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Friends 
A note from me to you 

 
 First of all, I would like to thank each and every 
person who purchased my previous book, Six Feet Deep. 
You are a major part of the reason that I decided to continue 
my pursuit as an author. The other, and greater, part of that 
reason is this: God has given me a vision. This vision does 
not belong to me alone, but to everyone who truly desires to 
advance the Kingdom of our God. You, my friends and 
family, share the same responsibility, as Christians, that 
God has given all of His children. One man cannot change 
the world at the foundation, but one Spirit can: that is the 
Spirit that lives within each and every one of us. You make 
the ministry that I offer possible. For that I would like to 
thank you once again. 
 I would also like to ask for your help. I believe that 
the message within this book is one that all of youth culture 
needs to be exposed to. It is a message of holding the 
radical faith that God’s living word teaches us to have. It is 
a message of finding something real that will last forever 
and being willing to set aside everything that we have ever 
known to pursue that relationship. It is a message of 
building a lifestyle from the foundation that the Holy Spirit 
provides, not simply a religion. 
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Preface 
 
 The Christian Church has become complacent. It has 
embraced the shallow, ritualistic lifestyle that is the 
embodiment of true religion. We, as time continues to pass, 
focus more on our religious rituals than our relationship 
with Christ. We fail to realize that contentment and 
complacency are two very different ideas. In our eyes, 
society has become like the decrepit dog that no one wants 
to take home. In the eyes of Christ, the same type of society 
was like a sheep without a shepherd. Somehow, I doubt that 
this Jesus would even be allowed to enter most of our 
church buildings today. We continue to judge those who 
belong to the world by Christian standards. We fail, on 
average, to show the love that Christ would have us show. 
 Is it any surprise to us that the population of the 
Church, here on Earth, grows smaller? It has become just 
another religion. This is the very reason Zephaniah Isaac 
Payton left the youth group at his home church when he 
passed the test to receive his driver’s license. 
 He saw the hypocrisy, the lies, the overemphasis on 
rituals, and the lack of true love. All he wanted was 
something real. He did not find that among God’s people. 
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Something Real 
 

 “Zeph! Wake up! We are going to be late!”  
 

Zephaniah Isaac Payton strained to open his 
eyes and looked toward his half-open bedroom door 
just in time to see his mother, Kassy Payton, turn and 
walk away. 
 He had not been to church with his parents 
since the summer of 2010. In fact, he had not been to 
church at all since then. That was the time when he 
finally passed his driver’s test. Once he gained the 
freedom that came along with his newfound ability to 
drive legally, he stayed as far away from the church 
as he possibly could. The people there seemed fake. 
They claimed to follow some sort of all-powerful 
God, but Zeph noticed that they only followed that 
God on Sundays and on Wednesdays. He did not 
want to be a part of that standardized hypocrisy. He 
did not understand how people could live two lives, 
and he refused to conform to the ensuing trend. He 
also refused to listen to anyone living that type of 
double-life because their actions proved that they did 
not truly care much about anyone other than 
themselves. He had already seen the insincerity of 
their faith. After all, how was it possible for someone 
to trust someone else if he or she chose to live in such 
a way that denied the other’s existence? These people 
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claimed to follow God. Is this how that God 
commanded them to live? If so, Zeph not only 
wanted to stay away from the church, he wanted to 
stay away from the people associated with that 
church and with a God whose existence was 
questionable. 
 Zeph buried his face in his pillow, trying to get 
back to sleep. He found it very difficult as he thought 
about the relationship his family had with the church. 
His parents were the worst hypocrites of them all. His 
father, Curt Payton, was a drunk who would often 
abuse Zeph’s mother. Why were they still together? 
His parents spent most of their time chasing dollar 
bills. Zeph did not understand why because they 
already had more than enough to last several 
lifetimes. No matter how hard they tried or how 
much they had, Zeph’s family could not achieve the 
happiness that they longed for. Still, they went to 
church and acted like everything was fine. Zeph often 
wondered if everyone within the church acted the 
same way, putting on a mask in front of Jesus while 
claiming that He was the only one who could set 
them free. 
 Zeph pushed the overwhelming thoughts out of 
his head. He could not wait for summer to come to an 
end. He needed to get out of his house more often 
than he had been able to, and this was the first 
weekend all summer that he did not have plans. He 
picked up his phone, unlocked it to check the time, 
saw that it was only 9:01, and fell back to sleep.  
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 Zeph awoke to the screaming voices of his 
parents as they returned from church. This was the 
first time that he had to endure the torment since 
summer started. They probably did not even realize 
he was still in the house. Zeph did not know what 
they were fighting about, but every other word came 
out as a curse. Zeph was tired of his parents 
slandering one another. He rolled out of bed, put on a 
pair of athletic shorts, reached for his wallet and his 
keys, and started toward the living room. 
 His parents stopped as they saw him approach 
the door that led out of the house. Zeph did not know 
why they tried to hide it. Their hatred toward one 
another was more than obvious to him. He looked 
them in the eye, and shook his head before walking 
out of the house and forcing the door to close behind 
him. 
 As Zeph walked beside the street in his 
neighborhood, he kept his head down. He was deep 
in thought. He had everything that everyone dreamed 
of having, but he felt as though life was nothing but 
an utter mess. If this life did come by pure chance, 
what was the point of enduring the hardships that it 
brought? 
 Zeph heard the horn of a mid-sized pickup 
truck behind him. He turned to realize that it was one 
of the people in the youth group at church. His name 
was Paul Andrews. Zeph ignored his effort and 
turned back to continue walking. One of the last 
things he wanted to do was talk to someone that 
claimed to know God. The horn continued to sound 
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as Paul pulled up next to Zeph and talked to him as 
he was walking, “Hey man! Where you headed?”  

Zeph looked at him as if to say, “Please do not 
bother me,” and continued to walk. 

“I would be happy to give you a lift,” Paul said 
bringing his head out of the window.  

Zeph stopped and said, “No thank you.”  
 
Paul, shrugging his shoulders, replied, “Alright 

then, missed you in church this morning.” 
 Paul drove off and all Zeph could think about, 
once again, was the hypocrisy within the church. 
That was, however, the first time he had ever had 
anyone show him even the slightest version of true 
kindness. Could it have been real? As far as Zeph 
was concerned, God was a product of human 
imagination because humanity needed a crutch: 
something to believe in. He had seen no real 
evidence. He had seen no genuine faith. 
 Zeph walked two miles to another friend’s, 
house. He knocked on the front door hoping someone 
was home. Sure enough, Zac answered the door with 
a twelve ounce in his left hand. Immediately he 
looked at Zeph, held up the bottle in his right hand, 
and asked, “Beer?” Zeph smiled, took the beer, and 
walked into the house. 
 Zac’s parents were never home, so they did not 
have to worry about being caught with alcohol. Zac 
was even convinced that his parents would not care if 
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they had caught him. They sat on the couch in the 
living room and flipped on the television.  
 Zeph needed to vent. He wanted to talk to 
someone about the issues he had with his parents, but 
Zac would only say, “Dude, that’s life.” So, Zeph 
settled with just trying his best to forget about them 
in general. He wanted to live, but he refused to live 
the fake, religious life that Christians did. At least his 
friends were honest about who they were.  
 Zac looked over at Zeph with an idea in his 
mind. Zeph looked back and asked what he was 
thinking. “Why isn’t there a party this week?” Zac 
asked. Zeph chuckled, and said, “Heck if I know.”  
 “My parents just called me. They said they 
wouldn’t be home until Tuesday,” Zac said while he 
nudged Zeph with his elbow. 

 “I will make some calls,” Zeph agreed. 
 

 When Zeph said this, he meant that he would 
make one phone call, and that was to the young man 
who had all of the connections. He often hung around 
Joshua Fehring, who just happened to be the most 
popular guy in school. 
 Zeph pulled his phone out of his pocket, 
unlocked it, and shuffled through his contacts to find 
Josh’s number. Once he found it, he simply pushed 
the call button. 
 “Yo,” Josh’s voice came across the line. 
 
 “Hey bro! What you up to?” Zeph asked. 
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 “I am sittin at home bored, there’s need for a 
party.” 
 “I think you are right! Zac’s parents are gone. 
You wanna spread the word?” 
 Josh yelled, “Yeah! You’re the stuff!”  Zeph 
ended the call, looked at Zac, grinned, and heard his 
phone beep. 
 
 Facespace was the most prominent social 
networking site on the World Wide Web and it was 
rumored to be greater than the rest of the WWW 
combined. 
 When Zeph looked at his phone, he saw a 
message from facespace telling him that Josh had just 
updated his status. It read, “I am so bored,” followed 
by a string of profane words, “Party at Zac’s house 
tonight!!!” People would surely be there! Zeph 
figured that, since there were no other parties, most 
of the usual attendees would show. 
 Seven o’clock came rolling around, and Zeph 
heard a knock on the front door, “Heck yes!” Zac 
jumped over the back of the couch and rushed to the 
door, opened it, and saw Josh standing there with two 
six-packs in his hands and a smile on his face. He 
walked in, and went directly to the kitchen where he 
set the beer down on the island that separated the 
kitchen from the living room. People continued to 
arrive while the party thrived. 
 When it ended, around one in the morning, 
Zeph could not remember most of what happened. He 
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was relieved, however, to have gotten a break from 
his crazy life, even if that break did not seem like it 
lasted long enough. He crashed in the guest room 
after everyone had left, and did not wake up until 
about two o’clock on Monday afternoon.  
 Zeph struggled to lift himself off of the 
mattress that had been laid on the floor for him 
beside Zac’s bed. He looked around only to see that 
his friend was still sleeping off the night before. He 
reached out his hand to nudge Zac, but he was as still 
as a mannequin. Zeph turned around and stumbled 
tiredly out of the bedroom door, through the hallway, 
and into the restroom to check his hair before he left. 
 He spent only a few seconds playing with his 
hair and splashing water in his face before leaving. 
 
 Zeph made it halfway to his parents’ house 
when he noticed Paul Andrews playing football with 
one of his younger brothers. He also noticed that Paul 
had noticed him. Paul shouted across the yard, “Hey! 
Zeph! Heads up!”  

Zeph did not want to talk to or look at this 
‘church boy’. He thought about picking up speed as 
he was walking, but just as he was about to start 
moving faster his peripheral vision caught a glimpse 
of pigskin on a trajectory towards his head. 
 In one swift motion, Zeph ducked and turned 
his head upward to watch the ball race passed him 
and hit the street. He began to laugh as he turned to 
pick up the football. He did not hesitate before 
throwing it back to Paul, who was holding his hands 
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in the air waiting for it. “Want to stay a little longer?” 
Paul asked.  

“Under one condition…. Don’t give me any 
crap about church.” 
 “You got it,” Paul tossed him the football 
underhand and ran for a pass.  

Zeph smiled as he threw the ball. Paul’s 
younger brother, who was still standing there, looked 
up in admiration and said, “Whoa! You look just like 
a pro quarterback.”  

Zeph did not know what to think, but he heard 
Paul begin to laugh hysterically on the other side of 
the yard.  
 After they played for a while, Zeph told the 
other two boys that he really needed to head home. 
“You could join us for dinner,” Paul insisted, “I think 
we are ordering Chinese take-out.”  
 Zeph thought about it for a few seconds. He 
had never really been around someone who would 
just be his friend, without expecting anything. Josh 
was his friend because they played various sports 
together. Zac was his friend because they partied 
together. Paul was just being a friend. Zeph did not 
understand, but he agreed to join Paul’s family for 
some Chinese take-out. 
 He followed Paul inside. Paul turned and said, 
“Make yourself at home.” 

 Zeph did not hesitate to sit on the couch and 
flip on the television.  
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“Want anything to drink?” He heard Paul ask 
from the kitchen.  

Without thinking, he replied, “Have any 
bee…” He stopped.  

Paul, not hearing clearly what Zeph was trying 
to say hollered back, “What was that?” 

 “Waters good,” Zeph said almost starting to 
laugh. 
 Paul’s parents pulled up into the driveway in 
their almost new Chevrolet Suburban. They walked 
through the front door with Chinese food in hand. 
When they noticed that Zeph was sitting in their 
living room with Paul, they smiled and said, “Paul, is 
your friend joining us for supper?” Paul smiled and 
introduced Zeph to his parents, Gerald and Rachelle 
Rich. 
 Paul’s younger sister took the food, which 
smelled heavenly, from her father, carried it into the 
kitchen, and began to open up all of the take-out 
boxes. She searched the kitchen cabinet for paper 
plates and set out plastic forks. 
 Paul twitched his head to the side as if telling 
Zeph that they were going into the kitchen. The 
family of seven joined hands, and Paul held his left 
hand out toward Zeph. Politely, Zeph took Paul’s 
hand and the hand of one of Paul’s younger brothers. 
Now he felt a small hint of awkwardness, but he 
bowed his head and Paul’s stepfather said a short 
prayer asking God to bless the food. 
 Zeph did not think anything of the prayer, but 
he did notice that this family, so far, seemed very 
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sincere about what they believed. He admired them 
for that.  
 Paul motioned his hand telling Zeph to go first. 
Zeph did not hesitate. He picked up a plate and went 
through each box of food picking up what he wanted 
to eat. After making his selection, he travelled into 
the living room and found the seat that he had earlier. 
Paul joined him inside the living room along with his 
youngest brother while the rest of the family stayed 
in the kitchen. 
 Zeph stared blankly at the television while he 
ate the mountain of oriental food that was stacked on 
his plate. “So, what’s on your mind?” he heard Paul 
ask form the reclining chair adjacent to the couch that 
he was sitting on.  
 “What do you mean?” he replied. 
 
 “Well, you look like you are thinking about 
something pretty intense.” 
 “So…” 
 
 “If it is that serious, I will listen.” 
 
 Zeph paused, then slouched down and 
continued to watch the television. He wanted to tell 
someone about what was going on at home. Most 
people would not even care. Most people would not 
want to listen. He did not want Paul to tell everyone 
at church what his parents were really like. 
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 He heard Paul start talking to him again, “Well 
man, whatever’s going on, I am sure you will get 
through it. If you want to talk about it I’m here.” 
 He turned back toward the television and 
finished eating what was in his plate. Paul stood up, 
grabbed Zeph’s plate and his own, and walked into 
the kitchen to throw them away. 
 Paul did not allow Zeph to leave without 
giving him his cell number, “Call me if you feel like 
talking.” Zeph turned without saying anything and 
walked out of the front door. 
 The rest of the way home, Zeph wondered 
whether Paul would really listen to him. He was not 
like most of the people in church. He seemed to be 
authentic.  
 As Zeph was walking up the sidewalk path that 
lead to his front door, he could hear the faint voices 
of his parents talking. Instead of going inside, he sat 
down by the door and tried to listen to what they 
were saying. He could not hear every word, but 
judging from what he could hear it sounded like his 
parents were apologizing to one another. He had 
never heard this before. If God was real, He was 
certainly at work.  
 Not wanting to ruin the moment, and really not 
wanting to see his parents, Zeph snuck around to the 
back of the house. He opened the screen that blocked 
his window, forced the window to open as silently as 
he could make it, and climbed into his room.  
 Zeph lay in bed, listening to his parents 
talking. It was nice not to hear them fighting. He 
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became more intrigued by the conversation when he 
heard his name mentioned. He tried to listen more 
closely, but the only other word he recognized was 
“church”. Zeph turned his head and fell asleep. 
 The next morning rolled around and Zeph was 
awakened by the sunlight that came through his 
bedroom window. He expected to hear his parents 
yelling again, and he did. He knew that what he heard 
the night before was too good to be true. After the 
yelling stopped, Zeph heard his mother crying. She 
did her best to talk through her tears, “I thought you 
said that we could fix this?”  

He heard his father sigh in response, “I did. 
Can we keep workin’ on it?”  
 Zeph stumbled out of bed and peered discretely 
through the crack between his bedroom door and the 
frame. He saw his father embracing his mother, “I 
promise I will keep trying.”  

Zeph’s mother dried her tears, and both left for 
work. 
 Zeph began to think about why Paul Andrew’s 
had been so nice to him. He could not help but to 
think that maybe there was something to the whole 
“church” thing after all. Still, even if it did cause 
people to be nice, there was really no proof of 
anything that Christian scripture said. Was there? 
 Zeph rushed into his living room and turned on 
the desktop computer that his parents had bought for 
him to use. He waited no longer than two minutes 
before he was able to open a web browser and click 
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on his shortcut to YouTube. In the search bar, he 
typed in “Proof of God”. Several videos came up, so 
he just clicked on the first one. Zeph did not look at 
how long the video was before he clicked on it, but 
after he started watching it he did not want to stop. 
He sat in front of his computer watching this video 
for fifty-nine minutes and forty-five seconds. 

The video1 featured a man named Lee Strobel. 
Lee Strobel was a “journalist in search of facts”. 
Strobel was absolutely convinced, at one point in his 
life, that there was no way that God could have 
existed because there was no evidence. Later in life, 
Strobel was amazed when his wife became a 
“Christian”. He saw a change in her life that was 
obviously affected by her decision. This caused Lee 
to really turn and investigate the issue. The evidence 
that Zeph saw within the video was undeniable. God 
absolutely had to exist if that evidence was reliable. 
 This did not mean that Jesus was God, like the 
people at church claimed. This still did not prove that 
everything in the Holy Bible was real. For all he 
knew, that entire book was a fictional story. Every 
religion that Zeph knew about worshipped some type 
of deity. Which religion proclaimed the truth? Were 
any of them right? 
 He reached for his phone, glad that Paul shared 
his number, and looked through his contacts. He 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
1+Lee+Strobel,+Scientific+Proof+of+God+(YouTube,+2010)+{Also+
see+Case+for+a+Creator+by+Lee+Strobel}+
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found Paul’s number, pressed the call button, and 
held the phone up to his ear. 
 When Paul answered, Zeph told him about the 
video that he had just watched. He also told Paul that 
he had a few questions, some of which questioned the 
theology behind Christian doctrine. Paul offered to 
meet him somewhere and answer his questions as 
best as he could. 
 It was around noon, so the two met at the 
McDonald’s that was located just outside of the 
neighborhood. When Zeph arrived, he saw that Paul 
was already there, sitting at one of the tables. He 
walked in, ordered some food, and then joined Paul. 
 “Did you have a good night?” Paul asked 
almost immediately. 
 “It was surprisingly good,” Zeph said as he 
thought again about what he had heard from his 
parents the night before. 
 “Good.” 
 
 A loud voice came from behind the counter, 
“Forty-two!” Paul stood up and proceeded to claim 
the grilled mc-chicken value meal that he had 
purchased. Not long after that, the same voice came 
from behind the counter calling for number forty-
four. Zeph stood to claim his food as well. After 
Zeph sat down, Paul asked him if it would be okay if 
he prayed over the meal. Zeph, about to take his first 
bite, looked up at Paul and said, “Sure…” Paul 
bowed his head, closed his eyes, and began to pray. 
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“Father, thank you so much for 

providing the money that we have to buy food. 
Please bless the food we are about to eat, even 
though it is fast food, and let it nourish our 
bodies so that we can better serve you. We 
love you, Lord.” 

 
 Paul lifted up his hands and began to eat his 
food.  
 “Why do people bow their heads and close 
their eyes when they pray?” Zeph asked, “It seems 
really weird.” Zeph had always done the same thing, 
but he did not understand why. It was simply the way 
he was taught to pray. 
 Paul looked at Zeph, and looked as if he 
thought about the answer for just a second, “The way 
I see it, bowing our head and closing our eyes are just 
actions that help us to minimize distractions. I don’t 
really know if there could be any other reasoning 
behind it. One thing’s for sure though, God hears us 
whenever we talk to Him; whether our eyes are 
closed or not.” 
 Zeph laughed and turned his attention toward 
his big-mac. 
 The two friends enjoyed their meal. When they 
both finished, Paul inquired about the questions that 
Zeph had. Zeph briefly recounted the day that he had 
thus far, focusing mainly on the pure evidence he had 
seen, which stated that God absolutely had to exist. It 
was astonishing to him how much modern science 
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was just speculation, and how, even when clearly 
proven wrong, there were those who continued to 
believe in and teach previous speculation. 
 Paul smiled as Zeph asked his first question, “I 
know that God is real, but how do I know that the 
Bible is the correct description of who God really is 
and what He has done? How do I know that 
Christianity is the right path to take?” 
 Paul raised his left hand up to his ear and 
stretched his earlobe as if thinking for a brief 
moment.  

 
“Well, when we take all sixty-six books, 

which were written over a two thousand year 
period of time, and later placed together as the 
Holy Bible, we see that all of the writing over 
that two thousand year period makes the same 
point. The first five books are history, recorded 
by Moses, of how the Israelite nation came to 
be. Joshua later took the place of recording the 
history of the Israelites. A number of prophets 
also recorded the things that they said to Israel. 
Anyway, everything in the New Testament 
mirrors what these prophets spoke of regarding 
a messiah, or someone who would save 
humanity. Nowhere else do we have such a 
comprehensive, and well-documented history 
of ancient people. Something else that is 
amazing, people did not start believing that the 
earth was round until around the year 1492. 
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One of those prophets, Isaiah, records that the 
earth has a circular shape. Einstein thought he 
mistakenly discovered that the universe was 
expanding. Later he, and others with the use of 
telescopes, found out that the very idea was 
true. In 700 BC, Isaiah also refers to an 
expanding universe. We continue to find 
scientific and historical evidence that the Bible 
is far more accurate than we could ever be. It 
only makes sense that God can redeem us by 
coming, Himself, to pay our debt for sin. Sinful 
man cannot redeem sinful man.” 

  
 Zeph’s jaw would have dropped if he had 
shown what he was thinking. He would have let his 
guard down on the spot and given his life to God. 
What was eternal life all about? What did God expect 
from him? He looked back at Paul and asked another 
question, “What about all of the negative evidence 
against the Bible?” 
 Paul smiled and asked, “What negative 
evidence?” He knew that Satan’s sticky fingers were 
twisted into every arena of societal learning. That 
was why people seemed to think that there was so 
much evidence against God and against the Bible. He 
also knew that, when those same people put aside 
their misconceptions that they could not refute the 
existence of a God or the truth of His living Word. 
 Zeph did not know what to think. This had to 
be real. If he gave his life to Christ, he would have to 
go back to the hypocritical organization called the 
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church. He did not want to go back to that place, but 
he did want a relationship with God. He looked at 
Paul and asked one last question, “What’s the catch?” 
 Paul looked into Zeph’s eyes and said,  

 
“You have to give up your life. Giving 

your life to Christ means just that. You are 
submitting to that authority and punishment. 
You are metaphorically putting your old self to 
death, and you are becoming a new creation. 
This means striving to be the kind of person 
Christ was. Too many people want a 
relationship with God just to avoid Hell. If that 
is the only reason, you are not truly seeking a 
relationship with God. If you choose to make 
God your boss forever, you will have a love 
that never fails and a life that will last longer 
than time itself. You will have to go through a 
radical change. It’s worth it.” 

 
 Paul sat back in his chair, picked up his drink, 
and let Zeph think. Zeph had never heard this before. 
The message he always received was, “God will give 
you everything you ask for,” “You will always be 
happy if you have God,” “You can be the person you 
are and still have Jesus.” Paul was making much 
more sense than everyone else. Before speaking to 
Paul again, Zeph silently asked God to make him 
new and to be the boss of his life. 
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 He did not know what the road from there on 
would have in store, but Zeph was willing to follow 
Christ wherever He would lead. He did not 
understand entirely what that meant. He confessed 
that Jesus was Lord, and that God raised Him from 
the dead.2 That is what it took to truly be saved. The 
young man sitting across the table from Zeph would 
become the greatest friend he could ever ask for. 
Zeph looked at Paul again, smiled, waited for Paul to 
start laughing, and said, “I’m in.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
2+Romans+10:9+
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The Return 
 

 Zeph’s older brother, Michael Denton Payton, 
had always been a major influence on his life. In fact, 
the reason that Zeph had been so affluent about the 
hypocrisy within the Church was because his older 
brother was sure to tell of his own experience. 
Michael turned away from Christianity in December 
of 2007. That is when their younger brother had been 
run over by a mid-sized sports utility vehicle. The 
trauma later caused Isaiah Paul Payton to pass away.  
 Michael was devout in his atheism. He even 
pursued a career in journalism with the conception 
that the skills he learned along the way would aid his 
cause against the seemingly false religion of his 
parents. 
 When Zeph returned home, he saw his older 
brother talking with his parents. He had not seen his 
brother since he moved out two years prior to pursue 
his career in journalism. Last he new, Michael was a 
very successful writer for New York Times. He did 
not know how his brother would react to the fact that 
he was pursuing a relationship with God. He 
expected nothing less than a sharp word from the 
one, as far as he remembered, who so avidly spoke 
out against the Christian mechanism. 
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 Zeph walked into the conversation only to 
learn that his older brother had just recently lost his 
job and was moving back home until he could secure 
another steady income. He was laid off because of 
the “Persisting weight of the digressing economic 
state of the country”, so he was told. 
 When Michael noticed that Zeph had been 
listening, he stopped talking and hugged his younger 
brother. Zeph figured that he would let Michael 
continue talking to their parents uninterrupted. He 
was sure that they had much to talk about. After his 
brother stopped hugging him, he walked back to his 
room and sat on his bed. 
 He wondered if he was making a mistake in the 
fact that he had given his life to an authority outside 
of himself. Zeph wanted, for the first time, to read the 
Bible. He had grown up listening to the stories of 
Moses and Abraham in church, but he had only seen 
the Bible as a set of fictional stories. He knew that 
God was real, and that he wanted to have God on his 
side, but could there be something to the words and 
the stories within the Bible? 
 He did not remember where the Bible that was 
given to him on his sixteenth birthday was. He had 
not misplaced it, but he did not recall where he did 
place it when he had not cared so much about the 
words therein. Zeph began to turn his head and 
search for it.  
 As Zeph tried to think back to where he might 
have placed it, he could hear the ambient voices 
talking in the central room of the house. He could not 
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hear what was being said, but he did wonder how he 
would deal with the future criticisms of his brother.  
 In one moment, Zeph remembered where he 
had placed his Bible. It had become the dusty 
footstool for the once uneven desk that was so 
cluttered. Zeph lifted up the corner of his desk and 
retrieved the book, which he had never used. He had 
declared Jesus as the Lord of his life, and he wanted 
to learn more about this messiah, so he opened what 
was called God’s Word to the book of Matthew and 
began to read. 
 Before he could get through the first chapter, 
Zeph noticed that his older brother was standing at 
the door watching him, “You believe that stuff?” 
Michael said while holding in his laugh.  
 Zeph smiled, “I believe that there has to be a 
God.” Zeph expected much more criticism, but his 
brother simply looked at him and said, “Well, good 
luck with that.” Then, Michael turned and left Zeph’s 
doorway. 
 Zeph turned his attention back to the Bible that 
lay open in his lap. He had an unusual interest in 
reading this book that he had never experienced 
before. He did not know why, and he did not read 
much, but He felt what could most accurately be 
described as embrace. 
 Moments later, Zeph’s brother stepped back 
into his doorway, “Come on,” he said, “There is 
something that I want to show you.” Michael turned 
and walked toward the front door. Zeph wondered 
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what his older brother could have been talking about. 
He looked like he was very serious about whatever it 
was that he wanted to share. 
 Zeph placed his Bible on his bed and followed 
his brother out of the front door and to his brother’s 
four-door Corolla. Michael backed out of the 
driveway and began to drive. Silence filled the car, 
and what was only a few moments seemed like hours 
as time passed. 
 This was an eerie Tuesday evening. A light fog 
seemed to rise in slow motion from the surface of the 
earth and a full moon rested ghostly in the distance. 
Zeph could tell that his brother was thinking about 
something. He could not help but wonder. Zeph had 
always looked up to Michael, but was now worried 
about what his brother would say about his newfound 
faith in Christ.  
 Michael brought the car to a stop, pulling it 
close to the curb on a city street no more than a block 
away from the local hospital. The car faced the 
hospital and Zeph saw a tear coming from his 
brother’s eye. Michael looked at Zeph, and began to 
tell a story. 
   

