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To my father, Cliff Gustafson.

Passionate follower and friend of Jesus Christ, 

lover of people, 

unwinder of graveclothes. 

Daddy,

I met Jesus the day I met you. 

Thank you for living your life out loud for God. 

I’m so honored to be your daughter.

Y
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Lord ! We entreat you, 

make us truly alive.

Serapion of Thmuis (fourth century)% *

Lazarus Awakening pages   9 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Lazarus Awakening pages   10 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Contents

Acknowledgments   xiii

 1  Tale of the Third Follower   2

 2 Lord, the One You Love Is Sick   18

 3 Our Friend Lazarus   32

 4 When Love Tarries   50

 5 Tomb Dwelling   66

 6 Roll Away the Stone   84

 7 When Love Calls Your Name   102

 8 Unwinding Graveclothes   120

 9 Living Resurrected   138

 10 Laughing Lazarus   156

Appendix A: The Story (John 11:1–12:11)   175

Appendix B: Study Guide   179

Appendix C: Resources for Resurrected Living   197

Appendix D: Who I Am in Christ   201

Appendix E: Identifying Strongholds   203

Appendix F: Hints for Unwinding Graveclothes   207

Notes   211

Lazarus Awakening pages   11 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Lazarus Awakening pages   12 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Acknowledgments

I’ve been told that before starting a musical composition, Johann Sebastian Bach 

would write two letters at the top of the score: J.J., which stood for Jesu Juva. “Jesus, 

help.” Those two words have been my daily prayer, and if this book ministers to you 

in any way, it is all due to Jesus Christ—my Helper and my Friend. More than ever 

before, I’m discovering the truth of these words: “Without Him, I can do nothing.”

But I’m also grateful to a family who has loved and supported me through the 

process. To my dear parents, Cliff and Annette Gustafson. Thank you for interced-

ing daily for me and this book and for making your house so much fun that at times 

Joshua didn’t want to leave! To my older kids—Jessica, John Michael, and my pre-

cious new daughter-in-love, Kami—thank you for the encouraging text messages 

and phone prayers that carried me through. And to my husband, John. There just 

aren’t enough words. I can’t imagine who I’d be, let alone where I’d be, without you.

To all my dear friends at church and online who have lifted this book in prayer, 

especially Lorene Masters, Donna Partow, Jodi Detrick, Sherrie Snyder, and Angela 

Howard, thank you. Along with the others, your intercession literally put words 

on the page at times. Special thanks to Randy and Kay Creech for your friendship 

and generous hospitality. And to Shantel Watson and others who dropped off deli-

cious meals and provided play dates for Josh.

To Wendy Lawton, whose insightful words—“It is a book”—launched the 

whole process of writing the story of Lazarus. You have my gratitude for being God’s 

voice to my heart.

Without Laura Barker, Carol Bartley, and the amazing team of people at Water-

Brook, this book wouldn’t have been possible. Thank you for your extravagant 

patience and for believing in this book. You have been so gracious. May God richly 

bless each and every one of you. 

To Anne Christian Buchanan. Thank you for helping me prune and shape my 

ideas and words. A skilled editor is truly a gift to a writer, and what a gift you’ve been 

to me. I thank God for you.

Lazarus Awakening pages   13 11/11/10   1:11 PM



xiv    Acknowledgments

Finally, to Janet Kobobel Grant, my agent. Two are better than one, the Bible 

says, and oh how that’s true of this author. Thank you for seeing something in me so 

many years ago and walking beside me every step of the way. I am blessed to have 

you in my life.

When Bach finished a piece of music, he would write another set of letters at the 

bottom of the page: S.D.G.—Soli Deo Gloria, which means “glory to God alone.”

That is my prayer for this book as well.

Soli Deo Gloria.

Lazarus Awakening pages   14 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Lazarus Awakening pages   1 11/11/10   1:11 PM



U

^
Now a man named Lazarus was sick.  
He was from Bethany, the village of 

Mary and her sister Martha. This Mary,  
whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, 

was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord  
and wiped his feet with her hair. 

