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T H E  G O O D  N E W S  P A P E R

BY JOHN HUTCHINSON

“The two most important days in 
your life are the day you are born 
and the day you � nd out why.”   
-  Mark Twain
YOUR � rst day was one of the 
greatest miracles in the universe. 
Now you need to � nd out why 
it happened. Why was I born?  
Do I have a purpose? Am I 
wandering a meaningless path to 
nowhere or is there a de� nite reason for me being here? 
I remember a troubled teenager desperately needing 
something to get him going. He helped on the farm and 
rarely spoke. One day he said, “Do you know what my 
problem is? – I’ve got nothing to live for — I’m bored out 
of my wits, and if there’s a tablet which would kill me — 
I’d take it.”

That’s truly tragic — a young guy charged with energy 
and potential — brooding on boredom and who would 
rather be dead than alive. But, is that how it should be? 
You get just one go at life and need to get it right. One 
fellow I knew said, “All I’ve ever wanted is to be happy.” 
But, happiness eluded him and he took his life. Happiness 
eludes many who surrender to futility and say, “No” to 

living. Finding out why we’re alive 
is urgent.

The answer
The reason why we’re here was 

once de� ned by a stranger who 
walked into the city of Athens. 
Some inquisitive philosophers 
asked him to speak. He did, and 
in simple words, the Apostle Paul 
told them why and how we got 
here. He said, “God gives us life and 
breath ... And has made from one all 

the nations of men to dwell on the face of the earth, and has 
determined the times for them to live and the boundaries of 
their existence that they should seek the Lord and happily 
� nd Him.”  Acts 17:26

The simple answer is to “seek the Lord and happily � nd 
Him.”  But, how do we � nd an invisible God? To the men 
of Athens the apostle Paul dropped a vital clue when he 
said, ‘…God is not far from anyone of us.’  

God is not far from the despondent teenager – not far 
from the rejected and dejected, not far from the troubled 
and lonely – not far from those doing time in prison – not 
far from those about to leave this life. 

 Turn to page 2

James D. Croone felt his future 
was doomed from the start, 
growing up as a Black Ameri-
can male in a rough Seattle 
neighborhood. He faced aban-

donment, racism and feelings of 
worthlessness but found acceptance 
in street gangs. However, violence 
and criminal activity followed, 
and he found himself in and out of 
prison. But far from the doomed 
future he predicted, James is now 
Dr Croone and a leader and role-
model for young men in the same 
situation he was in.

In an article for 
Christianity Today, 
James writes about the 
journey he has taken to 
get to where he is now.

He shares that his 
father leaving his family 
had a massive impact 
on him. Although his 
mother worked hard 
to provide for him, he 
says he needed a strong male fi gure 
in his life.

“Although [my father] lived 10 
blocks away, he was never active in 
our lives, fi nancially or otherwise,” 
James explains.

In school James noticed the dif-
ferences in how teachers treated 
white and black students. Those 
diff erences extended beyond the 
classroom.

“The police hassled us regularly 
for just hanging out at a bus stop 
or street corner,” he recalls. “Some-

times three or four squad cars pulled 
up with offi  cers jumping out, yelling 
and cursing, to search our pockets 
for no good reason.”

James was well-behaved and a 
good student but things changed 
when he started high school and 
started hanging around the wrong 
crowd.

“The gang culture, drugs, and 
partying eventually seduced me,” 
he admits. “I loved hip-hop music 
and street dancing. At 16, I joined 
the Emerald Street Boys Rap group. 

We performed around 
the city and made an 
album.”

James lost interest in 
school and eventually 
quit altogether.

“California gangs 
began migrating to our 
neighborhood, where 
they sold cocaine and 
bred more violence. 
I went along with the 

fl ow, succumbing to occasional hard 
drugs but mostly alcohol and pot.”

James began selling drugs and 
enjoyed the respect that fl ashing 

wads of cash brought 
him.

“I was forever 
seeking recognition 
and thirsty for some-
thing that never sat-
isfied,” he shares. 
“ M o n e y  s l i p p e d 
through my fi ngers 
like melting ice in a 
scalding heat wave.”

James says he put himself in 
many dangerous situations, includ-
ing the time he was driving and his 
friend in the passenger seat pulled 
out a gun and started shooting at 
people on the sidewalk.

“He held the gun parallel to my 
face as I was trying to steer. Bullets 
whizzed past me out the driver’s 
side window, almost collapsing my 
eardrums.” 

Another time he was driving when 
a rival gang member began tailgat-
ing him and shooting at him.

“Bullets penetrated the rear win-
dow, one of which grazed my girl-
friend’s ear before passing through 
her cheek, spattering blood on the 
windshield. Another missed wasting 

my brain by millimeters.”
Feelings of worthlessness, anger 

and negativity began to plague 
James. But he earned his GED, and 
began working in the roofi ng trade, 
as well as  selling drugs. He spent 
time in prison for misdemeanors 
and petty assaults. When he was 33, 
he was arrested after fi ghting with 
his live-in girlfriend.

“Someone spotted her getting too 
friendly with other guys at a party, 
which whipped me into a jealous 
rage,” he explains. “A neighbor, 
hearing the ruckus, called the police, 
who found my semi-automatic Uzi 
and a stash of marijuana I had been 
dealing. All told, I was facing a fi ve-
year mandatory prison sentence.”

I THOUGHT MY I THOUGHT MY 
UPBRINGING UPBRINGING 
DOOMED MEDOOMED ME

THE GANG 
CULTURE, 
DRUGS, AND 
PARTYING 
SEDUCED ME

YOUR TWO MOST IMPORTANT DAYS

James D. Croone is now a 
doctor of theology.

While out on bail, James’ sister, 
who was a Christian, invited him 
to a church service. He went along, 
albeit reluctantly.

“The pastor’s heart-wrenching 
sermon blew me away,” James 
remembers. “It was a life-changing 
moment. I rushed to the altar cry-
ing. My decision to accept Christ as 
Savior and Lord shocked my gang-
member friends. Many of them 
respected my decision, but others 
smirked, waiting for me to fall back 
into the old life.”

James was rearrested for com-
municating with his girlfriend in 
violation of a non-contact order – 
something he says turned out to be 
a blessing.

“Locked up for two months, I 
devoured the Bible and several 
Christian books while attending 
chapel services.”

When it came to sentencing, 
James took a plea-deal and was 
given a one-year sentence, reduced 
to eight months because of time 
already served. At the encourage-
ment of his pastor, he took theology 
courses while in prison.

After his release from prison, 
he completed a doctor of theology 
degree in religious education. He 
has helped train students from the 
inner-city minority community, 
worked with homeless ministries 
and started an inner-city church. 

“Despite the failures and heart-
aches of my past, I am a new crea-
ture in Christ,” James attests. “The 
old ways are gone. Without his 
mercy, I would probably be dead 
today, another sad statistic in the 
litany of inner-city tragedy. Today, 
I have the privilege of encouraging 
young Black men who feel worthless 
to choose the worth they have in 
Christ. I considered myself worth-
less once, but now I am serving the 
living God, and in him, I am the man 
God destined me to be.” ●
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Coffee Break CROSSWORD & SUDOKU

SOLUTIONS PAGE 7

ACROSS
1 Hiker’s path 
3  Extinct ground birds 
6 Military address 
8 Bunch or clump 
9 Sales booth 
10 A great lake 
13  Omelette 

ingredients 
14 Intelligence crew 
17 Coup organiser 
18 Roofing material 
19 Flip over 
20 Wood shop tool 

DOWN
1 Ivory source 
2 Plague insect 
3 Instrument; barrel 
4 Cleaning liquid 
5 Road 

7  Precipitation measurer (4,5)
11 South Indian language 

12  Corkscrew 
shape 

15 Potatoes 
16 Midleg 

Tammie Marie Lester was so 
poor growing up in Texas 
that she never knew from one 
day to the next whether there 

would be food on the table, electric-
ity, gas or water. She didn’t know 
if she would have a home to live in 
because there was never enough rent 
money either.

