does the Bible say about this in Romans 8?

£
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Too Much of
a Good Thing
The secret to discovering
when enough is enough.
By Mayo Mathers

I sighed as my husband and I drove to our annual family

reunion and potluck dinner. Images of all the delectable
temptations I’d soon be facing taunted my
determination to stick with my latest diet program.

As we arrived, temptation began to win. This reunion’s only
once a year, I told myself. I’m going to relax, eat as much as I
want, and not worry about my diet.
Immediately God interrupted my thoughts: What would you
say if someone used the reunion as an excuse to drink too much
alcohol? I bristled inwardly. Using any occasion as an excuse
to get drunk would be wrong (Ephesians 5:18)!
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But God wouldn’t let me off the hook so easily. I felt
him gently probe me, asking me the difference between
someone who got drunk and someone who ate too much.
Doesn’t my Word say both bring me displeasure? he seemed
to say.
My mouth dropped in astonishment at this revelation.
I’d never equated the two actions! I hated to admit it,
but deep within me I knew my excess weight was rooted
in sin; I’d allowed my cravings for food to control me
more than my hunger for God. It had been easy for me
to believe these two behaviors had nothing in common
since Christians rarely address overeating as sin, but do
address drunkenness that way. Yet both are the result of
the same problem: a lack of self-control.
The Allure of Eating

For the first time, I saw my unrestrained eating habits as
the sin of gluttony (Proverbs 23:20–21). Filled with this
new awareness, I repented of my actions and attitude,
and determined to separate myself from this behavior as
no diet plan ever had.
Previously when I’d lost weight, I’d felt a powerful
sense of self-satisfaction and pride. Not this time. As
the pounds fell away, I felt indescribable gratitude and
relief, as if I’d been set free from an addiction. This time
when thoughts of food filled my mind, I’d pray or think
of Scripture I was memorizing, refusing to put food in
my mouth until I was actually hungry. Each day I grew
stronger, no longer external influences rather than the
internal influence of God.
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Food wasn’t my only area of self-indulgence. I soon
realized I spent excessively and worked excessively.
Excessiveness defined my life, as it does most lives in
modern society. It’s become acceptable and normal, even
considered healthy. We’re encouraged to indulge ourselves
because we’re “worth it” or we’ve “earned it.”
On the surface, I really didn’t see anything terribly wrong
with this philosophy. I wasn’t hugely obese, nor was I in
debt from my spending habits. I wasn’t on the verge of
a nervous breakdown from my fast-paced life. In fact, I
enjoyed it, just as I enjoyed food and my possessions.
The harm was that these habits created a barrier between
God and me. Instead of turning to God when I was happy,
sad, or in the mood to celebrate, I turned to food or to the
mall—whatever struck my fancy at the moment. While
these things aren’t sinful in themselves—not even my
favorite double-fudge cake with Hershey-bar filling—the
excessive attention I gave them was.
As I discovered the freedom that came with regaining
control of my eating habits, it challenged me to take on
other “acceptable sins” in my life.
The Seduction of Spending