 “I saw it happen just over there. Isaac 
was only six years old. Mom brought dad to 
the hospital because he had a cough that he 
couldn’t get rid of. That was back when they 
still loved each other, when I was crazy enough 
to believe in a loving God. You were at home 
sleeping. When the doctor finished prescribing 
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a list of drugs for dad, we came back out of 
that hospital to head home. Isaac, being as 
playful as he was, decided that he was going to 
race the rest of us back to the car. An SUV 
sped into the parking lot too fast to see Isaac. I 
tried to get Isaac’s attention, but I was too late 
and it hit him… 
 The lady that was driving the SUV 
slammed on her brakes and got out of the car 
yelling, ‘Oh my God,’ over and over again 
while two of the other people in her car raced 
inside carrying someone who already looked 
dead. Me and dad picked up Isaac and got him 
into the hospital as fast as we could. 
 His heart was beating, but he was 
unresponsive and had a major concussion. 
They rushed him to the emergency room and 
would not allow us to follow. We waited for 
hours in the waiting room. If I had been a 
better brother, I would have stopped Isaac from 
playing in the street. I asked God to forgive me 
and to allow Isaac to live. I even told Him that 
I would take Isaac’s place. 
 One of the nurses came through a set of 
doors and walked over to us. Her face was 
downcast. My heart began to beat faster. I felt 
like it just dropped out from under me. I knew 
what she was going to say but I hoped for 
better. I cried out to God within the secrecy of 
my own mind, ‘Please don’t take my brother.’ 
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The nurse looked like she could not find the 
words. Finally, she looked at us and said, “I’m 
sorry.” Mom buried her face in dad’s chest and 
began to sob. Their relationship has not been 
the same since. 
 You are the same age now that I was 
when it all happened three years ago. We must 
have sat crying in the waiting room for at least 
two hours. 
 We drove slowly back home, woke you 
up and told you what had happened. Do you 
remember? If there is a God, how could He 
allow something like that to happen? If God is 
real and you have given your life to Him, you 
have given your life to a God that is not all 
good: A God that does not have the power to 
rid this world of evil.” 

 
 Zeph felt sick to his stomach as Michael put 
the car in gear and drove back toward the house. 
Neither of the two brothers spoke. When they arrived 
at home, they stepped out of the car. Zeph went to his 
room and Michael went to the guest room, where he 
was staying until he could find another job. 
 Zeph closed his door, and sat on his bed close 
to the Bible that he had left open. He closed his Bible 
and set it on top of the stand that was just to the side 
of his bed. He kicked off his shoes, and lay down. He 
placed his hands behind his head, stared at the ceiling 
and thought. He questioned why God would allow 
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these types of things to happen. He thought about that 
event, three years before. 
 

He had been woken from sleep by the 
slamming of the front door. All he could hear was his 
mother crying profusely. He wondered why, but did 
not get out of bed to see. His father came back to his 
room and shook him to wake him up. Zeph figured 
that his father did not notice he was already awake. 
Zeph remembered his father kneeling beside his bed 
to reveal the horrifying news about his younger 
brother. 
 Now that he thought about it, that was the 
moment when the entire family seemed to break. 
Zeph fell asleep while thinking about everything that 
had happened. 
 Zeph woke up the next day around ten-thirty in 
the morning, however; he did not get out of bed until 
around noon. He lay in bed, still thinking about what 
he had been thinking about the night before. It 
seemed like his brother had made a good point.  

Zeph’s stomach is what ultimately got him out 
of bed. It made a sound that Zeph thought should 
shake the room that he was in. Zeph went into the 
kitchen, still wearing the cloths that he had on the day 
before. He looked, first in the refrigerator and then in 
the freezer, to see if he could find anything to eat. He 
noticed a frozen pizza in the bottom of the freezer 
and decided that it would satisfy his hunger more 
than anything else could at this moment. He placed 
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the pizza on a plate and in the microwave. When it 
was hot enough, Zeph sat at the kitchen table and ate 
it. 

While Zeph was eating, his older brother came 
into the kitchen also looking for something to eat. He 
too found a frozen pizza, warmed it up, and began to 
eat it. Instead of sitting at the table with Zeph, he 
stood at the kitchen counter. Silence still seemed to 
resonate between the two brothers. This was 
something that did not seem like it was about to 
change. 

Zeph pulled his phone out of his pocket, and 
sent Paul a text to see if he was busy. He was 
finishing the last few bites of his pizza and did not 
want to stay in the house any longer. His phone 
beeped. It was a message from Paul saying, “Not too 
busy, just at the church getting ready for tonight.” It 
was five hours before church started. Zeph wondered 
what Zeph could have possibly been doing that early. 

Zeph did not want to go to the church, but he 
wanted to stay home even less and did not want to 
spend too much time with the friends that he drank 
with. Zeph decided that he would go to the church. 
Hopefully Paul was the only one there. If things were 
the way that they had always been, he would be. He 
sent Paul another message to be sure that it was okay 
that he imposed. It was. Zeph stood up from his seat, 
placed his plate in the dishwasher, and drove his 
small ford pick-up to the church where his parents 
forced him to attend years before. 
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The church was a combination of three 
different buildings. One was the main building, one 
was the family center, and the other was the youth 
complex. One look and Zeph was reminded of the 
church’s wealth. It seemed to him that all of the 
money that the church spent on itself could be put to 
better use. He remembered stories of Jesus always 
helping others and accepting poverty for Himself. 
Should people who claim to follow Christ not do the 
same? 

Zeph made his way to the front door of the 
youth complex, where he assumed Paul would be. 
The door was unlocked so he walked in. He heard an 
acoustic guitar being played to the tune a popular 
worship song. Zeph remembered that Paul 
occasionally led worship. He walked around the 
corner, where Paul could see him and sat down at one 
of the tables. Paul set his guitar down, left the stage, 
and joined Zeph. While he sat down, he asked Zeph 
about how his day had been. 

Zeph shared about everything that had 
happened with his brother and asked why God would 
allow horrible things, like the death of his younger 
brother, happen in the world. Paul smiled, “You have 
some good questions. I am not sure I know that one. 
Follow me.” Paul stood up and motioned, with his 
hand, for Zeph to follow him. Zeph reluctantly stood 
and followed Paul. 

Paul led Zeph out of the youth complex and 
into the main building. As they worked their way 
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through the maze of hallways, Paul talked to Zeph 
about his question. 

 
“I don’t know if anyone has ever been 

able to come up with an answer for this one. I 
also wonder why God allows these things to 
happen. I don’t think we will ever be able to 
understand everything either.” 

 
 Paul walked into what looked like an office 
while Zeph waited outside. Zeph did not remember 
this being an office. On the side of the door that faced 
away from the room, there was taped a piece of 
notebook paper. On the notebook paper were drawn 
some mountains and the words, “Wolff Den.” 
Despite the awkward feeling of being somewhere that 
he did not recognize, he managed to find a small 
ounce of humor because of the sign. 
 Zeph stepped into the office where Paul was 
already talking with the youth pastor. Mathew Wolff 
had become the youth pastor after Zeph left the 
church two years before. Zeph found even more 
humor in the sign when he realized that it was a pun 
using the last name of the youth pastor. He did not 
laugh out loud. 
 Mr. Wolff introduced himself as Matt, and 
Zeph shook his hand and also introduced himself. 
“Paul told me that you have a question,” Matt said 
while they shook hands, “I might be able to answer 
it.” 



Rebellion 

!40" 

 Zeph shared the entire story of what had 
happened the night that his younger brother passed 
away and asked again why God would allow 
something like that to happen. Matt sat back in his 
chair as if formulating the words within his head. 
  

 “People have asked this question for 
years. I can tell you that no matter how many 
answers are given; we will never be able to 
understand. The only thing that I can figure out 
is this: God loves us enough to give us the 
freedom of will. In fact, the only way we can 
truly love God is to choose Him. The problem 
of evil is, if I am right, a side effect of our 
ability to choose, and I may be completely 
wrong about that. Since God gave us free will, 
He will not intervene in our ability to choose. 
If He did, that would make Him inconsistent 
and not infinitely loving. The only reason I can 
figure that God would allow things like that to 
happen is that they are a result of human 
choice.” 
 

 Zeph interrupted with another question, “What 
about things like earthquakes?” Matt looked as if he 
was stumped at the question,  

 
“I don’t know if I can even try and 

answer that one, but I do know that our idea of 
evil and God’s idea of evil are two different 
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things. God’s idea of evil is anything other 
than Himself. God may not directly cause 
natural disasters, but He did design the earth in 
a way that they happen. I don’t know what 
purpose they have, but I am sure that God has 
some kind of purpose for creating them. I do 
think that God is less concerned with our 
physical life, and more concerned with our 
eternal relationship with Him and the work that 
we do for Him.” 

 
 Zeph did not seem satisfied with the answer 
but it would have to do. Matt did say that they would 
not understand everything, and Zeph still knew that 
his decision to give his life to God was the most 
important one that he could have made. Matt asked if 
the two boys would like to join him for dinner at 
four-thirty. Paul immediately said, “Yes!” Zeph 
hesitated, and then said that he would also join them. 
 The two friends went back to the youth 
complex. Paul practiced so that he could lead worship 
later on that night. At four-thirty, they went with Matt 
to eat and returned to the church. 
 Paul asked Zeph if he was going to stay for 
service. Zeph was not sure. He still did not care to be 
anywhere else. He knew that his older brother was at 
home. His friends were most likely drunk, or 
becoming so. He thought about it for a few moments 
and told Zeph that he would stay. 
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 They were back by five o’clock. That is when 
people began to arrive. Zeph was reminded of why he 
had previously held such contempt for the group. 
Everywhere he looked and listened, students who 
claimed that they were devout in their Christianity 
disowned community by forming cliques, failed to 
build up by spreading gossip, and failed to glorify 
God by talking about anything other what was 
wholesome3. Most of these students claimed to love 
Jesus but did not even follow His example in the 
church building. 
 Zeph wanted to leave. He left the church 
before because the people within proclaimed one 
thing with their mouths and lived something 
completely different with their lives. Why did he 
expect any different now? Did he expect anything to 
change simply because he gave his life to a God? 
Zeph slipped out of the church building unnoticed 
and drove home. 
 He walked through the front door, saw his 
parents and brother watching television, and turned 
into his own room. Zeph closed the door behind him 
as he walked straight to his bed and sat down. Why 
did people not live like Jesus did? Zeph simply could 
not figure out the answer to this question. Perhaps 
this is the question he should have thought to ask 
Matt. Zeph thought about the supposed Christian way 
of life. He resolved never to conform to the 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
3+Philippians+4:8+
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stereotype that he had always seen play out. If he was 
going to have faith, it was going to be genuine. 
 Because he was frustrated with the students in 
the church, Zeph deliberately left his Bible closed on 
the stand next to his bed, lay down, and went to 
sleep.  
 After twelve hours, Zeph woke up to the sound 
of an alert coming from his cell phone. He reached 
over to the stand where his phone rested while he still 
lay facedown with his mouth halfway open. His hand 
hit his Bible and his lamp before he found the device 
he was looking for. The message that he received was 
from Joshua Fehring. It had only been three days 
since the last party and his friends were already 
planning another. Zeph did not really want to go. It 
seemed, at this point, that the only thing he wanted to 
do was stay in his room basking in laziness. He 
realized just how difficult that would be as he 
scrolled down the message and realized that the party 
was going to be at his house. 
 The only person that would have organized it 
was his older brother. Zeph wondered where his 
parents would be. They would not approve of a party 
like some of his friends’ parents might. Zeph walked 
out of his room just to see his parents packing for a 
weekend trip. He did not ask where they were going, 
but did assume that neither of them were working the 
next day. After saying goodbye, Zeph’s parents 
walked out of the house, through the front door, and 
left. His brother looked at him and said, “They must 
really be trying to work on their relationship.” Then 
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Michael walked over to the television and flipped it 
on. 
 Zeph walked back to his room and realized that 
there was only one thing that he could do at the 
moment, since he did not want to be around his 
brother. He looked at his Bible, which was still sitting 
where he had placed it two days before. He could 
have decided to check for updates on facespace, but 
then he would have had to step out of his room and 
possibly be around his older brother.  
 Zeph sat on the side of his bed and picked up 
his Bible. He did not want to continue in Matthew. 
Those are the stories that he always remembered 
hearing in church. He flipped open to the table of 
contents and looked at the names of different books 
within. James was one of the books, which sounded 
familiar while not being too familiar. Zeph flipped 
over to the book of James and began to skim over it. 
After skimming, Zeph closed his Bible, lay down, 
and closed his eyes. 
 Zeph did not receive the satisfaction out of the 
party later that night that he would have expected. 
For some reason, drinking seemed like it was not at 
all profitable. He enjoyed it when it seemed to move 
him away from the problems he was facing at home, 
but as of right now, the only problem Zeph had at 
home was the person who planned the party. When 
he left, Zeph’s supposed friends, who were in the 
process of becoming drunk, mocked him. He 
distinctly remembered his brother saying, “See what 
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being a Christian is doing to you? You can’t even 
have a little fun.” 
 The rest of the summer seemed to go by much 
too slowly. Things did not change much for Zeph, 
though he did begin to endure the attitudes of the 
people who attended church so he could be there. His 
old friends new that he was a Christian and thought 
that he had left them for mere religion. Zeph still 
questioned if holding the belief would be worth it. 
His brother did not openly attack his faith, though he 
did make his obvious opinion on the subject known. 
Zeph read his Bible when he thought about it, and 
prayed when remembered to. 
 He knew that following Christ would be harder 
when school started. Hopefully Zeph would have the 
strength to endure. Hopefully the walk really was 
worth it. 
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Senior Year 
 

 Zephaniah Isaac Payton expected his senior 
year to be the most relaxing year, academically, in his 
secondary education career. Though he did not have 
strenuous classes, the realization came about that this 
year would be one of his most difficult, due simply to 
his Christianity and his unwillingness to conform as 
he did before.  

There were other students that called 
themselves Christians, others that simply believed in 
the existence of Jesus Christ, and still others that only 
went to church. Those students still conformed to the 
image where trends in fashion, attitude, and activity 
were completely defined by popular culture. Though 
they lived in the modern individualistic society, they 
conceived certain ideas about individuals who 
decided to stand out in a way that defied these 
popular trends. This school year, Zeph was one of the 
few who undoubtedly stood out. This was the first 
time that he had ever been considered unfashionable; 
not so in the apparel that he wore, but within the 
attitude he had and the activities he chose to take part 
in. 
 School started on a Friday morning in late 
August. Zephaniah was not late for the registration. 
He beheld an awkward feeling as Josh and Zac did 
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not automatically join him. When he finally found 
them, he noticed that they looked, at least he thought, 
happy to see him. He approached them and tapped 
each of their fists with his own. “You back to your 
old self yet?” asked Josh as his knuckles touched 
Zeph’s. Zeph shook his head slightly, “I don’t know 
what you’re talking about.” Zac, placing his arm 
around Zeph and motioning with his free hand, joined 
in the conversation; “You haven’t really been 
yourself since last month. It’s like your big brother 
messed you up or somethin’.” Zeph, knowing that it 
was his newly found faith that was changing him, 
simply said, “Maybe.” Josh, placing his arm around 
Zeph just as Zac had on the opposite side, “You 
really haven’t been hangin’ with us that much lately, 
and you seem to be spending more time at church. 
I’m not against a guy tryna live well, but it seems to 
me that religion is gettin’ in the way of our 
friendship. That could hinder us on the field.” 
 Football had not been one of the notes at the 
peak of Zeph’s mind. He did still want to play. That 
much did not change. The reason that Zeph had 
stopped spending time with these two fellow students 
was the fact that they were always drinking. For 
some reason, Zeph’s attitude toward drinking had 
completely changed since early July. He did not even 
want to be around it. The stories that seemed to be 
most popular made Zeph wonder why he ever liked 
to get completely slammed. 
 Zeph still considered Josh and Zac to be two of 
his very best friends, but he did not want to be the 
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same person that he was before. That would form 
him perfectly to the mold that had become 
stereotypical Christianity. The only conclusion Zeph 
could reach was that he would play the game just the 
way he had vowed to live life: for the glory of God. 
He would not conform, but fight with his greatest 
ability on and off the field. 
 Zeph looked first at Josh, second to Zac, then 
strait forward, “Don’t worry fellas. I will be ready 
when we play.” 
 The three friends stood in line talking to one 
another until they reached the table where they would 
fill out the necessary forms that would enable them to 
attend school for the year.  
 As Zac, Zeph, and Josh were walking through 
the hallway, chatting with everyone who stopped 
them, Zeph noticed Paul spinning the combination on 
the side of his locker. Zeph split from the group so 
that he could greet Paul. Josh and Zac followed him. 
 “Hey Paul! What’s goin’ on?” Paul turned 
around to see the friend that he had made over the 
summer spreading his arms out, as if to request a hug, 
and coming toward him. Paul lifted his right hand, 
“What’s up bro?” The two lowered their hands, 
interlocked thumbs, and grasped each other’s hand 
just below the wrist. This modified handshake had 
become very popular, even among adults. They held 
the handshake and pulled closer until their shoulders 
touched. Then they released. 



Andrew Paul 

!49" 

 Josh and Zac knew Paul. He did not play 
football with them. In fact, they were not sure he 
played sports at all. To them, Paul was alright, but 
not someone that they would always spend time with 
or acknowledge. As they approached Zeph, Zac 
laughed quietly and asked, “What kind of bromance 
is goin’ on here?” 
 Paul turned and repeated the same routine with 
Zac and Josh. He talked to them, but held about the 
same opinion toward them as they held toward him, 
though his reasoning was different. Zac and Josh did 
not usually spend time with Paul because of what he 
did not do. Paul did not usually spend time with Zac 
and Josh because of the types if things they did. 
 Zeph talked to Paul briefly before it was time 
for them to attend their first class of the day. Since 
that particular day was the day of registration, all of 
the classes were shortened and held later than usual. 
Zeph only had one class with Paul, which was his 
senior English class. The schools athletic hour was 
the only time that he saw Josh and Zac during the 
school day, aside from lunch. 
 Zeph noticed that many people from the church 
that he was attending went to school here as well. 
This was the largest high school within the city 
limits. He also noticed the attitude among the 
students that had contributed to his leaving that 
church when he was sixteen. Those students, who 
professed to follow Christ at church, did not live out 
the very faith they spoke of having. Though 
everything they seemed to be involved in might be 
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accepted by the society around them, they did not 
appear to try and live up to God’s standards or even 
profess His name. 
 Zeph realized at this moment that he would be 
part of a group that was a vast minority. As far as he 
knew, this was a group that only Paul and himself 
were members of. 
 From that very first day, it was difficult for 
both young men to run the race that was so 
definitively the faith that they held. Paul was the new 
president of the school’s only Christian club. In past 
years, there had only been three or four regular 
attendees. Paul hoped to change that. He was so 
devastated at the fact that a very minute number of 
students knew Christ for who He really was, and is. 
Zeph offered to help. The first meeting was the 
following Monday. 
 Only four students made an appearance. Paul, 
Zeph, Zac, and Josh. Zac and Josh only went because 
Zeph was going. This was the first meeting that they 
attended. Unfortunately, it would also be the last for 
one of the two. Zeph still spent time with Josh and 
Zac during school, even though he became a basis for 
their friendly jokes. 
 
 Football portrayed quite a different story. It 
remained the most popular sport among the students. 
Zeph was determined not to allow religion to have a 
negative effect on his athletic performance. The first 
day of practice was a complete practice including: 
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skill drills, conditioning, and team building. The 
football coach continued to feed Zeph compliments,  
 

“You are at the top of your game Zeph,”  
 
“I think you are more dedicated than you were 
last year.” 

  
 Of course, these compliments did not come 
without a good coaches correction and team 
discipline. Though Zeph was dedicated not to allow 
his faith to effect his performance, it seemed, not to 
lower his ability, but enhance it. Zeph appeared to be 
greater on the field than he had been before.  
 Both Zac and Josh noticed his seemingly new 
found abilities as a football player. They encouraged 
him to continue his great work by clashing the 
forehead of their helmets against his and grunting. 
They also subconsciously decided that it would not 
be acceptable to deny themselves improvement. 
Because Zeph was a greater player than what he had 
been before, showing unending dedication, the entire 
team also grew stronger and more dedicated. This 
was going to be a great year for the football team! 
 
 Home life remained constant for Zeph. His 
older brother continued to provide reasoning against 
his faith, he continued to fight the urge to attend the 
wild parties that he had once allowed to define a 
portion of who he was, and Zeph’s father seemed like 
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he was working on the relationship that he had with 
Zeph’s mother to his greatest ability. 
 Life at home was a struggle for Zeph, 
particularly during the school year. It seemed that an 
education added stress to relationships that were 
already strained. Though Zeph’s father was working 
on his relationship with Zeph’s mother, he did not 
stop drinking. He simply was not willing to give that 
part of his life up. Since Zeph’s father was so 
unwilling to disband his ongoing habit, his 
relationship with Zeph’s mother was continually 
stressed. 
 Zeph was forced to hear the quarrels that took 
place within the home. Though they were not as 
frequent or prominent as they once had been, he still 
felt that the exposure was unbearable. If that 
exposure was not already terrible enough, Zeph 
found that living with someone who so avidly denied 
the faith that he held was one of the most difficult 
situations in which he could find himself. Michael 
constantly reasoned out possibilities that would 
disprove what Zeph believed, and gave reason after 
reason against the hypocritical beliefs of the modern 
Church. Though the many possibilities that Michael 
presented could be countered by an equally possible 
idea supporting the beliefs that Zeph idealized, 
Michael’s reasoning against the hypocrisy of the 
Church made horrifying sense considering the 
context of each individual group within the whole of 
the Church. Zeph found that unnerving.  
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 Zeph knew what he felt was real, but did not 
understand how he could effectively let others know 
about those feelings, and those feelings were not a 
lie. All he knew to do was live according to his faith 
in Jesus Christ. This is what he worked to do at 
school, at church, and at home. 
 Even though he lived according to his faith, 
Zeph did not feel as though it was making much of a 
difference. It only seemed to make his life more 
difficult. Matt, the youth minister at the church Zeph 
was attending, had said more than once that God 
never promised an easy or happy life, simply a 
fulfilling one followed by a prize greater than any 
that could be hoped for on the earth. 
 Zeph’s time in school, and out, served the 
glory of God. Zeph failed often, but continued to 
overcome those failures and grow in his relationship 
with the Spirit that he had, not long before, given 
residency within his own soul. 
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Step it Up 
 

 One Wednesday, while attending the Christian 
club at his school, Zeph learned that it was not 
enough to simply live a life with which he simply 
tried to obey the laws recorded in God’s Bible. Even 
though he found it very difficult to abstain from the 
drinking, the sexual interactions, and using profane 
language, Zeph felt as if he was not doing enough. 
He felt this way no matter how much he tried to do, 
or kept himself from doing. 
 Paul was talking to the small group, which now 
had about six regular attendees. He talked about how 
important it was for students to share their faith with 
fellow students. Paul let the group know that this was 
something he struggled with, and that he was not sure 
exactly how to reach the students who attended 
school with them. He had previously looked up 
verses in scripture before the meeting so that he could 
read them aloud. 
 Paul opened his Bible,  
 

“Since you died with Christ to the basic 
principles of this world, why, as though you 
still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules, 
‘Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!’? 
These are all destined to perish with use, 
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because they are based on human commands 
and teachings. Such regulations indeed have 
the appearance of wisdom, with their self-
imposed worship, their false humility and their 
harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any 
value in restraining sensual indulgence. 
Colossians two, twenty through twenty three.”  

 
 While Paul was reading, Zeph sat thinking. He 
had been completely focused on what not to do. He 
was not sure why Paul decided to read this particular 
verse. It really did not have any correlation with the 
sharing of his faith, unless; the sharing of his faith 
was founded within the example of his lifestyle. Zeph 
had spent his Christian walk thus far simply trying to 
obey commands. Staying away from the things that 
were not permitted in scripture. Zeph did not believe 
that scripture gave commands without reason, but he 
realized that could not be the main focus of his walk. 
That is why he never felt like he was doing enough. 
If he did not focus on the restrictions, what was Zeph 
to focus on?  
 When Paul finished this portion of the reading, 
he shuffled through the pages of his Bible and 
immediately began to read another passage, 
 

“Now all has been heard; here is the 
conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep 
His commandments, for this is the whole duty 
of man. For God will bring every deed into 
judgment, including every hidden thing, 
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whether it is good or evil. Ecclesiastes twelve, 
thirteen and fourteen.” 

 
 Zeph noticed, while Paul was reading, that this 
passage was very similar to the previous. It was also 
about keeping commands. Zeph became confused. 
The previous passage suggested that he was not to 
focus on commands, and the current passage 
suggested that he was to focus on commands. Zeph 
was not quite sure what to think at this point. Maybe 
Paul would explain when he finished. 
 Again, Paul finished reading the passage, 
shuffled through the pages of his Bible, and began to 
read once again, 
 

“Hearing that Jesus had silenced the 
Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of 
them, an expert in the law, tested Him with this 
question: ‘Teacher, which is the greatest 
commandment in the law?’ Jesus replied: 
‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind. 
This is the first and greatest commandment. 
And the second is like it: Love your neighbor 
as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang 
on these two commandments. Matthew twenty-
two, thirty-four through forty.” 

 
 Zeph thought about the correlation among the 
three different readings. All three were about 
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commands. Zeph realized earlier that he had been 
focused on restrictions, and obeying individual 
commands. From what he understood, the laws made 
by the world, as it differs from the laws made by 
God, focused on what not to do. According to the 
first passage, he figured that this was not the way true 
followers of Christ should think about laws. It was 
obvious that God gave restrictions to his children, but 
focusing simply on abstaining from those things 
would not be enough. Could this be the reason that 
church’s taught that there are many ‘good people’ 
that will not qualify to enter heaven? It seemed to 
Zeph that everyone who was serious about his or her 
claim to be a follower of Christ still viewed the law 
this way. 
 Even though, Zeph thought, the law should not 
be thought of in this manner, God’s commandments 
were still very important to keep. It seemed to Zeph 
as though his obedience should stem from a love and 
positive fear of God. If God would bring every deed 
into judgment, no human deed could possibly be 
great enough to be righteous according to the 
holiness of God. Zeph deduced that this could only 
mean one thing: he needed to change the way that he 
followed God.  
 He needed to cease trying to follow the 
commands listed in God’s word on his own power as 
to fall short of the relationship that God created 
humanity for. Zephaniah Isaac Payton was about to 
have a closer encounter with God that was more 
intimate than most people would ever experience. 
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 Paul closed his Bible, prayed, and dismissed 
the meeting. Zeph wondered if the other students who 
had also attended were thinking about the same 
things that he was thinking about. In order to truly 
reach fellow students in a real way, they would not 
only have to remove their support from things that 
did not come from God, but they would also have to 
remove all sympathy from those very same things 
because they were not from God. The only way to 
truly live for Christ seemed to be radical, not in a 
sense of picketing funerals and damning people, but 
in a sense of true love. Love was to be the root of all 
deeds. To act this way would be to rebel against the 
profound norm that had been rooted in modern 
society and popular culture. 
 Zeph was much quieter than he usually would 
have been for the remainder of the day. He continued 
to think about the things that God undoubtedly 
revealed to him. Though he was not able to focus in 
most of his classes, football provided a relief from 
the overwhelming thoughts that so weighed upon 
Zeph’s mind. How was he to think about an infinite 
God with a temporary mind? 
 