“We often went without one or 
more of those things,” the 47-year-
old prisoner tells Challenge News.

What she did know for sure 
though, was that she would either 
be neglected or, worse, there would 
be some kind of violence perpetrated 
against her. It would either be sexual 
abuse or a belting from her mother 
or father. 

“My childhood was one of neglect 
and disapproval,” she elaborates. 
“My dad drank, cheated on my 
mother and beat her.

“My mom didn’t want me and tried 
to give me to her parents, as she did 
her son from another man she was 
seeing before my dad. 

“I was sexually assaulted and then 
whipped for telling - I carried belt 
buckle marks from the waist down. 
The sexual mess went on till I was 
grown.”

Tammie says this environment 
made her grow up into an insecure 
person. She craved acceptance and 
only wanted to please people. 

“Even if it cost me I did whatever 
my parents and others wanted,” she 
admits. “I was a mental mess; I was 
controlled through violence, verbal 
abuse and physical abuse. I truly 
believed these people - my parents, 
partners and siblings - loved me and 
that’s why they punished/corrected 
me with harsh words, hands and even 
life-threatening attacks on my body.”

Her need for approval led to an 
addiction to sex - “because sex is 
what got me love and attention,” 
she says. She was also controlled by 
fear, she says, and recognizes that 

was the reason she didn’t stop her 
ex-husband from molesting her son 
while they were married, for which 
she was eventually sent to prison.

Sentenced to 30 years for aggra-
vated assault, Tammie has already 
served 21. 

However, in prison life has changed 
vastly for the better for her.

Amidst the violence and lack in her 
young life, were intermittent visits 
to church and Sunday School. It was 
there that Tammie heard the gospel 
(the good news that Jesus Christ 
came to earth and died for our sins to 
give us eternal life). She heard about 
the peace that He gave, the love and 
joy that He offered. 

Those lessons were buried deep 

I found a Father I can depend on

Steve Benner faced rejec-
tion as a child after his 
father left his family for 
another woman. By 17 

he had dropped out of school 
and resorted to criminal activi-
ties to fund his drug addiction. 
When the police caught up with 
Steve he was ready to end his 
life, but in prison, he finally 
found hope, peace and some-
thing to live for.

In  an  interv iew with 
700Club, Steve explains the 
impact his father’s abandon-
ment had on him. 

“I started running the streets at night, drinking alco-
hol and smoking marijuana,” he recalls. “My father 
wasn’t there to say, ‘Hey look, this is not what you’re 
supposed to do,’ or anything – he was gone.”

When his casual drug use progressed into an addiction 
in his late teens, he stole laptops, cars and even a brand 
new hot tub to sell to buy drugs. 

“The next 10 years I did methamphetamine every 
day,” Steve explains. “I would smoke meth and I’d be 
up for a week at a time. It became something that I had 
to do daily in order just to be normal. I didn’t 
work – I survived and paid for my drug habit 
by selling drugs and stealing.” 

Steve’s mother was a Christian and prayed 
fervently for her son. She was battling cancer 
and six months before she died, she told Steve 
she had a message for him.

“She said, ‘In five years you’re not gonna be 
the same person. You’re not gonna look the 
same, you’re not gonna act the same, people 
won’t even recognize you.’ And I looked at her and I 
laughed and I got up and walked away.”

When she died, Steve continued to use drugs to numb 
his pain and anger.  “I felt no pain,” he remembers. “I 
didn’t feel anything, although I was very angry. Noth-
ing mattered. Having a good job didn’t matter. Having 
a family didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.” 

Realizing that he had lost everybody who meant any-
thing to him, Steve stopped caring about his own life.

Then he was caught breaking into a house. Police 
cornered Steve in the bathroom of a nearby business.

“At that point I decided that I was not going to prison 
– I was going to end my life that day and I pulled out a 
large knife and I kicked the bathroom stall open. They 
tried to talk me into setting the knife down and I wasn’t 

going to do it. I told [the police 
officer], ‘If you get close to me, 
I’m killing you,’ and he raised 
his gun and he was about to 
kill me and his partner shot me 
with a taser, hit me in the neck 
and I went down. I dropped 
the knife.” 

In jail, Steve searched for a 
way to kill himself.

“I realized that everything I’d 
been doing my entire life had 
left a trail of hurt and pain for 
other people that didn’t deserve 
it. I looked at myself and I real-
ized the monster I’d become. I 

was full of anger and hate and addicted to drugs and 
I didn’t know how to cope, I didn’t know what to do.” 

Another inmate encouraged Steve to turn to God and 
he picked up a Bible and started reading.

“The words were jumping off the page at me,” Steve 
recalls. “I started learning that I could be forgiven for 
the terrible things I had done.”  

So Steve prayed and asked for God’s forgiveness.
“I said, ‘Lord if you can fix my life you can have it. 

I’m worth nothing. I have completely screwed my life 
up and here, it’s Yours.’ I felt warm, I felt 
His presence. I knew that I had just made a 
decision for Christ.”

Steve changed immediately. He says he 
had hope again, was smiling for the first time 
in 20 years, and was free from his addiction 
to drugs. “I was happy and I was looking at 
seven years in prison and I wasn’t worried 
about it,” Steve attests. “I had peace.” 

He also realized that it had been five years 
since his mother had told him his life would change.

Steve was released from prison in 2014. He no longer 
feels rejected but knows he is loved by his Heavenly 
Father.

“I feel love that I haven’t felt in so many years and 
I have a Father that I can depend on now. He’ll never 
leave me or forsake me.” Steve tells others that it is never 
too late to receive God’s forgiveness.

“You’re never too far gone, as long as you’re here and 
you’re still breathing, God can reach down in the pit of 
hell and He can pull you out and set your feet on solid 
ground and He can clean up your messes. No matter 
what you’ve done, it’s never too late. As long as you’re 
still breathing it’s not too late – you can turn to Jesus 
and ask for help and He’ll answer your call.” ●

and she even tried going to church 
after she got married. 

“I wanted the spiritual stuff others 
had but it wasn’t till I was locked up 
and got tired that I got the desire to 
know Christ, not just about Him. 

“I thought there had to be more 
than what I was and more to life 
than what I was living, more than the 
abuse, dysfunction and mind con-
trol. I wanted the happiness, peace 
and joy other Christians had; the 
life promised to me in the Bible that 
I had heard about in Sunday School. 
I wanted the love and relationship no 
man can give me.

“After learning about all that 
Christ did and went through for a 
messed up person like me I couldn’t 

I FEEL 
LOVE THAT 
I HAVEN’T 
FELT IN SO 
MANY YEARS

help but want to become a believer, to 
serve the One who loves me and goes 
above and beyond for me.

“I hit my knees and asked Christ 
into my heart and told Him if He 
could truly use me and my life to 
please come into my life and clean 
it up and do what only He could do. 
My life hasn’t been the same since.”

Tammie says the biggest change 
has been walking away from homo-
sexuality and “all the other sexual 
activity”. 

“God has delivered me from the 
sexual desires that used to control 
my life. He’s helped me overcome the 
way I thought of myself and others. 
Before I became a Christian I was all 
about pleasing people and winning 
acceptance. I no longer walk around 
in mental darkness.”

