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"Come grow old with me! The best
is yet to be. Come grow old with us!
God's our loving Father we trust."
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Developing Intimacy with God

by Leo Soong
As | struggle to develop
intimacy with God, | am remind-
ed about Mark Twain’s com-
ments about his own attempts
to stop smoking: “Giving up
smoking is the easiest thing in

the world. | know because I've
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done it thousands of times.” It is
very easy to make a firm resolu-
tion to stop; but in times of
stress, the body just craves the
calming effect of nicotine, and
before he even knows it, the
cigarette addict is once again
puffing away. It is the same with
our relationship with God. We
want a closer walk with Him; we
make resolutions to do so; but
we continually fail as we are
distracted by the pleasures and
exigencies of life.

The Bible is clear that
God desires intimacy with His
people. In Genesis, God walked
and conversed with Adam and
Eve in the cool of the evening.
After the Fall, He picked Abra-
ham from among the nations of
the earth to create from his de-
scendants a people for Himself;
and then sent messenger after
messenger to guide and warn
His chosen people (in spite of
their continuous disobedience).
Two thousand years ago, He
sent His Son, Jesus, to demon-
strate His love by dying to pay
for our sins and to send us the
indwelling presence of His Holy
Spirit to strengthen and help us
to be obedient. At the end of
time, Revelation prophesies that
God will once again dwell in the
midst of His people in such a

glorious fashion that there will



be no need for a sun since God
Himself will shine forth.

The problem for us in de-
veloping intimacy with God is
quite simply our own fallen na-
tures. God stretched out His
hands to embrace His people,
but they were not willing. Jesus’
parable of the prodigal son
shows that though the son hurt
his family by taking his
inheritance to squander in
riotous living in a far country, his
father still watched every day
for his return. The father ran to
embrace him when the prodigal
finally appeared after learning
his lesson while tending pigs
and starving in the employ of
others. When things are going
well, we have a very natural
tendency to reject God in order
to live as we please. We really
don't like it when Jesus tells us
that to follow Him, we must de-
ny ourselves, and be willing to
take up suffering and death for
His sake. We ask ourselves,
“What is so attractive about
that?” The answer to this ques-
tion comes only by faith.

Firstly, we know by faith
that Jesus gives us a sure
promise that “His yoke is easy,
and His burden is light.” From
the non-Christian perspective, it
seems impossible to deny our

own desires, be willing to sacri-

fice ourselves for the happiness
and wellbeing of others, and
give all to God; but the Christian
knows by both faith and experi-
ence that Christ has sent him
the Holy Spirit to make easy
what seems difficult. Secondly,
we know by faith that we are
made in God’s image, and as
such we were designed and
made to serve Him and give
Him glory. Though we may be
momentarily satisfied by a shiny
new toy or distracted by an ex-
citing new relationship or expe-
rience, we will never be truly
happy apart from God. To be
apart from God is to be an eter-
nal wanderer, like Cain, never
to be truly at home anywhere.
And finally, we know from the
Bible that only those who are
close to God can be free from
fear. Those who are strong and
self-reliant know that the days
are coming when they will be
weak. Those who are secure in
their houses or palaces know
that they are still vulnerable to
surprise attacks or terrorism.
We have only to study the bio-
graphies of the great tyrants of
history to know the fear and
paranoia in which they lived.
The Christian, by contrast,
knows that God loves and pro-
tects His children; and even if

they must suffer for a short
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while, that is nothing compared
to the glory which ultimately
awaits them.

Still, the road to intima-
cy with God is not an easy one.
The Apostle Paul says that he
needed to beat and discipline
his body in order that it might
serve him. He likens the Chris-
tian life to an athletic contest in
which, to win, the athlete must
be self-disciplined in all he
does. He says that the flesh
desires what is against the Spir-
it, and the Spirit what is against
the flesh so that we do not do
as we would truly wish. As long
as we are alive on this earth, we
are engaged in a continual
struggle to achieve that intimacy
with God which He desires for
us, and which we desire for our-
selves. As we look around us,
we can see that many of our
friends are not really progress-
ing in their journey with God;
and if we are honest with our-
selves, we must acknowledge
that years, and even decades,
may pass in which we are con-
tinually fighting the same old
fights against bad habits, com-
placency, addictions and dis-
tractions of various types with-
out making much progress. In
Romans 7, Paul cries out,
“Although | want to do good, evil
is right there with me...What a



wretched man | am! Who will
rescue me from this body of
death?”