So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.”
John 11:1–3

Lazarus Awakening pages   2 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Y
	 1

Tale	of	the	 	
Third	Follower

I t’s amazing that such a little space could make so much difference.   

Just eighteen inches, give or take a few—that’s all it needs to move. And yet, for 

many of us, getting God’s love from our heads to our hearts may be the most diffi-

cult—yet the most important—thing we ever attempt to do.

“I need to talk,” Lisa whispered in my ear one day after women’s Bible study. A 

committed Christian with a deep passion for the Lord, my friend had tears pooling 

in her dark eyes as we found a quiet corner where we could talk.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she said, shaking her head as she looked 

down at her feet. “I could go to the worst criminal or a drug addict living on the 

street, and I could look him in the eye and tell him, ‘Jesus loves you!’ and mean it 

from the bottom of my heart.

“But, Joanna,” she said, gripping my hand, “I can’t seem to look in the mirror 

and convince myself.” 

Her words were familiar to me. I’d felt that same terrible disconnect early in my 

walk with the Lord. Hoping He loved me but never really knowing for sure. Sadly, 

I’ve heard the same lonely detachment echoed by hundreds of women I’ve talked to 

around the country. Beautiful women. Plain women. Talented and not-so-talented 

women. Strong Christian women, deep in the Word and active in their church, as 

well as women brand new to their faith. Personal attributes or IQs seem to matter 

little. Whether they were raised in a loving home or an abusive situation, it doesn’t 
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4    Lazarus Awakening

seem to change what one friend calls an epidemic among Christian women (and 

many men as well): a barren heart condition I call love-doubt.

“Jesus loves me—this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”1 Many of us have sung 

the song since we were children. But do we really believe it? Or has Christ’s love 

remained more of a fairy tale than a reality we’ve experienced for ourselves in the 

only place we can really know for sure? 

Our hearts.

Y
What Kind of Father Do You Have?

So much of our understanding of God’s love is shaped by what we’ve 

experienced in life. Those who are abused or misused as children often 

struggle with the thought of God as a loving Parent, and even those 

raised in healthy homes can have distorted views of their heavenly Father. 

Which of the following misrepresentations are you most likely to struggle 

with?

Abusive Father: You never know what you are going to get with 

this kind of father. Will he be nice when he walks in, or will he hit 

you upside the head first chance he gets? His love is determined 

by his moods. You avoid him as much as possible.

But your true Father is “gracious and compassionate, slow to 

anger and rich in love” (Psalm 145:8).

Neglectful Father: This dad is far too busy (or just too selfish) to 

be concerned with you. He’s got bigger, more important business 

to attend to than your insignificant needs. While he may be 

present in your life, he’s largely unaccounted for. You have to take 

care of yourself.

But your true Father says, “Look at the birds of the air; they 

do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your 
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He Lov es Me…He Lov es Me Not

You would think after accepting Christ at a young age and being raised in a loving 

Christian home with a loving, gracious father, I would have been convinced from the 

beginning that my heavenly Father loved me. 

Me. With all my faults and failures. My silly stubbornness and pride. 

But those very things kept me from really knowing Christ’s love for the majority 

heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable 

than they?” (Matthew 6:26).

Biased Father: You know this father loves you—or at least you think he 

does. But he seems to shower affection and gifts on all the other kids, 

leaving you with leftovers and hand-me-downs. Bottom line: he has 

favorites, and you’re not one of them. You had better get used to it.

But your true Father “does not show favoritism” (Romans 2:11).

Demanding Father: Perfect in nearly every way, this father demands 

that you be perfect as well. No matter how hard you try, it’s never 

enough. While there are moments when he seems proud of you, they 

are few and far between. Instead, you carry a heavy sense of his 

disapproval.

But your true Father “has compassion on his children…for he 

knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust” 

(Psalm 103:13–14).

How great is the love the Father has lavished on us,  

that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!

1 Jo h n 3:1
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of my early adult life. There was just so much to dislike, so much to disapprove of. 

How could God possibly love me? Even I wasn’t that crazy about me.