Her message to others caught in 
the same brutal struggle is heartfelt: 
“If you long for true love and honest 
friendship the only person to go to is 
Jesus. Till I truly built a relationship 
with Him, my life was always missing 
something; I was constantly lacking 
in so many areas of my life. It’s truly 
amazing and completely unbelievable 
what He has made of me.”

Tammie’s favourite verses are 
Isaiah 54:17 - “no weapon formed 

against you shall prosper”
Philippians 4:13 - “I can do all 

things through Christ who strength-
ens me”

Hebrews 13:5 - “I will never leave 
you nor forsake you”

1John 4:4 - “Greater is He that is 
in me than he that is in the world”. ●

Steve Benner

ABUSEABUSE NO LONGER  NO LONGER DEFINESDEFINES ME ME
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TWO MOST 
IMPORTANT 
DAYS
 From page 1

And, He’s not far from you and 
me! YOU WERE CREATED BY GOD 
FOR GOD. 

Lock that firmly into your 
thinking. Then grasp this awesome 
fact. You can know God as a friend. 
He sent his Son Jesus into the 
world to save you from your sins 
so that you can be in fellowship 
with him. 

Jesus suffered and died on a 
horrible Roman cross for our sins 
and rose victorious from the dead - 
and he’s alive today! 

What you need to do is to pray 
a prayer like this; Dear God, you 
have created me for yourself but 
I’ve sinned and gone my own way. 
I repent (turn away) of all my sins 
and accept Jesus into my life as my 
personal Savior and Lord. I commit 
my life to you.

Get to know God. Start reading 
the Bible – begin at the New 
Testament. 

Talk to God in prayer. Ask Him 
to guide you and help you make 
good decisions. Share your new 
found faith with other Christians 
and then non-Christians. 

Your new life with Christ begins 
the day you receive him – and even 
death will not detain you as you 
anticipate being in God’s glorious 
presence for all eternity. 

The Bible says: “Seek the Lord 
while He may be found; call on 
Him while he is near. Let the wicked 
forsake his way and the evil man his 
thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, 
and He will have mercy on him, and 
to our God, for He will abundantly 
pardon” Isaiah 55:6-7.  ●
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Ronald Abels was only 16 when 
he committed his first armed 
robbery and started selling 
drugs. He was intent on being 

the top gangster in his community 
of Capricorn Park, Cape Town. But 
when he met some people who sur-
prised him with their love, affection 
and trust, he started to realize there 
might be more to life. Now he runs 
an organization for children from 
marginalized communities and his 
life has drastically changed.

In an interview with Thislife 
Online, Ronald shares that he was 
raised by his grandparents and as 
a child he dreamt of becoming a 
policeman. 

“But when my hormones kicked 
in, I noticed the gangsters attracted 
the coolest girls and I decided to 
become the greatest gangster of 
all,” he recalls. “So at the age of 15 I 
started fighting with the oldest boys 
in my school.”

He made a name for himself as 
a gangster and took over an exist-
ing gang. Although Ronald wasn’t 
taking drugs at the time, he started 
selling them to make money. After 
he finished school, he thought he was 
living the gangster high life.

“Then the first white missionaries 
came to Capricorn. I’d never seen 
a white person up close before and 
suddenly this white English woman 
walked right up to me and just 
hugged me. I didn’t understand why! 
Later, when I got to know Julie, she 
told me when she noticed me stand-
ing there in my fake leather jacket 
and gangster attitude, she simply saw 
someone who needed love. That was 
the first time someone had hugged 
me. I loved my grandparents. They 
were good to us and looked after 
us well, providing everything we 
needed, but they weren’t affectionate 
people.”

Ronald began attending the Chris-
tian home group that Julie and her 
husband Mike ran. One night they 
invited him for supper but when he 
arrived, they told him they had to go 
away for the weekend.

“They handed me their house keys 
and said I should spend the weekend 
there. Again, they’d taken me by 
surprise and I didn’t understand how 
they could trust me. My first thought 
was that I’d steal everything of value, 
but I was so completely captivated by 
their love and trust that I didn’t even 
smoke cigarettes in their yard.”

Ronald decided to convert to 
Christianity and tried to be a “good 
guy”. It was a big change from the 
gangster life where he was always 
fighting, living in fear, running 
from the law and sure he would be 
murdered.

“Twice I escaped plots to kill me,” 
he remembers. “The first time I 
was hijacked and held captive over 
a weekend while I was made to dig 
my own grave. I persuaded them 

one I count on. He always has my 
best interests at heart.”

Ronald started attending church, 
and quickly became an intern. The 
church helped him attend Bible 
College and in 2016 he became 
the church’s full-time Missions 
Developer.

He also founded Future Life Min-
istries, which helps young people 
from marginalized communities in 
Cape Town.

Ronald is now married to Sydney, 
an American missionary. He also 
spends time with his two daughters 
from a previous relationship.

“One of the greatest gifts Jesus has 
given me is a restored relationship 
with them, and I love being able 
to offer them a secure home when 
they’re with me,” he shares.

“I read, watch television, go to 
movies, normal things. I’m never 
afraid. I’ve been told that I’m 
regarded as a symbol of hope in 
Lavender Hill now. They say that if 
God could change me, He can change 
anyone. I agree!”●

Gangster Gangster 
surprised surprised 

by loveby love

BY RYAN ZEPEDA

As a young person grow-
ing up in Brunswick, 
Georgia, excess weight 
made Josh Torbich 

self-conscious. When friends 
introduced him to alcohol at 
age 13, the euphoria blanked 
out his feelings of inadequacy 
and a poor self-image.

“That inferiority complex 
seemed to slip away. I started 
to feel confident,” Josh says 
on a 700 Club video. “I set 
myself up to see the drink 
as the solution to fix the way 
that I felt, because it hap-
pened. Man, it was like the 
most immediate and effective 
solution that I ever had seen 
to fix that feeling that I had... My life circled around, ‘where’s the party 
at?’. I started to become the go-to guy for alcohol and I felt like that was 
somebody that everyone was attracted to, that could quickly move in and 
out of popularity circles.”

Because he was big, he could buy alcohol with a fake ID.
But he was living a double life. His parents were Christians who took 

him to church. In his junior year of high school, the liquor wasn’t enough. 
Josh turned to painkillers, and their potency gave him an additional boost 
of self-confidence.

Of course, the gateway substance led to even more: during his senior 
year, he had become a  full-blown heroin addict.

“The first time that I shot up heroin and the rush came over me, it was 
like going back to when I was 13 years old,” Josh says. “It was new, it was 
exciting, and it was something that once again made me feel great.”

After high school, while his friends went to jobs and college, Josh stayed 
at home with his parents and abused drugs.

“I felt so miserable. I felt so worthless,” he admits. “I remember sitting 
there looking at my life and what it had become, and that thought and that 
feeling came over me that said, ‘This is the way your life is. This is the way 
that your life is gonna be.’”

Josh got two DUIs and had one overdose incident.
“I hadn’t accomplished anything or done anything with meaning or 

purpose and had just become okay with being a loser,” he admits.
When he turned 23, Josh’s parents orchestrated an intervention and got 

him to enrol in the Brunswick Christian Rehab center.
At first, the rules seemed overbearing. “How am I ever going to have any 

fun in here?” he asked himself on the first day.
But the required church attendance, coupled with the therapy sessions, 

did soften his heart, and one Sunday, Josh went up to the altar to receive 
Jesus as his Savior and Lord.

“Slowly my perspective started to shift that maybe there is a place out 
there for me to where I can find something that has purpose and meaning, 
something that I would be able to wrap my arms around,” he recalls. “And 
maybe Jesus is the way to get to that.”