 Zeph had developed a habit of travelling to the 
church after conversation had ended in the school 
hallway, were it seemed like a majority of students 
congregated after the final class bell rang. On this 
particular Wednesday, Zeph did not wait. He arrived 
at the church were Matt was getting ready for the 
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evening service. As he helped Matt set up the chairs 
in the student facility, they talked about the ideas that 
had pressed upon Zeph’s mind that day. After the 
chairs were set up, Matt nonchalantly asked Zeph if 
he would like to stand up in front of the youth group 
and talk about it that night, “I think it would be 
good,” he added turning and walking to the computer 
where he would ready his power point presentation 
for the same evening. 
 Zeph had never even attempted to speak in 
front of anyone, and he was surprised that anyone 
would ask, especially Matt. He had always wanted to, 
but expected it later in life when he won the 
Heisman. It was quite a dream: one that he still 
believed would someday happen. Zeph was not too 
sure about talking about God though. He had only 
become a true Christian little more than two months 
before. Zeph walked over to the computer were Matt 
was and asked a simple question, “Is there a reason 
you asked me?” 
 Matt, continuing to finish his presentation 
material, explained,  

“Well, personally, I have never seen a student 
be so serious about his walk with God after only two 
months. I really think that it could be an 
encouragement for others to start taking it seriously 
as well.” 

“You think that I could be an encouragement?” 
 
“Yes, I do. Why don’t you just take five 

minutes before I speak and tell everyone how you 
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feel about what we talked about while we were 
setting up chairs?” 

Zeph felt comfortable with five minutes, but 
had no idea what he would say. It was easy when he 
was simply talking with someone else. Would it feel 
the same? Zeph hoped that it would. He looked at the 
computer screen, “Yeah, I guess I could do five 
minutes.” 

Matt looked at Zeph and said, “Alrighty then. 
Just go up right after Paul finishes the music.” 

Just when Matt finished his sentence, Paul 
walked into the student center where they were. He 
walked passed Zeph and Matt greeting them and 
taking his guitar to the stage. Matt and Zeph watched 
as Paul opened his hard-shell case and removed his 
Dean Exotica-Indies Acoustic so that he could plug it 
in to the system, which was already playing music 
from the computer where Matt was minimizing all of 
the windows that were on the screen. Matt paused the 
music and un-muted the two channels on the 
soundboard that Paul would use. 

Paul began to play his guitar and sing a song 
that he had written. The rhythm of the song stood out 
above the words, “Sing, sing, sing, sing this song. 
Sing it out. Sing it loud.” Matt leveled out the sound, 
but Zeph knew that Paul would later tamper with 
more dials to give a very good blend between the 
guitar and vocals. That was the routine every 
Wednesday night. 
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Paul finished his song, travelled back to where 
Matt and Zeph sat, gave Zeph the same modified 
handshake that had become a ritual among many 
students, and asked Matt if he could ‘put his songs in 
the computer’. 

Matt, who was just relaxing since he had 
finished his preparations for the night, said, “Yep, I 
am going to take my wife out to eat and I’ll be back 
around five-thirty.” Matt stood up and left, and Paul 
sat in the seat that he had previously occupied. 

Paul clicked on the minimized music playlist 
and changed song that was currently playing, Yellow 
by Coldplay, to 40 Deep by Lecrae. He then pulled 
up the program that the church used to display song 
lyrics and power point presentations and began to 
select the songs that he would play for the time that 
was set aside for music later on that evening. 

 
Worship time came around. Zeph spent that 

time, while Paul was singing, trying to figure out 
what he was going to say when Paul finished.  

When Paul did finish, Zeph still did not know 
what he was going to say. He stepped in front of his 
fellow students and his heart seemed to jump into the 
pit of his throat. This was the first time that Zeph had 
ever experienced this level of nervousness. He was, 
however, able to overcome the butterflies that swam 
in the pit of his stomach and he began to speak with a 
slight stutter, 
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“T... Today, in school, Paul talked a, 
about what i, it might take to reach people in 
our school. H, he read a few things f, from his 
B, Bible that made, made me think.” 
 
Paul paused for a few moments and took a 

breath. He was not paying attention to whether or not 
others in the room were listening. When he started 
again, he was able to speak more clearly, stuttering 
less, 

 
“I think t, that maybe, we are looking at 

being a Christian the wrong way. Why are we 
at church? Is it because that is what we need to 
do to be a g, good Christian? I was thinking 
today that maybe we don’t need t, to focus on 
what it t, takes to be a good Christian, but try 
and focus on our relationship with God. I know 
most of you. Anywhere other than church, w, 
we don’t even think about God. Is that why 
being a Christian isn’t as fulfilling as it should 
be? I realized, today that we really need to step 
it up. I stopped coming to church because I 
saw that people said one thing and lived 
different from that. God still came after me. I 
still see that kind of thing going on. I realized 
today that I have not felt fulfilled being a 
Christian because I have not been trying in my 
relationship with God. I was just trying to stay 
away from the bad things. I guess I just want to 
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ask a question. Can we please start taking this 
Christian thing seriously?” 
 
Zeph walked away from the front of the room 

with his head still pointed downward. He felt as 
though he simply made a fool of himself. He also felt 
like he had been standing in front of his peers for 
hours, though it had only been three minutes. 

Matt gave Zeph one pat on his back between 
his shoulder blades as they passed each other. That 
night, Matt talked about living a worshipful lifestyle. 
Zeph caught the title of the sermon, but he allowed 
his sense of shame to drown out the message that 
Matt was presenting. 

After the service ended, Paul found him and 
told him that what he said, just before Matt spoke, 
was amazing. Zeph did not feel that way. Zeph went 
home and, for the first time, he really sat down and 
prayed. He wanted to work on the relationship that he 
had with God. He always wanted more in that 
relationship and tried to achieve that by obeying the 
rules. Those rules were finite, and though they are 
good to follow, that alone would not satisfy. He 
talked to God, telling of his day and the things that he 
had learned. He asked God to help him grow closer 
and to fill his desire for more.  

It seemed as though God reached down and 
touched him. Even if Zeph tried, he would never have 
been able to describe the way that it felt. All of his 
desires, as infinite as they were, were all completely 
satisfied in one moment. The infinite God satisfied 
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the infinite desire that finite pleasures only caused to 
broaden. Zeph fell asleep while he was talking with 
God. 

 
Zeph woke up the next morning and went to 

school. He did not focus on the restrictions that 
seemed to be located at the foundation of what had 
become the modern Christian faith. Instead, he 
concentrated on staying connected with God. He did 
this by trying to stay in a constant state of prayer. 
This was one of the most difficult things he had ever 
done, but it was the only way he knew to focus on 
that particular relationship first. 

After this, Zeph was still anything but perfect. 
In fact, he realized to an even greater extent that he 
was in the wrong most of the time, but he had a 
greater willingness to correct those wrongs. He also 
saw the students who attended school with him in a 
different light. Not only did Zeph view them as 
fellow students and friends, but as other people who 
had troubles and needed a relationship with Christ. 

Because he had a greater relationship with 
God, Zeph was able to build greater relationships 
with his friends and begin new relationships that 
would not have previously come about. Now, Zeph 
was not only one of the most recognized students, but 
also the most known. This was greater and more 
worthwhile than popularity had ever been.  

It was not hard for Zeph to work God’s name 
into conversation. In fact, it came naturally as a result 
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of his relationship with God. Even though he talked 
about God, or related everything to God, most of the 
time, he did not try and force salvation on anyone. He 
already felt like a hypocrite when he did something 
wrong and trying to force salvation would only 
increase that feeling. God’s word continuously gave a 
message of love, and according to that word, love 
does not force any particular decision. God, himself, 
gave humanity a choice. What kind of Christian 
would Zeph be if he did not support that same 
choice? 

Zeph worked on maintaining this type of 
relationship with God over the next week. He did not 
notice much of a difference in school, despite the 
rapid, overwhelming change that had taken place 
within his own lifestyle. At church that Sunday 
morning, Zeph noticed that some of the students who 
normally only came on Wednesdays were there for 
Sunday morning small group time. Zeph did not 
know if he had any influence on their decision to 
come, but he was glad that they had arrived. He 
greeted them before Sunday School and talked to 
them. Other than this, there seemed to be no 
immediate change. 

 
Zeph woke up the next Wednesday morning 

with an ache in his head and a churning in his 
stomach. He walked into the living room where, 
surprisingly, his mother was sitting. Zeph noticed that 
she was crying. He staggered over to the couch where 



Rebellion 

!66" 

she sat with her elbows on her knees and her face 
buried in the palms of her hands, “You okay mom?” 

Zeph’s mother wrapped her arms around him 
hugging him tightly while speaking into his ear, “I’m 
fine son.” 

Zeph did not think that she was feeling fine. 
He assumed that something had happened between 
his parents that completely devastated his mother. It 
would not have been the first time. If he was correct 
about the situation, he knew that his mother would 
not want him to know about what was happening 
anyway. He wrapped his arms around her and 
allowed her to cry on his shoulder. 

After a few moments, Mrs. Payton released her 
grip, lightly grasped Zeph by the shoulders, held him 
at an arms distance, and said, “You should probably 
get to school.” She did not notice the pale coloration 
of Zeph’s face through her tears and did not feel the 
feverish temperature radiating off of her son’s skin 
because of her own hair. 

Zeph went back to his room and dressed 
himself, changing out of the shorts that he had worn 
to bed, and walked back into the living room where 
his mother still sat. He went to give her another hug 
before he left and this time his mother noticed that he 
carried a fever, “Your not going to school,” she told 
him as he pulled away. Zeph would not argue. He 
only had two problems with staying home: He would 
miss the Christian club meeting and football practice. 
He only hoped that he would feel better by the time 
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church started. Zeph went into his room, closed his 
door, and fell asleep. 

Hours later, Zeph faintly heard a knock on his 
front door, followed by the sound of an opening 
screen door and the footsteps of his mother coming 
into his room to see if he was awake. She told him 
that Paul was at their home, and placed the back of 
her hand on Zeph’s forehead to check and see 
whether he still had a fever or not.  

The heat radiating from Zeph’s brow had 
decreased, and he was feeling well enough to get out 
of bed. He did so, and walked into their living room 
to meet Paul, “Hey man what’s up?” Zeph sat on the 
couch directly across from the couch where Paul was 
already sitting. Paul, seeing that Zeph had been sick, 
said, “We prayed for you in our meeting this 
morning.” 

Zeph looked back at Paul and said, “Thanks 
bro. I needed it today. How many people showed 
up?” 

Zeph did not expect that anything had changed. 
He had not seen any change that resulted from the 
radical change within his lifestyle and was beginning 
to wonder if he could be the difference he wanted to 
be. 

“Twelve.” 
 
Zeph thought that he misheard Paul, “How 

many?” 
Paul smiled and repeated himself, “Twelve. 

And most of them are people that go to our church.” 
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Zeph hated being sick. He felt as though this 
was a difference that God had decided to work 
through him, but he could not be completely sure of 
that. 

Zeph took a quick shower, and then rode with 
Paul to church that evening. Still, nothing seemed to 
have changed. Zeph did not even know why he was 
burdened toward positive change, but he was.  

After service that night, Paul took Zeph to his 
house and then went home. After he walked through 
the doorway, Zeph noticed his brother lazing on one 
of the couches watching television. Zeph hurried to 
his room hoping to avoid crossing Michael’s line of 
sight. Michael saw him, got up from the couch, and 
walked toward Zeph’s room. He stopped in the 
doorway, “So, uh… Your pretty serious about this 
Jesus thing huh?” 

Zeph did not know how to answer that 
question, at least to his older brother. He wanted to 
be serious about living for God but did not want to 
face conflict because of that choice. Zeph longed for 
his brother to start a relationship with God despite 
how unlikely that would be. It was once unlikely for 
Zeph to have had that relationship. Zeph answered 
his brother, “I guess so.” 

“Why? It can’t be worth anything. Giving your 
life away so that things get even harder.” 

Now that Zeph thought about it, making the 
decision to follow Christ had made for a more 
difficult life. He could have simply enjoyed being a 
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football star and spent his time satisfying his own 
pleasures. It seemed that he had to give up more than 
he gained according to the standards of society. He 
did know that his brother was wrong about one thing: 
the relationship was worth everything he had given 
up thus far. Not only did having a relationship with 
God replace the things that Zeph gave up, but it also 
provided so much more. Though he was not always 
happy, there was available joy through every trial. 
Though this relationship brought about trials, it 
provided a way to overcome those trials along with 
those that simply would have come about on their 
own anyway. Zeph responded by asking his brother a 
question, “How do you know that it’s not worth it?” 

 
“I tried it again. I went to church for an 

entire month. If God is real, He never did 
anything while I was there. I felt the same way 
there that I did at this church.” 
 
Michael paused for a moment, spoke a few 

choice words, and began speaking again, 
 

“I have never understood why some 
people have to believe in a ‘higher being’ 
anyway. Is that the only reason to have eternal 
life? I’ve been in church. I know what they 
believe. The soul lives forever in one of two 
places: Heaven or Hell. If they are right, either 
way the soul lives forever. We don’t gain 
anything but to live in the presence of God. Is 
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Hell just eternal life without God? We’d get to 
make our own decisions. But, I guess you’ve 
already made your choice. Once you give your 
life away, God never gives it back. The church 
calls that infinite love. I wish such a thing 
really existed. Can you really believe all of 
this?” 

 
 Michael continued to stand at Zeph’s doorway 
as if he was expecting an answer. Zeph noticed that 
his brother had formed many of the words so that 
they would distort the teachings of the church and 
give them a negative connotation. Sadly, with the 
judgmental attitude of most of the people in church, 
this was the exact message people were receiving.  
 Not everyone in the Church had this type of 
attitude, but many did. They would judge people that 
did not belong to the faith at all by the standards they 
claimed to live by. Zeph did not understand why 
people tried to judge others who were not bound by 
the same standard. 
 
 “It is worth it.” 
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Religion 
 

“Not once did Jesus mention religion. In 
fact, the only time Jesus even describes 
religion, as it is defined today, is when He 
speaks out against the excessive use of rules 
and rituals ordained by Jewish leaders during 
His time.” 

 
 Zeph remembered the sermon that Matt gave 
earlier that day while he lay in bed. 
 

“Religion is a mere attempt to make 
discoveries about the supernatural world just as 
science is an attempt to make discoveries about 
the natural world.” 

 
 As far as Zeph knew, Christianity was a 
religion. It was another worldview held and promoted 
by many of the people on the earth. It did, however 
seem to be the most viable worldview. That night, 
Matt seemed to devalue the universal notion of 
religion. 
 

“True Christianity has been tainted by 
the fact that people have built a false 
correlation between it and religion.” 
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 Could this be the reason that a vast majority of 
people focused too greatly on the rules and rituals 
incorporated within the late Jewish and early 
Christian sects? 
 

“Religion, as defined by Scripture is 
this: to look after orphans and widows in their 
distress and to keep oneself from being 
polluted by the world4.” 

 
 Religion was, and had always been, about 
performing good deeds and staying away from evil. 
Religion was not an evil thing. God accepted and 
credited it as good works, but man needed, and still 
needs, more. The religion of Christianity seemed to 
distract people from the relationship and love of 
Christianity. 
 

“Satan uses religion to hide the true 
message of Christ.” 

 
 Zeph’s mind wandered through these words as 
he drifted into sleep. The world saw Christianity as a 
religion among other religions. Relationship was 
what set it apart. 
 
 Zeph woke up the next morning and attended 
school just as he did every other day. He was able to 
understand why it was difficult for most people who 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
4+James+1:27+
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claimed to be Christians to remain constant in their 
walk outside of a church facility. Religion is difficult 
to practice in an environment that does not support it. 
However, a relationship is difficult to ignore, no 
matter the environment. 
 During football practice, the head-coach had 
the team sit down on the field and talked to them 
about the game that would take place later that 
evening. He spoke with elevated volume and a slight 
rasp. 
 

“Young men. Tonight we will play the 
toughest team in the state. That is, the toughest 
team other than us. We have been undefeated 
this season. If we win tonight, we will be 
guaranteed a spot in the playoffs no matter 
how we do the rest of the season. I expect 
nothing less. Let’s get to work. Suicides!” 

 
 The entire team lined up on the goal line on the 
south end of the field. The coach, while starting to 
the other end of the field, placed the whistle that hung 
around his neck into his mouth and let out a wisp of 
air from the pit of his lungs that caused the whistle to 
sound. The team sprinted to the twenty-five yard line, 
pivoted on one foot, and sprinted back to the goal 
line. When they reached the goal line, they pivoted 
again and ran to the fifty-yard line. 
 The large group of football players began to 
thin as some fell behind. Zeph, Zac, and Josh stayed 
toward the front of the group. 
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 When the young men reached the fifty-yard 
line, they pivoted once again and sprinted back to the 
goal line.  
 The Christian faith was compared to running a 
race as if to win a prize. Zeph thought about what 
would happen if all Christians worked at their 
relationship with Christ with as much effort as he was 
currently giving. 
 The group of athletes reached the goal line on 
the south end of the field once again, pivoted, and 
continued giving their all. More of the leading group 
fell behind, and Josh began to inch in front of Zeph 
and Zac. The two friends, noticing that Josh was 
pulling ahead, forced themselves to run faster. They 
reached the twenty-five yard line on the opposite side 
of the field, pivoted, and raced toward the goal line 
once again. Not one person on the team was lacking 
in effort. They reached the goal line, pivoted for the 
last time, and sprinted toward the goal line on the 
north end of the field. 
 When they finished, the coach led them 
through a series of drills that would fine-tune the 
athletic precision that would be needed to do well 
later that night. 
 When school ended, Zeph hurried home to fix 
himself something to eat. Then he returned to the 
field. His team was tossing the football around as if 
to simply pass time. Everyone on the field heard what 
sounded like a school bus pull into the parking lot 
next to the field. The team members picked up their 
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gear and jogged to that location. On the way to the 
bus, Zeph, Zac, and Josh tossed the football back and 
forth: several times each one would catch or throw it 
behind his back or between his legs. 
 They stepped up into the bus. The coach was 
sitting in the driver’s seat, and each team member 
could have had a seat to himself. They all sat down. 
Most of them listened to their compact digital audio 
device in an effort to stay pumped for the upcoming 
game. 
 The ride was bumpy, like a stereotypical bus 
ride would be, and the coach liked to drive just a little 
faster than the speed limit sign suggested. This 
seemed to increase the power of the bumps in the 
asphalt road. With the greater dips, each student 
would come very close to hitting the roof of the bus 
with his head. 
 When they arrived, the team was just as much 
awake as they had been the moment they left. They 
followed their coach to the locker room where they 
would get ready. 
 In the locker room, while the coach was 
elsewhere, conversation settled on a popular topic: 
girls. This type of conversation seemed to resonate 
each time this group of young men entered a locker 
room. 
 Each person seemed to brag about who they 
had gone out with, who they had done things with, 
and who they would do things to. Zeph did feel a 
little left out. He had wanted to be a part of the 
conversation, but he had never had a girlfriend. It was 
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not that he was never interested, but no girl that he 
was interested in felt the same way. That was very 
ironic because most of the girls in the school he 
attended wanted to be with him because of his 
dashing good looks and superb athletic ability. These 
girls were not attractive to Zeph. He had always felt 
that he wanted a girl that liked him because of who 
he was, not what he looked like or what he was good 
at. 
 For this reason, Zeph always seemed to 
become a foundation that led to many jokes among 
the guys in that locker room. 
 
 “Man Zeph, your like a girl.” 
 
 “This guy actually wants a commitment.” 
 
 “I bet Zeph still has his V-card.” 
 
 Of course, the reasons why the guys made fun 
of him were the very same reasons that most of the 
girls liked him. In addition to that, now he was 
consciously being careful of those things because he 
knew that was what God wanted. He did want to be 
in a relationship, despite the fact that he had never 
been in one. 
 
 Josh stood up and began to yell, “Are we 
ready?” 
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 The entire team, including Zeph, began to yell 
back with a slight grunt, “Yeah!” 
 
 Josh, starting to jump up and down while 
shifting his weight from one foot to the other, 
elevated his voice and yelled once again, “Are we 
ready?” 
 
 The entire team, now jumping up and down 
with Josh yelled back once again, “Yeah!” 
 
 The whole team was now hopping in place and 
grunting profusely. After the team calmed down, Josh 
grabbed Zeph by his shoulder and spoke loud enough 
for everyone to hear, “Payton, you’re a religious man. 
Pray that God will help us win tonight.” 
 Zeph found that request to be very comical. If 
they prayed for victory and the other team was also 
praying for victory, whom would God help? 
Somehow, Zeph did not think that God cared so 
much about a certain football teams worldly triumph. 
 Nevertheless, Zeph bowed his head and the 
entire team got quiet and also bowed their heads. 
  

“Lord, thank you for giving us today. 
Thank you for giving us an opportunity to 
compete. I hope that we come to acknowledge 
your glory and give you honor through our 
abilities: even if we don’t win tonight. Lord. 
We come to you asking for strength, and uh, 
endurance so that we can give our all through 
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the entire game. Please help us to make wise 
decisions and run plays well. God, I give you 
my praise no matter what happens in this 
game, and I hope that everyone else on this 
team will too. In your name we pray.” 

 
 The team remained quite for a few moments as 
if taking in the prayer and thinking about it. The 
coach poked his head in the locker room door, looked 
at the team, and said, “Let’s go!” Zac jumped up, 
began to grunt, and led the team out of the locker 
room and onto the field. 
 The cheerleaders for their team travelled to 
where they were on the “Pep Bus”. This bus carried 
students from the school who wanted to watch the 
game and the cheerleaders. Zac lead the team through 
the tunnel formed by the arms of the cheerleaders, 
and the entire team emerged, one-by-one, from the 
tunnel. They formed a huddle on the field, while 
wearing all of their gear, and began jumping in the 
huddle while grunting once again. 
 The coach came from under the tunnel and 
walked toward the group carrying his clipboard that 
contained the layout for the football field. The team 
members allowed their coach entrance to the center 
of the circle where he talked to them about the plays 
that they would start out with. 
 The clock on the scoreboard counted down 
from one minute while the cheerleaders from the 
opposing team finished their routine. Josh and Zac 
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met two members of the opposite team at the center 
of the field to call the coin toss. The coin left the 
referee’s hand and landed heads up on the field. 
Zeph’s team had lost the coin toss and would be 
defending the west side of the field. Neither Zac, 
Josh, nor Zeph were on the defensive team. They 
made their way to the sideline and continued to keep 
the team pumped up. 
 The defensive team was pushed back further 
and further until the opposing team scored a 
touchdown and made the kick that was worth one 
extra point. The receiving team traded places on the 
field with the defensive team. Zac was a great kick 
return. He lined himself up, caught the football, and 
ran as hard as he could. Zac was tackled at the forty-
eight yard line on the west side of the field.  
 The members of the return team that did not 
serve on the offensive team left the field. Josh and 
Zeph, as well as other members of the offensive 
team, joined those who remained on the field 
including Zac. Everyone took their positions on the 
line. Zac lined up in the center and readied himself to 
hike the football to Josh.  
 Josh, who served as the quarterback, placed his 
hands open faced towards the football. He looked 
left, and then looked right just to make sure everyone 
was in his or her place. He yelled passed the 
mouthpiece that protected his teeth, “Set!” He then 
pause for a few more seconds, “Hut, hut, hi!” 
 The team sprung into action as Josh received 
the football from Zac. Josh looked for an open 
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receiver and noticed Zeph, unguarded, running 
toward the goal line. He released the ball just before 
being tackled. Zeph had to pick up speed to catch the 
ball, but when he did he was uncontested on his way 
to the goal line. After he crossed into the end zone, 
Zeph dropped the football, pounded his right fist to 
his chest twice, and pointed one finger up as if 
praising God for his ability. 
 This is the first time Zeph had done something 
like this. He felt as if he had done something greater 
than score a touchdown. He lined up with his team 
once again so that they could attempt to score an 
extra point. They did so with no troubles. The score 
was now tied. Both teams had seven points recorded 
on the scoreboard. 
 The remainder of the game was just as intense 
as the beginning had been. At half time, the score 
was still tied at twenty-one points for each team. The 
game went into double overtime, and Zeph’s team 
lost by three points.  
 
 “That’s alright, we gave our all boys,” Josh 
said with a downtrodden voice. 
 
 Zeph, though he knew that he served God well 
during the game, still had hoped and worked for a 
victory. He was just as disappointed as the rest of the 
team. 
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 The coach met with the team in the locker 
room shortly after the game ended and talked with 
them as a group. 
 

“Great effort boys. I am proud that you 
tried your best. We have another game in two 
days. I expect you to work as hard in that game 
as you did in this one. If you do, we will win. 
In fact, no other team should be a problem. We 
can still earn our way into the championship 
playoffs. Let’s go home boys.” 

 
 Each player reached for his gear, walked to the 
bus, and sat in the exact same seat in which he rode 
earlier. Almost everyone slept on the way back to the 
school campus. 
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Worship 
 

On the way back to the school campus, Zeph 
thought about the praise he had given God after each 
touchdown. For some reason, that satisfied his 
longing for Christ much more than singing in church. 
The attitude he held when offering up that praise 
could have been what turned praise into true worship. 
Zeph wondered what exactly the difference between 
simply praising and actually worshipping might have 
been. Despite the bumpy road, Zeph dozed off while 
contemplating the idea of true worship. 

Zeph woke up when the bus stopped. It was 
very strange that the decreased volume of the engine 
had the same effect as an alarm. He looked toward 
the front of the bus with one eye closed and the other 
half way open. He saw the rest of his teammates 
exiting one-by-one. He stood up, reached for his 
equipment, and then exited the bus as well. On his 
way to the locker room, where he would put his 
equipment up, he noticed a girl standing outside the 
door of the bus. She looked like she was waiting for 
someone, but he was the last young man to get off the 
bus. He thought about telling her that no one else 
would be exiting, but only after he had already 
passed her and was making his way into the locker 
room. 
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Zeph placed all of his equipment in the locker 
that had been assigned to him at the beginning of the 
fiscal year: all of his equipment that is, except for his 
jersey, which he would take home wash before the 
next game. Zeph closed his locker, spun the 
combination dial, and left the locker room.  

When he exited the locker room, the same girl 
was still standing there, waiting. Zeph approached 
her and asked, “You waiting for someone?” 

She looked around, as if to emphasize the fact 
that no one else was there, “Well, I really just need a 
ride home…” 

Zeph, not wanting to leave her there, asked 
where she lived. This girl smiled and said, “Just 
about five blocks that way,” pointing her finger in the 
proper direction. 

Though she lived in the opposite direction than 
he did, Zeph did not mind travelling five blocks out 
of the way, especially for a girl that would not find 
another ride. Zeph did wonder why she had not asked 
anyone else before asking him. 

Zeph said, “Yeah I’ll give ya a ride,” unlocked 
his vehicle, and the two got in. 
 Zeph started his truck, “You’ll have to tell me 
where to go.” 
 The girl, who was sitting in the passenger seat, 
moved her hair behind one ear with her hand, 
pointed, and said, “It’s just that way.” 
 Zeph put his truck in drive, and lightly tapped 
the gas, “So uh… My name is Zeph.” 



Rebellion 

!84" 

 She looked at Zeph, “Oh… Sorry… My name 
is Sophie. Sophie Monroe.” 
 “So, how come you waited until everyone left, 
and asked me to give you a ride? There were plenty 
of other people around.” 
 Sophie, turning her head to look out the 
window, said, “Well… Honestly, I don’t really trust 
anyone and my parents had some sort of last minute 
thing.” 
 “Does that mean you trust me?” Zeph smiled 
and glanced at her very briefly. “I mean, we literally 
just met.” 
 “I know. I figured you would be the most 
trustworthy person here since you’re a real Christian. 
Not that anyone else isn’t… You just act like it.” 
 Other people noticed who Zeph was by his 
lifestyle. He never understood how much of an 
impact that could really have, “Wow… I didn’t really 
think anyone noticed.” 
 “Oh I noticed,” said Sophie flipping her hair 
with her hand. 
 Zeph stopped at a stop sign, looked a Sophie, 
and questioned her mannerism, “You did huh? Have 
you been watching me?” 
 Zeph did not recognize Sophie from anywhere. 
Obviously, they attended the same school. She did 
not go to church. Sophie had strait brown hair and 
green eyes. Zeph could tell that she had a great smile, 
even in the dark. He noticed that she also had a great 
body, but he did not want to focus on that. He did not 
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even know this girl. After they looked at each other 
for a few seconds, Zeph asked, “Which way from 
here?” 
 Sophie answered immediately, “Uh… Left.” 
  