For some reason, I’d come to see God as distant and somewhat removed. Rather 

than transposing upon God the model of my earthly father’s balanced love—both 

unconditional yet corrective—I saw my heavenly Father as a stern teacher with a 

yardstick in His hand, pacing up and down the classroom of my life as He looked 

for any and all infractions. Measuring me against what sometimes felt like impossi-

ble standards and occasionally slapping me when I failed to make the grade. 

Yes, He loved me, I supposed. At least that’s what I’d been taught. But I didn’t 

always feel God’s love. Most of the time I lived in fear of the yardstick. Who knew 

when His judgment would snap down its disapproval, leaving a nasty mark on my 

heart as well as my soul?

As a result, I lived the first three decades of my life like an insecure adolescent, 

forever picking daisies and tearing them apart, never stopping to enjoy their beauty. 

He loves me, He loves me not, I would say subconsciously, plucking a petal as I weighed 

my behavior and attitudes against what the Bible said I should be.

Powerful church services and sweet altar times. Ah, I felt secure in His love. Real 

life and less-than-sweet responses? I felt lost and all alone. Unfortunately, all I got 

from constantly questioning God’s love was a fearful heart and a pile of torn, wilted 

petals. My overzealous self-analysis never brought the peace I longed for. 

Because the peace you and I were created for doesn’t come from picking daisies. 

It only comes from a living relationship with a loving God.

tH e ta L e of tH e tH ir d foL Low er

I never planned on writing a trilogy about Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, the siblings 

from Bethany that we meet in Luke’s and John’s gospels. In fact, when I wrote Hav-

ing a Mary Heart in a Martha World, I was fairly certain it was the one and only book 

to be found in those verses. But God surprised me six years later, and Having a Mary 

Spirit was born. 

The thought that there might be a third book never crossed my mind until I 

shared an interesting premise with a few friends who are writers. It was a teaching 

point I’d hoped to fit into Having a Mary Spirit but never quite found room.
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“We all know Jesus loved Mary,” I told my friends. “After all, look how she wor-

shiped. And we can even understand how Jesus loved Martha. Look how she served. 

But what about those of us who don’t know where we fit in the heart of God?”

The question hung in the air before I continued.

“The only thing of significance that Lazarus did was die. And yet when Mary 

and Martha sent word to Jesus that Lazarus was ill, they said, ‘Lord, the one you love 

is sick.’ ” 

Somehow my words seemed to have extra weight as they floated between us. 

Extra importance. Even I felt their impact.

After a few moments my friend Wendy broke the silence. “That part of the story 

didn’t make it into the book because it is a book.”

I can’t adequately explain what happened when she said those words, except to 

say it was as though a giant bell began to sound in my soul. Its reverberations sent 

shock waves through my body as I tried to change the subject. 

The thing is, I didn’t want to write about Lazarus. I wanted to write a different 

book. I was ready to move on, to explore other subjects.

But God wouldn’t let me. And so you hold this book in your hands.

a PL ace to ca L L HoM e

We first meet the family from Bethany in Luke 10:38–42. Or rather we meet part 

of the family—two followers of Jesus named Martha and Mary. 

You’re probably familiar with the story Luke tells. Jesus was on His way to Jeru-

salem for one of the great Jewish feasts when Martha came out to meet Him with an 

invitation to dinner. But while Martha opened her home, it was her sister, Mary, who 

opened her heart. To put the story in a nutshell: Mary worshiped. Martha com-

plained. Jesus rebuked. And lives were changed.2

Strangely, Luke’s account never even mentions Mary and Martha’s brother, 

Lazarus. Perhaps he wasn’t home when Martha held her dinner party. Perhaps he 

was away on business. Or perhaps he was there all the time but no one really noticed.

Some people are like that. They have perfected the art of invisibility. Experts at 

fading into the background, they go out of their way not to attract attention, and 

when they get noticed, they feel great discomfort.
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Of course, I have no way of knowing if this was true of Lazarus. Scripture 

doesn’t give any information as to who he was or what he was like—only that he 

lived in Bethany and had two sisters. When we finally meet him, in John 11, it is an 

odd introduction—for it starts with a 911 call that leads to a funeral:

Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of 

Mary and her sister Martha. This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, 

was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with 

her hair. So the sisters sent word to Jesus, “Lord, the one you love is sick.”