Today, Josh is CEO of the same rehab program, and under his leadership, 
the program has grown and prospered.

“I believe that He didn’t want me to go through all of those things that 
I went through. But since I did, and I turned my life over to Him, He’s 
perfectly capable of using every single thing that I went through and that 
happened to me for His purpose,” Josh says.

“I don’t just get the grace of Jesus Christ in my life, I don’t just get the 
forgiveness. I get the abundant life that He’s promised to give to me today. 
Today you can find purpose, and you can find that purpose through the 
process of  surrendering to Christ.” ●

Rehab client is Rehab client is 
now the CEOnow the CEO

Josh Torbich

Once a top gangster in his Once a top gangster in his 
community, Ronald Abels now runs community, Ronald Abels now runs 

an organization for children from an organization for children from 
marginalized communities.marginalized communities.

Ronald Abels with his wife Sydney.

to let me join them when they were 
smoking tik [methamphetamine, or 
crystal meth] and they started to see 
me as one of them. The second time, 
I refused to go somewhere I was 
supposed to be and someone else 
was mistaken for me and shot dead.”

Ronald’s attempt to be a “good 
guy” didn’t last. 

“Eventually I took up alcohol again 
and started living a double life. I 
realize now that I was just subscrib-
ing to a set of religious rules at this 
stage and Jesus had not yet become 
real to me.”

He started smoking tik again and 
withdrew from his Christian friends.

“I reconnected with my old gang 
for protection and went back to sell-
ing drugs. I made money but smoked 
all the profit and couldn’t buy drugs 
to sell… I became homeless, hanging 
around drug houses and sleeping 
wherever I could.”

Hopeless and lonely, Ronald 
recalls sitting in front of a rubbish 
pile thinking there must be more to 
life. He no longer wanted to be part 
of the gangster life.

“In that moment of utter despair I 
heard a voice softly say, ‘Ronald, it’s 
time to go home’. I believe it was the 
voice of Jesus.”

Ronald obeyed the voice and 
returned to his childhood home.

“I was filthy, had lice, stank and 
was exhausted. It took about three 
baths to get me clean. I slept for 
days. As I recovered, I joined a local 
church. The first time I’d converted it 
had been to the idea of Christianity. 
This time I included Jesus. Now I was 
in an active relationship with Him. 
That’s when it got real for me... 

“I’ve never felt lonely since. I 
realize I was always looking for love. 
Jesus fills me completely. He’s the 
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As a child, Jemal Damtawe dreamed 
of becoming a professional soccer 
player or a movie star, but when sol-
diers in a military van kidnapped him 

as he was walking to school one day, those 
hopes and dreams vanished.

Instead, he faced a new reality as a 
15-year-old solider in the Ethiopian Civil 
War.

“My life changed into something that is 
hard to imagine, a world where there was 
no peace or joy. Seeing the violence and 
death would affect my life for years to come,” 
Jemal shares on his website, jemald.com.

In an interview with 100 Huntley Street, 
Jemal says he had three months of training 
about how to shoot a gun and how to survive. 
He was then sent to the front of the battle, 
with a gun pointed at his back reminding 
him that he either had to kill or be killed.

 “We were told if you don’t shoot your gun 
at the enemy we will kill you,” Jemal writes 
in his book, Forced Paths, Ordered Steps.

Jemal and a friend managed to escape 
after two years. They exchanged their guns 
for a camel ride to Djibouti. Then they 
stowed away on a ship but he and four oth-
ers were discovered and thrown overboard.

“Two of us survived,” Jemal shares.
Jemal stowed away for a second time and 

eventually arrived in Montreal, Canada, 
where he married, had a daughter, and 
opened a restaurant.

Nightmares of his horrific past plagued 
him and he turned to drugs and alcohol in 
order to numb the pain and to be able to 
sleep at night.

But when his daughter was three, Jemal 
left her and his wife, as well as their res-
taurant. He left a note explaining that he 
couldn’t be a good father or husband and 
he moved to America.

He describes his 10 years in Portland, 
Oregon as a nightmare. He got involved with 
gangs and dealing drugs and spent time in 
and out of jail. He was shot twice and lost 
friends to drug overdoses.

In an attempt to escape the gang life, 
Jemal returned to Canada – this time in 
Vancouver.

“I don’t have anybody, I don’t know any-
one... I was sleeping under the bridge for 
almost a year,” Jemal remembers.

Then Jemal discovered Union Gospel 
Mission, where he could receive a hot meal 
and was offered a support program to help 
him beat his drug and alcohol addictions.

“My body was skinny, my brain depleted, 
and deep depression gave way to thoughts 
of suicide. My mind told me I was not going 

to make it in their program, but it also whis-
pered that I needed to enter it just to rest 
and take a break from my life on the streets.”

Jemal initially just visited UGM for meals. 
Before they ate, a pastor would share a mes-
sage about Jesus and pray over the food.

Jemal, who came from a Muslim family 
and was the son of an Imam, disregarded 
the pastor’s words at first.

Then a woman he was partying with died 
of a drug overdose.

He ran to UGM but this time he would 
stay and, on Christmas Day, he finally sur-
rendered to Jesus.

“I was crying to God,” he shares. “I said, 
‘God, I’ve heard enough – I need Jesus.”

Jemal participated in the drug and alcohol 
program and was able to beat his addiction.

“Only when I learned how to read scrip-
tures, pray and seek help … only then did I 
begin to understand and have some relief 
and some peace in my mind,” Jemal says.

“I knew that when I came to Christ, He 
gave me freedom, a new life, new hope, 
and a way to let my troubles go. The most 
important thing was learning how to forgive. 
Not just say in my mind, ‘I forgive you,’ but 
make a deliberate decision to release feel-
ings of resentment or vengeance towards all 
who harmed me, regardless of whether they 
deserve my forgiveness.”

After graduating the drug and alcohol 
program, Jemal moved into his own room. 
But it was there that an addiction to por-
nography began.

Again, Jemal prayed to God, “I said, ‘God, 
I need help. I know I didn’t give you this 
addiction. You delivered me from drugs 
and alcohol but I held on [to pornography] 
because I love it.”

Jemal then threw his computer away and 
completely cleaned his house of any por-
nographic materials. He also told his UGM 
counsellor and pastor about his addiction.

“We like to hide this addiction,” Jemal 
explains. He says by opening up to others, 
they also shared their struggles with him 
and they were able to support each other.

Jemal now works at UGM as an outreach 
worker and is a pastor of a church. He has 
remarried and has a son, Adam, and has 
reconciled with his daughter in Quebec.

He has written a book called Forced 
Paths, Ordered Steps about his incredible 
life story.

“I was forced to walk a difficult and painful 
road,” Jemal says. 

“But what I discovered is that God was 
always beside me calling me to walk the path 
that God had chosen for me.” ●

Brandon Chism was a teenage gang-
banger who carried four pistols on him 
at once. Becoming a teenage father 
didn’t even slow him down – he was 

intent on becoming a hitman or a kingpin 
and nothing was going to stop him. But then 
he heard a whisper in the darkness and every-
thing changed.

In an interview with 700Club, Brandon 
recalls a traumatic childhood full of violence.

“I never felt like my dad loved me,” he 
shares. “The way he treated me, the way he 
talked to me made me feel worthless.”

In an aim to find acceptance, Brandon 
turned to the gang life.  

“I started smoking weed and by 12 I was 
already snorting powder and dropping micro-
dot acid,” he says. 

When Brandon met Terra, he fell head over 
heels in love. But when she got pregnant, their 
relationship changed.

“My life stopped and his didn’t and that’s 
where the real conflict started,” Terra explains. 