One of the first memory verses I learned as a child was
Philippians 4:19, “God will meet all your needs according
to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” This was a promise
I wasn’t letting God fulfill because I seldom practiced selfdenial. My closets, drawers, and cupboards stood in direct
contrast to Luke 12:15: “A man’s life does not consist in
the abundance of his possessions.”
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Excessive spending is a subtle sin. There’s not the shame
attached to it that often accompanies obesity. In fact, just
the opposite exists—a person’s success is usually measured
by the abundance of her possessions.
This was a hard habit for me to control. I didn’t realize the
influence behind my excessive spending until I was reading
my Bible one afternoon: “For all these worldly things,
these evil desires. . . . the ambition to buy everything that
appeals to you, and the pride that comes from wealth and
importance—these are not from God. They are from this evil
world itself ” (1 John 2:16, tlb).
I immediately justified my actions as I read those words:
It’s not my ambition to buy everything that appeals to me, and
I don’t go into debt. I dismissed the verse as
something that didn’t apply to me, until I opened my
kitchen cupboard. Five sets of dishes stared down at me!
Who needs five sets of dishes?
A memory of my earlier missionary days came to mind. The
students at the school where I’d taught had torn off palm
leaves to use as plates at mealtimes. Opening my cupboard
exposed an area of excess whether I’d gone into debt for
it or not. And since the desire for extra possessions didn’t
come from God, it was another area in which I was being
controlled by an external influence.
The next Sunday, after reading the newspaper, I turned to
the sale ads. If there’s nothing you need, why are you looking at
the sales? I knew this irritating thought came from God, but
surely there was no harm in looking. After all, shopping at
sales is prudent, isn’t it? If you don’t need it, it’s wasteful,
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came another thought. With a resolute sigh, I tossed the
ads into the garbage to remove the temptation. There was
nothing I needed in them, only things I wanted.
During this time of struggle, however, there was one area
of real material need in my life. After losing weight, I
needed new clothes. It seemed like the perfect opportunity
to see if God would keep his promise to supply my needs.
One afternoon an acquaintance called me. “My grandmother
died,” she said. “I’ve been going through her things, and I
think her clothes might fit you. Would you like them?”
Knowing her grandmother was elderly, I wasn’t too thrilled
with God’s provision. However, when she brought over
several boxes, I couldn’t believe my eyes. For three hours I
reveled in gorgeous, classic, and pricey clothes, styles and
brands I don’t even glance at in stores because they’re so
expensive. Everything fit as if it had been tailored just for
me. That afternoon I learned God’s budget is much larger
than mine.
I was beginning to understand: Self-indulgence results in
pleasant but short-term gratification. When I allow God to
provide, the process delivers not only material blessings,
but spiritual ones as well. Realizing this further motivated
me in my determination to rely on God rather than myself.
The Stumbling Block of Busyness

The Bible says, “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life,
to mind your own business and to work with your hands”
(1 Thessalonians 4:11). My life was far from quiet, but I’d
never thought of that as sin, either. It seemed normal. After
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all, it’s the American way to juggle the demands of family,
work, and outside commitments while pushing back
guilt because none receives the full attention it deserves.
When I was stressed from overcommitment, I’d become
impatient and irritable toward my family, leaving them
feeling unimportant and unappreciated.
While I searched the Scriptures for an example of the
lifestyle God desired for me, I read about the early church:
“All the believers were together and had everything in
common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave
to anyone as he had need. . . . They broke bread in their
homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts,
praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people”
(Acts 2:44–47).
I squirmed uncomfortably at these words, almost afraid to
ask God for help. The lifestyle of the early church sounded
nice but unrealistic for today’s society. As I meditated on
this passage, however, I realized it wasn’t their life-style
God wanted me to imitate but their life-focus. The early
church centered on God and others instead of self. The
result of that focus was unity, joy, and favor. That’s what
God wants for me!
I thought of another verse I’d memorized as a child, “Seek
first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these
things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).
I’d always focused on the importance of seeking God. I’d
never paid attention to the latter part—the “all things”
that would be given to me. What were those “things”?
Looking up the preceding verses, I had to smile. It was a
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list of what I work hard to provide for myself: food, clothes,
health. God wanted me to understand that providing things
was his responsibility; seeking him was mine. As with
food, every time my thoughts wandered toward some new
home improvement or other material distraction, I turned
to prayer or Scripture to bring my mind back to God. I
deliberately avoided window shopping or anything else that
would entice me toward discontentment with what I already
had. It was hard. Frequently I’d find myself dragging my
thoughts from material things to spiritual things. The
result, however, has been a level of contentment I’ve never
before experienced.
I regret my years of apathy, even blindness, toward these
“acceptable sins” in my life. I’m sorry it took me so long to
realize that any behavior—even “acceptable” behavior—is
sin when it distracts me from God. It’s an ongoing process
to release these bad habits and guard against new ones.
Each day I examine the motives behind my actions, asking,
“Is this to please God or myself?” I’ve discovered that as
my relationship with God grows more intimate, and as I
see him provide in new ways, what I give up is nothing
compared to what I gain through obedience to him.