When he heard this, Jesus said, “This sickness will not end in death. No, 

it is for God’s glory so that God’s Son may be glorified through it.” Jesus 

loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus  

was sick, he stayed where he was two more days. 

Then he said to his disciples, “Let us go back to Judea.”.…

On his arrival, Jesus found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb for 

four days.…

…“Where have you laid him?” he asked.

“Come and see, Lord,” they replied. 

Jesus wept. (John 11:1–7, 17, 34–35)

What a tender story. A story filled with emotion and dramatic tension. The story 

of two sisters torn by grief and a Savior who loved them yet chose to tarry. 

Of course, there is more to it—more truths we’ll discover as we walk through 

the forty-four verses John devotes to this tale. For the story of Lazarus is also the story 

of Jesus’s greatest miracle: that of awakening His friend from the dead. (To read the 

whole story all at once, see Appendix A: “The Story.”)

Have you noticed that when Jesus comes on the scene, what seems to be the end 

is rarely the end? In fact, it’s nearly always a new beginning.

But Mary and Martha didn’t know that at the time. And I’m prone to forget it 

as well. 

Questions and disappointments, sorrow and fear tend to block out the bigger 

picture in situations like the one we see in Bethany. What do we do when God 
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doesn’t come through the way we hoped He would? What should we feel when what 

is dearest to our hearts is suddenly snatched away? How do we reconcile the love of 

God with the disappointments we face in life? 

Such questions don’t have easy answers. However, in this story of Jesus’s three 

friends, I believe we can find clues to help us navigate the unknown and the tragic 

when we encounter them in our own lives. Tips to help us live in the meantime—

that cruel in-between time when we are waiting for God to act—as well as insights 

to help us trust Him when He doesn’t seem to be doing anything at all.

But most important, I believe the story of Lazarus reveals the scandalous avail-

ability of God’s love if we will only reach out and accept it. Even when we don’t 

deserve it. Even when life is hard and we don’t understand. 

For God’s ways are higher than our ways, and His thoughts are higher than our 

thoughts, Isaiah 55:8–9 tells us. He knows what He’s doing.

Even when we can’t figure out His math.

a Lgebr a a N d Me

Arithmetic was always one of my favorite subjects in grade school, one I excelled at. 

Of course, that was in the last century, before they started introducing algebra in 

kindergarten. In my post–Leave It to Beaver, yet very serene, childhood, the only 

equations that wrinkled my nine-year-old forehead were fairly straightforward: 

2 + 2 = 4

19 − 7 = 12

Of course, fourth-grade math was more difficult than that. But the basic addi-

tion and subtraction skills I’d learned in first and second grade helped me tackle the 

multiplication and division problems of third and fourth grade with confidence. By 

the time I reached sixth grade, I was fairly proficient with complicated columns of 

sums and had pretty much conquered the mysterious world of fractions. I was 

amazing—a math whiz.

But then eighth grade dawned and, with it, a very brief introduction to algebra. 

It all seemed quite silly to me. Who cared what the y factor was? And why on earth 

would I ever need to know what x + y + z equaled? 
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When my teacher gave us a high-school placement math exam that spring, I 

didn’t spend a lot of time trying to figure out the answers—mainly because I had no 

idea how, and when I tried, it made my head hurt. Instead, when I encountered a 

difficult problem during the test, I did what had always worked for me: I looked for 

a pattern in the answers. 

Allowing my mind to back up a bit and my eyes to go a little fuzzy, I’d stare at 

all those little ovals I’d so neatly darkened in with my number-two pencil until I 

could see a pattern. I haven’t filled in a D for a while. Or, There were two Bs and then 

two Cs and one A, so obviously this must be another A.

I was amazing at this too. 

No, really, I was. Several weeks later when we received the results of our testing, 

I had been placed not in bonehead math, not even in beginning algebra. No, it was 

accelerated algebra for me, though I hadn’t a clue what I was doing.

To this day I still don’t. My algebraic cluelessness has followed me through 

adulthood and on into parenting. My kids can ask an English question, quiz me on 

history or government, and I can usually give them an answer or at least help them 

find one. But when it comes to algebra or geometry or calculus or any of those other 

advanced math classes invented by some sick, twisted Einstein wannabe…well, 

they’d better go ask their dad. 