“I kept partying,” Brandon admits. “I was 
15 when we had our first daughter and I didn’t 
slow down a lick.”

Terra hoped Brandon would change and 
sometimes he gave her hope that it was 
possible. 

“He would get better just long enough to reel 
us all back in and then he would just go right 
back off the deep end again,” Terra shares.

Brandon was in and out of jail and had 
violent aspirations.

“I felt like I was Scarface,” he recalls. “I toted 
four pistols on my person at a time. I would 
have guns in the vehicle that I was driving. 
I wanted to be a hitman or a kingpin. I was 
selling all this dope with pockets full of money 
and guns and vehicles and motorcycles and 
electronics. I really thought this is what I want 
– this is who I want to be forever.” 

Then, while he was facing a serious prison 
sentence for a gun charge, everything changed.

“[I was] just feeling 
sorry for myself and 
wondering, ‘What am 
I doing with my life?’ I 
hear this whisper that 
by no shadow of a doubt 
is the Lord. I’m feeling 
Him surround me with 
this love and this com-
fort in this moment and 
He said, ‘Are you going 
to go left or right? This 
is time. If you don’t serve 
me, I’m going to let you 
go. I’m going to let you 
do what you want to do.’ 
And I’m already know-
ing the end to this so of 

course I cry out and say, ‘Lord, I’m here! I will 
serve you.’”

Brandon quit using drugs and alcohol and 
began attending church. He recalls raising his 
hands and inviting Jesus into his life while 
Terra and other members of the church prayed 
for him.

“I was on a different path and have been 
from there on out. The grace and mercy of God 
has just blown me away.” 

To Brandon’s surprise, his gun charge was 
thrown out of court and he was given six 
months unsupervised probation.

Today Brandon and Terra are married and 
share with others the hope they have found 
in Jesus. They encourage people to study the 
Bible and get to know God’s character.

“That is the only way to get to know Him – 
to study the Word of God,” Brandon explains.

“It’s living, it’s breathing, it has been proven, 
it has been tested, it has been tried. God is 
hope, God is love, God is redeeming, God 
is faithful – above everything He is faithful.
When you study the Word of God and see 
what we have been given, what we are heirs to, 
how much He truly loves us – He manifested 
Himself in the flesh to come die for us so that 
we may live. 

“There is hope for anyone. There is nobody 
that’s been too nasty and been too wrong or 
hurt too many people. God will take every bit 
of that away in an instant.” 

Terra is blown away by the change in her 
family.

“Now we’re doing ministry side-by-side and 
we’re praying for people and we’re going out 
in the community and we’re serving meals 
for homeless people at a shelter as a couple 
instead of beating each other up,” she shares.

“If you would have told me that 23 years ago, 
I probably would have told you that you were 
crazy. God can do anything – you can’t put 
Him in a box – there’s nothing that He can’t 
do, that He can’t fix, that He can’t restore.” ●

I wanted to be a I wanted to be a 
hitmanhitman

Child soldier finds 
path to freedom

Jemal Damtawe was forced Jemal Damtawe was forced 
to beome a child soldier but to beome a child soldier but 
managed to find freedom in managed to find freedom in 

Canada.Canada.

Brandon and Terra Chism Brandon and Terra Chism 
now work together to share now work together to share 
the hope they have found.the hope they have found.

Brandon Chism had criminal Brandon Chism had criminal 
aspirations until he heard a whisper aspirations until he heard a whisper 

that turned his life around.that turned his life around.
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Homeless ex-
CEO finds hope
My name is Brad. I was born and raised in Houston and currently 

reside in Grand Rapids. The story of my life reads like a script 
for a Hollywood movie. I had fame, fortune, success – I had it all, 
and more. Then I hit rock bottom in a manner most people could 

not imagine. I got addicted to drugs and lost everything. I lost my family, 
my wife and two children, all my material possessions and money, lived 
on the streets, homeless, stole, scammed, and ultimately went to prison. 

It took me hitting rock bottom, sitting in prison for me to take a long, 
hard, uncomfortable look at myself – where I had been, and more disheart-
ening, where I was going. I was on a one-way road to hell, and did not know 
how to detour from the life I had led and continued to lead.

Most people would consider prison a misfortune, but for me, it was a 
blessing – a life-changing blessing. I spent a large part of my life preparing 
for and then becoming a successful stunt man in Hollywood. I did stunts in 
movies, commercials, and videos. I was a water-skier, did free-style jump-
ing, and barefoot water-skiing. I performed for millions of people. I raced 
motor cross and BMX and ranked in the top 15 in my class nationwide.

When I moved away from my action-packed life style, I turned to drugs 
as my source of getting high. I also turned to drugs to fill a void – a void 
of lifelong pain. But it would take me many years and much destruction 
to myself and others, and enormous pain I inflicted on loved ones, before 
[the void was truly filled]. After getting out of show business, my brother, 
a successful businessman in Nashville, asked me to move in with him and 

learn the auction business. I learned it quickly 
and assisted my brother in taking his business 
to new levels. It was in Nashville that I met my 
second wife. Once married, together we launched 
our own auction company and diamond com-
pany. By the age of 37, and a high school dropout, 
I was a multi-millionaire and a CEO of two very 
successful businesses. 

I had everything worldly a man could want. 
I was a multi-millionaire, had friends and associates in high places, had 
a wonderful wife and children, diamonds, cars, $800,000 home, boats, 
bikes, and other recreational toys and any material possession one could 
want and/or imagine. The void continued to grow within me. Addiction 
had such a hold on me that it owned me. If there was an addiction for it, I 
had it. I was addicted to gambling, cocaine, crack, meth, alcohol, pain pills, 
and played around with heroin. I would go on gambling binges and take 
large amounts of money from my family and gamble it away. I resorted to 
behaviour that is unfathomable.

After nine years of living with me, my wife had enough and kicked me 
out of our home. I gave all our assets to her and the children. I went from 
being “someone” to a homeless man with not a penny to his name.

I was living on the streets, wearing the same clothes day in and day out, 
panhandling so I could eat, sleeping in the woods, old abandoned cars, and 
with bugs and spider webs all over me.

I was emotionally and spiritually bankrupt. I continued to make bad 
decisions. Perhaps the worst decision I made in my desperation turned 
out to be my best decision, a decision that ultimately landed me in prison. 
Once in prison, I accepted Christ. The burdens were lifted off of me and I 
no longer lived in darkness but in the light. The love of the Lord descended 
on me with hope, comfort, and forgiveness. I was reborn in an instant. The 
old person had died and a new one was born. 

I still have struggles, but with Christ all things are possible. We are more 
than conquerors and I am living proof of that every day I get up and serve 
the Lord. My family members are all dead due to drugs and/or alcohol. I am 
the only one that is left. I am truly a testimony of God’s love, grace, mercy, 
and promises. If the Lord could bring me out of the brink of destruction, 
deliver me from so many addictions and breathe new life into me, then His 
abilities are infinite and I am living proof. 

While I continue to struggle and seek God’s favour, strength, and direc-
tion on a daily basis, I am living a life beyond my wildest dreams. I thank the 
Lord for his grace and mercy or I would not be here today. I am a walking 
testament to his promises: Knock and I will answer, seek and you shall find. 