Mayo Mathers, a TCW regular contributor, lives in Oregon.
This article first appeared in the November/December 2001
issue of Today’s Christian Woman.
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Reflect

In what area of your life (eating, spending, busyness, other),
are you tempted to disobey God by going “over the limit”? How
do you see this in your daily life?

£

Reread Matthew 6:33. Do you seek to live this out in your
life? How can this encourage you in your personal struggles?

£

Are there sins that you consider “acceptable” in your life?
Ask God to make these known to you. If you know what these
are, what do you think God wants for you regarding them?

£
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Addicted
to Daytime
Drama
With only one life to live, I didn’t want
to spend mine in front of the TV.
By Lynette Kittle

My name is Lynette, and I was a soap opera addict.
I have a confession to make: I knew what most
Christians think about watching soap operas, so I
became a closet viewer. I truly believed that as a
Christian I could watch them objectively without
being impacted. Besides, didn’t they demonstrate
that sin and disobedience never paid? And who ever
saw a soap opera character who was truly happy
with his or her life?
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My mother watched the soaps while I was growing up, so I felt
as though I knew the characters personally. After all, I’d been
through their miscarriages, affairs, divorces (divorces and
more divorces!), even amnesia.
It wasn’t until I married my husband, Philip, that I discovered
I was addicted. He knew I was hooked even before I did, so he
challenged me to stop watching them.
At first I thought, No problem. Then noon rolled around and
my hands started sweating in anticipation of turning on my
television set. I realized abstinence was not going to be easy!
I couldn’t seem to kick the habit. I even tried to hide it from
my husband, but he knew me pretty well. Philip tried several
different tactics to free me. His most creative approach?
Disconnecting the TV antenna so that when I turned on the set,
all I saw was static. Being as mechanically minded as I am, it
only took me several days to figure out his trick!
But Philip’s best approach—the one that eventually actually
worked—was encouraging me to have a better daily devotion
time. It didn’t take long for Scripture to start convincing me,
indirectly at first, that I needed a change. The first verse that
spoke to me was 1 Corinthians 15:33: “Do not be misled: ‘Bad
company corrupts good character.’” Every afternoon I was
being entertained by the soap characters’ bad company!
I still tried to justify my watching soap operas as a moral
obligation to stay “in touch” so I could see what the rest of the
world was thinking. How else could I relate to people? But
Scripture kept speaking to me, so I decided to make a feeble
attempt at breaking the habit. I decided to limit my intake
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to one soap a day, kind of like a “Soap Opera Diet.” After
all, when a person wants to lose weight, she doesn’t starve
herself, right? Unfortunately, it wasn’t long until one turned
into two, then three, and I was back into full swing again.
Almost without realizing it, I started allowing attitudes
into my life that didn’t come from God—attitudes such as
dissatisfaction with my marriage and distrust of my
husband. I was influenced by what the “soaps” showed love
to be; the glamorous ways men treated women on these
fantasy shows caused me to be discontented with my not-soglamorous husband. Why didn’t Philip bring me flowers daily?
How many times had he ever planned a special get-away just
for the two of us? When was the last time he ever told me I
was the most beautiful creature on earth? How did I know he
was really where he said he was every day?
The more Scripture I read, the harder it was to justify why
I was watching soap operas. The real clincher was when
I read James 1:7, in which the apostle talks about being
double-minded. If I, as a Christian, was enjoying shows
that glamorized life without God, wasn’t that being doubleminded? And how did God feel about my soap viewing?
As I searched for what God desired in my life, I came
across Philippians 4:8: “Whatever is true, whatever is
noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is
lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent
or praiseworthy—think about such things.” Soaps were
everything but those things, so I knew I had to make a
decision that would affect not only me, but my family, too.
By watching soaps every day, I was setting up a pattern for
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my five- and three-year-old daughters—one, I realized,
I didn’t want them to follow.
I went cold turkey. It was difficult at first; I was tempted
to cheat and just accidentally turn the stations and
momentarily see what was happening. I even used to
daydream about going shopping in a department store
during soaptime and hopefully catching a glimpse of one
of the shows on a display television. Could I help it if the
store just happened to have one of the shows on and I just
happened to see it? I reasoned.
To keep myself busy during the prime soap hours, I
planned activities to take me out of my house and away
from temptation. Until I built up some resistance, I knew I
needed some distance from our remote control. Many days,
I loaded up my young daughters and took walks or visited a
friend (one, of course, who wasn’t watching soaps!).
When my girls’ naptimes forced me to stay home, I started
listening to music, writing letters, or baking. (We ate a
lot of zucchini bread that year.) I even began to take Bible
correspondence courses to focus my mind on Scripture.
With my dependence on God to help me through this
difficult transition, prayer became more of a priority. As I
called out to God to strengthen me, I also began to spend
more time in prayer for my family and friends.
Eventually my desire to watch soap operas died completely.
Only after their influence was removed from my life did
I actually see what an impact they’d had on me! All the
years I’d watched them, I’d thought I’d been completely
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unaffected by them, but actually I’d subconsciously been
absorbing attitudes. I realized that soaps were full of
manipulation. People plotted, schemed, and devised ways
to achieve their own selfish desires. Looking at myself, I
knew that in some ways I’d absorbed their methods into
my own life and actions.
Once the negative input I’d been feeding on was removed,
I noticed a “cleaning up” of my own personal attitudes and
outlooks. I’m thankful God helped me off the soapbox and
into his Word, the cleansing soap of life!