Paul answers his own
question by thanking God for
rescuing him through Jesus. We
know that God has rescued us
in the most important sense by
providing His Son to pay for our
sins; but we might still wonder
why years and decades can go
by without the increasing intima-
cy with God which we want, and
yet cannot achieve? We wonder
why God, Who desires us to
love Him more, cannot give us
more help? | think the answer is
that God can give us more help
and that He wants to do so, but
we can'’t just sit back and wait
for it to happen. We can't just
make excuses for ourselves
saying: “This is simply the way
that | am”; “I'm just not comfor-
table with doing what Jesus has
commanded because | am too
shy”; | don’t have the emotional
energy to motivate myself.” With
such attitudes, is it any wonder
that we just sit and stagnate? In
the Bible, God tells us that we
must seriously discipline
ourselves; we must train
ourselves like world-class
athletes; or even like members
of a military force.

In medieval times, pious

monks interpreted this to mean

that they should “mortify the
flesh” by self-flagellation with
whips or by wearing the cilice, a
garter made with metal spikes
to dig into the flesh. In my case,
| would sometimes resolve to
not watch television or listen to
the radio in order to better com-
mune with God; only to back-
slide after days, or even less
than a day, unable to resist the
temptation. Like Paul, | wanted
to do what was good, but found
that evil was right beside me.
“There’s got to be a better way”,
| thought. Then in September, |
found myself in a Home of
Christ Church in Taipei. The
entire sermon was dedicated to
the spiritual discipline of reading
scripture daily, and then writing
a daily journal about what one
reads and experienced. The
pastor went through numerous
personal testimonies of the
benefits in his own life and mi-
nistry, and in the life of his fami-
ly. As | listened, | recalled that |
used to do spiritual journaling
regularly during the year that |
spent in Multnomah Biblical Se-
minary because it was a class
requirement; but dropped the
practice soon after. When |
came home from Taipei in Sep-
tember, | resolved to start spiri-

tual journaling again, and to try

Contra Costa Light February 2016

hard to make it a habit for the
rest of my life.

There are, happily,
some other spiritual disciplines
which | have managed to keep
up over the years. | pray every
evening reviewing my day; and
then | read through the Bible
one chapter per day from
beginning to end, repeating the
cycle when | finish. | also read a
daily devotional, “Daily in His
Presence” by Andrew Murray
(as updated and arranged by
Bruce Wilkinson); and if | find a
good Christian book | want to
read, such as “Counterfeit
Gods” by Tim Keller, | read a
chapter or half-chapter each
day until | get to the end. |
decided to incorporate spiritual
journaling into this daily
schedule by praying and writing
about what | had read and what
| thought God was telling me in
the following morning. Let me
share with you my very first

entry:

Sept. 20-21, 2015

1. What are the impediments

today which keep me from
hearing and obeying what
God wants me to do?

A) Entertainment (reading
novels and watching TV)
which chews up my time,

and makes me rushed.



B) Financial information
(news sources, opinion
sources such Seeking Al-
pha and Yahoo Message
Boards) which consumes
my attention and thoughts.
What does God want me to
do about it?

A) Jesus said, “If you want
to follow Me, deny yourself,
take up your cross every
day, and follow Me.” This
means that | must put God
in first place. Entertain-
ments and concern with
financial information must
not take up too much time;
and | must have the disci-
pline to seek and deal with
those only AFTER | have
spent time with God.

What were today’s devo-
tional readings, and what
did they teach?

A) Proverbs 5, Warning
Against Adultery. This
teaches that all temptations
seem to be attractive and
pleasant; but the people
who provide the tempta-
tions are careless for them-
selves, and certainly about
their victims, leading both
into the grave.

B) Andrew Murray — “The
Kingdom of Self”. Man has
fallen from life in God to a

life of self-love and self-

indulgence. When you hear
God calling you to repent-
ance, listen humbly and do
not lean on your own under-
standing. Learn to distrust
your natural inclinations.
What were some of my con-
cerns of the day which God
may be addressing?