I thank the Lord that He never did forsake me even when I forsook Him.
Jesus’ love always endures and He will take our hand and lead us – carry 

us if necessary – out of the pit of hell we have created, and deliver us.
No matter what we have done, Christ is there waiting for us to reach out 

to Him. All we have to do is receive.  ●
Used with permission from Alpha Prison Ministries

Originally published in May 2014

Don’t let go of your hope
BY GREG LAURIE

A LOT of people in our culture today 
are starting to lose hope. Experts 
say that one of the reasons suicide 
rates are so high is because people 
have lost hope. From the inside of a 
very large fish, Jonah was beginning 
to lose hope. But then he prayed. 
Jonah said, “When my soul fainted 
within me, I remembered the Lord; 
and my prayer went up to You, into 
Your holy temple… But I will sacrifice 
to You with the voice of thanksgiving; I 
will pay what I have vowed. Salvation 
is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:7, 9 NKJV).

Notice that Jonah didn’t have any 
promise that God would deliver 
him from the belly of that beast. But 
he gave thanks to the Lord while 
he was there.  Maybe you’re going 
through a hard time right now, and 
you’re thinking, “I don’t feel like 
giving thanks to God. I’ll give thanks 

when I get through this problem.”
When Paul and Silas were thrown 

into prison for preaching the Gospel, 
we read that “at midnight Paul and 
Silas were praying and singing hymns 
to God” (Acts 16:25 NKJV). The Bible 
says, “Oh, give thanks to the Lord, 
for He is good! for His mercy endures 
forever” (1 Chronicles 16:34 NKJV). It 
doesn’t say, “Give thanks to the Lord 
when you feel good” or “give thanks 
to the Lord when circumstances 
are good.”  If you’re losing hope 
today, don’t give up. I don’t know 
what kind of situation you’re in 
right now, but you’re going to get 
through it. Remember this acronym 
for hope: Holding On with Patient 
Expectation. Don’t lose hope. God 
is in control. And if He got Jonah 
out of a fish, then God can get you 
through whatever you’re facing 
today, if you just turn your life over 
to Him. ●

Bosco Poon was a Cana-
dian-Chinese musician with 
dreams of becoming a record-
ing artist. But those dreams 

were derailed when he became 
embroiled in a crime and was impris-
oned for 12 years. He didn’t know 
how he would survive the ordeal 
but, within the prison walls, Bosco 
discovered strength and hope and a 
new future. 

In an interview with 700Club, 
Bosco shares that he grew up in Can-
ada as a shy immigrant from Hong 
Kong. The language barrier caused 
him to become a loner in school.

“I met some people that also came 
from Hong Kong that speak my 
home language, Cantonese, and I felt 
an instant connection with them,” 
Bosco says in an interview with 
100Huntley. “So I started hanging 
out with those people and some of 
them actually belonged to some local 
Chinese gang... these new friends 
brought me to a brand 
new world of partying, 
taking drugs, weed, alco-
hol and cigarettes.”

But Bosco’s dream of 
becoming a musician led 
him to another city.

“I  came out  and 
became sober because I 
was so determined that I 
wanted to enter into the 
music industry,” he recalls. “I started 
to develop my own rapping skills in 
Cantonese and Mandarin and then 
formed my own hip-hop group with 
some musical friends locally, and 
then we got picked up by this record 
label in Taiwan.” Before his first 
album was released, his old friends 
called him and asked if he would 
rent them a vacant house which was 
owned by his parents – no questions 
asked.

Bosco agreed but then discov-
ered his old friends had kidnapped 
someone and were hiding him in the 
basement of his parents’ home until 
ransom was paid.

He weighed up his options in his 
mind, wondering if he should go 
and untie the man and take him to 
the police.

“But also in the back of my mind 
was all this fear constantly telling me, 
‘What if they find that I let the guy 
go and they turn their rage on me?’ 
It was then that I realized, ‘What 
have I done?’” Within a week, police 
arrested the kidnappers, including 
Bosco as an accomplice. His family 
and neighbors watched on as he was 
bundled into the police car.

Bosco was sentenced to 12 years 
in prison. On day one of his new life 
behind bars he wondered if he would 
be able to survive.

“It was full of violence, drugs, 
depravity, broken hearts, pain, 
screaming, crying. So I had a lot of 
time to reflect on stuff, which I never 
did before,” he shares.

About a year into his sentence, 
Bosco was feeling depressed and 
alone. He stayed in his cell, not 
even wanting to go to the kitchen 
for meals. Then the prison chaplain 
visited him and encouraged him to 
visit the chapel.

“I started to read the Bible more 
and started to go to services and 
attend Bible studies so I could get a 
better understanding of Christian-

ity,” Bosco remembers.
One day he was reading the Bible 

when a verse stood out to him: “I 
[Jesus] am with you always, even to 
the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)

“I was just like, ‘Hey God, I can-
not feel You, I cannot sense You, I 
cannot see You, I cannot touch You, 

I cannot hear You. You say 
that You’re with me to the 
end of the age – how is that 
possible?’ I burst into tears 
and I said to Him, ‘If You are 
real, come talk to me because 
I have nobody else.’”

A couple of weeks later, 
Bosco was praying again and 
this time he surrendered his 
heart to God. He then had an 

amazing vision.
“I saw a cloud of great white light 

coming down from Heaven getting 
closer and closer until it reached 
into my heart, lifted up my heart. I 
was like electrified. All that I could 
hear was a voice, ‘Don’t be afraid. I 
am your Lord and I will rescue you.’”

Bosco says after becoming a Chris-
tian he felt God challenged him to 
pray for his enemies.

“To be honest with you, I didn’t 
want to do that, I was like ‘No Lord 
this is too hard.’ But He was like ‘No, 
take my love and do it. My love is so 
much bigger than yours. Just focus 
your eyes on Me; just try to do it.’ 
And when I did that, even with tears 
streaming down from my eyes while 
I was praying for all my enemies, 

Ex-ganster’s Ex-ganster’s 
future is all future is all 
‘rapped’ up‘rapped’ up

Bosco’s book about his life.

I found freedom. So God rescued 
me from that as well, rescued me 
from hatred.” Bosco began studying 
Bible College courses and became an 
inmate peer counsellor.

He served four years in prison 
before being granted early day 
parole. He is now a pastor and a 
recording artist going by the name 
B.O.Z (Born of Zion) but he hasn’t 
forgotten where he was and contin-
ues to serve in prisons.

“Maybe through my transforma-
tion I can be living proof to the 
inmates that making a mistake is not 
the end,” he says. “Jesus has a greater 
hope and a purpose for all of us.”

Bosco has released a book about 
his life called Risen from Prison: 
Beyond My Wildest Imagination.  ●

MAKING A 
MISTAKE 
IS NOT 
THE END

I TURNED TO 
DRUGS TO 
FILL A VOID

StockStock
photophoto
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WORDS FOR THE HEART
STUDIES IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN{ }Welcome to this Bible Study. Read slowly what I have 

written.  If you have a Bible, look up the reference 
verses given, and allow the Holy Spirit to minister 
to your soul through them.   – ALAN BAILEY

HOW DO I BECOME A CHRISTIAN?
What? Salvation is an eternal relationship with God – now on Earth and, after we 
die, in Heaven. 

The Lord Jesus says: “I tell you the truth. Everyone who believes in Me has eternal life.”   
John 6:47
In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.
John 16:33

Who? Anyone can gain the eternal life o� ered through Jesus Christ, regardless of 
how you have previously lived or what you have previously believed.

God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
Him shall not perish but have eternal life.   John 3:16

Why? Because sin separates us from a holy God. Sin is all the wrong things we do, 
say and think, as well as our desire to be our own boss.

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  Romans 3:23

How? The Bible says you become a Christian by confessing with your mouth that 
Jesus is Lord and believing in your heart that God raised Him from the dead.

If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God 
raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you believe 
and are justi� ed, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.   
Romans 10:8b-10

Ready to change your life forever? Here is a prayer you can pray, but you can 
also use your own words.  The words are not as important as the heart attitude – 
which only God can see.