Lynette Kittle is a freelance writer who lives with her
husband and four daughters in California. This article first
appeared in the September/October 1997 issue of Today’s
Christian Woman.

Reflect

The author says that strengthening her devotional life
led to the breaking of her stubborn habit. How is your
devotional life? How does this influence the areas in
which you struggle?

£

How might planning an activity, like the author did,
help you overcome a temptation to indulge in a bad habit?

£

Read Psalm 18:24. Are you letting the Lord “clean” you
up? What else needs to be cleaned?

£
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Rebel Yell
The conference brochure said
“no pants,” but my inner Bad
Girl said “no way!”
By Liz Curtis Higgs

After years of traveling and speaking, I’ve learned

which clothes work on the platform and which
styles to avoid. Slacks are out. They look great on
other women, but on me . . . let’s just say
waistbands require a waist, and bell-bottoms aren’t
meant for a woman with a bell-shaped bottom.

47

©2009 Christianity Today

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com

Breaking Bad Habits
Rebel Yell

No problem. I’ve always been perfectly happy in dresses, on
the platform and off.
Then came the day I was invited to speak at a weekend
conference where the speakers’ handbook clearly stated:
“Please, no pants.”
I stared at the page, incredulous. Having attended many a
conference where one of the speakers wore a skirt with a
slit that revealed more leg than she intended, I had no
quarrel with a cautionary word about platform attire, but . . .
no pants?! This is the 21st century, after all.
Fine. No pants. I wasn’t going to wear them anyway, right?
The cover letter from the committee mentioned it again, in
boldface type: Skirts and dresses only. And when I called
the conference office for directions, the woman on the phone
gently reminded me once more: “Thank you for not wearing
pants, Liz.”
“I never wear them,” I assured her, my jaw twitching as I
said it. Almost never. I did have one rather nice, slinky black
pair with a matching tunic . . .
When the time came to pack for the big weekend, the only
pair of pants I owned beckoned to me from the far recesses
of my closet: Pick me. Pick me.
“No pants,” I grumbled, choosing two favorite dresses
instead. Unless … unless I could wear the pants outfit simply
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for traveling. Watch the women’s eyes widen
when they met me at baggage claim. Give them a tiny
scare . . . Shame on you, Liz!
I dutifully packed my ankle-length dresses while a
skirmish raged inside me. Good Girl Liz wanted very much
to bless these godly women and dress as they requested.
But Bad Girl Liz stuck out her lower lip, chafing at their
rules, toying with rebellion.
Three little words echoed in my heart. Not the words of the
committee chairman—”No pants, please”—but the words of
Jesus: “Remember Lot’s wife!” (Luke 17:32).
She, too, had been given a simple set of instructions:
“Don’t look back!” (Genesis 19:17). Did she obey? She did
not. “But Lot’s wife looked back, and she became a pillar
of salt” (Genesis 19:26). Her disobedience cost Mrs. Lot
her life, Mr. Lot a wife, and the two little Lots a mother.
What a terrible price for a backward glance!
Some people say she pined after the material goods she
left behind. Yet I wonder if she didn’t also have a