Advanced mathematics remains a complete mystery to me. The unknown fac-

tors seem so haphazard. What if z/y squared doesn’t equal nine? What then? 

The unknown factors frustrate us in life’s story problems as well—and there are 

plenty of those in John 11. How are we to compute the fact that Jesus stayed where 

He was rather than rushing to Lazarus’s side when He heard His friend was ill? How 

do we reconcile Jesus’s allowing Mary and Martha to walk through so much pain 

when He could have prevented it in the first place? 

Difficult questions, without a doubt. But there is a foundational truth in this 

passage we must first acknowledge before we can tackle the tougher issues.

“Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus” (John 11:5, emphasis added).

Jesus loves you and me as well. He loves us just as we are—apart from our Mar-

tha works and Mary worship. He even loves those of us who come empty-handed, 

feeling dead inside and perhaps a little bound.

Lazarus Awakening pages   10 11/11/10   1:11 PM



Tale of the Third Fol lower    11

For while it may not add up in our human calculations, the truth of God’s love 

lies at the heart of the gospel. “While we were still sinners,” Romans 5:8 tells us, 

“Christ died for us.” We may not be able to do the math ourselves or reason out such 

amazing grace, but if we’ll simply ask, our heavenly Father longs to help us find the 

bottom line.

tH e La za rus factor

I’ve always told my husband, John, that he has to die before I do—mainly because I 

don’t want him remarrying some wonderful woman and finding out what he’s 

missed all these years. But then again, if he were to go first, I’m convinced I’d face 

financial ruin in two months. It’s not because John hasn’t taken very good care of us 

financially but because I absolutely hate balancing checkbooks. 

My idea of reconciling my checking account is to call a very nice lady named 

Rhonda at our bank. She graciously lets me know the bottom line whenever I’m a 

little leery of where I stand.

Now, I know this isn’t a wise way to handle fiscal matters. In fact, you CPAs 

reading this are about to faint if you haven’t already thrown the book across the 

room. But, hey, it works for me. 

Most of the time.

Okay, so there have been a few blips in my system. But I’m coming to believe 

that while this may not be such a great method in the natural realm, it may be the 

only way to go in the spiritual.

After spending the greater part of my life trying to make everything add up on 

my own—that is, trying to make sure my good outweighed my bad so I was never 

overdrawn but was continually making deposits in my righteousness bank—I finally 

realized that nothing I did could ever be enough. No matter how hard I tried, I 

constantly lived under the weight of my own disapproval. Which, of course, instantly 

mutated into a sense that God was coldly disappointed with me as well. 

He loves me not… 

Keeping my own spiritual books has never added up to anything but guilt 

and condemnation and an overwhelming sense of hopelessness. I’m so glad God’s 
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math isn’t like mine. And oh how I rejoice that He doesn’t demand I come up with 

the correct answer before He makes me His child. Because when I couldn’t make 

it up to Him, Jesus came down to me. And through His precious blood sacrifice, 

He made a way for me to come not only into His presence but directly into the 

heart of God. 

“All of this is a gift from God,” 2 Corinthians 5:18–19 tells us, “who brought 

Holding Out for Grace

I appreciate what Bono, the lead singer of the rock group U2, has to say 

about grace: “It’s a mind-blowing concept that the God who created the 

Universe might be looking for company, a real relationship with people, 

but the thing that keeps me on my knees is the difference between Grace 

and Karma.”3

Bono explains that the idea of karma is central to all religions:

What you put out comes back to you: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, or 

in physics—in physical laws—every action is met by an equal or an opposite 

one. It’s clear to me that Karma is at the very heart of the Universe. I’m 

absolutely sure of it. And yet, along comes this idea called Grace to upend all 

that “As you reap, so you will sow” stuff. Grace defies reason and logic. Love 

interrupts, if you like, the consequences of your actions, which in my case is 

very good news indeed, because I’ve done a lot of stupid stuff.… It doesn’t 

excuse my mistakes, but I’m holding out for Grace. I’m holding out that Jesus 

took my sins onto the Cross, because I know who I am, and I hope I don’t 

have to depend on my own religiosity.4

There is no God like you. You forgive those who are guilty of sin; 

you don’t look at the sins of your people who are left alive. 