Almighty God, Creator of Heaven and Earth,
I acknowledge that I am a sinner. Please forgive me for all the ways I have 

disobeyed and de� ed You. 
Thank You for sending Your Son, Jesus Christ, to earth to live the perfect life I 

couldn’t, and die on the cross for my sins.  Thank You that His blood was su�  cient 
to pay my debt to You, and His resurrection proves that there is life beyond death.  
I accept that His sacri� ce is all I need to get right with You – 
I bring nothing I have done but I give you everything I am.  Help me to live for You.  
Please be my Savior and my Master.  Amen.

What now? 
1.  Tell someone - either a fellow prisoner who is a Christian, or your Prison Chaplain.
2.  Ask a friend or family member to bring you a Bible. Ask the Prison Chaplain to 

sign you up to a correspondence discipleship program.
3.  Keep praying.  Talk to God anywhere, about anything.  He is always listening,

and you don’t need a formula. 
4.  Find out if your prison has church services and attend them regularly. 

* Please tick and write clearly *

Name ___________________________________Age ________________

Address _____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

Send to: Challenge Literature Fellowship, 2634 Drake Road, Lebanon Ohio, 45036

All overseas enquiries are referred onto someone in their own country

I have prayed 
this prayer.

  Bible
  Some ‘starting off ’ literature
  Information on a helpful church

Please
send me:

AS A NEXT STEP :

John 15:4-21John 15:4-21  
you wish and it will be given you. 
This is to my Father’s glory, that 
you bear much fruit, showing 
yourselves to be my disciples.”

As we have this relationship 
with Christ, we have the 
privilege of prayer and the 
blessings it brings. We all know 
that God doesn’t simply give 
us everything we can think of. 
If we are living close to Him we 
will only ask for things that are 
in His will. Christians are to live 
to God’s glory and producing 
good fruit is the way to do 
that.

Verses 9-11  “As the Father 
has loved me, so have I loved 
you. Now remain in my love. If 
you obey my commands, you 
will remain in my love, just as I have 
obeyed my Father’s commands and 
remain in His love. I have told you this 
so that my joy may be in you and that 
your joy may be complete.”

It is a mistake to see the Christian 
life as a list of do s and don’ts. This 
gives the impression of a harsh and 
demanding rule. But think of Jesus’ 
love. So great, just as the Father’s love 
for Him. Sure, we are expected to 
obey the commands, but they are all 
for our bene� t and are laid down in 
love. The result of following the divine 
plan is to experience joy. This joy is 
God’s goal for us. Just now we can 
experience it, but later in heaven in all 
its fullness.

Verses 12-14  “ My command is this: 
Love each other as I have loved you. No 
one has greater love than the one who 
lays down his life for his friends. You are 
my friends if you do what I command.”

Jesus has made clear His love for 
them. Now they must show their love 
not only for Him but for each other. 
We can imagine that at least some 
of them had never thought of loving 
each other. The strongest love will 
even cause a life to be laid down for 
another person. We often quote this 
when remembering those who have 
given the lives in wartime. But Jesus 
laid down His life not only for His 
friends but for enemies as well.

Verses 15-17  “I no longer call you 
servants, because a servant doesn’t 
know his master’s business. Instead, I 
have called you friends, for everything 
I have learned from my Father I have 
made known to you. You did not 
choose me, but I chose you to go and 

INTRODUCTION  
We have been listening to what Jesus 
told His followers in the last week of 
His life on earth. He was preparing 
them for life in His absence. He 
wanted them to remain faithful and 
not fall away when things became 
di�  cult. In this 15th chapter of John, 
Jesus likens Himself to a vine and his 
disciples to branches of the vine. This 
shows that they were joined with Him 
in a mysterious way and that His life 
and strength was being shared with 
them. If they would learn this and 
remember it, they would live Christian 
lives and not lose heart. As we have 
said in these studies, the truths 
taught were for us as well, if we are 
true believers. Jesus makes that clear 
a little further on in the book.

Chapter 15, Verses 4, 5  “Remain in 
me and I will remain in you. No branch 
can bear fruit by itself; it must remain 
in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit 
unless you remain in me. I am the 
vine; you are the branches. If a man 

remains in me and I in him, he will bear 
much fruit; apart from me you can do 
nothing.”

This teaching is very clear. Jesus 
is pointing out the need these men 
have to keep close connection with 
Him. No-one can be independent 
from Christ and produce good 
results in their lives. Jesus says 
bluntly that they can’t do a thing 
about fruitfulness without Him. So 
we should take note—there will be 
no lasting result for good in what 
we do in our own strength. As the 
nourishment � ows into the branches 
of the vine, so the nourishment Jesus 
gives � ows into the experience of 
believers.  Things like love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness and goodness 
should be the result.

Verse 6 “If anyone does not remain 
in me, he is like a branch that is thrown 
away and withers; such branches are 
picked up, thrown into the � re and 
burned.”

Apparently, there are those who 
claim to be branches but are not 
truly belonging to the vine. Judas is 
an example. He did not have the life 
of Christ in him and so produced the 
wrong kind of fruit. This serves as a 
warning to be real and not a pretence.

Verses 7, 8  “If you remain in me and 
my words remain in you, ask whatever 

bear fruit—fruit that will last. Then the 
Father will give whatever you ask in my 
name. This is my command: Love each 
other.”

A servant simply does what he is 
told. But Jesus is saying that their 
relationship with Him is more than 
that of servants. They are His friends. 
He is welcoming them into the inner 
circle of the Father’s love and blessing. 
On their part, the disciples were to 
obey, go out and live for their Lord. 
The Christian church was going to 
commence through these men so 
the importance of their calling and 
charter is of huge importance. The 
Father is pleased to grant what they 
ask for as it will be in keeping with 
God’s purposes. He emphasizes love 
once again. He earlier taught it in 
John 13:34.

Verses 18-19  “If the world hates 
you, keep in mind that it hated me � rst. 
If you belonged to the world, it would 
love you as its own. As it is, you do not 
belong to the world, but I have chosen 
you out of the world. That is why the 
world hates you.”

We need to realize that the Lord 
and his followers were virtually 
unknown at this time we are 
looking at. Yet the Lord knew that 
his message and in� uence would 
spread widely and at the same time 
attract opposition. How true all that 
turned out to be. The world that 
Bible often speaks of is the society 
of unbelievers who are the majority 
of the population. It is the system 
that guides human a� airs and leaves 
God out. The people of God are 
not popular but are hated in many 

circles. In our day, persecution of the 
Christian church around the world 
is like a pandemic.  But we are to 
remember that it hated Jesus � rst and 
cruci� ed Him.

Verses 20, 21  “Remember the words 
I spoke to you. ‘No servant is greater 
than his master.’ If they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you also. If they 
obeyed my teaching, they will obey 
yours also. They will treat you this way 
because of my name, for they do not 
know the one who sent me.”

John’s Gospel goes on to tell of 
Christ’s rejection by Israel and His 
resurrection from death. The Book of 
Acts shows how the Gospel spread 
and the church grew. But alongside 
this was just what Jesus predicted. 
The disciples lived and died for the 
truth. Though many Jews believed, 
the majority did not and showed their 
opposition. Later the Romans became 
even greater persecutors.
CONCLUSION

The world around us does not 
know God. There is an avoidance 
of Him and times of verbal abuse 
and actual physical violence. But 
Christians have lived with this for 
2000 years. The challenge comes 
to every reader this way. Are you 
prepared to stand for Christ and for 
the truth no matter what? Do you 
value the approval of other people 
more than the approval of God? 