rebellious streak wending through her soul. “Don’t look
back?” Watch me.
And what about you, Mrs. Higgs? Thumbing your nose at
the committee, offending the audience, dishonoring the
Lord. What a foolish risk for a pair of pants!
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My struggle that weekend had nothing to do with a yard of
fabric fitted around my legs and everything to do with a
thin layer of rebelliousness still wrapped around my heart.
Even after two decades of walking in grace, I stood ready
with my rebel yell: “You can’t make me, God!”
No, Liz. But I can love you. Will you love me?
There’s the rub: Do I love God enough to submit, even
when it rankles? To do what those in loving leadership
require without getting all prickly? To put aside my strong
will in favor of God’s will? “This is love for God: to obey
his commands. And his commands are not burdensome”
(1 John 5:3).
In other words, could I wear a skirt instead of pants and
not look back?
I could. And, out of love for God and respect for my
sisters, I did.

Liz Curtis Higgs is the author of 21 books, including Fair
Is the Rose (WaterBrook Press). She lives with her
husband and their two teenagers in Kentucky. This article
first appeared in the May/June 2004 issue of Today’s
Christian Woman.
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Reflect

Have you ever struggled with a rebellious desire
like the author—the desire to do something when
you’re told not to? Describe this struggle.

£

Read Psalm 107:17. What are the effects of
continuing in rebellion?

£

How can Christ’s words to “remember Lot’s wife”
help you to have an obedient heart?

£
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Just Gotta
Have It!
6 ways to help you develop
cravings for God’s Word.
By Katrina Baker

My kitchen was a mess. I’d dug through every

drawer and cupboard, searching for the only
thing that would satisfy me . . . chocolate! I
was in the middle of a full-blown craving. You
know the feeling: that insatiable, overwhelming
desire for ice cream, chips, chocolate, or pizza.
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Only a few days after I’d torn my kitchen apart in search
of chocolate, I came across a Bible verse that drew me up
short: “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk” (1
Peter 2:2). The New American Standard Bible puts it this
way: “long for the . . . word” (both emphases mine). As
I thought about my desire for God’s Word, I had to admit
“craving” or “longing” didn’t define my feelings about
my current Bible reading. Yes, I tried to do it daily, but
some days, reading God’s Word was more mechanical than
marvelous, more out of duty than desire.
Looking back over my life, I realized my desire for God’s
Word had fluctuated between the following degrees:
Having an insatiable appetite. I’d eagerly anticipate

reading God’s Word daily, and make time for it no matter
what else was going on. I couldn’t get to sleep at night if I
missed it.
Eating my veggies. This is the mode in which I most often

found myself. I’d read the Bible because I knew it was
right, I wanted to obey God, I knew it was good for me, and
I was always glad I did it.
Being force-fed. In this mode, I’d hear God’s Word at

church and would read the Bible every now and then—but
usually not until I felt extremely guilty about my lack of
time with him.
Starving. These have been the dry spells, thankfully few,