 Zeph turned the wheel, “You have a very 
pretty smile.” 
 Silence resonated within the cab of Zeph’s 
truck for only a few moments while he drove to the 
next intersection. Then Sophie asked a quick 
question, “So… How come you’ve never had a 
girlfriend?” 
 Zeph laughed, “The girls that I like usually 
don’t like me back, that way… What about you, any 
boyfriends?” 
 “Well, I don’t think anyone really likes me that 
way at all. I’m not even sure people notice me.” 
 Zeph, now with a small feeling of guilt because 
he had never noticed her, said, “I don’t see how that’s 
possible... Which way from here?” 
 Sophie seemed as if she had forgotten that she 
needed to give directions, “Oh… Um… Right, then 
it’s the second house on the left.” Zeph began to turn 
and Sophie continued, “So, I will see you at school 
tomorrow?” 
 Zeph smiled as he pulled into her driveway, “I 
hope so.” 
 Sophie smiled, said goodnight, and walked up 
to her front door. Zeph waited until she went inside, 
then he backed out of her driveway and drove home. 
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 Zeph was infatuated. For some reason, he 
really liked this girl, and thought that she might like 
him too even though they had just met. Zeph began to 
reason out whether or not telling her would be a wise 
decision. Sophie seemed to be an okay person. She 
was nice. She did not seem to be the type of girl that 
spent much time partying. She was very pretty. Other 
than these things, Zeph really did not know much 
about her. Of course, they had just met. Perhaps, 
Zeph would see her the next day at school. At least, 
he hoped he would. 
 Zeph arrived at home just as his older brother 
was pulling into the driveway. Michael stepped from 
his vehicle and went inside before Zeph turned his 
truck off. Zeph got out of his truck and tried to open 
the front door only to find it locked. He knocked, 
knowing his older brother would not be far. After 
there was no answer, Zeph reached for his key, 
unlocked the door, and walked in just to see his 
brother standing not far from the entrance of the 
house. 
 This was the playful brotherly attitude that 
defines most family relationships. Zeph found it 
aggravating, but noticed that Michael was in an 
unusually good mood, “What’s wrong with you?” 
 Michael laughed, “Nothing’s wrong. I found a 
new job. I get to get away from you.” 
 Zeph gave a sarcastic courtesy laugh and spoke 
under his breath while moving toward his room, 
“Yeah but you won’t get away from Jesus.” 
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 Michael heard his younger brother, but did not 
pay him much attention as he placed his bags in his 
truck and went to sleep. 
 Zeph lay down in his bed. He was very glad 
that his brother was finally moving out. He lay awake 
for a few moments looking at the ceiling. It did not 
take long for Zeph to fall asleep. 
 
 The alarm on Zeph’s phone woke him up the 
next morning. He got dressed, poured himself a bowl 
of cereal, and then left after he finished breakfast. 
The first thing he noticed after stepping out of the 
front door was that his brother’s vehicle was still 
there, and his father’s was missing. Now that he 
thought about it, Zeph had not seen his father in quite 
a while. That bothered him. So did the fact that his 
brother’s vehicle was still around. 
 Zeph stepped into his truck, turned the key 
after placing it in the ignition, and drove to school. 
He pulled into his assigned parking space, removed 
himself from the driver’s seat, and headed into the 
school where almost every student would be roaming 
the halls. 
 On his way to his locker, Zeph noticed that 
Sophie was sitting by herself on the floor. He figured 
that she really meant it when she told him that she did 
not think anyone noticed her. As he passed her, he 
simply said, “Hey Sophie.” She looked up from the 
book that she was reading, “Hey!” 
 Sophie stood up and began to walk with Zeph, 
“Where ya headed?”  
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Zeph smiled and answered, “School.” As they 
walked toward Zeph’s locker, many of the other girls 
watched in surprise. They had never seen Zeph with a 
girl. He had always been with Josh, Zac, or more 
recently Paul. 
 As the two friends approached Zeph’s locker, 
they saw Josh and Zac standing next to it.  
 “Who’s the new girl?” asked Josh as they drew 
nearer.  
 Zeph, putting his arm around Josh, said, “She’s 
not new.” 
 Zac decided to chime in as well, interrupting 
Zeph, “Well… How come we’ve never seen her?” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe you just don’t pay 
attention,” Zeph said immediately with a sarcastic 
tone. 
 Josh laughed arrogantly as if to emphasize the 
fact that Zeph had provided a successful comeback to 
Zac’s sarcastic remark. 
 Zeph pulled Sophie closer to the group, “Guys, 
this is Sophie. Sophie, this is Josh and Zac.” He 
pointed toward each person as he named him or her. 
 Simultaneously, Josh and Zac said, “Hey 
Sophie.” Then, Josh turned to Zeph, “Is this your 
girlfriend?” 
 Zac decided to provide his sarcastic voice once 
again, “Yeah. I didn’t think you religious types were 
allowed to date.” 
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 Zeph felt his face begin to turn slightly red, 
“Naw, she’s just a friend I met after the game 
yesterday.” 
 Zac lifted up his right hand toward Sophie, as 
if he wanted to shake hers, “Well… If you watch our 
football games, you can’t be all that bad. You comin’ 
to watch us tomorrow?” 
 Sophie, after thinking for a brief moment, 
answered, “Yeah, I should be able to.” 
 Zeph started to see the type of person that 
Sophie was. She longed to be accepted. That may 
have been part of her motivation to introduce herself 
to him. She was not socially awkward. Zeph did not 
understand why she did not have any friends. 
Perhaps, Sophie was a loner by choice. She did tell 
him that she had problems trusting people. This could 
have been her attempt to overcome that fear. If this 
was the case, Zeph thought that he should probably 
introduce his new friend to someone who was 
unquestionably trustworthy. 
 Zeph opened his locker, while his friends 
where still congregated around it talking, and 
replaced the books that he had taken home with the 
book he would need for his first class. He then turned 
to Sophie and said, “Come on. There is someone else 
that I want to introduce you to.” 
 Sophie followed Zeph away from the locker 
where Josh and Zac stood, now talking to each other. 
Zeph found Paul Andrews, who was talking with a 
few other people, and walked up to him giving him 
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the same creed-like handshake that had now become 
habit. 
 “What’s up man,” Paul said with a smile on his 
face. 
 Zeph replied, “Not too much. I just wanted to 
introduce you to a new friend of mine.” 
 Paul noticed Sophie, who was standing directly 
behind Zeph, “Is she new?” 
 “No man, she’s been here for a while. I just 
met her yesterday after the game,” Zeph said while 
encouraging Sophie to step into the small group. 
 Paul, remembering the game, replied, “Oh 
yeah? Speaking of the game, you did great even 
though the team lost. Had to be a tough one. So… 
What is this not-new girl’s name?” 
 “Sophie,” Zeph replied once again, “Her name 
is Sophie Monroe.” 
 Paul held his hands out, as though he were 
offering to hug the girl he had just met, “Nice to meet 
you Sophie, I am Paul.” The two hugged just as the 
first bell of the day rang for classes to begin. The 
friends split up and went to their separate classes. 
 The remainder of that day passed like an 
ordinary day. Zeph went to all of his classes, as well 
as football practice where his team received a lecture 
about how they could improve on the game that they 
had recently lost and prepared for their football game 
the following day. 
 After school, Zeph conversed with the people 
he considered to be his friends in the school hallway. 
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He saw Sophie open her locker, place her books 
within that locker, and start toward the door that led 
outside. He left the group of friends and caught up 
with her, “ Hey.” 
 She stopped and turned toward him with a 
smile on her face, “Hey Zeph!” She wrapped her 
arms around Zeph and hugged him. 
 Zeph was surprised. Sophie seemed very 
grateful for something. While she was still hugging 
him, Zeph said flirtatiously, “Wow. I wasn’t 
expecting this.” 
 Sophie loosened her grip and took a step back, 
“I just wanted to say thank you.” 
 At this moment, Zeph was very confused, “I 
didn’t even do anything… Why are you thanking 
me?” 
 Sophie smiled again, “Just, thank you, for 
being so nice to me. Nobody else was until you 
introduced me.” 
 Zeph did not understand why that would have 
been the case, “That is silly. Why wouldn’t anyone 
be nice to you?” 
 “I honestly couldn’t tell you. Most just didn’t 
pay any attention to me. I think it might be because I 
don’t go to the parties.” 
 Zeph snickered, “I don’t party either.” 
 Sophie laughed back as if to playfully mock 
Zeph, “But you used to, and you are like the best 
football player on the team.” 
 Zeph realized, in that moment, that the only 
reason he had so many friends, was because he was 
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one of the star football players. That was the sole 
reason that so many other students looked up to him, 
or at least looked his way. 
 After silence resonated for a small moment, 
Zeph asked Sophie if she needed a ride home. 
 Sophie, while turning toward the door, said, 
“Nope. I like to walk.” 
 Zeph thinking about the moment the day 
before when this girl had asked for a ride, replied, 
“Well. Can I walk you home then?” 
 Sophie turned around, so that she was facing 
Zeph once again, “That would be silly, your truck is 
here. Why would you want to walk me home?” 
 It seemed as though this was the moment. Zeph 
would either tell her about the small crush he had on 
her, or make something up to tell her as an excuse for 
asking. If he told her that he liked her, then she might 
like him as well. Zeph did not want to start a 
relationship until he knew her. Still, it would be nice 
to be in that sort of significant relationship. It seemed 
to Zeph like this beautiful girl had purposefully set 
him up in this situation. If that happened to be the 
case, she liked him. If that was not the case, she most 
likely did not like him. The last thing that Zeph 
wanted was for things to be awkward between them. 
In fact, he did not want that at all. Zeph gathered up 
all of the courage that he had, searched for the right 
words, and said, 
 
 “I would like to get to know you a little better.” 
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 Sophie smiled very ostentatiously and said, “I 
would like that.” 
 Zeph and Sophie walked out of the school. 
Sophie turned and walked toward Zeph’s truck. Zeph 
knew that this meant she had set him up. They got 
into Zeph’s truck and started toward Sophie’s house. 
 Zeph glanced at Sophie then turned his 
attention back to the road he was driving on, “Why 
didn’t you just ask me if I liked you?” 
 Sophie’s smile grew as she replied, “I didn’t 
know if you liked me or not.” 
 Zeph answered with another question, “How 
come you always sit alone at school?” 
 “Well… To be honest, I struggle a lot with 
depression. I never thought that anyone would like 
me because I guess I don’t feel good enough, ya 
know? I’ve been going through some counseling, and 
I decided that enough was enough. The only reason I 
didn’t have friends is because I wouldn’t be a friend. 
So… I introduced myself to you because you seemed 
like the friendliest guy at school. That was probably 
the hardest thing I ever did.” 
 Zeph was a little surprised but not enough to 
show it. He was about to start talking when Sophie 
said, “My turn. Let me ask you a question.” 
 Zeph opened his mouth and drew in a deep 
breath. “Shoot,” he said hoping for an easy question. 
 Sophie placed her finger to her chin as if she 
were pretending to give her question thought, 
“Hmmm… So… Are we dating, or are we just 
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getting to know each other?” She placed her fingers 
in the air as if to draw quotation marks. 
 Zeph thought about his answer, “Well… I 
really would just like to be friends until we get to 
know each other a little bit better.” 
 Sophie smiled again, “Isn’t that dating?” 
 
 Zeph answered, “I don’t think so. I just want to 
make sure that God wants it.” 
 Sophie replied, “Oh… So it’s a religious 
thing?” 
 At this point of the conversation Zeph was 
pulling into Sophie’s driveway, “It’s more than just a 
religion. It’s a relationship. A very real relationship.” 
 Zeph did not know exactly how to describe 
what he knew to be true. Still, Sophie was intrigued 
by the idea. “I’ve never heard that before. I mean. I 
believe that there is a God. But why would He or She 
want a relationship with us?” 
 Zeph had no idea how to answer a question 
like that. In fact, he did not even know what to say 
after a question like that had been stated. All he could 
do was invite her to church the following Sunday, 
and that is exactly what he did, “Why don’t you come 
to church and find out?” 
 Zeph’s church had not seen much progress in 
an anti-hypocritical direction. He was hesitant when 
inviting people. He did not want the people in the 
church to drive those that he knew away from God. 
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 Sophie looked Zeph in the eye before stepping 
out of his truck, “Sure. I will come to church with 
you on Sunday. See you tomorrow at the game, 
Zeph.” 
 Zeph reached across the cab of his truck to hug 
Sophie, “See ya tomorrow.” 
 The two hugged, and then Sophie walked up to 
her front door and went into her house. 
 Zeph backed out of Sophie’s driveway and 
drove home. When he arrived, he saw his brother 
disappointedly walking through the front door into 
the house. Zeph pulled his truck into the driveway 
and went inside. Paul was watching television. Zeph 
walked over and joined him, “How did you get into 
my house, man?” 
 Paul threw Zeph the remote, “Your parents let 
me in.” He smiled and stretched his arms across the 
top of the couch. 
 Zeph said, “Awesome,” paused for a second 
and continued, “Wait… Does that mean my dad is 
back?” 
 Paul answered, “He was here. I came. Your 
parents recognized me from church so they let me in, 
and your dad left not long after that. He seems like 
he’s having a lot of issues.” 
 Paul did not even know the half of it. Zeph did 
not doubt that one day his father would end up in 
prison, but he would not share that with Paul. 
 The two friends watched the show that was on 
television for a few moments, and then Paul sat up 
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and said, “So. I saw you giving miss Sophie Monroe 
a ride home today. You two together?” 
 Zeph laughed, “Naw man. I mean… I like her, 
but I’m just not sure about it.” 
 Paul replied, “She feel the same way?” 
 
 Zeph laughed again, “I think she actually 
wants to start dating…” 
 Paul looked over his shoulder as he was 
stretched out on the couch toward the television, 
“What would God want?” 
 Zeph thought about it for a short moment, 
“Man. I don’t know…” 
 Zeph and Paul spent the rest of the day 
watching television and eating. At the end of the day, 
Paul went home and Zeph went to sleep. 
 
 Zeph woke up the next morning, showered, 
clothed himself, and drove to the practice field where 
the team was preparing for their game later that 
afternoon. Zeph suited up and rushed to join the team 
as they practiced without the coach. As he ran out 
onto the field, Zeph’s friends greeted him by yelling 
his last name, “Payton!” 
 After about thirty minutes, the coach arrived 
and moved the team over to the game field. This 
particular game turned out to be an easy victory for 
Zeph’s team, and afterwards, Zeph met up with 
Sophie.  
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 The two went to the park, which was not 
located too far from either of their houses. That is 
where they remained the rest of the day. 
 The weather was perfect. Simply the fact that 
summer was over and autumn was setting in provided 
a perfect temperature and few dry leaves that 
crackled under Zeph and Sophie’s feet as they 
walked together through the park. As the two were 
walking, talking, and getting to know one another, 
infatuation encompassed the very moment that they 
were so engulfed in.  
 Being so caught up in the feelings that 
overcame him, Zeph slowly reached out and took 
Sophie’s hand as they continued to walk and talk. 
Sophie responded placing each of her fingers in 
between Zeph’s. She smiled and replied to the 
gesture with a simple question, “So, does this mean 
we are dating?” 
 Zeph still did not know if God would have 
wanted this relationship between himself and Sophie. 
He had asked God, but did not know what an answer 
would sound like. This was the thought that 
immediately came into Zeph’s mind when Sophie 
asked her question. Zeph began to think more in 
depth as the two took a seat on one of the park 
benches under the sunset. He thought silently, 
 

“Why would God create these feelings 
inside me if they were not supposed to mean 
something? I’ve never felt this way about 
another person. Since God is allowing me to 
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have these feelings, surely it’s okay if I date 
this girl.” 

 
 Zeph raised his head so that he was no longer 
staring at the ground. He turned to face Sophie and 
said in a playful, and slightly sarcastic, tone, “Sophie 
Monroe. Will you be my girlfriend?” 
 Sophie giggled and replied, “Well, I’ve only 
been waiting for you to ask for a few days now.” 
 The two embraced each other as the sun 
disappeared under the horizon. After a few moments, 
Zeph looked Sophie in the eye and said, “I should 
probably take you home.” 
 Sophie smiled, stood up, and walked with Zeph 
to his truck. 
 As Zeph was starting his pick-up, Sophie 
reached over with her left hand and placed it on his 
right arm. He looked over at his new girlfriend as she 
surprised him with a small, mouth-to-mouth, kiss. 
 After Zeph recovered from the romantic shock, 
he asked, “What was that for?” while wearing a smile 
that rivaled the moon in size. 
 Sophie, with a smile almost as large as Zeph’s, 
replied, “For being such a gentleman.” 
 The two were now lost within each other’s 
eyes slowly drawing nearer to one another while they 
sat on opposite sides of the cab. Zeph saw Sophie’s 
eyes close just as their lips touched once more. The 
infatuation that had conceived within each of them 
over the course of the last week was now consuming 
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their emotion. As that passionate emotion continued 
to grow, it gave birth to passionate action. 
 Zeph place his left hand on the right side of 
Sophie’s face and Sophie did the same as they 
continued to kiss.  
 Zeph was unaware of exactly how much time 
had passed since they had entered his truck. He 
opened his eyes, glanced at the clock in his vehicle, 
and saw that only fifteen minutes had elapsed. 
 As the new couple continued in their 
interaction, Zeph felt his hand, almost naturally, 
begin to move down from Sophie’s face. Sophie did 
not stop him. She was just as caught up in the 
moment as he. Zeph continued to slide his hand to 
Sophie’s waistline, paused for a few moments and 
continued until he had gone too far; not all the way, 
but too far. 
 Sophie and Zeph did not immediately regret 
that decision. They only reveled the feelings that 
those actions caused within both of their minds and 
hearts. 
 Zeph glanced at the clock once again to see 
that it had been more than one hour since he last 
checked the time. 
 “I better take you home,” he struggled to tell 
Sophie because he wanted to continue. 
 Sophie smiled and placed her hand on Zeph’s 
bare chest, “I could just stay with you.” 
 Zeph would have agreed except for the fact 
that his mother would never allow it. He would be 
questioned about being out so late as it was, and he 
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knew that his mother would not agree with his most 
recent behavior. Zeph put his left hand on Sophie’s 
right cheek once again, “I am not sure that would be 
a good idea.” 
 Zeph drove toward her house and pulled into 
her driveway. He got out of his truck at the same time 
that Sophie stepped down from the cab. 
 “So, I will see you in the morning for church?” 
Zeph asked as they approached the front door. 
 Sophie replied, “Yes you will.” 
 
 The two gave each other a small kiss and said 
goodnight. Sophie went into her house and Zeph 
drove home and went to sleep. 
 The next morning, Zeph got out of bed, got 
dressed, and woke his mother so that she would not 
be late to church. After eating a quick breakfast, he 
called Sophie to see if she was ready and drove to her 
house to pick her up. 
 
 All Zeph could remember from the pastor’s 
speech at church that morning was the word sex. 
 

“We must do our best to abstain from 
any sin, and there must not even be one hint of 
sexual immorality among us.”5 

 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
5+Ephesians+5:3+
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 Zeph also remembered glancing at Sophie and 
seeing tears rolling down from her eyes. All he could 
think was, “Why does that have to be a sin?”  
 Pastor Jame Jonah provided an opportunity for 
people to approach the front of the room they were in 
and talk about what they had heard. Sophie shuffled 
passed Zeph and approached the front. Zeph stood 
where he was as everyone around him sang. 
 After service, Zeph and Sophie got into Zeph’s 
truck. They had planned on spending the afternoon at 
Zeph’s house, so Zeph began to drive that way. The 
silence that seemed to overcome the cab of Zeph’s 
pick-up was finally broken when Sophie decided to 
speak. 
 “Guess what?” she asked with a smile on her 
face. 
 “What’s up?” Zeph quietly replied while he 
was still thinking about the message that morning. 
 Sophie paused for a few moments, then 
exclaimed, “I STARTED A RELATIONSHIP WITH 
GOD THIS MORNING!” 
 Zeph became so excited that he forgot 
everything that he previously thought about 
according to the preacher’s sermon. Zeph had no idea 
why Sophie had chosen to start that relationship on 
that particular day, considering that the message that 
Pastor Jame gave was not strictly a ‘salvation 
message’. 
 They arrived at Zeph’s house, turned on the 
television, and made something quick to eat. After 
eating, Sophie quickly fell asleep on one of the 
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couches in the central room. Zeph’s mind floated 
back to the service earlier that day. 
 

Silence filled the room as he thought to 
himself, “Can that really be wrong? I know it 
didn’t feel wrong. We didn’t even go all the 
way, but brother Jonah did say ‘not even a 
hint’. I can’t do that any more. Why would 
God restrict that? If we were designed to love 
God, then everything God tells us not to do 
must work against that love. Now that I am 
thinking about it, my attention was not on God 
at all. If it was, I would have been protecting 
Sophie’s purity rather than seeking to fulfill 
my desire. I really should rely on God to fulfill 
those desires anyway. At that moment, the love 
that I had for myself outweighed the love that I 
have for Christ. It showed. Maybe love is not 
so much a feeling but a choice that we make. I 
made a choice to ask Sophie out based on a 
feeling I had. Am I really so weak as to base 
my choices on feelings? I could have just as 
easily said, ‘I am going to keep asking God’. 
She did start a relationship with Christ as a 
result. What if. What if my feelings started 
conceiving as a result of my choices? Could 
that be where worship starts? I made a choice 
to follow God despite how much I resented the 
idea. That choice led me to be enamored by the 
very presence of God. Those feelings lead me 
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everyday to worship God within my heart. 
That worship causes me to act. I need to start 
allowing my choices to determine my feelings. 
I do not want to be guilty of worshipping 
Sophie instead of God like I did in the park. I 
do still like her though… God, can we stay 
together?” 
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Christmas 
 

 Zeph struggled with the idea of worship for 
some time. Sophie was the most beautiful girl that he 
had ever known, and he realized that she was 
becoming very passionate about her relationship with 
God. Zeph found it very difficult to stay pure in his 
relationship with her. He also wondered how he 
could possibly give Sophie part of his heart if it 
belonged entirely to God. Zeph thought that his 
relationship with Sophie was causing him to grow 
closer in his relationship with God even though, 
much of the time, he was guilty of worshipping her 
more than he worshipped God. He did not know how 
to reconcile the two. 
 
 Zeph’s birthday was quickly approaching, and 
coincidently, his birthday was on the same national 
holiday when people claimed to celebrate the birth of 
Jesus Christ.  
 
 One day after school, Sophie rode home with 
Zeph. They seated themselves next to each other on 
one of the couches in the central room. Sophie turned 
to Zeph and asked if they could talk about something. 
Zeph turned to Sophie and said, “We can talk about 
anything.” 
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 Now, the two were facing each other. Sophie 
hesitated, and then began to speak, 
 “Um. I am not sure that this relationship is 
working out right now.” 
 Zeph knew that he was placing his relationship 
with Sophie on a higher priority level than he was 
placing his relationship with God. Perhaps Sophie 
was doing the same thing. Zeph thought for a 
moment and opened his mouth, 
 “Relationships just don’t end. Do they?” 
 
 Sophie, feeling the same way that Zeph did, 
replied, “I know, but sometimes they have to change. 
I don’t want this relationship to come between me 
and God.” 
 Zeph remembered hearing this argument many 
times between people in the youth group. It must 
have been the easiest way to let someone down. 
Somehow, Zeph felt that Sophie was being 
completely honest. Before Zeph could speak again, 
Sophie continued, 
 “It’s not that I want to break up. I just need 
some space so that I can focus on God. We really 
didn’t start this relationship right anyway. I notice 
that I pull you away from God too. If God wants us 
together, I think He will bring us back together. I 
want that to happen, but not without God.” 
 Zeph said all that he knew to say, “Okay…” 
 
 He could not explain it, but he felt as if Sophie 
was keeping something from him. Her mannerism 
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suggested that she was not giving a full reason for her 
decision. Zeph could tell that she was being honest, 
but felt as if there was something more. It bothered 
him because he truly cared for Sophie. Zeph, still 
looking into Sophie’s eyes, asked, “Your not telling 
me everything… What else do I need to know about 
you?” 
 Sophie took a deep breath, “I knew you would 
ask… Well... For as long as I can remember I’ve had 
a problem. Doctors are not able to figure it out, but I 
know that God can take care of it, and I need space to 
focus. Over the past few years, it has not been that 
bad, but for some reason; just recently, I have been 
having attacks more and more often. I would like to 
tell you more, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I 
don’t want you to have to deal with my problems…” 
 Zeph began to see more of the type of person 
that Sophie was. She did not want to hurt him, but 
that did not change the way he felt about her. Zeph 
replied, “It will affect me the same because I will feel 
the same way about you.” 
 Sophie smiled and wrapped her arms around 
Zeph, “Focus on God,” she whispered into his ear, 
“You’re going to change the world.” 
 Sophie stood from the place where she was 
sitting and started walking toward the front door. 
Zeph stood up, “Wait! I, It’s cold outside. Let me 
give you a ride...” 
 Sophie smiled and nodded her head. Zeph 
dropped Sophie off at her house and went back home. 
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He walked through his front door and into his room 
where he lay in his bed to think. 
 He really had worshipped Sophie rather than 
worshipping God. The relationship had been a good 
one. They even followed the rules. Still, Zeph 
allowed his attention to be absorbed by a girl instead 
of giving it completely to God. Maybe God would 
bring Sophie back to him in the future. He hoped so 
and prayed that it would happen. 
 
 At this moment, Zeph wanted to be with 
Sophie more than ever. Even though she had formally 
ended the relationship, Zeph still found himself 
focusing more on the idea of being in a relationship 
with her than he did on the relationship that he had 
with God. 
 After that night, Zeph did not even see Sophie 
in school. Zeph wondered what could have possibly 
happened. Everyone that attended school with Zeph 
began to notice that Sophie was not around. Josh, 
Zac, and Paul were among the few who actually 
knew what had happened. Josh and Zac called her 
nothing short of a whore. Paul claimed that she may 
have had a valid reason for doing what she did. Paul 
encouraged Zeph saying, “We all need to rely on God 
to fulfill our desires. That way we don’t have to rely 
on people.” 
 