We need to face these questions. 
But note, in these messages we 
are looking at, Jesus is assuring His 
men that God looks after them. He 
will empower them to meet all that 
confronts and threatens. ●

BY GREG LAURIE

ONE day Simon Peter went 
to Jesus and said, “Lord, how 
often shall my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? 
Up to seven times?” (Matthew 
18:21 NKJV).

Maybe Peter wanted to 
impress the Lord with his 
willingness to forgive. He 
probably thought Jesus 
would say, “Seven times! 
Let’s give Peter a round of 
applause. That is incredible! 
I can’t believe you with your 
forgiving attitude!” 

But Jesus essentially said, “Seven 
times? I was thinking of 70 times 
seven.”

Was Jesus saying that we could 
forgive someone up to 490 times, and 
then on the 491st o� ense, we could 
nail them to the wall?

No. Jesus was advocating unlimited 
forgiveness. He was saying, “You 
forgive them over and over again.”

The debt we can’t pay is erasedThe debt we can’t pay is erased

Jesus then went on to tell a story 
about a king who decided to collect 
what his servants owed him. But 
one of the servants who owed him a 
signi� cant amount couldn’t pay the 
debt. So the king ordered that the 
servant, his wife, his children, and 
everything he had must be sold to 
pay the debt.

But the desperate servant threw 
himself down before the king and 

begged for mercy. The king, 
feeling sorry for this man, 
decided to immediately 
erase the entire debt.

Then Jesus continued 
with the story: “But when 
the man left the king, he 
went to a fellow servant who 
owed him a few thousand 
dollars. He grabbed him by 
the throat and demanded 
instant payment. . . . He had 
the man arrested and put in 
prison until the debt could be 
paid in full” (Matthew 18:28, 
30 NLT).

When the king heard about what 
happened, he threw the unforgiving 
servant into prison until he paid the 
king everything he owed.

God has forgiven us of the most 
enormous debt imaginable: all of our 
sins. Therefore, if God has done that 
for us; then surely, we can extend that 
same forgiveness to others.

It’s only reasonable that we who are 
forgiven should also forgive. ●
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At the age of 24, Chris Davis 
(now 36) had achieved his 
life-long dream of becom-
ing a Major League Baseball 

player with the Texas Rangers. He 
couldn’t understand why he felt so 
dead and empty inside.

Currently a fi rst baseman for the 
Baltimore Orioles, Chris began his 
Major League career with the Rang-
ers in 2008. He had a great rookie 
year and was the fi rst Texas Ranger 
to hit a home run in both of his fi rst 
two Major League starts.

A powerful, left-handed hitter, 
Chris is nicknamed ‘Crush Davis’.

In a YouTube video shared by 
Idols Aside Ministries, Chris talked 
about his success in his early days 
with the Rangers.

“I had all the money I could have 
ever wanted, had my own place in 
downtown Dallas, had as much fame 
as I ever wanted or ever thought I 
would have,” Chris remembers. “I 
would wake up almost every morn-
ing and I just felt this huge void and 
I tried to fi ll it with alcohol, with 
girls, going out every night, doing 
whatever I could to basically distract 
myself. I woke up one morning and I 
just thought there’s something that’s 
missing here.”

Chris found his identity in how 
well he performed.

“My faith was in how well I did… 
how successful I was as a baseball 
player, how many people liked me, 
how many people thought I was a 
talented guy and  it took me a long 
time to realize that,” he admits. “It 
actually took me falling all the way 
to the bottom in 2010. I hit 192 with 

one home run. I’m a power hitter so 
one home run is not very powerful.”

When the Rangers made the post-
season, Chris was left off  the roster.

“[I was] really struggling, really 
frustrated,” he remembers. “I 
wanted to blame everybody but 
myself. I was really feeling alone.”

While playing for the Rangers, 
Chris met fellow players David Mur-
phy and Josh Hamilton, who were 
Christians. He started asking them 
about their faith in Jesus.

Although Chris had attended 
church and was baptized as a Chris-
tian when he was six, he started 
playing sports more and more and 
had little time for church growing 
up. He said that as he grew older, 
he didn’t understand what it meant 
to walk with the Lord.

“I had never read my Bible on a 
daily basis, I had never prayed on a 
daily basis,” Chris explains. “I would 
say prayers before the game but it 
was just kind of a repetition. [I was] 
kind of going through the motions. I 
started asking them all these ques-
tions and I really felt like there was 
a fi re burning inside me.”

In an interview with The Increase, 
Chris said, “I was desperately trying 
to understand what this walk with 
Christ was all about and how to go 
about it. I realized that baseball had 
an unbelievable grip on me that was 
hard to fi ght.”

One night when Chris was in San 
Francisco, he woke up in the middle 
of the night struggling to breathe.

“There was just an uneasy feel-
ing in my room,” he remembers. 
“The lights were completely off , it 

was pitch black. I didn’t feel like I 
was alone and I didn’t feel like the 
person or whatever was in there 
with me was on my side and I just 
started praying to God, really crying 
out and that was the night I really 
surrendered to Christ.”

Chris said, “I asked Him to save 
me from my worldly desires and 
show me how to have an intimate 
relationship with Him. Since that 
night, I have seen God move in 
ways I could have never imagined. It 
wasn’t an instant overnight change, 
but slowly through time He led me 
by the hand. I still have struggles, 
but I know that my sins are forgiven, 
and that God can overcome anything 
I am going through that may seem 
daunting.”

Chris says he now reads his Bible 
every day but he admits it’s not 
always easy.

“I don’t want it to seem like every 
morning I’m opening up the Word 
and just having this awesome 
meditation on it and I’m just in full 
contact with God. There are days 
that it’s a struggle, that I don’t really 
understand what I’m reading or I’m 
not really feeling a punch from what 
I’m reading… I think the important 
thing is to pray on it and just be in 
the Word.”

He said he notices a diff erence 
when he doesn’t read his Bible.

“Something that I do on a daily 
basis is surrender - knowing that 
you’re not in control, that there is 
a higher being that is in control in 
your life and that loves you,” he says. 
“It’s easy to live by your own stan-
dards and do whatever you want but 

it’s not worth it. I think that the 
work that Christ has done in my 
life not only on the baseball fi eld 
but really more outside is a testa-
ment to the fact that He is real. 
I’ve seen Him move in ways that 
I could have never imagined and 
it’s a gift that is totally worth it.”

Chris said his faith shapes his 
decisions and is the foundation 
of his life.

“He is at the center of all my 
relationships, goals, struggles, 
and successes,” he told The 
Increase. “God determines how 
I manage and disperse His 
money, my time, and is my driv-
ing force at all times… I believe 
that my sole purpose in life is to 
serve and bring glory to God. I 
try to apply that principle in all 
areas of my daily life. Whether it be 
as a husband, father, son, brother, 
friend, teammate, or maybe just an 

acquaintance. I want all the praise 
and glory to be directed towards 
God, who is solely responsible for 
the man I am today.” ●

WHEN ACHIEVING YOUR WHEN ACHIEVING YOUR 
DREAM IS NOT ENOUGHDREAM IS NOT ENOUGH

 Chris Davis #19 of the Baltimore 
Orioles hits a single against the 

Tampa Bay Rays on May 26, 2018 
at Tropicana Field in St Petersburg, 

Florida. (Photo by Julio Aguilar/
Getty Images)

Below: Chris Davis #19 of the 
Baltimore Orioles runs the bases 

in a game against the Tampa Bay 
Rays during Grapefruit League 

spring training on March 02, 2020 
in Sarasota, Florida. (Photo by 

Julio Aguilar/Getty Images)