You will not stay angry forever, because you enjoy being kind.

M ic a h 7:18 , nc v

Y

U
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us back to himself through Christ.… no longer counting people’s sins against 

them” (nlt). 

No Mor e Ya r dstick

I don’t think we can begin to imagine how radical Christ’s New Testament message 

of grace sounded to a people who had been living under the Law for thousands of 

years. The thought that there might be a different way to approach God—a better 

way—was appealing to some Jews but threatening to many others. 

For those who kept stumbling over the rules and regulations set up by the reli-

gious elite—never quite measuring up to the yardstick of the Law—the idea that God 

might love them apart from what they did must have been incredibly liberating.

But for the Jewish hierarchy who had mastered the Law and felt quite proud of 

it, Jesus’s words surely posed a threat. His message pierced their religious facades, 

revealing the darkness of their hearts and, quite frankly, making them mad. Rather 

than running to the grace and forgiveness He offered, they kept defaulting to the 

yardstick—using it to justify themselves one minute, wielding it as a weapon against 

Jesus the next.* 

“You come from Nazareth?” they said, pointing the yardstick. “Nothing good 

comes from Nazareth.” That’s one whack for you. “You eat with tax collectors and sin-

ners? That’s even worse.” Whack, whack. “You heal on the Sabbath?” they screamed, 

waving their rules and regulations. Off with Your head!

The Sadducees and Pharisees had no room in their religion for freedom. As a 

result, they had no room for Christ. They were people of the yardstick. Even though 

Jesus kept insisting He hadn’t come to “abolish the Law or the Prophets…but to 

fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17), they just wouldn’t listen. Like little children they 

plugged their ears and kept singing the same old tune, though a New Song had been 

sent from heaven. 

* Please let me tell you how much I love the nation of Israel. I fully believe they are the chosen people of God 
and a precious family into which I have been adopted. When I speak of the spiritual pride and blindness of 
the religious hierarchy of Jesus’s day, it is not to condemn the Jews. Instead, I see my own tendency—and 
the tendency of the body of Christ today—to fall into spiritual pride and blindness when we love our “form 
of godliness” but miss “the power thereof” (2 Timothy 3:5, kjv).

Lazarus Awakening pages   13 11/11/10   1:11 PM



14    Lazarus Awakening

Which is so very sad. Especially when you consider that the very Law they were 

so zealous for had been intended to prepare them for the Messiah rather than keep 

them from acknowledging Him.

After all, God established His original covenant with Abraham long before 

He gave Moses the Law—430 years before, to be exact (Galatians 3:17). The love 

the Father extended to Abraham and to all those who came after him had no 

strings attached. It was based on the recipient’s acceptance of grace from begin-

ning to end. 

But somehow Israel fell in love with the Law rather than in love with their God. 

And we are in danger of doing the same thing. Exalting rules as the pathway to 

heaven. Embracing formulas as our salvation. Worshiping our own willpower rather 

than allowing the power of God to work in us to transform our lives.5

Such self-induced holiness didn’t work for the Jews, and it doesn’t work for us. 

That’s why Jesus had to come. 

The Law had originally been given “to show people their sins,” Galatians 3:19 

tells us. But it was “designed to last only until the coming of the child who was 

promised” (nlt). Though the yardstick of the Law helped keep us in line, it was 

never intended to save us. Only Christ could do that. And oh may I tell you how that 

comforts my soul? 

I’ll never forget the day I handed Jesus my yardstick. I had been saved since 

childhood, but I was almost thirty before the message of grace finally made the trip 

from my head to my heart, setting me “free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 

8:2). As the light of the good news finally penetrated the darkness of my self-

condemning mind, the “perfect love” 1 John 4:18 speaks of finally drove out my 

insecurity, which had always been rooted in fear of punishment.