 The day before Zeph’s birthday, Josh and Zac 
came by his house with a twelve pack of beer. When 
Zeph opened the door, Josh said, “Hey man. The 
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team has been worrying about you. I know the 
playoff game is this weekend and your pretty tore up 
about this Sophie girl.” Josh opened the box that he 
carried and tossed one of the twelve-ounce cans to 
Zeph, “Drink up, we’re going to get this out.” 
 Zeph looked at the can, turned, walked into his 
living room, and stretched out on one of the couches. 
He set the can that Josh had tossed him on the central 
table. Josh and Zac joined him and each popped open 
a can and began to drink. Zac opened Zeph’s can for 
him and said, “C’mon man. You’re not going to feel 
any better unless you drink up.” 
 Just as Zac finished speaking, Zeph and his 
friends heard a knock on the front door. Zeph got up, 
schlepped toward the front door, and opened it. He 
noticed Paul standing on the other side. Paul walked 
in and saw Josh and Zac sitting in the central room 
sipping on their alcoholic beverages. He also noticed 
the open can sitting on the table. Paul looked at Zeph 
and Zeph simply shook his head as if to indicate that 
he was not drinking it. 
 Josh got up, taking another beer in his hand 
and offered it to Paul. 
 Paul looked at the beer and politely declined, 
“No thanks.” 
 Josh replied, “Why not? It’s not like it’s a 
sin…” 
 Paul handed the twelve-ounce can back to Josh 
and asked, “Did you bring this here for Zeph?” 
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 Josh said, “Yeah. Best way for a man to forget 
about his problems.” 
 Paul laughed, “Yes. It takes a real man to avoid 
his problems instead of overcoming them. So tell me, 
why did you bring a depressant to make a man forget 
about his depression?” 
 Josh paused for a moment, then replied, “You 
Christians think you are so much better than 
everyone else.” 
 Paul replied, “You don’t have to drink either,” 
and smiled once again. 
 Zac set his twelve-ounce can on the table in 
front of him and stood up as if to threaten Paul. At 
that time, Zeph’s mother walked through the front 
door. She noticed the three open cans of beer and 
looked at Zeph with disappointment in her eyes. 
 Josh and Zac picked up the box that they had 
brought and shuffled out of the front door. Paul 
stayed. 
 Kassy, still looking at Zeph, started talking, “I 
thought you were over this stuff?” 
 Zeph replied, “I am. I didn’t even have a 
drink.” 
 Kassy noticed that her son’s recent break-up 
was still bothering him, “Let’s sit down and talk. 
Paul, you can come too.” 
 They walked the short distance to the couches 
and all sat themselves down. 
 Kassy reached for her son’s hands and held 
them in her own, “What is bothering you son?” 
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 Zeph began to shed a single tear, “I don’t 
understand the point of all this. I do my best to walk 
in love with God, but it doesn’t seem to make a 
difference. I don’t want to go back to the person that 
I was, but I am not sure that the person I am being 
now is worth the trouble.” 
 Kassy looked almost as if she did not know 
how to answer, “Your birthday is tomorrow son. 
Let’s try and make it good.” 
 Paul, almost like a brother, joined in the 
conversation, “Bro. This isn’t good for you. I’ve been 
through a break up before. We were together for 
three years. It tore me up. You know what? I figured 
out why it tore me up. The reason it tore me up so 
bad, is because I relied more on that relationship than 
I did on God. When we fully rely on God, then God 
will match us with someone else who is also fully 
relying on Him. That means we won’t have to worry 
about a break up when that happens. It also means 
that God has someone better for you.” 
 Zeph wanted everyone to stop preaching at 
him. He got up from the couch where he sat, walked 
to his room, and slammed the door shut behind him.  
 Kassy looked at Paul, “Your right you know. I 
just wish Zeph could see it.” 
 She got up from her place on the couch and 
walked up the stairs to her room. Paul soon fell 
asleep on the couch in the central room. 
 Zeph lay in his bed allowing his emotion to fill 
his eyes with tears. Since he had started a relationship 
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with Christ, Zeph felt more guilty than he ever had 
before. In fact, he did not ever recall feeling guilty 
before he became a Christian. Zeph had also 
experienced what seemed like his first real 
relationship with a girl, and because of his ‘faith’, 
that relationship had ended. Zeph knew that he had a 
real relationship with Christ, and that was the only 
relationship that had ever satisfied him completely. 
Still, he did not feel like he was making a positive 
difference. He was currently feeling more hurt and 
disappointment than he had ever felt prior to this 
everlasting relationship with God. Was that because 
God made life more difficult, or was it because Zeph 
cared enough about this particular way of life that he 
was willing to try things that might possibly fail? 
Drinking from the fountain of the water of life proved 
to be more difficult than drinking from a keg in 
Josh’s basement, but the relationship was 
undoubtedly true. Zeph was beginning to realize that 
being a real Christian was the hardest way of life that 
any one person could ever choose. 
  
 “God, why is life so much harder when I am 
trying to follow you?” Zeph asked out loud in the 
secrecy of his own room. 
 
 Immediately, Zeph’s mind wandered to the 
memory of his last conversation with Sophie, “Focus 
on God. You’re going to change the world.” 
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 If God was reminding Zeph of this moment, it 
was not an answer to his question. If it was an answer 
to his question, Zeph could not see how it might have 
even related. 
 Zeph turned onto his side, placed both of his 
hands in between his head and his pillow, and drifted 
into the blackness of sleep. 
  
 “Zeph! Wake up!” the voice of Zeph’s mother 
seemed to abruptly interrupt his sleep, “We are going 
to be late.” Zeph struggled to open his eyes and turn 
them toward his bedroom door, which was partly 
open. He saw his mother dressed in her church attire 
just before she turned and walked away. Zeph rolled 
out of his bed and onto the floor where he strained to 
stand up. He grabbed his cloths, and travelled to the 
shower room to prepare himself for church. 
 Kassy was on one of the couches in the central 
room waiting for Zeph when he finished getting 
ready. She stood up and walked over to meet her son, 
“Fight the war Zephaniah Isaac Payton.” 
 Zeph beheld a look of confusion as he turned 
his attention toward his mother, “What?” 
 Kassy smiled, “No one said this would be easy. 
You must fight the war. Do not be mastered by your 
own emotion. You must choose to overcome. Focus 
on God Zephaniah. You are going to change the 
world.” 
 Zeph was even more confused at this point. 
What was his mother talking about? 



Andrew Paul 

!113" 

 Zeph began to hear a voice within his own 
consciousness trying to persuade him to go back to 
his room and lay down. His bed did seem very 
inviting at the moment. While Zeph was considering 
the offer that came from within his own thoughts, his 
mother turned and began to walk toward the front 
door. He felt more compelled to sleep than to attend 
church that particular morning. There was the word. 
Felt. His mother had just told him that emotion 
should not determine one’s decisions. What should 
decisions be based from? Perhaps it was simply one’s 
own wisdom and rationality. Still, those finite things 
can stem from any one person’s emotion. Perhaps 
every decision needed to find origin in one’s 
relationship with God. That was the only thing that 
seemed to not depend on any type of emotion or 
feeling. God was constant. 
 Zeph looked toward the open door to his 
bedroom. After a few seconds, he turned to look at 
his mother, who was disappearing into the brightness 
of the outside world. Would Zeph choose to satisfy 
himself or to trust God?  
 
 “Do not be mastered by your own emotion.” 
 
 Despite the message, Zeph walked to his room 
and lay in his bed, still fully clothed. While he lay 
there, he heard his mother crying desperately from 
the central room. He also heard his father yelling at 
her, using more than a few choice words. Zeph’s 
heart broke because of what he was hearing. After 
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what seemed like hours of hearing their fight, Zeph 
rose to his feet and walked out into the central room. 
He did not see anyone there. 
 His mother entered from outside and spoke to 
him again, “You have been set free Zephaniah, why 
do you continue to submit yourself to finitude?” 
Zeph’s mother was right, and Zeph realized that. God 
really did place within him a power to transcend his 
own emotion and pride. Why did he not use that 
power?  
 Zeph walked toward the front door, which was 
still open. 
 “Don’t forget your Bible,” Kassy reminded 
Zeph before he set foot beyond the frame of the 
house. 
 Zeph turned around and quickly walked to his 
room and attempted to pick up his Bible. It seemed 
heavier than even the weights he lifted every other 
day of the week. Despite its weight, Zeph was able to 
raise it from the stand beside his bed. After picking it 
up, Zeph fell backwards as a result of the 
overwhelming weight. 
 
 He woke up immediately bracing himself for 
the fall that he had experienced while he was 
sleeping. He moved his hand through the maze of 
objects that were sitting on the stand by his bed. He 
picked up his cell phone to check the time. It was 
5:59 am.  
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 Zeph locked his phone and turned over. He 
closed his eyes and attempted to go back to sleep. He 
did not drift. He lay awake thinking about the dream 
that had just ended. What a terrific way for his 
birthday to begin. 
 Zeph stared at the ceiling for two hours. After 
two hours, his attention was stolen by the sound of 
Paul’s alarm coming from within the central room. 
He heard Paul shuffling around, and then he heard 
the shower begin to spray water. Zeph just wanted to 
stay in bed. Despite his overwhelming desire, Zeph 
forced himself to step out of laziness. 
 Paul stepped out of the shower room seemingly 
ready to go to church just as Zeph was stepping out 
of his room. The two friends looked at each other, 
and Paul gave Zeph a hug. Zeph, realizing that he had 
no choice in the matter, raised his hands apathetically 
and patted Paul on the back. 
 “Happy birthday bro!” 
 Zeph had forgotten that it was his birthday. 
This also meant that it was Christmas morning. Zeph 
realized that his mother was still sleeping and 
wondered why Paul had gotten dressed. The church 
was closed for this particular holiday. 
 Zeph backed away from the hug that Paul had 
forced upon him and held Paul at arms length, one 
hand on each of Paul’s shoulders. In a still tired voice 
that beheld a somewhat exasperated tone, Zeph 
asked, “Why are we up so early?” 
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 Paul replied, “I am going home to open 
presents with my family. I should probably get back 
before anyone wakes up.” 
 Zeph, still looking at Paul as if he were about 
to collapse on the floor, said, “You didn’t have to 
stay.” 
 Paul smiled, “I think I did. I will see you later 
on bro. Have a good birthday.” 
 As Paul walked out through the front door, 
Zeph schlepped back into his room and purposefully 
fell face first onto his bed. Maybe his dream caused 
him to think that it was a different Sunday. While 
Zeph was slowly drifting into sleep, he realized that 
Paul was the greatest human friend that he had ever 
known. He also knew that he had chosen to trust 
Christ over himself simply by getting out of bed. He 
had previously thought about how often one must 
choose to follow Christ, but he did not realize until 
this moment that every decision we make has an 
effect on that relationship. Zeph realized that he was 
relying on his own lament to solve the problem of 
separation when he needed to rely on God, and 
though it was not wrong to be sad, it was wrong for 
him to allow that sadness to steal his focus, to steal 
his life. Zeph never understood why God allowed 
people to remain so sad all of the time. Now he knew 
that they remained sad because they were not willing 
to allow God to take that sadness from them. 
 “God, please make me happy again. I know I 
can find my satisfaction in you. Help me to stop 
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relying on myself because I’m just not cutting it. 
God, you bring the best out of me… You place the 
best within me.” 
 

“I 
 

Never 
 

Promised 
 

Happiness.” 
 

 Zeph woke up again when he heard a knock on 
the front door. He sighed, not feeling much better 
than he had, and forced himself to get out of bed. He 
opened his bedroom door to find his mother already 
opening the front door and allowing Paul to come 
back into the house. 
 Kassy turned as she heard Zeph’s bedroom 
door open, “Ready to celebrate?”  
 Zeph yawned, 
“Yyyyyeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh...” 
 Paul, carrying a present in one hand and his 
Bible in the other, said, “You’re looking a little better 
bro! Happy birthday.” 
 Zeph, still tired, replied with a slurred voice, 
“You too.” 
 Paul and Kassy both laughed and the three 
moved a few steps into the central room. 
 Paul asked if it would be okay that he read the 
story of Jesus’ birth.  
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 Kassy agreed. 
 Paul opened his Bible to a page that had 
previously been marked and began to read, 
 

“Now in those days a decree went out 
from Caesar Augustus, that a census be taken 
of all the inhabited earth. This was the first 
census taken while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria. And everyone was on his way to register 
for the census, each to his own city. Joseph 
also went up from Galilee, from the city of 
Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which 
is called Bethlehem, because he was of the 
house and family of David, in order to register 
along with Mary, who was engaged to him, 
and was with child. While they were there, the 
days were completed for her to give birth. And 
she gave birth to her firstborn son; and she 
wrapped Him in cloths, and laid Him in a 
manger, because there was no room for them in 
the inn.”6 

 
 Zeph often wondered about the intricacies 
behind the alleged virgin birth. At this moment, he 
realized that since Mary and Joseph were not 
married, they would have been completely ridiculed 
by the society they lived within. Zeph also realized 
that Mary had to give birth in a barn where livestock 
would have slept and released their natural pressures. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
6+Luke+2:1P7+
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It’s not that the innkeeper was bitter. There was 
simply no room, even for a pregnant young woman. 
Added to this was the fact that Mary, Joseph, and the 
soon to be born Jesus, were trying to make their way 
to Nazareth so that they could participate in a census 
that was mandatory. Jesus’ birth, from a human 
perspective, could not have come under worse 
circumstances for Mary and Joseph. Mary was 
carrying within her the very incarnation of God and 
did not experience the happiness that Zeph was 
looking for. Could it be that happiness was not 
guaranteed on Earth? 
 When Paul finished reading, he picked up the 
present that he had carried into the Payton house and 
handed it to Zeph, “Happy birthday and merry 
Christmas.” 
 Zeph opened the package that he was given 
and saw a wooden plaque. His eyes moved across the 
words that had been printed on the metal plated 
surface, 
 

“OVERCOME! 
 

The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, 
and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, 

and that they may have it more abundantly.”7 
 

 Zeph noticed that Jesus did not even say that 
he would bring happiness. He simply promised a 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
7+John+10:10+
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more abundant life. Despite the circumstances, God 
would provide an abundant life. This meant that 
Christ placed within Zeph the ability to overcome, or 
transcend. He did not have to submit to his emotions. 
Even if Zeph had no apparent reason to be happy, he 
could always be satisfied or fulfilled. That fulfillment 
only depended on Christ, who was constant. Zeph did 
not have to rely on any other person or object to fill 
his life. 
 Another knock on the door broke the silence 
that had filled the room. Kassy stood up, walked over 
to the door and opened it. Zeph’s father, Curt, stood 
on the other side, “Hey Kas. I just wanted to come 
tell Zeph happy birthday and give him something.” 
 Zeph’s mother seemed more bitter than usual 
toward his father, “Yeah. Sure.” Kassy turned 
around, walked quickly up to her room, and closed 
the door. 
 Curtis walked in, closed the door, and sat next 
to Zeph, “Happy birthday son.” He handed Zeph a 
present. 
 Zeph took the neatly wrapped gift and opened 
it. Inside was a very large book, and on the cover 
were written the words “Study Bible”. 
 Curt began to speak again, “I know that your 
mother and I haven’t been the best example. I hope 
that one day we will be able to repair the damage that 
has been done between us. Son, I want you to really 
read this book. Ask the difficult questions. Get to 
know God for who He is. I wish I would have. 
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Maybe I wouldn’t have messed everything up like I 
did.” 
 Zeph gave his father a hug. Shortly after, Curt 
left. Zeph went up the stairs so that he could let his 
mother know that his father was gone. Kassy came 
downstairs. She saw the Bible that Zeph had received 
from her husband and looked slightly jealous. She 
handed Zeph the gift that she had purchased for him. 
 Zeph opened it and found a book called In the 
Grip of Grace, authored by a man named Max 
Lucado. Ironically, the book was about not relying on 
one’s self.  
 Zeph looked at his mother, smiled, and said, 
 

“Thank you.” 
 

 Zeph, Kassy, and Paul finished sharing gifts 
with one another. 
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Bible 
 

 The day proceeded and Zeph enjoyed it the 
best that he could. He had expected to see Sophie. 
Though they were not together, with the titles that 
they had previously given each other, any longer, 
Zeph knew that their relationship was still present. 
Relationships did not simply end. Did they? 
 Zeph walked to Sophie’s house. Her father, 
who was surprisingly carrying a Bible, opened the 
door, and stepped out so that he could talk to Zeph, “I 
didn’t expect to see you here son.” 
 Zeph hesitated because Sophie’s father 
intimidated him, “I… uh… I just wanted to come say 
hi to Sophie.” 
 Sophie’s father seemingly shot beams through 
Zeph’s eyes when he looked at him, “You really do 
like my daughter. Don’t you?” 
 Zeph was very glad at this point that Sophie’s 
father was carrying a Bible instead of a shotgun. He 
hesitated once again before speaking, “Ye… yes.” 
 Sophie’s father thought for a few moments and 
said, “Sophie is asleep right now. I will tell her you 
stopped by.” 
 Zeph disappointedly looked toward the ground 
beneath him and made his way back home. 
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 While he lay in his bed that night, Zeph spoke 
out loud to his God, “I know that I need to rely on 
you to satisfy me. How can I do that? Let me get to 
know you for who you are.” 
 

“No one is stopping you.” 
 

 Zeph heard the words, which presented 
themselves as a faint thought amongst all of the 
others that clouded his mind, as he drifted into sleep. 
 Zeph continued to wake up through the night. 
It seemed that he could not remain asleep. After three 
hours, Zeph still lay awake in his bed. He sat up and 
saw the Bible that his father had given him. He 
picked it up thinking, “I really don’t like to read,” 
and opened it up to the front cover where he saw a 
note that his father had written for him. 
 
  “Zephaniah Isaac Payton, 

I know that I have not been the greatest father 
to you or the greatest husband to your mother. 
I firmly believe that if I had spent my life 
consumed in this book, I would have made 
better decisions. I want you to know that I wish 
for you to have the most fulfilling life that is 
possible. There are a few things that I would 
like you to keep in mind as you read this book. 
First of all, this book will either keep you from 
sin, or sin will keep you from this book. I don’t 
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know how I might be able to explain that 
further, but I do believe that you will come to 
understand it if you don’t already. Second of 
all, when you read this book, always ask the 
question, ‘What does this reveal about God?’ 
This will help you to get to know God. 
Remember that how well you know God 
depends on you. I hope to see you again soon 
Zeph. Happy Birthday and Merry Christmas. 

      Curt.” 
 
 Before reading his father’s small letter, Zeph 
had only thought of the Bible of simply being a 
composition of stories telling people how to act. He 
never thought of it as the primary way that a person 
could get to know who God was. He quickly turned 
to the first page of the first book and began to read 
aloud. 
  
 “In the beginning God created the heavens and 
the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, 
darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the 
Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.”8 
 
 Zeph asked himself, “What does this reveal 
about God?” He thought about it while going over the 
same words two, even three times. 
 

“In the Beginning…” 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
8+Genesis+1:1P2+
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 Zeph realized that there was a beginning. This 
meant that there was something before time even 
existed. If time began to exist, that meant that 
something else existed when time did not. Zeph had 
always heard that God had always existed, for an 
eternity in the past. There was never a point at which 
God began to exist. If there was a point at which time 
did not exist, that meant that all there was: was God. 
He existed outside of time, which meant that He 
simply was. This also meant that God was not bound 
by time, and that God could see time all at once from 
His place where time did not initially exist. 
 Zeph’s head was beginning to ache. How could 
so much information about who God was be 
contained in three words? Still, there was most likely 
information that Zeph was missing. He moved on to 
the next set of words. 
 

“…and the Spirit of God was hovering over the 
surface of the waters.” 

 
 First God created the universe, and then He 
chose to hover over the surface of Earth’s waters? 
This was before the creation process began on the 
earth. This meant that God initially had a strong 
desire to be intimate with His own creation. If God 
wanted to be intimate with His entire creation, this 
meant that everything that God did was a result of the 
love He contained, even to the point of creating 
everything in existence. 
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 Zeph closed his Bible, not thinking that he 
could acquire any more information without losing 
what he came to know about God within the previous 
few moments. Was there a reason that these were the 
first two ideas that God presented about Himself 
through Moses? Zeph lay down and fell asleep once 
again. 
 
“Thank you Lord for giving us a way to really get to 

know you. You are amazing.” 
 

 Zeph woke up one hour after noon had passed. 
The house was empty. His mother was most likely at 
work. Zeph reached across the stand that sat next to 
his bed, picked up his phone, and called Paul to see if 
he was busy. 
 “Ello?” Paul answered. Zeph could hear a 
crowd of people mingling behind Paul’s voice. 
 “Hey man! It’s Zeph. Just wonderin’ if you 
might want to hang out.” 
 “Sorry bro. I can’t today. Family get together. 
Otherwise I would.” Paul sounded like he was having 
fun with his family, and Zeph only wished that he 
had family that cared to try and get together. 
 “That’s cool man. I’ll catch ya later.” 
 
 “Alright bro. Don’t get too bored.” 
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 Zeph heard the noise on the other side of the 
phone stop suddenly and pressed the “end” button on 
his own phone. 
 Perhaps he could take his game system out of 
his own room and connect it to the television in the 
central room. Yes. That is exactly what he would do.  
 Zeph got up from his bed, unhooked his 
console, and carried it into the central room. While he 
was connecting cord after cord to that television, 
Zeph received a call from Josh. 
 He dropped what he was doing and answered 
his cellular device, “Hey Josh. What’s up?” 
 Josh asked him the very same question that he 
had previously asked Paul, “What are you up to 
today, bro? 
 “I am not doing much. Just about to slay some 
Zombies. You?” 
 “Man everyone is busy today. Mind if I join?” 
 
 Zeph quickly replied, “Not at all bro.” 
 
 “Aight then, I’ll be there.” 
 
 The conversation ended. Zeph set his phone on 
the ground next to him and finished hooking the 
system to the television. He turned both pieces of 
technology on, reclined on one of the couches, and 
proceeded to blow the heads off of an endless 
population of zombies. 
 No more than ten minutes elapsed between the 
time Zeph started playing and the time he heard Josh 
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knocking on his front door. He paused the game so 
that he could let Josh in and resumed play. After he 
died within the game, Zeph retreated to the options 
menu so that he could set up a two-player game. 
 The two friends found themselves lost in the 
game for hours. In fact, they did not realize how 
much time had gone by until Zeph’s mother walked 
through the front door. 
 “Zeph, I thought I told you not to bring your 
games in here,” Kassy said as she closed the door 
behind her. 
 Zeph replied, “Yeah, you did. I’ll move it back 
to my room.” 
 Zeph turned everything off as his mother 
walked, first into the kitchen, then upstairs. Josh 
followed him into his room and sat on his bed until 
Zeph finished hooking up the system once again.  
 When Zeph turned around, he noticed that Josh 
was thumbing through his new Bible. Josh noticed 
Zeph looking at him, 

 
“You know. I’ve never really understood 

why the Bible can have such an impact on 
some people, but just seems like a story to me. 
I mean, I have tried to read it but it is not like 
amazing or anything. How come you 
Christians seem to think it is the best book out 
there?” 
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 Zeph continued looking at Josh while Josh 
looked at different passages,  
 

“I don’t know man. My father gave me 
that Bible and told me to read it as if I was 
reading it to get to know God better. I guess 
before the Bible really means anything special 
to someone, they might need to already have 
that relationship with God.” 

 
 Josh looked up at Zeph, perplexed at what he 
had said, “I thought Christianity was all about this 
book. Ya know, doing what it says so you can live 
forever.” 
 Zeph smiled, and took his copy of God’s word 
from Josh. He flipped through the pages, handed Josh 
the open book, and pointed at a verse, “Read that,” he 
said. 
 Josh began, “For+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.”+9+

He+paused+for+a+moment,+“Why+am+I+reading+this?”+
+
Zeph,+still+smiling,+replied,+“Just+read+the+next+

verse.”+
Josh+continued+reading,+“For+God+did+not+send+his+

Son+into+the+world+to+condemn+the+world,+but+to+save+the+
world+through+him.”10+

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
9+John+3:16+
10+John+3:17+
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Josh+looked+up+from+Zeph’s+Bible,+“Bro.+I+know+that+
Jesus+died+for+people.+The+Bible+still+doesn’t+really+mean+
that+much+to+me.”+

+
Zeph+began+to+explain,+“Man.+The+Christian+

life+is+not+about+obeying+all+of+the+rules+or+even+
doing+all+of+the+right+things+or+not+doing+the+wrong+
things.+The+Christian+life+is+about+having+a+
relationship+with+God.+We+have+the+opportunity+to+
have+a+relationship+because+Jesus+paid+the+price+of+
death+for+our+wrong+against+God.+The+Bible+is+a+way+
for+God+to+reveal+Himself+to+us+and+for+us+to+get+to+
know+Him+more.+Most+of+the+Bible+won’t+mean+
much+to+someone+who+doesn’t+have+that+
relationship.+That+is+why+Christians+say+it+is+the+best+
book+ever.+Christ+really+does+change+lives.”+

 
 Josh thought about everything that Zeph was 
saying, “So, God wants a relationship with us now? 
He doesn’t just want to give us eternal life?” 
 Zeph answered, “That is exactly right, and trust 
me, it is the most satisfying relationship anyone could 
ever want.” 
 Josh thought some more, “But I would have to 
give up everything that I love doing I don’t feel like it 
is wrong.” 
 Zeph replied once again, “A friend told me that 
it really took giving control of our lives over to God. 
If that means changing, then that means changing.” 
 Josh spoke almost before Zeph could finish his 
sentence, “I know you are being serious about it too 
because you changed. Zeph, I know that this is real 
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because of how much it has changed you. I don’t like 
it. You were willing to lose our friendship for this 
religion,” Josh hesitated, “Sorry, relationship. Zeph, I 
want something like that. How can I have a 
relationship with God?” 
 Zeph was stunned at what Josh was asking. He 
wanted to be a Christian! Still, he did not know how 
to proceed with the conversation. He had never been 
in the situation before. Zeph quickly thought about 
the first step that Paul had led him through little more 
than five months earlier. 
 “Before you can have a relationship with God, 
you basically have to admit that you are living 
wrong,” Zeph said slowly hoping he was being 
accurate in his understanding. 
 Josh set Zeph’s copy of God’s word back in its 
place on the nightstand next to Zeph’s bed. He placed 
his hands on his knees and looked as if he was 
struggling with his own thoughts, “What if I don’t 
feel like I am living wrong?” 
 Before Zeph started the same relationship, he 
did not feel as if he was living the wrong way either. 
He explained to Josh, in the best way that he could, 
that most people will not live their lives in a way that 
they think is wrong. People always think they are in 
the right. “It takes admitting you are wrong even if 
you don’t see how you’re wrong,” Zeph said as he 
placed the words together in his mind. 
 Josh thought some more, “Why is my way 
wrong?” 



Rebellion 

!132" 

 Zeph did not know how to answer that 
question. He thought for a moment. Then answered, 
“I think it is because God created us to have a 
relationship with Him, but we do not live in that 
relationship. Because we do not live in that 
relationship, we are wrong in our actions because 
they don’t help that relationship. I guess what I am 
trying to say is, we are wrong because we rely on 
ourselves instead of God.” 
 “So in order to have a relationship with God, I 
have to admit that I am wrong because I rely on 
myself? Does that also mean that I have to stop 
relying on myself?” Josh questioned. 
 Zeph replied, “Well,” he paused for a few 
seconds, “Yes. But you also have to believe that 
Jesus Christ took the cross to pay the debt you owed 
for your wrong. It doesn’t make sense that we could 
have a relationship with God any other way. I think 
that is in Romans somewhere.” Zeph pointed at his 
Bible.  
 “Okay,” said Josh taking a deep breath. 
 
 The room became silent. After a few moments, 
Zeph spoke, “Okay what?” 
 Josh turned his head upward so that he was 
facing Zeph, “I am ready to give control of my life to 
God. But. I, I don’t feel like I deserve it.” 
 “We don’t deserve it,” Zeph said, “but it is 
available to us anyway. God loves us anyway.” 
 “Alright. How do I do it?” Josh asked.  
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 Zeph replied, “All you have to do is tell God 
and mean it.” 
 Josh, looking once again at the floor, paused. 
After a few moments he closed his eyes, and after a 
few more moments began to speak, “God,” Zeph 
quickly looked toward the floor and closed his eyes 
as Josh continued,  
 

“I have never really cared about you. 
But,” Josh paused again so that he could clear 
his throat, “But I want a relationship with you. 
I know that I have done wrong. God please 
make me right. Change me like you changed 
Zeph. I know that you are the only one who, 
who can satisfy me now and after I die. I am 
ready to give everything up for you.” 
 

 Zeph opened his eyes and looked at Josh as 
Josh wiped tears from his own eyes, “How do you 
feel?” 
 Josh, finding it difficult to stop tears from 
rolling down the sides of his face, replied, “Dude I 
don’t know. I’ve never felt this before.” He reached 
over and hugged Zeph. Thirty seconds went by and 
Josh loosened his grip, laughed, and pulled away 
saying, “No homo.” 
 Zeph laughed, “Bro, we need to tell 
somebody!” He picked up his phone sent a text to 
Paul, knowing that he was most likely still busy, 
“Dude! Josh just got saved!!” 
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 No more than two minutes later, Zeph received 
a reply, “That is so legit! We need to hang 
tomorrow!”   
 Zeph replied, “Fo sho!” 
 
 Then went back to playing video games with 
Josh. They played until they both got tired. Josh 
made sure that he would not be invading if he wanted 
to spend the night at Zeph’s house. Since it was okay 
with both Zeph and his mother, he slept on one of the 
couches that were located in the central room. 
 