when I’ve gone weeks without opening my Bible except at
church. I’ve let busyness, distractions, or unconfessed sin
get in the way.
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Do you see yourself in the above descriptions? If you’re
like me, you’ve experienced each of these stages over the
course of your walk with God. But you also wish that you
genuinely and consistently craved God’s Word.
If my cravings for Scripture were anything like my
cravings for chocolate, I would just have to have it. I
wanted to wake up in the morning and not be able to
focus on anything else until I’d spent time in God’s Word.
I wanted to dig in voraciously, instead of doing a halfhearted devotional.
To discover how to develop a craving for Scripture, I
looked back at the high points of my spiritual life—the
times when I couldn’t get enough of God’s Word—and took
note of the things I did, the habits I made, and the factors
that contributed to the craving. Then I asked other
women what helped them develop a craving for God’s
Word. Here are six things I discovered that can help you
rekindle or strengthen your desire for time in Scripture:
1. Remember the Bible’s benefits.

After my son’s birth, I experienced a prolonged case of
“baby blues.” Although I found some solace in talking
to other moms, journaling, and scheduling “me-time,” I
found the most significant source of peace and comfort
in God’s Word. I found particular reassurance in
reading the Psalms—seeing how David cried out in fear,
confusion, and even despair, but consistently returned to
acknowledge God as his refuge and strength.
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At other times, I’ve turned to Scripture to find direction,
wisdom, and encouragement. The Bible holds all this for us, and
much more! Scripture tells us God’s Word is “a lamp to [our] feet
and a light for [our] path” (Psalm 119:105). Psalm 111:10 also
reminds us “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; all
who follow his precepts have good understanding.”
Just as satisfying physical craving releases feel-good chemicals
in our brains, satisfying a hunger for Scripture releases all
kinds of spiritual benefits and blessings in our lives, such as
increased wisdom, comfort, and peace.
2. Ask God to give you desire for his Word.

What better way to obtain a desire for God’s Word than from God
himself? Each day, ask God to give you a deep-rooted desire to
spend time reading and studying the Bible. Then be alert for
those inner promptings and reminders to open his Word and
dive in. I find that when I consistently ask God to give me a
desire to spend time with him, he always comes through. I can’t
walk past the shelf where I keep my Bible and devotional book
without feeling as though I should pull it out and dig in!
3. Make daily Bible reading instinctual.

Experts say it takes 21 days to develop a habit. I’ve applied
this principle to exercise, drinking water, and even making my
bed—so why not use it with Bible reading? Decide on a reading
or study plan and commit yourself to spending time in God’s
Word every day, whether you feel like it or not. One thing that
helps me is to use a daily devotional aid. After following that
plan for a few weeks, I find I can’t skip a day in God’s Word
without feeling like I’m missing out on something.
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4. Keep a spiritual journal.

One of the best ways to strengthen and maintain a desire
for God’s Word is to keep a record of how Scripture has
impacted your life. I kept journals throughout my college
years. Looking back over them reminds me of how God has
worked in my life and gives me the motivation to continue
serious Bible study. Your journal doesn’t have to be a special
leather-bound volume; it can be a spiral notebook, or simply
notes taken directly in your Bible. The point is to take note
of how various Scripture passages have touched your heart,
motivated change in your life, or given you insight into life’s
circumstances. When you’ve filled up a journal, notebook, or
Bible, keep it as a record and reminder—one you can turn to
time and time again to see how powerful God’s Word truly is.
5. Customize your Bible study to fit your personality.

For years I struggled with the inability to follow a “read
through the Bible in a year” program. I’ve known friends and
family members who have done this year after year, and I
always felt I should be able to do this, too. But I always gave
up by March. Finally, I realized the Bible-in-a-year plan just
didn’t fit my personality. As a detail-oriented person, when I
try to absorb four or five chapters of the Bible each day, I feel
as though I’m going too fast. I get frustrated and give up. Now
I tailor my study to my personality—more in-depth studies
and careful reading of shorter passages.
My friend Kathy also has found that customizing her Bible
reading to fit her personality has led to more productive,
effective, and consistent times in God’s Word. “One of the
most important things for me is variety,” she says. “If I find
my devotional time getting stale, I try to change it. Also, I
occasionally set aside large chunks of time to really ‘dig into’
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the Word by doing in-depth study that can’t be completed
in short bites of time.”
6. Customize your Bible study to fit your circumstances.

