Enemy of Faith (part 2)
     Do you remember the bully from elementary school?  No matter which school you attended or where you lived, there was always a bully.  He or she was the one who caused trouble wherever he went and would pick on other kids for seemingly insignificant reasons.  You could see terror in the eyes of his targets, and others would stay away in fear that he would turn his attention toward them.  The bully could steal lunches, money, books, and most devastatingly, dignity.  Kids would come to school expecting to be taken advantage of or harassed.  They would feel defeated even before they arrived at school.  We as Christians sometimes feel the same way.  We allow the enemy to bully us and deplete our faith.  Thus, we walk around feeling defeated even before we get started.  
     One of the most prominent tactics that the enemy uses is discouragement.  Last week we defined discouragement as the state of being deprived of courage, confidence, or enthusiasm.  It is the typical bully.  Discouragement tries to steal your faith so that you no longer have the courage to do something out of your comfort zone.  It wants to deprive you of confidence so that you will no longer believe God will come through on your behalf.  It desires to destroy your enthusiasm for the purpose God has given you so that you will no longer accept it as true for your life.  In essence, the mission of discouragement is to utterly demolish your faith.  Let me give you an example of how this has worked in my life.  I was asking God to save my friend that had turned his back on God.  When I first began praying, my faith was high, and I fully believed that his life was going to be changed.  As time went on, however, it seemed that things were getting worse instead of better.  He would show glimpses of hope, but then his attitude would dramatically deteriorate.  Being ever hopeful, I would persevere in prayer and speak the Word over his life, but nothing was changing.  I began to wear down, and the thoughts would start.  “He is never going to change.”  “Just look at how he is acting.”  “It is hopeless.”  Discouragement set in, and my faith began to crumble.  My prayers were no longer as fervent, and my hope was dwindling away.  I was giving in to the bully of discouragement and beginning to walk in defeat, but then something happened.  God grabbed a hold of my heart and showed me that I had let my guard down.  He reminded me that I am not to believe based on what I see; I am to believe based on the Word of God.  I picked up my Bible and began speaking the Word again.  It was a long process, but my friend finally turned his life around.  We have to hold on to our faith and fight against discouragement.
     To win the war against discouragement, we must identify the times we are most vulnerable to attack.  One of the most common times is during the waiting period, when we have to wait for long periods of time before we see positive things happening.  It is during this time that we become weary and vulnerable.  Whenever we are in the waiting period, we must be aware that we are susceptible to strikes of discouragement and must be prepared.  Set your mind by determining to be in this race for the long haul, and then arm yourself with the Word and find refreshing in times of prayer.  We will spend a great deal of time in the waiting period, so we may as well learn how to do it well.  The only way I have found to maintain strength in times of waiting is by renewing my mind daily through the Word of God and by taking the time to cast all of my cares and frustrations on the Lord in prayer.  If we will do this daily, then discouragement will be less likely to build up within our minds.  Oftentimes, we wait until we cannot take the battle anymore before we go to God for strength and encouragement, but we must be proactive.  We can fend off much of what we battle if we will commit time for renewing every day because the breaking point usually comes when we have allowed cares to build up.
     Another time that discouragement strikes is when we feel overwhelmed.  When problems seem to come from several different ways, we become weary and overwhelmed.  This causes us to let our guard down and become vulnerable.  It is vitally important during these times to step back and regain our peace.  When trouble flies in from all different directions, it is easy for our emotions to intensify and take control.  We must fight for our peace!  Take a deep breath; stop your mind from racing; then pray.  Philippians 4:6-7 says, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  This scripture tells us that if we will take everything to God in prayer and trust Him, then He will give us His peace, which will guard our hearts and minds.  We also discover that thanksgiving is an important part.  Taking time for giving thanks and praise to God will lighten your load immensely.  It takes our focus off our problems and places it where it belongs, on God.  
     Discouragement also hits when our circumstances are in complete contradiction of what the Word says.  Going back to my example of the friend who had turned his back on God, some of the hardest times of that trial were when he was acting the worse.  When our situation is glaring us in the face declaring that God’s promises are never going to happen, we can begin to struggle with maintaining our faith.  The enemy knows that he cannot between God and His promises.  Whatever God has said, He is going to accomplish; however, if we allow it, the enemy can get between the promises and us.  Therefore, he tries to build walls in front of us to make the situation look impossible.  He wants us to stop trusting in God, so he tries to distract us by throwing up circumstances that contradict the promise.  It is a trap!  Keep your eyes fixed on God because He is the only one that can bring His promises to pass.  Do not allow yourself to get distracted by what you see; just keep your faith strong.  Romans 10:17 says, “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”  We can increase our faith by speaking scriptures from God’s Word.  Therefore, when you are tempted to give in to discouragement and speak negatively, then pick up the “sword of the Spirit” and begin to speak the promises God has given you.
     Discouragement comes to all of us like the bully in elementary school.  It tries to make us dread the path ahead, fear the present, and long for the past, but we do not have to surrender.  We are “more than conquerors through Him who loved us.”  Do not give up!  It is time to stand up to this bully!  