 “Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.” 
 
 The vibration coming from Zeph’s phone 
caused him to wake up. He reached for his phone, 
looked at it, and noticed that Paul was calling. Zeph 
tapped the call button, answering his phone, “Heh. 
Hello?” 
 “Hey man,” he heard Paul’s voice, “You doin’ 
anything?” 
 Zeph replied drowsily, “Uh. Nope. What time 
is it?” 
 After a couple seconds of silence, Zeph heard 
Paul answer his question, “Twelve thirty-one.” 
 “Oh, okay. You wanna come over?” 
 
 Paul replied, “Yeah, I’ll see ya when I get 
there.” 
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 Zeph set his phone down and rolled out of his 
bed. He opened his room door, noticing that Josh was 
already awake and watching television. He joined 
Josh. For the first time, as far as Zeph knew, Josh 
was watching a show that did not openly represent 
frequent sex or drug abuse. 
 
 “Knock, Knock.” 
 
 The two friends looked toward the door, and 
then toward each other. Each expected the other to 
volunteer.  
 After hearing a second series of knocks on the 
front door, Zeph stood up and answered it. Paul stood 
on the other side, Bible in hand, smiling seemingly 
from ear-to-ear. 
 “What are you so happy about?” Zeph asked as 
he began to smile. 
 Paul replied ecstatically, “Are you crazy? What 
is not to be happy about? Josh started the most 
important relationship he will ever have! Is he still 
here?” 
 Not even Josh seemed as excited as Paul was. 
Zeph moved, allowing Paul to enter the house, “Yeah 
man.” Zeph began to chuckle. 
 Paul walked into the house and toward the 
couch where Josh sat, “Dude!” He held out both of 
his arms ostentatiously. 
 Josh was surprised, and allowed it to show 
only by the cheesy smile that he wore. 



Rebellion 

!136" 

 Paul turned around, motioned for Zeph to join 
them, and sat down on the wooden table that sat in 
between the couches in the central room. Zeph closed 
the front door and joined Paul and Josh, sitting on 
one of the empty couches. Paul looked as if he was 
about to share something incredible with the other 
two boys. 
 He started, “Can I share something with you 
guys that I learned yesterday?” 
 Both Zeph and Josh sat in silence, simply 
looking at Paul in expectation. 
 Paul, interpreting the silence as a sign of 
agreement, continued, “I was reading in Proverbs and 
I found something that really convicted me.” 
 This was already turning out to be something 
out of the ordinary. Never had Zeph or Josh heard of 
anyone being excited about being told that they were 
wrong. 
 Paul, seeing the confusion that was written on 
the faces of the other two, continued still, “Let me 
read it for you. It’s Proverbs 27:17. Iron sharpens 
iron, and one man sharpens another.11 ” He paused 
for a few moments while the other two remained 
silent, wondering exactly what he was insinuating. 
Paul realized that he must explain precisely what he 
was thinking, “I don’t have anyone sharpening me.” 
 Zeph caught on slightly, “You want us to… 
sharpen you?” 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
11+Proverbs+27:17+
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 Paul laughed, “Not literally. I think we need to 
get together and read the Bible and learn from it 
together. I think it will help us all get closer to God.” 
 Zeph knew right away that he was all-in. He 
was ready to grow in his relationship with God. Josh, 
however, had just started his relationship with God. 
He was not sure about sharing everything that he 
thought with others. After thinking about it, he 
agreed hesitantly. 
 Just after Josh agreed, Zeph’s mother, Kassy, 
walked through the front door and noticed Paul 
sitting on the table, “Boy,” she pointed at him and 
smiled, “You’ve been over here enough to know that 
I don’t want you guys sitting on my tables.” 
 Paul quickly removed himself from the table, 
“Sorry Mrs. P.” 
 From this point forward, Josh, Paul, and Zeph 
would meet on a weekly basis for one hour at a time 
simply to read God’s word together. This resulted in 
a brotherhood bond that could not be broken, and a 
stronger relationship with God for each young man. 
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Watered Down 
 

 The break, which lasted for the Christmas 
holiday and New Years, did not seem long enough to 
the three boys. Before they knew it, they were 
waging war against hall traffic and socializing with 
everyone as they routinely roamed between the 
lockers before school officially started. 
 Josh found it to be almost impossible to live 
like a Christian should. Simply the fact that Zac was 
always encouraging him to succumb to his old habits 
caused him to struggle even more. One evening, he 
shared this particular war, which raged internally, 
with Zeph and Paul as they met, 
 “Can I tell you guys something?” he asked 
timidly. 
 Both Paul and Zeph looked up from their 
Bibles. Paul replied, “Shoot,” while Zeph nodded. 
 “It is so hard to be a Christian while you guys 
are not around,” Josh started, “I still find myself 
cussing, lusting, and sometimes I even want to go 
back to drinking. Why is it this hard?” 
 Zeph and Paul turned their faces so that they 
were looking at one-another. Zeph looked as if he did 
not know what to say. Paul began to speak as he 
turned his head, 
 “Yes it is hard. Check out Romans 7.” 
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 Paul seemed to have a Bible verse for every 
situation. The three young men shuffled through the 
pages of the Bibles that already sat in front of them. 
 Paul began to read, 
 

 “Verse 21, so I find it to be a law that 
when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. 
For I delight in the law of God, in my inner 
being, but I see in my members another law 
waging war against the law of my mind and 
making me captive to the law of sin that dwells 
in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who 
will deliver me from this body of death? 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God 
with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the 
law of sin.”12 

 
 Josh stopped him, “So it is okay for me to do 
those things? That doesn’t make any sense. Why 
would God say that it is okay to do those things?” 
 Paul answered, “We still live in the flesh, it 
serves sin. With our mind, we choose not to live 
according to the flesh, but according to the spirit.”13 
 Josh nodded his head signifying that he 
understood, “So, I fight against those desires?” 
 Zeph spoke up, “Every minute.” 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
12+Romans+7:21P25+
13+Romans+8:1P8+
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 Paul answered, “Yes, and we do so by walking 
in our relationship with God, and by keeping each 
other accountable.” 
 Josh knew that waging war against everything 
he ever knew would be the most difficult thing he 
could ever do, but at this moment it seemed like the 
only war that was worth fighting. 
 “Aight boys! Church in the mourn!” Paul stood 
up as he closed his Bible, “Let’s get it!” 
 Zeph and Josh both began to stand as the three 
of them noticed a turning set of headlights in the 
driveway. They stood silently, all looking at the front 
door, not knowing who would want to visit with it 
being so late. 
 They heard a vehicle door open, then close, 
followed by footsteps, and a knock on the door. 
Zeph’s mother was in her room. Perhaps his father 
was the one knocking on the door. 
 Zeph walked to the front of the house, 
unlocked the door, and opened it slightly so that he 
could see who waited on the other side. 
 Surprisingly, it was his brother, Michael. As 
Zeph opened the door more fully, Michael pushed it 
open and forcibly let himself in, “Little brother. Can I 
tell you something that I thought of again today?” 
 

Before Zeph could answer, Michael 
continued, “Do you know how I know that 
God absolutely cannot exist? It is because the 
people who claim that God does exist think 
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that they are the most holy people in existence. 
If you thought that God existed, wouldn’t you 
think that God is the most holy being in 
existence? I know that God doesn’t exist 
because He does not have a people that 
worship Him, they worship themselves and 
claim to do it in God’s name. Those who do 
worship God, well,” he ran his hand through 
his hair, “this otta’ solve any myths.” 
 

 Michael reached into the bag that he was 
carrying, pulled out a book, and handed it to Zeph, 
“Just came by to get some info from mom. I think I 
found a job little brother!” He released the book and 
hurried up the stairs to where Kassy was. 
 After watching Michael, most of the way up 
the stairs, Zeph turned his attention toward the book 
that was now in his hand. The title was bold and 
definitive, “The God Delusion”.14 
 The book claimed that God was jealous, proud, 
petty, unjust, and unforgiving. It painted God as a 
control-freak and a bloodthirsty, homophobic, racist, 
genocidal bully. It deified humanities relative 
existentialism: the want one might have to create his 
or her own meaning. It claimed that all religions were 
incompatible with one-another, and that all religion 
was a satisfaction with the inability to understand. It 
stated that the Bible was nothing more than a 
disjointed, revised, translated, and distorted set of 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
14+Richard+Dawkins,+The+God+Delusion+(New+York,+2008)+
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documents, changed by hundreds of anonymous 
authors over a period of 900 years. 
 Zeph struggled with these concepts as he read 
through the book. Paul could not answer the 
questions that arose. Matt, Zeph’s youth pastor, could 
not answer some of the questions that arose. 
 Finally, as intimidating as it seemed, Zeph 
made an appointment to talk with the pastor, Jame 
Jonah. 
 
 “What can I do for you Zephaniah?” asked 
Jame as Zeph walked into his office at the church. 
Zeph was not accustomed to being called by his full 
name. 
 Zeph replied as he set the book on the pastor’s 
desk, “Um. I have some questions.” 
 Jame noticed the title of the book, “Well son, I 
am sure we can work through them together. What do 
you got?” 
 Some of Zeph’s questions had already been 
answered. Yes, God was jealous because He wanted 
a relationship even though humanity chose to show 
Him the door. God had a right to be jealous. Zeph did 
not have a problem with that particular concept. God 
was proud at times, and at other times He chose to be 
humble. He was just in everything He did, and was 
not unforgiving by any standard. Zeph thought of his 
first question, 
 
 “Is God a control-freak?” 
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 Pastor Jonah thought for a moment, “I think 
that if God was a control-freak, He would have 
created the world a little bit differently. Just the fact 
that we have the ability to choose tells us some about 
God’s character. God rules over everything. Let me 
ask you something Zeph. Do you think it takes more 
power to work all situations, or to work in all 
situations?” 
 Zeph hesitated, not being completely sure what 
the difference was, “Ehh, In all?” 
 Jame responded almost instantly, “Yes! God 
obviously has the power to create a world in which 
He meticulously controls every aspect, but He did 
not. He created a world with free will. You see, just 
the fact that God works in all situations as opposed to 
working the situations themselves is a greater 
testimony to His power. So, God is able to show 
more of who He is by not being a control freak. This 
only supports the idea that God wants a relationship 
with every human being on the earth, even the author 
of this book.” He reached out and tapped the book 
that Zeph sat on his desk. 
 Zeph understood and quickly moved to his 
next question, “Is He bloodthirsty?” 
 Jame began without hesitation. It was almost 
like he had answered this particular question before, 
“Can you tell me what the law of gravity is?” 
 Zeph wondered what this might have to do 
with the question he asked. He replied, hoping that an 
answer would come, “It makes things fall.” 
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 “And when does it make things fall?” 
 
 “When there is nothing keeping them up?” 
 
 Jame looked as if he were pleased with the 
answer, “Man rebelled against God. Since God was 
the one holding man up, man fell. Since blood 
contains within it the essence of life, that is what it 
takes for any one man, or woman, to be returned to 
his, or her, rightful place. A blood sacrifice. If a 
sacrifice was not given, to satisfy God’s wrath 
because He is just, then men fall into God’s wrath. 
The reason we do not see God’s wrath played out as 
evidently in our world today, is because of the 
sacrifice that Jesus Christ brought, with blood. We 
should never be desensitized to the events in the Old 
Testament. They were very real. God’s wrath is very 
real. Those who choose not to give their lives to God, 
through the blood sacrifice of Jesus, are choosing to 
endure that wrath for an eternity. The reason God 
came to Earth as a man, was so our debt could be 
paid. This means that God is not bloodthirsty, but 
sacrificial. He doesn’t take life, He gives life to 
humanity even though we initially chose death.”  
 
 “What about God being a racist, and 
homophobic, and killing lots of people?” Zeph asked. 
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 Jame patiently gave another answer, “There is 
nothing in the Bible that would cause us to assume 
that God is a racist. He did however kill lots of 
people, and order lots of people to be killed. Much of 
that happened because God is just. Again, we do not 
need to grow desensitized or try and hide who God is. 
He will deal punishment where punishment is 
needed. The punishment for sin, is death. That is why 
we need Jesus Christ. God isn’t disgusted with 
homosexuals, He is disgusted with the act of 
homosexuality just as He is disgusted with every act 
of sin. What makes it a sin? Well, it is a corruption of 
the way God created the world. So, God loves the 
person, but He hates the act. It is the same with 
cussing, lying, cheating, stealing, murdering, and 
even failing to build your brother up instead of 
tearing him down.” 
  
 Zeph thought hard about what was being said. 
It made sense, and he was learning much about the 
God he followed, “What about religion being a cop-
out?” 
 
 Jame smiled, “That statement is true. Religion 
is a cop-out. That is the point at which people settle 
for ritual without understanding. Allow me to ask you 
another question, Zeph. Where are you right now?” 
 Zeph stated, as if it was obvious, “I’m right 
here…” 
 Jame’s smile grew, “Exactly! And what are 
you doing right here?” 
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 Zeph answered, “I’m asking questions.” 
 

Pastor Jonah’s smile would have grown 
larger if that was at all possible, “That is 
exactly right! You are seeking to understand 
claims made against the God you already know 
intimately. That proves that you do not simply 
belong to a religion. You are in a relationship, 
and the most important relationship at that! It 
is a relationship that not only presents more 
questions, but yields more coherent and more 
complete answers to those questions. The 
world of secular learning doesn’t understand 
that because they have never experienced the 
relationship. They build their knowledge from 
a foundation that is always shifting, the 
foundation of science. See, science can only be 
used to its greatest capability when it is placed 
on an un-shifting foundation: that would be an 
infinite unchanging God. See, without God, 
science cannot reveal truth because evidence 
can be interpreted many different ways and 
many speculations can be made to make 
theories sound feasible. This presents another 
interesting question. How can we rely on the 
Bible? The Bible is the most historically 
accurate set of texts on the planet, and the 
translations and copies we have today almost 
do not vary at all from the earliest manuscripts 
we have. That, along with other findings, 
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makes our Bible the most accurate ancient text, 
period.” 

 
 Zeph took the book off of Pastor Jonah’s desk, 
“So, if our God is that legit, why don’t more people 
believe?” 
 Jame sat back in his chair as he answered, 
“Could be many reasons, but I guess the main one 
would be that most Christians choose not to live a life 
that shows how evident God is. Since God isn’t a 
control freak, there is room for people to speculate 
that He isn’t at work. If God’s own people don’t live 
radically for God, then others assume that God 
doesn’t exist because His followers don’t follow. 
Sadly, most people who claim to be Christians live 
just like the world that denies Christ.” 
 
 Zeph stood up, “Then why, if people have this 
intimate relationship with God, do they choose to live 
like the world that denies God?” 
 Jame answered as he and Zeph walked to the 
front door of the church building, “Son, when you 
figure that out, let me know.” 
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Experience 
 

“Despite popular belief,” Zeph listened 
with the entire congregation as Pastor Jame 
Jonah spoke on Sunday morning, “Despite 
popular belief, the Christian life is not about 
experience or feeling. You and I both need to 
stop acting like church is a place were we 
come to receive blessings, and start acting like 
church is a place where we come to give to 
God. We act like the ideas within Christian 
philosophy center around us, when in fact they 
do not. They center on God. I feel as though 
these expectations have caused us not only to 
fail at being the people we need to be within 
God’s church, but outside of these walls as 
God’s Church. A blessing is not receiving what 
we want. Paul, in his letter to the believers in 
Philippi, states that he has not claimed to attain 
righteousness or perfection, but that he strives 
for both because Jesus Christ, who claimed 
him, was both righteous and perfect.15 Paul 
strove for these things despite what it would 
cost him, and that ultimately was his 
reputation, and then his life. See, blessings are 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
15+Philippians+3:12+
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chances that we receive in which we can strive 
to be the person God sees us to be. Blessings 
are chances we get to draw closer to God, and 
in doing so draw closer to perfection. We need 
to stop pretending that God cares about our 
earthly possessions or experiences and realize 
that what He does care about is much greater: 
and that is our ongoing relationship with Him. 
It is more than an object, more than an 
experience, and more than attitude or an action. 
It is life. Get serious about that relationship!” 

  
 Jame Jonah stepped off of the stage as the 
worship leader began to sing. After a few moments, 
the pastor stood up and walked back to the stage, 
 

“Earlier this week, a young man came to 
my office asking difficult questions about our 
faith, about our relationship with God, and 
about God’s character. This young man was 
struggling, but I know for a fact that he was 
growing because he wanted to know exactly 
who God was and I am convinced that nothing 
will stop him. We all need to pursue Christ like 
this young man. We all need to ask the difficult 
questions and live the difficult life, despite the 
opposition that will come our way. Most of us 
need to commit to wage war against what we 
think we want, and trust God with whatever He 
gives us. Serve God with whatever He gives 
us.” 
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 Zeph heard a few people in the congregation 
crying, and saw many stand up and walk to the front 
so that they could talk to one of the leaders: letting 
them know about the commitment they wanted to 
make and being prayed over for that commitment. 
This was the greatest reaction that Zeph had ever 
seen in church. As Zeph went throughout the 
remainder of his day, and even the remainder of his 
week, one statement reigned in his thoughts. 
 
“Despite popular belief, the Christian life is not about 

experience or feeling.” 
 

 The only question Zeph had was, “If the 
Christian life was not about emotion, then why was 
there such an emphasis on love?” Perhaps love was 
not primarily an emotion. Perhaps it was a choice. 
That would mean God’s love was truly 
unchangeable, and human people did not have to rely 
on how they felt to maintain a relationship with God. 
It also meant that people needed to stop basing their 
choices on what they were feeling. Choices needed to 
be based on the relationship each person had with 
God, and feelings could then derive from those 
choices. Instead, most people based their choices of 
how they felt, and allowed that to determine where 
they were in their relationship with God. The 
Christian life was not about experience. It was about 
life. It was life. 
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 Service ended and Zeph, along with the friends 
he sat by, stood up to leave. As soon as Zeph turned 
toward the back of the large room, he saw Zac. Zeph 
hurried to catch his friend, “Hey man! I didn’t expect 
to see you here.” 
 Zac turned around, “Yeah. Me either.” 
 
 “Well, what’d ya think?” asked Zeph. 
 
 Zac answered, “I still don’t understand how 
anyone could fall for this crap. It is like one big 
delusion you guys are,” Zac dropped an f=bomb, 
“around with.” 
 Those words sounded much too familiar. They 
sounded like they had come straight from the book 
Zeph recently read, and straight from his brother’s 
mouth. 
 Zeph replied with another question, “Why do 
you say that?” 
 
 “Just like the teacher guy said, people live like 
they are the center of their own world. I think it is 
impossible to live any other way because there is 
nothing out there.” 
 
 Zac turned and walked out through the doors, 
which had been propped open when the service 
ended. Zeph considered Zac to be one of his very 
good friends, though they had not talked much since 
Zeph gave his life to God. It hurt Zeph to see his 
friend walk away holding the attitude he did about a 
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God who was very real. Why was it that some people 
could feel God, and some people could not? 
 
 “Hey man, was that Zac?” Zeph heard Paul’s 
voice behind him. 
 
 “Yep… Sure was,” he replied as he noticed his 
brother’s vehicle speeding down the street. He 
wondered immediately if his brother had any 
influence on Zac. As far as he knew, those two had 
never met. 
 The two friends made their way to Paul’s 
truck. 
 
 “Zeph, wait.” The two friends heard a voice 
from inside somewhere. They stopped as they were 
just exiting the building and turned around to see who 
was trying to get Zeph’s attention. 
 Matt, the youth pastor, jogged up to meet them, 
“Zeph.” 
 “Yes…”  
 
 “I think you should talk to the group again. 
This time take longer than five minutes.” 
 “Are you kidding?” Zeph replied, “I don’t even 
know what I would talk about.” 
 “I am not kidding at all. Talk to the group 
about what it means to really live for God. I really 
think you should. Next Wednesday, not this 
Wednesday.” 
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 “Um… Okay…” Zeph hesitantly agreed to 
speak to the group. 
 “Great!” Matt exclaimed, “Plan for next 
Wednesday.” 
 Zeph and Paul exited the church and went to 
Zeph’s house. They spent the afternoon relaxing, 
went to church again that evening, and then both 
went to their separate homes so that they could get 
some sleep before school the next day. 
 
 Brittany Skantz; blonde hair, green eyes, tall 
but not too tall; was a senior in the school that Zeph 
attended. Every guy wanted to sleep with her, and 
many have according to popular belief. Ever girl 
despised her. She was a cheerleader, played softball, 
and was beginning to notice Zeph. 
 She approached him before school started that 
Monday morning, “Hey football star.”  
 Knowing her reputation and what would most 
likely be her motive for flirting with him, Zeph flirted 
without giving his action a second thought, “I’ll keep 
it up as long as your there cheerin’ for me.” 
 The nearest that Zeph had ever gotten to 
having sex, was with Sophie Monroe that night in his 
truck. Though they had not gone all the way, Zeph 
received a small taste of what it might be like. Now, 
he had a chance. Though he knew that sex before 
marriage was wrong, he enjoyed the fact that the 
option was there. Plus, Zeph did not know whether 
the rumors were true or not. 
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 “And, what if I want to cheer for you 
someplace other than the football field?” Brittany 
asked. 
 Zeph replied with another question, “That all 
you want to do is cheer?” 
 Brittany shook her head while looking into 
Zeph’s eyes, “I might want to be part of the action.” 
She placed her hand on Zeph’s chest just before 
turning and walking away as she noticed Josh 
approaching. 
 “It’s not worth it bro,” Josh said as he came 
closer. 
 “What are you talking about?” Zeph asked. 
 
 Josh smirked, “You know. Brittany is not 
worth it. The experience is not worth it.” 
 “How would you know? Have you…?” Zeph 
asked sarcastically. 
 “Yes I have, and I’m tellin’ you, don’t go 
there. The experience. Great. But it leaves you 
empty. It left me empty before I was a Christian. It 
will leave you empty, and it will leave you feelin’ 
crappy about yourself. It is not worth it.” Josh walked 
away shaking his head. 
 What he said made sense. Intimacy without 
commitment seemed like it could, and would destroy 
someone. 
 “The Christian life is not about experience or 
feeling,” Zeph heard the pastor’s words in the secrecy 
of his own mind as he sat in class. Could that be why 
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people did not feel God? Did they want the 
experience without making a commitment? That 
would cause them to be left empty. It would seem to 
them like there was no God, or like God did not care. 
 During lunch, Zeph continued to notice 
Brittany as she looked at him from across the 
cafeteria. Josh, who was sitting next to Zeph, could 
not help but notice, “Dude. You really should stop 
flirting. I thought you loved Sophie?” 
 Though Sophie had not shown up at school in a 
very long time, Zeph still thought of her often. 
 Josh continued, “That girl would be bad for 
you.” 
 Zeph knew he was right. 
 
 A week and a half passed. Zeph spent almost 
every day trying to prepare himself for what he might 
say that Wednesday evening.  
 

“M, Matt asked me to talk to you guys 
about what it means to be a Christian,” Zeph 
began with much more confidence than the 
previous time he spoke. “Really, what that 
means is to follow Christ. Nothing less than 
that will do. This last week, I have learned a lot 
about experience. I want you guys to know 
what I’ve learned. Some of you, most of you, 
do not seem like you follow God every 
moment of your life. It seems like you come to 
church because it gives you the feeling of 
being a Christian. Then, when you leave 
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church you do not feel like God is with you. I, 
I think that might be because you have not 
committed yourself to live in a relationship 
with God, doing your best to follow all of His 
commands, all of the time. I think,” Zeph took 
a deep breath as he looked around the room, “I 
think most of you are just here for an 
experience.” 

 
 Zeph thought he had prepared much more 
material, but he did not recall most of it. He ran out 
of things to say. Matt stood in the back of the student 
complex encouraging him to continue. After a few 
moments had passed, Paul stood from his chair and 
walked to the front where Zeph stood in silence. He 
looked at all of the other students, who were quietly 
listening and anticipating, and asked, “Do you guys 
remember summer camp?” 
 Few of the students responded. Zeph saw a 
couple nods. One girl shouted immediately, “Heck 
yes! It was awesome!” Most just listened. Zeph had 
never been to camp. He would not have thought to 
ask that question and wondered what point Paul 
might be trying to make. 
 “Why was it awesome?” Paul continued. 
 
 One of the guys in the front row answered, 
“We always seem to grow closer to each other, and 
closer to God.” 
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 Paul replied with another question, “If you 
really grow so much closer to God at camp, why does 
the passion fade when we come back home?” 
 One of the girls in back spoke up, “Is it 
because we go for an experience and never make a 
real commitment?” 
 Zeph looked toward the back where Matt was 
standing. He was gone. Zeph did not know what to 
do next, and Paul sat back down. After a few more 
moments of complete silence, Zeph heard the door to 
the student complex open, and then close. He noticed 
almost everyone turn around to see who it was. 
 Matt walked around the corner carrying a 
wooden cross that was bigger than himself, a 
hammer, and a box of concrete nails. Everyone 
watched as he walked in between the two sections of 
chairs and up to the front of the room. He gave Zeph 
a hug, and then asked him to sit down. Everyone 
wondered what was about to happen. 
 

“To be a Christian is to make a 
commitment. To carry your cross.16 If, and 
only if, you will commit yourself to live for 
God at all times, constantly living in a 
relationship with Him and doing your best to 
follow all of His commands and love all 
people, if you will commit to doing that, I want 
you to come drive one of these nails into this 
cross.” 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
16+Matthew+10:38+



Rebellion 

!158" 

 At first no one moved. They sat almost as if 
they were praying. Matt took a nail, put it against the 
cross, and hit it twice with the hammer he had 
brought. That was the only sound in the entire 
building, and it echoed off of every wall. Matt 
walked toward the back of the room. 
 Slowly, students began to get up one-by-one, 
each driving a nail into the cross; each making a 
commitment to truly live for God despite what 
experience brought or what they were feeling. 
 The fire that seemed to have left the youth 
group since last summer’s camp looked and felt as if 
it was returning. Only time would prove whether this 
was true or not. 
 After all, it did take a true commitment to 
maintain a close relationship with God, and 
experience would come from that. What about the 
people who never had a chance to give their lives to 
God; the people that never heard about Christ? 
Would the young children and the people in third-
world countries have to experience God’s wrath since 
they never had the opportunity to commit their lives 
to Christ, since they never had the opportunity to 
have a relationship with God? Would Zeph’s 
deceased brother, Isaiah, have to endure God’s wrath 
for an eternity? 
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Relief 
 

 “The Bible doesn’t freaking teach you to bail 
on your friends just because they don’t want to be 
freaking religious!” Zac exclaimed as he and Josh 
were in the school parking lot standing next to their 
vehicles. School had just ended and a large crowd of 
students began to form around them. 
 “Sorry bro. I don’t do those things anymore,” 
Josh tried to explain. 
 Zac walked toward Josh while pointing at him, 
“Your religion is causing me to lose all of my friends. 
At least I thought you guys were my friends.” He 
turned around, looking at all of the students standing 
on that side of him and lifting his palms upward, 
“Hey, be a freaking Christian and you can ditch your 
friends because you are perfect all of the sudden.” 
 Josh spoke up, “Zac, you are making a fool of 
yourself.” 
 “I am making a fool of myself?” Zac turned 
back toward Josh, “You are the one that has decided 
to be so holy. You and Payton and Paul. Why do you 
guys have to be so much more different than all of 
the other freaking Christians? Why do you guys have 
to be so against everyone else?” 
 “We are not against everyone else bro.” 
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 “No, you just want everyone else to be like 
you. If they are not, they can’t be a part of your little 
club.” Zac walked toward the students on the 
opposite side of Josh, “Hey! Do you want to accept 
Jesus? Good, leave all your friends and come hang 
out with us all of the time. You have eternal life now, 
just like us and the rest of the world is damned.” 
 Zeph tried to make his way through the crowd 
of students, who were beginning to yell, “Fight! 
Fight! Fight!” Someone stepped in front of him. He 
looked to see who it was, and it was none other than 
Brittany Skantz, “You know, I think it is really sexy 
when someone stands up for what they believe in.” 
 Zeph replied harshly, “Then you will love it 
when I tell you that I’m not like every other guy, and 
that I don’t want to be with you because of what I 
believe in.” Zeph pushed her to the side and made his 
way to the center of the circle. As he was moving 
away he heard her say, “I do like that.” 
 Zac noticed as Zeph emerged into the open 
space, “Isn’t that right Zeph? If someone doesn’t give 
their life to Christ, they go to Hell. What if someone 
never hears the freaking name of Christ?” By this 
moment, Zac was yelling so that he could stay louder 
than the crowd, “If someone has never heard Christ’s 
name, they can’t give their life to Him.” 
 Zeph walked toward Zac, “Zac. Stop this.” 
 