When I finally laid down my Pharisee pride and admitted that in myself I 

would never be—could never be—enough, I experienced a breakthrough that has 

radically changed my life. For as I surrendered my yardstick—the tool of compari-

son that had caused so much mental torment and a sense of separation from God—

Jesus took it from my hands. Then, with a look of great love, He broke it over His 

knee and turned it into a cross, reminding me that He died so I wouldn’t have to. 

That the punishment I so fully deserve has already been paid for. 
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That the way has been made for everyone who will believe in Jesus not only to 

come to Him but to come back home to the heart of God. 

a PL ace to LaY ou r Hea rts

From the moment God so kindly exploded the concept of this book in my soul, I’ve 

had just one prayer. It is the prayer Paul prayed for all believers in Ephesians 3:17–19:

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, 

together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is 

the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you 

may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 

I believe that everything we were made for and everything we’ve ever wanted is 

found in these three little verses. But in order to appropriate the all-encompassing 

love of God, we must give up our obsession with formulas and yardsticks. But how 

do we do that? Paul’s prayer reveals an important key: “that you…may have power…

to know this love that surpasses knowledge” (emphasis added). 

The marvelous incongruity of that statement hit me several years ago. “Wait, 

Lord! How can I know something that surpasses knowledge?” I asked. 

His answer came sweet and low to my spirit. You have to stop trying to understand 

it and start accepting it, Joanna. Just let Me love you.

For the reality is, no matter how hard we try, we will never be able to explain or 

deserve such amazing grace and incredible love. Nor can we escape it.

It’s just too wide, Ephesians 3:18 tells us. We can’t get around it.

It’s just too high. We can’t get over it. 

It’s so long we’ll never be able to outrun it.

And it’s so deep we’ll never be able to exhaust it.

Bottom line: You can’t get away from God’s love no matter how hard you try. 

Because He’s pursuing you, my friend. Maybe it’s time to stop running away from 

love and start running toward it. 

Even if, at times, it seems too good to be true. 
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cHoosi Ng Lov e

I don’t know why Jesus chose me to love. Really, I don’t. Perhaps you don’t under-

stand why He chose you. But He did. Really, He did. Until we get around to accept-

ing His amazing, undeserved favor, I fear we will miss everything a relationship with 

Christ really means.

When my husband proposed to me so many years ago, I didn’t say, “Wait a 

minute, John. Do you have any idea what you’re getting into?” I didn’t pull out a list 

of reasons why he couldn’t possibly love me or a rap sheet detailing my inadequacies 

to prove why he shouldn’t—although there were and are many.

No way! I just threw my arms open wide and accepted his love. I would have 

been a fool to turn down an offer like that. 

I wonder what would happen in our lives if we stopped resisting God’s love and 

started receiving it. What if we stopped trying to do the math, stopped striving to 

earn His favor? What if we just accepted the altogether-too-good-to-be-true news 

that the yardstick has been broken and the Cross has opened a door to intimacy with 

our Maker? 

For if we are ever to be His beloved, we must be willing to be loved.

Simple, huh? And yet oh so hard. Like my friend Lisa, many of us are plagued 

by love-doubt. We have hidden tombs yet to be opened. Dark secrets that keep us 

hanging back. Soul-sicknesses that have left us crippled and embittered by our 

inability to forgive or forget. Graveclothes that keep tripping us up and fears that 

hold us back from believing the good news could ever be true for people like us. 

I wonder… 

Maybe it’s time to look in the mirror and start witnessing to ourselves. 

Maybe it’s time we stop living by what we feel and start proclaiming what our 

spirits already know: “I have been chosen by God. Whether I feel loved or believe I 

deserve it, from this moment on I choose to be loved.” 

Say it out loud: “I choose to be loved.” 

You may have to force yourself to say the words. Today your emotions may not 

correspond with what you’ve just declared. It is likely you may have to repeat the 

same words tomorrow. And do it again the next day. And the next.
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But I promise that as you start appropriating what God has already declared as 

truth, something’s going to shift in the heavenly regions. More important, some-

thing’s going to shift in you.

So say those words as many times as you need to…until the message gets through 

your thick head to your newly tender heart. Until you finally come to believe what’s 

been true all along. 

Shh…listen. Do you hear it?

It’s Love.

And He’s calling your name.
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