A) XYZ is trying to help the
persecuted Christians of
Iraq and Syria. | was trou-
bled that he was helping
them to cross the US bor-
der illegally to seek asylum.
God reminded me that that
Peter asked the Sanhedrin
whether he should obey
men or God. People are
dying because of their de-
votion to Jesus while the
administration dithers not
wanting to admit that Chris-
tians are being targeted and
persecuted for their religion
by ISIS terrorists. Still, |
don’t feel that God is calling
me to help in this effort now
because Secretary Kerry
just announced a large in-
crease in refugees to be
accepted, and the persecut-
ed Christians will benefit.

B) BBB Company — While a
friend has issued a warning
about @’s character, |
might let my desire to par-

ticipate in his projects over-
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ride prudence or be satis-
fied with a superficial re-
view. | must be appropriate-
ly suspicious of my own
desires and motivations,
and make sure that | am
satisfied that | will be work-
ing with an ethical person.
5. What is my prayerful re-
sponse to God? - Father,
help me to overcome all the
impediments which block
Your ability to reach me
with your advice, and which
block the intimacy with You
which | want. Help me not
to “lean on my own under-
standing”, but seek You
always.
| ask myself the same
five questions every day regard-
ing my readings and under-
standing of God’s messages to
me. Review of my entries over
the last few months do show
some progress in becoming
more sensitive regarding what
God wants me to do, though
occasional backsliding is also
evident. One thing for sure is
that | feel much more at peace
in my life; and things seem to
go much more smoothly when |
try to put God in first place in
my life. If | ask for some perso-
nal guidance, as | did above,
my experience is that God re-

plies rather clearly; and be-



cause | have the situation clear
in my own mind, | can be sensi-
tive to what God'’s desires are
and obey without question.

Spiritual Disciplines in a Group

Spiritual disciplines are not
just for individual practice. Our
English Prayer Group has been
meeting on Saturday morning
for several years. From time to
time, we do make some chang-
es in our prayer format. Typi-
cally, we spend some time talk-
ing about each person’s issues,
and then we give each person
an opportunity to pray for
themselves and others. Over
time, we have added a couple
of minutes of silent meditation;
and also the singing of a hymn
(currently “Have Thine Own
Way Lord”) to mark the transi-
tion from discussion to prayer.

In order to make sure
that everyone has an equal op-
portunity to pray, we recently
decided to divide the prayer
time into three sections: prayer
for the world and nation; prayer
for the church and church mem-
bers; and prayer for individuals
in the group and their families.
The prayer is “popcorn” style, in
which each person prays about
one subtopic only, before mov-
ing on to the next person; but

multiple items can be prayed for

in separate prayers after some-
one else has prayed. A few
weeks ago, one member said,
“It seems awkward to just jump
into prayer, which is mostly
supplication, when we know
that prayer should also include
Adoration, Confession, and
Thanksgiving before
Supplication (the acronym
spells “ACTS”). We, therefore,
all agreed that we should begin
with a section for Adoration,
Confession and Thanksgiving.
Although the Bible does say,
“Confess your sins to each
other, and pray for each other
so that your sins may be
healed”, it became rather
evident that we just didn’t have
the habit of confessing our sins
to each other even though the
Bible says that there is a pro-
cess by which our sins can be
healed through accountability to
our prayer partners. During this
first attempt at public confes-
sion, | personally asked God for
forgiveness for letting Him down
multiple times every day, but |
included no specifics at all.
Everyone did pretty much the
same until we came to one
highly courageous group mem-
ber who prayed beautifully and
with specificity about a though-
tless action which had not yet

even been discussed with the
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offended person. We were able
to pray for the situation des-
cribed; and we were able to
reflect on how the courageous
prayer of one person could
point out to the rest of us that
we had fallen short in confes-
sing adequately. This is, per-
haps, an example of “iron shar-
pening iron”; and is a beautiful
model of how spiritual disci-
plines can be both individual
and collective.
Conclusion

| certainly don’t claim that the
above spiritual disciplines repre-
sent the only answer to our pro-
blems of developing intimacy
with God. However, it is clear
from the Bible that, as Chris-
tians, we must be committed to
developing ourselves more and
more into the image of Jesus;
and we must make strenuous
efforts to do so. Ask God how
He wants you to develop intima-

cy with Him.
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