 Zac pushed him away, “Don’t you remember 
Payton? We used to party together every weekend. 
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You freakin’ bailed on me too. All because of some 
cult.” 
 “It’s not a cult,” Josh replied. 
 
 “And it’s not freakin’ truth,” Zac shouted as he 
threw his fist into Josh’s jaw. “I bet you won’t even 
hit me back.” 
 Zeph said, “No he won’t. See, you don’t 
control our emotions or our actions.” 
 Zac took a swing at Zeph and missed, “Oh so 
you are not just pacifist wimps?” 
 Zeph replied, “You can threaten us physically 
all you want. When we gave our lives to Christ, we 
died to ourselves. Since we died to ourselves, 
physical threats will not move us.” 

 “What about freakin’ promises?” Zac punched 
Zeph in the gut as the crowd grew louder. 

 
“Hey Zac!” 
 
Zac turned around only to feel a fist hitting him 

in the face. 
Zeph looked up after Zac fell to the ground, 

“Josh!”  
“Bro,” Josh said while taking a deep breath, “I 

think God will forgive me.” 
 
The crowd of students dispersed as they heard 

sirens growing louder and louder. 
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 Three police vehicles came to a screeching halt 
in the school parking lot. After interviewing Zeph, 
Josh, and Zac, they warned the students not to fight 
again and took the three boys home. 
 Zeph received a lecture from his mother along 
with getting his phone taken temporarily. 
  
 “Did you hear?” Zeph’s mother asked him. 
 
 “Hear what?” Zeph tried not to sound 
apathetic. 
 “Your brother found a job. And it’s close to 
home.” She smiled, “He’s joining us for dinner 
tonight so we can hear about it.” 
 

“Knock, knock.” 
 
 Zeph jumped up from where he was sitting in 
the kitchen area, walked to the front door, and opened 
it. Standing on the other side, he saw his father. 
 “Hey son.” 
 
 “Hey.” 
 
 “You been readin’ that Bible?” 
 
 “Yep.” 
 
 Curt looked at his son after glancing around 
the visible part of the house, “Is your mother home?” 
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 “Yeah, I’ll go get her.” Zeph left the door open 
as he walked into the kitchen and back, “Mom has 
some kind of sauce all over her hands. She says you 
can come in.” 
 Curt stepped into the house and took a deep 
breath through his nose, “Smells good.” He walked 
into the kitchen. 
 Zeph closed the door and followed. He saw his 
father set a small stack of papers on the counter 
beside his mother, and then watched as his father left 
the house without making another sound. 
 “What are those?” Zeph asked as he noticed 
his mother starting to cry. “Mom?” Zeph walked over 
to where she was and hugged her, “Dad is working 
on it right?” 
 Kassy replied through her tears, “I don’t know 
if your dad is able to change. I just couldn’t take it 
any more.” 
 Zeph tightened his grip slightly, “I’m sorry 
mom.” 
 They stood, mother and son, embracing each 
other for a few moments. Kassy, holding her hands so 
that she would not get any sauce on her son, loosened 
her grip, and then Zeph loosened his grip. Kassy 
turned to wash her hands so that she could finish 
preparing the meal for that evening. Zeph sat on the 
other side of the bar on one of the stools. When 
Zeph’s mother finished preparing the meal, she sat 
with her son and they talked until Zeph’s brother 
pulled into the driveway. 
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 “Your brother is here,” Kassy said as she stood 
up and made her way to the door. 
 She returned to the kitchen with Michael 
following closely behind. “Hey little brother,” he said 
with a smile on his face, “How is school?” 
 “It’s school,” Zeph replied sarcastically. 
  
 It had been far too long, in Zeph’s opinion, 
since the family sat around the table to eat. Now the 
family had been broken. Zeph reasoned that a broken 
family sitting around a table together was better than 
no family at all. 
 “So… Michael… Tell us about your new job,” 
Kassy smiled before taking a bite of the pasta she 
cooked. 
 “Well it doesn’t compare to the work I did with 
N.Y.T., but it is a job. I’m just writing a daily column 
for the local newspaper. Said they would promote me 
if I did well.” 
 The room grew silent. A few moments passed 
and Zeph’s mother broke the silence that filled the 
room, “Oh my goodness, we forgot to pray. Michael, 
would you ask God to bless the food?” 
 Michael sighed, “Mom, you know how I feel 
about that…” 
 “You can’t keep dwelling on the past Michael, 
you know that everything happens for a reason. You 
have to stop using Isaiah’s death as an excuse,” 
Zeph’s mother pleaded. 
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 Zeph listened to the argument, looking toward 
whoever was speaking. 
 Michael replied to Kassy’s statement, “Do 
people go to Hell for a reason? Did Isaiah die for a 
reason? Does disease flourish for a reason? Do 
people starve for a reason? Mom. Not everything 
happens for a reason…” 
 Zeph interrupted, “But everything that happens 
can be used for a purpose.” 
 Michael turned and slapped Zeph in the face. 
 
 Kassy saw the hit and responded, “Michael 
Dent, you get out of my house this instant!” 
 Michael took one last bite of the food sitting in 
front of him, stood, and then left. 
 Kassy stood while keeping herself from crying 
and hurried up the stairs, shutting the door to her 
room as she entered. 
 Zeph did not feel hungry. He sat in the same 
place he had been, thinking. His entire day had been 
wrong. First, Zac had threatened him. Zeph did not 
understand what led Zac to do what he did. Second, 
his father had returned what Zeph suspected to be 
divorce papers. Zeph did not want his parents to end 
their relationship and he was not sure they knew how 
much it was hurting him. Third, he had to see his 
brother. Even after all this, one question still haunted 
him. 
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 Did someone have a chance for eternal life if 
he or she never heard about Jesus Christ or was too 
young to understand? 
 
 “Have you been sitting out here this whole 
time?” Zeph jumped as he heard his mother’s voice. 
 “Yeah, I’ve just been thinking,” Zeph 
answered as he turned his chair toward her. 
 Kassy, noticing that something was troubling 
her son, asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 Zeph looked as if he wanted to ask her, “N, 
Nothing.” 
 “Listen Zeph. If this is about your brother, you 
can’t let his attitude bring you down. God is going to 
use you to impact the world. I just really hope your 
brother realizes what is true.” 
 Zeph had been told more than once now that 
God was going to use him to somehow change the 
world. It seemed at this point that he was only 
making it worse, “It’s not about that brother.” 
 “So it’s about Isaiah?” 
 
 “Y, Yeah.” 
 
 “Well, what’s bothering you son?” 
 
 Zeph paused for a moment, “Um. Is Isaiah in 
Heaven? Did he ever get saved?” 
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“Zeph, your brother was not mature 
enough to understand what it meant to get 
saved. I remember one evening after I finished 
praying with Isaiah. He was probably four or 
five years old. Anyway, he turned to me and 
asked why we close our eyes to talk to God. I 
told him it was so we wouldn’t get distracted. I 
asked him if he knew why we talked to God 
and he answered, ‘Because God is a good 
listener.’ The conversation we had led up to me 
asking if he wanted to ask Jesus into his heart, 
and I will never forget what he said, ‘Mommy, 
Jesus already lives in my heart because God is 
my daddy.’ Your brother wasn’t mature 
enough understand what salvation meant or 
why it was necessary. I have to believe in 
God’s mercy.” 

 
 Zeph looked toward the ground, “Me too. 
What about the people who are mature enough, but 
never hear about Jesus?” 
 “Son, I think that God reveals Himself in such 
a way that people in Hell can’t blame God, and 
people in Heaven can’t say that they got there on 
personal efforts.”17 
 Zeph stood, hugged his mom, and went to 
sleep. 
 
 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
17+Romans+1:20+
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Warfare 
 

 Zeph woke up. He tried to turn his head, but 
found it difficult, and he could not move his arm to 
reach for his phone. What time was it? He noticed 
that no light came in through the window, and 
wondered why he could not move. 
 He thought he heard footsteps coming form the 
central room, but he was not sure. He listened more 
carefully and was almost certain that someone was 
there. He tried to move once more and could not. 
 Zeph could barely see his door, and was sure 
that he saw the doorknob begin to turn. Sure enough, 
Zeph’s door slowly swung open. No one stood on the 
other side. 
 Zeph’s heart began to race, and he tried to 
move. Nothing happened. The silhouette of a large 
figure formed in the doorway and looked as if it 
began to walk toward him. 
 “Whhh, who are you?” Zeph asked frantically, 
“What are you doing here?” 
 The tall figure did not answer. It only crept 
closer. The figure stood over Zeph, leaned down, and 
covered Zeph’s mouth with what looked to be his 
hand. Zeph could not breathe.  
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 He suddenly heard a door being forced open. 
Zeph sat up quickly gasping for air. He looked 
toward his door and saw his mother approaching. 
 “You okay son?” 
 
 “I guess I was having a nightmare…” Zeph 
replied, still trying to catch his breath. 
 “I had one too,” Zeph’s mother sat on his bed 
next to him, “A very tall man came into my room and 
tried to suffocate me with his hand. I woke up 
gasping for air, and heard you moving around down 
here.” 
 “That’s exactly the same as my dream…” 
 
 Zeph still felt the indescribable darkness that 
was present in his dream, and the feeling frightened 
him. 
 Zeph’s mother placed her hand on his 
shoulder, “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. 
Try and get some sleep. You do have school 
tomorrow.” 
 Zeph lay back down and his mother left the 
room, closing his door behind her. 
 He stayed awake for hours, feeling as though 
something else was in the room with him, watching 
him as a predator watches its prey. He jumped as he 
heard every noise that a quiet house had to offer. Two 
hours went by and Zeph still lay awake. The feeling 
would not leave him. The paranoia would not allow 
him to sleep. He stepped out of bed, walked to the 
windows, and checked to make sure they were 
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locked. He lay down once again. Two more hours 
seemed like an eternity; two more hours passed 
before Zeph was able to fall asleep. 
 After his nap, Zeph woke up. He reached for 
his phone and saw that it was time for him to get 
ready for the day at school. Once he was ready, Zeph 
exited his house and immediately felt as if something 
was watching him. The feeling he had at this point 
was similar to the feeling he encountered the 
previous night. He paused after closing the front door 
behind him, looked around, and hurried to his truck. 
Feeling like he was being followed even though there 
was no one around, Zeph quickly stepped into his 
truck, shut the door, and locked it. 
 He glanced through each window and into his 
rear-view mirror to make sure no one was really 
watching, and then exhaled. Zeph started his truck 
and drove to school, cautiously glancing into his rear-
view mirrors the entire way. 
  
 Being late did not help. Zeph walked through 
the front door into the quiet hallway, turned the 
corner, and checked in at the office. 
 The strange feeling stayed with Zeph, and the 
paranoia only fled when he was locked in 
conversation. Once he stopped focusing on 
something else, Zeph realized that the feeling had not 
gone away. He was not able to pay attention in class 
and seemed generally distracted. 
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 “You feelin’ alright bro?” asked Paul as he 
noticed Zeph’s strange behavior. 
 Zeph replied, “I hope so. There’s just some 
weird stu…” Zeph stopped and turned around, 
feeling as though something was still watching him. 
Brittany, who was looking his way, also noticed his 
behavior. She walked away from the group that she 
stood with and made her way toward Zeph. 
 “You okay Payton?” she asked sympathetically 
and looking into his eyes, “You seem a little out of 
it.” 
 Paul, who was now standing behind Zeph, 
watched and listened to their conversation. 
 “I’m fine,” Zeph answered Brittany’s question, 
“Just a little stressed I guess.” Zeph tried as hard as 
he could not to flirt again. 
 Before Zeph could refuse, Brittany lifted her 
hands and wrapped them around him. Zeph, not 
wanting to be rude, hugged her back. Brittany’s hug 
offered Zeph an amount of comfort, and caused him 
to temporarily forget his paranoia. He felt her soft 
skin touch the skin on his face as he heard her 
whisper into his ear, “If you want to relieve some of 
that stress, give me a call.” 
 Paul did not know what was being said, but he 
looked as if he knew what Brittany was up to. He 
looked as if he did not approve. 
 Brittany kissed Zeph on the cheek before 
pulling away, and as she pulled away she kept his 
hand, removed a pen from her purse, and wrote her 
cell-phone number on his palm. She looked over 
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Zeph’s shoulder and noticed Paul watching the 
conversation. “Hey!” she waved just before returning 
to her friends. 
 “What was that all about?” asked Paul as Zeph 
turned around. 
 Zeph looked at the numbers that Brittany had 
written, “It was nothing.” 
 At that time, the bell rang and the hallways 
cleared. Zeph and Paul went to their next class. 
 
 Lunchtime eventually came, and Zeph made 
his way to meet with Paul and Josh. They sat at their 
usual spot accompanied by other members of the 
school’s Christian club. After sitting down, one of the 
members turned to Paul, “Hey Paul, weren’t you 
going to ask Zeph to cover for you on Monday?” 
 Paul replied as if he had forgotten, “Oh yeah!” 
He turned to Zeph, “Hey, can you lead the meeting 
Monday?” 
 At this point, Zeph did not want to do anything 
other than rid himself of the ensuing paranoia. Still, 
Paul was his greatest friend and brother, “Where will 
you be?” 
 “I will be touring the campus for the school I 
am thinking about for next year.” 
 Josh joined the conversation, “I thought you 
were going into full time ministry.” 
 Paul replied, “Yep. School will help prepare 
me. And I will be doing a lot of ministry while I am 
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in school.” Paul turned his attention back to Zeph, 
“So… Can you cover?” 
 Zeph realized that he had not given higher 
education any thought. He hoped to get a football 
scholarship. Beyond that, he did not know what he 
wanted to do and his senior year was almost over. He 
answered Paul’s question, “Yeah. I can lead out.” 
 
 “Thanks bro! I‘preciate it.” 
 
 When Zeph arrived at home after school, he sat 
down at the family computer and started looking at 
schools. He did not know what he wanted to go to 
school for, and reasoned that it would be wise to 
know a general area of study before choosing a 
school. What did he want to do with his life? Football 
was good, but Zeph did not want to dedicate his 
entire life to the sport. In the secrecy of his own 
mind, as he was looking through a list of colleges, 
Zeph asked God what he should do with his life. 
 Zeph turned his head as he heard his mother 
descending the stairs from her room. Zeph had not 
seen his mother dress up on any day other than 
Sunday, at least not for a long time. 
 “Zeph, I have dinner with the girls at work. I 
won’t be home ‘til late. Will you be alright here by 
yourself?” 
 “Yeah mom. Have fun,” Zeph smiled. 
 
 “I will sweetie. See you later.” Kassy walked 
out the front door, closing it behind her. Zeph heard 
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the car start, and the sound of the running engine fade 
as it became more and more distant. 
 Zeph needed to think about what he wanted to 
do about school. Maybe he could talk to Paul about 
it. He reached into his pocket, grabbed his phone, and 
called Paul. There was no answer. Zeph set his phone 
on the desk next to the monitor. 
  
 “Thump, thump, thump, thump.” 
 
 Zeph thought he heard footsteps traveling up 
the stairs. He turned around quickly. “Mom,” he 
shouted, “Mom. Did you forget something?” 
 Suddenly, Zeph felt the darkness that had 
caused him to be paranoid most of the day. He 
reached for his phone, stood up, and hurried to his 
room, shutting the door behind him and placing a 
chair in such a way that it kept his door from 
opening. He tried calling Paul once again. Still, there 
was no answer. He scrolled through his contacts, 
found Josh’s name, and called him. Josh did not 
answer either. Zeph did not want to be in this house 
by himself at this moment. He continued to scroll 
through his contacts wondering who might want to 
hang out. 
 Zeph jumped at every sound that he 
presumably heard. As he was scrolling, he came 
across Sophie’s home number. 
 “Hello,” her father answered the phone. 
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 “Hello. Is Sophie available?” Zeph inquired. 
 
 “May I ask who this is?” her father replied. 
 
 “This is Zeph.” 
 
 “Sorry Zeph, you just missed her.” 
 
 “Okay. I just wanted to call. Haven’t seen her 
at school in a while.” 
 “Thank you for calling Zeph. I am glad my 
daughter met you. I will tell her you called.” 
 “Thank you sir.” 
 
 Zeph did not know whom else to call. His 
paranoia had gone beyond feeling as though he was 
constantly being watched. He was beginning to feel 
like something was about to attack him. 
 
 “If you want to relieve some of that stress, give 
me a call.” 
 
 Zeph remembered Brittany’s words. He knew 
what she wanted. Even if he did want the same thing, 
he wanted to please God even more than that. He 
couldn’t stand being in this house by himself. Zeph 
looked at the numbers written on his palm and typed 
them into his phone in the correct order. He hesitated, 
and then pressed the call button while slowly placing 
the phone next to his ear. 
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 “Hello?” 
 
 “Hey is uh, Brittany there?” 
 
 “Who is this? 
 
 “…This is Payton.” 
 
 “Well hey Payton! I really didn’t expect you to 
call. You gonna’ take me up on my offer?” 
 Zeph paused for a moment before speaking 
again, “Well, I was actually just looking for someone 
to hang out with.” 
 “Aww, so you’re not wanting to relieve any 
stress?” 
 Zeph thought about it before responding, 
“No… I just need to get out of this house…” 
 “I can respect that Payton. You can come over 
if you want.” 
 Not wanting to put himself in a tempting 
situation, Zeph said, “Promise me you won’t push me 
to do anything.” 
 “I won’t even touch you,” Brittany replied. 
 
 Zeph was skeptical, but ready to get out of the 
house, “Where do you live?” 
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 Zeph left the house quickly, started his truck, 
and drove to Brittany’s house. She greeted him with a 
hug, and then pulled away swiftly, “Sorry.” Zeph 
relaxed, maybe she was serious about not pushing 
anything. 
 Brittany led Zeph into the kitchen where her 
mother’s boyfriend was eating and her mother was 
heating up leftover food from the night before. 
 “Who’s your friend honey?” asked Brittany’s 
mother. 
 “His name is Zephaniah Payton.” Brittany 
answered, “Zeph, this is my mom, Dona. And that is 
her boyfriend, Rick.” 
 Zeph politely greeted them. 
 
 “He’s cute Brit. He go to school with you?” 
asked Brittany’s mother. 
 Brittany answered, “Yeah, he goes to school 
with me, and he is only a friend mom.” 
 Brittany’s mother looked very surprised, 
“Well, you two have fun. We will be here if you need 
us.” 
 Brittany led Zeph to her room on the far side of 
the house, and they sat on the bed together because 
that was the only place to sit. 
 “Hey Payton. Can I ask you a question?” 
Brittany asked as she looked through the window. 
 Zeph looked at her as she looked through the 
window, “Yes.” 
 Brittany took a deep breath, “If God is real, 
would He be able to forgive me?” 
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 Zeph did not expect this type of question from 
Brittany Skantz. “Yes,” Zeph answered. 
 “Would you forgive a person like me?” 
Brittany turned to look at Zeph. 
 “I’m not sure I know what you mean…” 
 
 “Payton. I am still in high school and I have 
given myself to seven different guys and I’ve had two 
abortions. I wouldn’t forgive a person like me.” 
 “Brit. Jesus loved people like you. In fact, He 
loves you. I believe that because I have a relationship 
with Jesus, that I can love you too, as a sister and a 
friend.” 
 “I’m not ready to believe in a God, but Payton, 
I am glad that someone loves me even though I’ve 
done horrible things.” Brittany began to cry, “I want 
to be a better person Zeph.”  
 Zeph reached out and hugged her and she cried 
on his shoulder. 
 
 A few moments passed before Brittany was 
able to dry her own eyes, “I said I wasn’t going to 
even touch you…” Brittany said giving a brief smile. 
 “You needed a hug. So, Brittany, why did you 
tell me that stuff about you?” Zeph asked as they sat 
facing each other. 
 “Remember when Zac and Josh were 
fighting?” Brittany asked. 
 “Yeah, but I wouldn’t really call that fighting.” 
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 “You told me that you didn’t want to be with 
me because of what you believed in…” 
 “So, why are you sharing these things with 
me?” 

“Payton. You showed me that people 
still believe in something. Before you said that 
to me, all I knew was what had been. All I 
knew was that being the way I was, was the 
only way I could feel loved. You showed me 
that some people are different. I decided right 
then that I wanted to be different too.” 

 
 Brittany lay down facing the ceiling and placed 
her hands behind her head, “I just hope I can be 
different.” 
 Zeph also lay down facing the ceiling with his 
hands behind his head, “You can be. You just gotta’ 
trust in God to make you different.” 
 Brittany turned to face Zeph, “I’m not ready to 
believe in God, Payton. But I am getting closer.” 
 “Good,” Zeph said as he turned to face 
Brittany, “Because He loves you more than you could 
ever know.” 
 The two friends looked into each other’s eyes. 
“Thank you Zeph,” Brittany said. 
 Zeph reached for her hand, “Your welcome.” 
 
 “Zeph?” 
 
 “Yes?” 
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 “I really like you…” 
 
 Zeph moved his thumb across Brittany’s hand, 
“I don’t know if we ca…” 
 Before he could finish his sentence, Brittany 
placed her index finger on his mouth to quiet him, “I 
know Zeph.” 
 Zeph noticed that it was beginning to get dark 
outside. “I better go,” he said looking out Brittany’s 
window. 
 “Okay,” Brittany replied. 
 
 They both stood up and walked to the front 
door. Zeph opened it and turned to hug Brittany. 
After they finished, Zeph’s eyes locked once again 
with Brittany’s. The two got closer to each other until 
their lips met. Zeph noticed Brittany’s eyes slowly 
shut.  
 Zeph pulled away slowly. Brittany exhaled, 
smiled, and waved, “See you tomorrow Payton.” 
Zeph waved back, got in his truck, and drove home. 
 Zeph thought aloud as he drove, “I can’t 
believe I kissed her. What was I thinking? I kinda’ do 
like her though. But I don’t really know if she wants 
to change. I hope she does…” Zeph spent the 
remainder of the evening thinking about what had 
happened. 
 
 Zeph battled his newfound frequent paranoia 
for the rest of the week, secretly flirting with 
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Brittany, and trying to prepare something for the club 
meeting he had agreed to lead. 
 
 “There is a hidden danger that is very real. We 
don’t talk about it. We don’t even recognize it.” 
 
 Zeph thought about Matt’s lesson the previous 
Wednesday evening. The title was “An Invisible 
Threat” and it sounded much like what Zeph was 
experiencing. Matt claimed that Satan and his 
followers were not in Hell, but on the earth.18 He also 
claimed that truly following Christ meant that these 
demons would make it their priority to target the one 
who was committed. Matt also warned the students 
that a demon would generally use someone’s own 
desires to distract them from the work God had.19 
Zeph could not help but to think that he was 
experiencing this invisible warfare. 
 Matt encouraged the students to be careful 
because of that danger, and Zeph would, but he 
remembered reading somewhere that Jesus gave His 
disciples a certain authority over the evil spirits.20 If 
God had given that type of authority, why did Zeph 
experience what he did? 
 Zeph lay in bed on Sunday night thinking 
about what he would talk about the next day. He still 
felt as if something dark was about to attack him, and 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
18+Revelation+12:9+
19+Genesis+3:5+
20+Mark+6:7+
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wanted to exercise the authority he had been reading 
about. For some reason, he could not bring himself to 
do it. The paranoia was keeping Zeph awake, and the 
fear kept its threshold. He had not felt this threatened 
since the strange occurrences started. He felt as if 
something was gripping him. Though he could still 
breath, he felt as if he was being suffocated. Zeph 
began to quote the small portion of scripture that he 
had memorized. He tried to build up the courage to 
rebuke the demon he thought he felt. The courage did 
not come. In the secrecy of his own mind, Zeph 
asked God for that courage. 
 The suffocating feeling became more prevalent 
as Zeph lay still, and he began to hear strange noises 
that seemed to come from in the room. Zeph could 
not see anything strange. Courage came from fear as 
Zeph lay in his empty room and proclaimed, “Stop 
following me. I belong to Christ.” 
 
 Immediately, the strange noises ceased and 
Zeph no longer felt the dark presence that once 
overcame him. The war was real. 
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Do It 
 

 Now there seemed to be an urgency that had 
not been present before. Zeph realized that the war 
raging around him, and everyone else on the earth 
could mean that every opportunity missed was an 
opportunity for Satan to tighten his grip on someone 
else’s heart. It meant that Christians could lose the 
battle over individual hearts and also that people 
around him would suffer God’s wrath if he failed to 
do everything in his power to show them the love of 
Christ. 
 “God please don’t allow me to miss another 
opportunity…” Zeph fell asleep. 
  
 Monday came, and the weekly club meeting 
came along with it. Zeph arrived at school, and to his 
surprise, Sophie Monroe was there to greet him. 
 “Zeph!” She exclaimed as he walked through 
the door. 
 “Sophie? Where have you been?” Zeph ran up 
to her and hugged her tightly. 
 Sophie looked toward the floor, “I’ve been, 
uh… I’ve been really sick.” 
 Zeph held her at an arms length and looked 
into her eyes, “Well, what’s wrong?” 
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 “Oh. Just the same stuff that’s been wrong 
since I was really little. Doctors can’t figure it out, 
and my parents say that I shouldn’t talk about it…” 
 “Sophie, you know you can tell me anything 
right?” 
 
 “Hey Zeph,” shouted a female voice from 
behind him. Zeph turned to see who it was while not 
turning his back to Sophie. Brittany joined them. 
 “So, uh… What time does your meeting start?” 
asked Brittany. 
 Zeph replied with a smile on his face, “It’s 
during lunch. You commin’?” 
 Sophie remained silent as she watched 
cautiously. 
 “I was thinkin’ bout it,” Brittany teased, “I 
figure there might be somethin’ to it.” 
 Zeph’s smile grew, “I would love it if you 
came.” 
 Brittany reached out and hugged Zeph while 
Sophie watched jealously. 
 “Well, I’ll see you in class.” Brittany turned 
and walk in the direction from which she came.  
 
 “What was that?” Sophie snapped jealously. 
 
 “What was what?” 
 
 “Zeph, she’s a slu…” 
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 Zeph interrupted, “She’s trying to change. You 
don’t know what she’s been through.” 
 Silence resonated between the two friends as 
they looked at each other, hearing only the distant, 
muffled conversations that took place among other 
students. 
 “Do you like her?” Sophie’s eyes began to 
water. 
 “Sophie…” Zeph wrapped her in his arms. 
 
 Sophie pushed away, “You do… I saw the way 
you hugged each other.” 
 “Sophie, it’s not like that. I told her we 
couldn’t be together. Plus… I still like you.” 
 “Really?” Sophie smiled through her tears. 
 
 “Yes, really,” Zeph hugged her again, “I am 
glad your back.” 
 
 “We have to find Paul and Josh!” Zeph turned 
and pulled Sophie along with him by the hand. They 
walked out through the front door, and Zeph noticed 
his brother’s car pull into the parking lot. 
 He watched as the passenger door opened and 
Zac stepped out. 
 Zeph turned to Sophie, “Can you hold on for 
just one second?” 
 “Yep, I’ll be right here.” 
 
 Zeph walked to meet Zac, “What are you doing 
with my brother?” 
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 Zac smiled, “Why does it matter to you?” 
 