Just as we all have different personalities that may
require different approaches to reading the Bible, we all go
through different life stages that demand a change in our
Bible reading. A mother of three preschoolers might not
be able to devote the same amount of time and energy to
reading God’s Word as she will when all her children are in
school. Lori, a wife and mom from Nebraska, has been able
to customize her time in the Bible throughout her adult
life to fit whatever circumstances she finds herself in.
During college, she carved out enough time to read through
the Bible twice. In the early years of her marriage, while
working full-time as a teacher, she fit in shorter reading
times whenever she had the opportunity, such as reading
some Scripture while stopped at traffic lights during her
long commute. Now as a busy stay-at-home-mom, she does
most of her Bible study late at night or when her children
are in the tub.
Take a look at your roles and responsibilities. Make sure
you’re not trying to do too much (and definitely not too
little!) for your circumstances. Finding the method of
study and reading that works for where you are right now
will keep you from giving up in frustration.
I know there still will be times when I don’t “feel” the
craving for Scripture I want to have. But I also know the
important thing is for each of us to be aware of our desire
for God’s Word and always to be working to increase it.
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And another benefit is—satisfying our craving for
Scripture will never make us fat! Now . . . where did I
hide that chocolate?

Katrina Baker, a freelance writer, lives with her family in
Pennsylvania. This article first appeared in the July/August
2004 issue of Today’s Christian Woman.

Reflect

What’s one thing you absolutely crave? Does your desire
for God’s Word match your desire for that thing?

£

Which of the author’s four degrees can you relate to
right now? Which of her six suggestions do you think will
best help you move up on the “thermometer”?

£

Have you ever considered customizing your Bible study
to fit you? Are there some methods that frustrate you and
inevitably pull you into a spiritual rut? What can you do
to change your Bible study methods to fit your personality
and circumstances?

£
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Additional
Resources
Say Goodbye to Stubborn Sin by Clark Gerhart and

Jefferson Scott (Strong Communications, 2005). In this
fascinating new perspective on our fallen human nature,
Dr. Gerhart explains what lies behind strongholds and
how sin uses the body’s God-given systems to urge you to
continue in these behaviors. Once you are free of the sin
that so easily entangles, you’ll even be equipped to minister
to those around you.
Winning the Inner War: How to Say No to a Stubborn
Habit by Erwin W. Lutzer (Cook Communications, 1994).

Dr. Lutzer gives biblical, practical insights into the most
personal battle a Christian can face—the internal struggle
against sin and temptation.
Surrender: The Heart God Controls by Nancy Leigh DeMoss

(Moody Publishers, 2002). Struggling with stubborn
habits? Secret sin? Spiritual strongholds? The key isn’t
how committed you are to the battle—it’s how surrendered
you are to God. With her compelling mix of profound biblical
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insight and personal example, DeMoss reveals why it’s only
when you surrender everything to God that He can fully help
you triumph.
Choosing the Joy of Obedience by Judith Couchman

(Zondervan Corp., 2002). Mary was a young woman who said
yes to God’s incredible plan for her life. Her story tells us
about the blessings that come from trusting God even though
we cannot understand all that he intends. Each chapter
includes eight sections including opening narrative, sharing
your story, behind the scenes, and more.
Perseverance: A Long Obedience in the Same Direction by

Eugene H. Peterson (Inter-Varsity Press, 1996). As you grow
in hope, patience, repentance and joy, you also grow in your
ability to persevere. Six studies, based on Eugene Peterson’s
classic on Christian commitment, this book will encourage
you to continue in the path Christ has set before you.
The Blessings of Obedience by Andrew Murray (Whitaker

House Publishers). Andrew Murray explores the love behind
God’s demands and the grace that makes it possible for us to
obey. The blessing of complete obedience is your intimate
connection with a loving, protective heavenly Father who
desires more than anything to give you a rich and fulfilling life!

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in this
download are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation,
©2007. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.,
Wheaton, Illinois 60189. All rights reserved.
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