 “Zac, I understand how you feel about me, but 
you need to trust me when I tell you that my brother 
is bad news. He’ll just use you.” 
 “You don’t know anything do you? Your 
brother works for my dad.” 
 Zac walked away from Zeph and toward the 
school. As he passed by Zeph, Zeph furthered his 
warning, “Just be careful Zac.” 
 
 Zeph returned to Sophie, and noticed that Josh 
had already found her and remembered that Paul 
would not be at school. He joined the group and the 
three friends talked until it was time for school to 
start. 
 Four hours of class went by and lunchtime 
rolled around. Zeph made his way to the room where 
the large group met every Monday and noticed that 
Brittany had decided to come. She sat on the far side 
of the room, two rows behind Sophie. Josh sat next to 
Sophie. Everyone in the room had food and drink. 
 Zeph took a seat on the opposite side of Sophie 
and ate his own food. Zac stood just outside the open 
door talking with the group of friends he had adopted 
since the fight. 
 After eating, Zeph stood and walked to the 
front of the room. Everyone there, noticing that the 
meeting was about to start, got quiet and looked 
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toward the front. Zac’s group just outside produced 
the only noise that could be heard within the room. 
 One of the group members stood up and closed 
the door. 
 “Thanks bro.” Zeph thanked him before 
starting. He began to speak to the group about the 
invisible warfare, in which they all had a part to play. 
He challenged the entire group to begin consciously 
fighting that war every minute of every day. 
 One of the group members raised her hand, 
“What if we are trying, but don’t feel like we are 
doing enough?” 
 Zeph experienced the same feeling, “I wish I 
had an answer for that. I do know that we shouldn’t 
focus on how we feel, and we can’t all do 
everything.” 
 Brittany spoke from the back of the room, “But 
we can all do something.” 
 One of the guys inquired as a response to what 
Brittany stated, “How do we know what we’re 
s’pposed to do?” 
 Zeph wished that he had a deeper, more 
intelligent answer, “We listen to God.” 
 Josh raised his hand patiently. When everyone 
else finished he asked if he could share something. 
 
 Josh walked to the front of the room and 
looked toward the students he now stood in front of,  

“Everyone has something they can do. If 
you have the ability to do something and see 
that it needs to be done, do it. We all have a 
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part to play, and we should all be able to figure 
that out, by listening to God and by looking at 
what God has given us. If you don’t do your 
part, then some of the work is not getting done. 
That means the body of Christ is not being as 
productive as it should be, and I don’t know 
about you guys, but I don’t want to be the 
reason for that.”21 

 
 Zeph stood behind Josh as he shared his 
convictions. While Zeph looked past Josh, still 
listening, he noticed that both Sophie and Brittany 
were looking toward him. In fact, it almost seemed 
like a competition. Who could get Zeph’s attention 
and keep it. At this moment, Zeph did not want to 
give either of them the attention they seemed to be 
looking for. In fact, they were both becoming an even 
greater distraction and only half of the day had 
passed.  
 Lunchtime ended and Zeph felt as if he missed 
the greatest portion of the meeting because he 
allowed himself to be distracted. 
 Everyone in the room made their way to their 
perspective classes. When Zeph walked out the door 
to that room, Brittany stopped him. 
 “So Zeph, are we still on for a movie tonight?” 
 
 Zeph took a deep breath, sighed, and replied, “I 
don’t know Brit.” 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
21+1+Corinthians+12:14P26+
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 Brittany placed one hand on her hip, “Is it 
because Sophie is back?” 
 “Brit, I told you I didn’t think we could be 
together. At least I tried.” 
 “I changed Zeph. I’m not the person I used to 
be. Why couldn’t we be together? How different 
would that be from what we are doing now? How 
much different is being in a real relationship rather 
than hiding it?” 
 Zeph searched Brittany’s eyes, “I am glad that 
you changed, but you need time for that change to 
become who you are. I am still becoming who I am. 
Plus, I don’t want to distract you from seeing God. 
He’s tryin’ to reach you.” Zeph reached up and 
stroked her cheek as she looked into his eyes, 
“Okay?” 
 Brittany nodded and replied reluctantly, 
“Okay.” 
 “You two need to go to class,” the principle’s 
voice came from down the hall. The two friends 
looked around and the hallway was empty, aside 
from themselves and the principle, “Now!” They 
hurried to class. 
 
 School ended and Zeph went straight home 
after talking with his friends: Josh, Paul, Sophie, and 
Brittany. 
 
 “Ring, ring.” 
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 Zeph waited for someone to answer the phone 
at Sophie’s house. 
 “Monroe’s,” he heard a man’s voice as the 
phone stopped ringing. 
 “Hey Mr. Monroe, this is Zeph. Is Sophie 
available?” 
 “Well hello there son, let me go and get her for 
you.” 
 “Thank you sir.” Zeph waited for Sophie to 
return. 
 “Hello?” Her voice came through. 
 
 “Hey Sophie! It’s Zeph!” Zeph smiled, though 
Sophie could not see it, “You wanna’ do something 
tonight?” 
 “I would love to! What are we going to do?” 
 
 “Well I was thinking that we could come to my 
place and just watch a movie…” 
 “That would be very nice, Zeph. I’ll see you 
whenever you come and get me.” 
 Zeph’s phone beeped, “Hey Sophie, can you 
hold on a sec? Someone is calling me.” 
 “Yeah sure.” 
 
 Zeph pressed his call button, switching the line 
over, “Hey Brit!” 
 “Hey. So, uh… You didn’t answer my question 
while we were at school. We still getting’ together to 
watch a movie later?” 
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 “Actually, I was thinking about that.” 
 
 “Mhmm…” 
 
 “Do you remember when you said that your 
were not ready to believe in God?” 
 “Yeah…” 
 
 “Can I bring you something?” 
 
 “Does that mean we are not watching a 
movie?” 
 “I am sorry Brit. There is something I really 
want you to have and to think about.” 
 “Okay Zeph. I’ll be here waiting for you.” She 
hang up the phone without closing the conversation. 
 Zeph switched lines, “You still there Sophie?” 
 
 “It’s about time… I was about to hang up.” 
Sophie replied cheerfully. 
 “Haha,” Zeph said sarcastically, “So, I need to 
go to a friends house real quick, and then I will be 
over to pick you up.” 
 “Well, hurry up then silly-head.” 
 
 “Okay,” Zeph chuckled, “See you soon.” 
 
 Zeph walked to his room and searched for a 
Bible that he did not use. After a few minutes of 
searching, he found one that he took to church when 
his parents would make him go. The cover was beat 
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up and it had drawings in the margins, but there were 
a few verses that were marked. Zeph picked up that 
Bible, walked to his truck, and drove to Brittany’s 
house. 
 
 “Knock, Knock, Knock.” Zeph waited for 
Brittany to open the door, and she did. She looked 
aggravated, but she still seemed willing to listen to 
what Zeph had to say. Zeph knew she had a right to 
be angry. He was ditching her. He really did want her 
to think about eternity, but was not sure about using it 
as an excuse to see Sophie instead of her. 
 “What did you want to bring me?” asked 
Brittany with a sharp tone. 
 Zeph presented her with his used Bible, “I 
want you to have this.” 
 Brittany softened, but not much, “This is your 
Bible Zeph.” Brittany knew what it was and knew 
what it stood for to Christian people, like Zeph. 
Though she was still angry, receiving something that 
meant so much to someone else warmed her heart. 
“Why are you giving this to me?” 
 “Brit. You’re a really good friend. I really like 
spending time with you. But, uh… There is 
something way more important than us being 
together whenever we get a chance.” Brittany 
listened as Zeph shared his heart with her. “The thing 
is. I don’t want this to be all. I guess, what I am 
trying to say is that I want you to experience the 
relationship I get to experience with God every day.” 
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 “Zeph, I told you that I’m not ready…” 
 
 “I didn’t feel ready either. Really I don’t think 
one person could ever feel ready to do what it takes 
to become one of God’s children. We just come to a 
point when we decide to do it even though we are not 
ready.” 
 “So what do you want me to do?” Brittany 
looked toward the Bible she had been given. 
 “I want you to think about starting a 
relationship with God. I brought this so you could 
read it for yourself.” Zeph pointed at the gift, “It’s 
more important than being together right now.” 
 Brittany’s eyes began to fill with water as she 
looked back toward him, “Zeph this means so much 
to me.” She hugged him and he also hugged her. 
Even though Zeph meant every word, he began to 
feel even more guilty about using Brittany’s spiritual 
life as a reason to bail on her.  
 Brittany lessened her grip, and Zeph followed.  
 

“Where should I start reading?” Brittany asked 
as they stepped away from one another. 
 “You should definitely start in the New 
Testament.” Zeph replied, “But read the whole 
thing.” 
 Zeph got into his truck and backed out of 
Brittany’s driveway as she stood and waved. Zeph 
waved back, and then made his way to Sophie’s 
house. 
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 Zeph pulled into her driveway and noticed that 
she was sitting in front of the house waiting for him. 
She stood up and ran to his truck. 
 “Took you long enough,” she said with a smile 
on her face as she got into the truck. 
 “I told you I had to go to a friends house…”  
 
 “I know. I know.” Sophie flirtingly chuckled, 
“So, what are we watching?” 
 “Well,” Zeph replied as he smiled, “I was 
going to let you pick when we get to the house.” 
 They travelled to Zeph’s house talking the 
entire way, and when they arrived, Zeph put his truck 
in park, left the air running, and asked Sophie a 
question, “Sophie. I really don’t want you to 
disappear again…” 
 Sophie looked at Zeph, “I don’t want to either. 
I wish they could just figure out what is going on 
with me.” 
 “Me too. Can you tell me about it yet?” 
 
 “I’m not supposed to Zeph. I would like to tell 
you, but I’m not supposed to tell anyone.” 
 “Why not?” 
 
 “They say that I wouldn’t want the attention it 
would bring if everyone knew about it.” 
 “I see.” Zeph replied, “Let’s go watch a 
movie!” 
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 Zeph and Sophie stepped into Zeph’s house, 
and Sophie picked a movie, “How about this one?” 
 “That one looks great! My brother left it here.” 
Zeph said taking the movie from Sophie as she held it 
up. He placed the movie into the high definition blue 
ray player, turned on the television, and sat on one of 
the couches with Sophie. 
 Sophie looked at him, “I had a dream about 
your brother last night. At least I think I did…” 
 Zeph turned his head to her before pressing 
play, “Really? What was it about?” 
 “All I remember was that he had a gun, and 
followed you everywhere you went…” 
 “That’s creepy. Was he like my body guard?” 
 
 “Actually, I think he wanted to shoot you. 
Your brother doesn’t own a gun does he?” 
 “I don’t think so…” Zeph thought about it, 
“Let’s watch our movie.” He smiled at Sophie and 
she smiled back. Zeph took the remote, and pressed 
play while Sophie laid her head on his shoulder. He 
moved slightly and placed his arm around her. 
 Zeph could not help but to think of Brittany. 
He liked both girls, and he did not want to say no to 
either of them. 
  
 Halfway through the movie, Zeph heard a 
vehicle pull into the driveway in front of his house. 
He paused the movie expecting his mother to come 
through the doorway. 
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 Instead, he heard a knock on the front door, 
and stood up to answer it. When Zeph opened the 
door, he saw his brother standing on the other side. 
 “Is mom here?” he asked. 
 
 “No she’s not, what do you want?” Zeph 
replied. 
 Michael followed Zeph’s question sounding 
slightly dispirited, “I just need to talk to mom.” 
 At that time, Kassy Payton arrived home from 
work. She noticed her two sons standing at the front 
door as she walked toward the house from her car, 
“Michael, what are you doing home?” 
 Michael replied, “Can I talk to you?” 
 
 Zeph’s mother placed her hand on Michael’s 
back, “Sure hun.” 
 They all walked into the house. Noticing that 
Zeph and Sophie were watching a movie, Kassy 
greeted Sophie and walked with Michael into his 
former room. She closed the door and Zeph resumed 
the movie. 
 He looked at Sophie and Sophie returned the 
gaze. They both stood up, while the movie continued 
and walked over to the door of his brother’s old 
room. Zeph placed his ear next to the door, and 
Sophie followed his lead. 
 “…in trouble…” 
 
 “What kind of trouble are you in?” 
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 “I, um… Don’t have any money…” 
 
 “Michael. You have a good job. How can you 
not have any money?” 
 “Mom… I’m having trouble organizing my 
finances. That’s all…” 
 “Your not spending all of your money on 
alcohol are you?” 
 “N… Not all of it.” 
 
 “Michael. I am not going to give you money so 
you can spend it on beer and gambling.” 
 “You knew about that?” 
 
 “Yes I did, and I won’t support it.” 
 
 “I won’t spend it on gambling…” 
 
 “Michael, I’m not giving you money.” 
 
 Zeph heard his brother, “Mom…” 
 
 “Michael, you are just like your father.” His 
mother was getting harsher. 
 “Don’t ever say that!” His brother snapped 
back. 
 Zeph and Sophie heard someone stand up, so 
they hurried back to the couch.  
 Michael came out of the room first, followed 
closely by Kassy. Before Michael walked out through 
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the front door, he turned to Zeph, “Look what you 
did to our family,” and pointed at him. He slammed 
the door as he walked out. 
 Kassy shook her head as Michael backed out 
of the driveway and sped down the street, “I am sorry 
you had to see that Sophie.” Kassy turned and walked 
up to her room while Sophie and Zeph continued 
their movie. 
 As it was getting dark outside and the movie 
was close to its end, Zeph and Sophie saw, through 
the window behind the television, yet another vehicle 
pulling into the driveway in front of the house. They 
heard a car-door shut and a knock on the front door. 
 Zeph paused the movie once again, “Sorry.” 
He stood up and made one more trip to the front 
door. He was surprised when he saw Brittany 
standing on the other side holding the Bible he had 
given her. She glanced into the house noticing that 
Sophie was there with him. She looked at Zeph, 
shook her head, turned around and walked back to 
her car. 
 “Brittany! Wait!” Zeph pleaded. 
 
 Brittany stopped just before opening her car 
door, “What?” 
 Zeph did not know how to quickly explain 
himself, so he said the first thing that came into his 
mind, “Don’t go.”  
 “You want me to stay here? With her?” 
Brittany pointed toward the house. 
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 Zeph thought carefully about what he would 
say next, “I. I need to talk to both of you…” 
 
 A moment passed, and Brittany relented. She 
followed Zeph into the house and sat on one of the 
couches where Sophie was not. 
 “What’s going on Zeph?” Sophie inquired. 
 
 Zeph did not want to do what he was about to. 
He liked both girls and wanted to have a relationship 
with both girls. Both girls were a distraction to him 
when it came to his relationship with Christ. Zeph 
came to the conclusion that he must be honest with 
them, even though he did not want to be. 
 “I uh, need to tell you something.” Zeph 
answered. “You are both very good friends to me, 
and I like you both very much… But… I can’t have a 
relationship with both of you…” 
 “So are you finally going to choose?” Brittany 
asked. 
 Sophie looked at her grudgingly. 
 
 Zeph answered, “No. I am going to tell you 
both that I just want to be friends. Because I cannot 
just stop liking one of you, and I really hope that you 
both understand that…” 
 The girls remained silent. 
 
 “I also want you guys to stop trying to compete 
against one another. Can’t you just be friends?” 



Rebellion 

!200" 

 Zeph could tell that Sophie did not care much 
for Brittany, and that Brittany did not care much for 
Sophie. They did not want to befriend each other. 
 Silence resonated for a brief moment, then 
Brittany stood up and sat next to Sophie, “I think we 
can be friends…” 
 Sophie turned her head away from Brittany and 
crossed her arms. She waited a few moments, “I 
guess I can try…” 
 Zeph, still sitting away from both girls, asked, 
“Brittany, what did you come over here for?” 
 Brittany, still not wanting to talk to Zeph, 
asked, “Did Jesus really do that for us?” 
 Sophie turned to Brittany, “We can go talk 
about that if you want, I wanna’ get outa here.” 
 Sophie and Brittany stood up and left. Zeph 
knew they were angry and understood why. What he 
did not understand was why people had to just step 
out and do something they did not want to do in order 
to make the best decision. If Zeph would have done it 
earlier, this trouble could have been avoided. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Andrew Paul 

!201" 

Prayer 
 

 “God. Why isn’t it easy for me to do the right 
thing all of the time? Why do my feelings and wants 
still get in the way?” 
 
 Zeph prayed hoping for an immediate answer, 
but that answer did not seem to come. He lay in bed 
feeling as if his prayers did not move passed the 
ceiling, wondering if God was even listening. 
 Zeph remembered talking with Josh and Paul 
when they had last met for Bible study. They talked 
about prayer. Christians were to pray continually22, 
and Jesus even told His disciples that if they asked 
anything in His name, He would do it for them23. So 
why, if prayer was so powerful and so important, did 
Zeph feel like his were not even being heard? 
 Zeph drifted into sleep as he thought to himself 
about something his father shared with him when he 
was younger. He could only remember one segment 
of the conversation. “Son, I want you to find the 
answer on your own.” Could God have wanted the 
same thing? 
 Prayer seemed to Zeph like a burden. He tried 
talking with God and listening, but seldom heard 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
22+1+Thessalonians+5:17+
23+John+14:14+
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anything in reply. He prayed for people, but was not 
convinced that a perfect God would change His mind 
concerning what he had already decided. God’s love 
for humanity must also be greater than any man’s 
love for humanity. Why then, did Zeph try and pray 
for those who did not know Christ. Was God not 
already pursuing them? There were so many 
questions. Zeph knew that communication was 
important in any relationship, but did not understand 
why prayer was necessary, especially if God already 
knew everything. 
 
 Zeph forced himself out of bed the next 
morning. The very last thing he wanted to do was 
attend school. Despite his own feeling, Zeph did go. 
He was tired of those feelings getting in the way of 
what he knew he needed to do, and he was sick of the 
difficulty found in doing what was right. The 
question he had asked the previous night lingered in 
the forefront of his mind. 
 Brittany found Zeph as he was walking to his 
first class, “Zeph! Guess what?” 
 Zeph turned and saw her approaching, “Hey 
Brit. You still mad at me?” 
 Brittany shook her head, “No. Guess what?” 
 
 Zeph smiled, “What?” 
 
 “You have to guess…” 
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 “Um… You were born with six toes?” Zeph’s 
smile grew. 
 “Eww,” Brittany said while hitting him, “No. I 
got saved!”  
 Zeph hugged her, lifting her off the floor and 
spinning around with her, “That is amazing! How did 
you...” 
 The class bell interrupted him. 
 
 “I will tell you later,” Brittany said as she 
turned to make her way to class. 
 Zeph did not see her outside of class for the 
rest of the day, which surprisingly passed very 
quickly. Zeph hurried home, walked in the front door, 
made his way to his room, shut the door, sat on his 
bed, and opened his Bible. He was determined to 
answer the question that he asked the night before 
and thought about through the previous portion of the 
day. 
 He opened to the book of Matthew and started 
to skim. 
 
 One hour passed, and nothing caught Zeph’s 
attention from the pages as he slowly flipped along. 
 
 Two hours later: still no success. Zeph wanted 
an answer, but now struggled to filter through each 
line. 
 
 After two and a half hours, Zeph finally found 
something that sparked some interest. Strangely, it 
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did not address his question at all. Still, he read what 
he had found aloud to himself, “In him and through 
faith in him we may approach God with freedom and 
confidence.”24 Why did this particular set of words 
stand out among all of the others? They spoke about 
approaching God in and through faith in Jesus Christ. 
What did it mean to approach God in such a way? 
 After pondering this set of words for a 
moment, Zeph remembered one instance in which 
Jesus actually shared with His disciples how each of 
them should pray. He quickly flipped back to each 
account of Jesus’ life. He found what he was looking 
for in the book of Matthew, and also read it aloud. 
+

“This, then, is how you should pray: 
‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, 
your kingdom come, your will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily 
bread. And forgive us our debts, as we also 
have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.’”25 

 
 Zeph realized that no statement in Jesus’ 
example asked for God’s reasoning. It showed 
complete trust in why God allowed what He did. The 
first statement was praise. The second, asking for 
God’s will. Third, asking God to provide needs. 
Then, asking forgiveness and strength. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
24+Ephesians+3:12+
25+Matthew+6:9P13+
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 Perhaps asking God for reasoning behind why 
He allowed what He did was the opposite of 
completely trusting in Him. Jesus’ example was 
focused largely on the individual and the relationship 
that individual had with God. Could that be what “In 
Him” meant? 
 Zeph tried placing his thoughts together 
coherently. To approach God in Christ was to not be 
concerned with one’s self. Maybe prayer was not 
meant to be a way to get answers from God or a way 
to convince God of what He should do. Maybe prayer 
was not means to conform God’s heart to man’s but a 
way to conform man’s heart to God’s. 
  
 “God. Please give me your heart. I don’t know 
why you allow some of the things that you do, but I 
trust you. Lord, please give me the strength to 
overcome my own feelings so that I can serve you…” 
 
 What about the statement Jesus made to His 
disciples, telling them that He would do anything 
they asked in His name? 
 Zeph began talking to God and listening with a 
different attitude. He wanted his heart to be 
conformed to the heart of Christ. He prayed for 
people, not that God would change His mind 
concerning them but that God would change Zeph’s 
heart toward them. He asked God how he could help 
show Christ’s love to those people. Prayer was 
necessary not because God needed it, but because 
people needed it. 
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 Zeph jumped as his phone rang. “Ello?” he 
answered. 
 “Zeph, this is Brittany,” she sounded frantic, 
“My mom’s getting very sick again and there is no 
way we can afford another operation. Can you come 
over?” 
 Zeph was not aware of Brittany’s mom’s 
condition, whatever it might have been, and did not 
know the degree to which it affected Brittany. “Yeah. 
I’ll be right there,” he replied. 
 Zeph made his way to Brittany’s house and 
knocked on the front door. 
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Healing 
 

 “Zeph!” Brittany hugged him and asked him to 
come in. She led Zeph into a bedroom where her 
mother lay. Brittany’s mother wiped the tears from 
her eyes and struggled to greet Zeph. 
 “What is wrong with her?” Zeph turned to 
Brittany. 

“She has something called Crohn’s 
Disease. It got so bad before that we rushed her 
to the E-R. They ended up doing surgery and 
said that it shouldn’t come back, at least for a 
few years. A few months after our first E-R 
visit, the inflammation came back. The pain 
got so bad again that we had to take her back. 
They did another surgery. This makes the third 
time, and mom says that we can’t keep 
spending money we don’t have, especially if 
the problem is not going to go away.” 

 
 Brittany’s mother, still experiencing 
unbearable pain, made an effort to listen to the 
conversation that was taking place. 
 

Brittany continued and Zeph listened, 
“She heard us talking the first night you came 
over, and asked me if you would ask God to 
heal her.” 
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 Zeph did not know how to respond. He had 
only recently discovered that prayer was a means to 
build on an already existing relationship with Christ 
with the purpose of conforming one’s own heart to 
that of Christ. If that was God’s design for prayer, 
Zeph did not understand how he could pray for God 
to heal someone else. If it were God’s plan, would 
God not see it through regardless of his own efforts? 
 Zeph pulled Brittany into the hallway, just 
outside the room. “Brittany, I don’t think I can do 
this,” he whispered. 
 “I know you can’t do this,” Brittany pointed at 
Zeph, “but God can. Zeph, my mother has never 
cared about God or had any interest in knowing about 
Him. I know you believe in the power God has, but 
this may be the only time my mother will care to 
notice. You need to go back into that room and we 
will pray for my mom.” 
 Zeph raised his hands, “Okay.” They both 
walked into the room. Zeph and Brittany joined 
hands next to the bed where Dona lay. 
 

“God,” Zeph began to pray, becoming 
more nervous with every word, “Brittany’s 
mom is in a lot of pain. They can’t afford 
surgery, and the surgery she has had doesn’t 
help. God, we know you have the power to 
heal her.” Zeph felt his heart beat slightly 
quicker, “We know you have the power to heal 
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her. God, we ask that you will. Please heal 
Brittany’s mom. In Jesus Christ’s name, 
Amen.” 

 
 Zeph and Brittany opened their eyes and 
looked toward Dona. She lay still with her eyes 
closed. The two friends exited the room and walked 
down the hallway and into Brittany’s room. 
 “I wonder if it worked…” Zeph asked not 
convinced. 
 “Of course it worked,” Brittany replied, “We 
asked God.” 
 They sat and talked waiting for Brittany’s 
mother to wake up, but she did not. Finally, it started 
to get dark outside and Zeph decided that he should 
make his way home. That is what he did. 
 
 Zeph walked through his front door and was 
greeted by his mother, “Zeph you got some mail 
today. I put it on your bed.” 
 “Thanks mom,” Zeph replied as he stepped 
into his room. He picked up the envelope, opened it, 
removed a letter a read it to himself. 
 
  “Zephaniah Isaac Payton, 
 

We will be recognizing all of our 
graduates on May 20, 2012 during the morning 
worship service. We have recognized your 
outstanding love for our Lord and would like 
you to represent your class by briefly telling us 
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what you have seen God do this past year. We 
look forward to hearing from you. Please be 
thinking about what you would like to say. 

We are asking that all those who are 
graduating wear their cap and gown to the 
morning worship service on May 20th. After 
the service and the recognition, we will treat 
you to lunch. 

  Love in Christ, 
  Pastor Jame Jonah 
  Youth Pastor Matt Wolff” 

 
 Zeph set the envelope and the letter back on his 
bed and moved to the kitchen to find something to 
eat. 
 “So what was it?” His mother asked as he 
entered the kitchen. 
 “Just something about the church recognition 
service for grads,” Zeph opened the refrigerator and 
grabbed some leftovers. 
 After eating, Zeph made his way to his room, 
read his Bible, spent some time talking with God, 
then lay down and fell asleep. 
 
 “Bro,” Zac called to Zeph from across the 
parking lot as Zeph arrived at school the next 
morning, “You need to tell your church to quit 
sending me crap in the mail.” 
 Zeph turned around as Zac approached, “What 
are you talkin’ about?” 
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 “Apparently, your church wants to recognize 
me, and thinks that I should remind you about some 
of the things God has done this past year so you can 
tell the whole church about it.” 
 Zeph replied as they walked into the school 
building, “Dude, I’m sorry the church cares so much 
about you.” 
 “Haha. You are so freakin’ funny. You can tell 
your church that God hasn’t done anything this 
freakin’ year except cause me to lose everything.” 
 “Look Zac, God loves you more than you will 
ever know. He really does.” 
 Zac stopped Zeph, “I will believe that when I 
see it.” He walked away. 
 Just as Zac walked away, Brittany, Josh, and 
Paul approached and stood around Zeph. 
 “Dude, I can’t believe that actually happened!” 
Zeph heard Paul telling the others as they 
approached. 
 “What happened?” Zeph was intrigued. 
 
 “You aughta’ know, bro. You were there.” 
Josh said. 
 “Well, you’ll have to remind me,” Zeph 
persisted. 
 Brittany chimed in, “Zeph, my mom woke up 
this morning and was not experiencing any pain.” 
 “You serious?” Zeph asked immediately. 
 
 “Yes I am.” 
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 Paul jumped in, “Zeph do you remember when 
we talked about prayer. There is power bro! And God 
really does answer according to our faith!” 
 Zeph paused, “I didn’t really think it would 
happen…” 
 Brittany also admitted, “Neither did I…” 
 
 Paul replied, “Maybe your mom is the one that 
had faith.” 
  
 Zeph sat through the long day of school, then 
slowly made his way home. When he arrived, he 
went to his room. His beliefs were constantly 
changing, and he needed to organize his thoughts 
once again. 
 Prayer was not simply a tool that could be used 
to conform the hearts of men to God’s own heart. It 
was powerful. If God’s children asked for something 
with the right intensions, and in faith, then it would 
be done for them. These intensions could not be self-
centered. They must endorse God’s will, and His 
plan. There was a power that every believer 
possessed because each one was a child of an all-
powerful God. Why was that power not being used?  
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Sacrifice 
 

 The school year was nearing its end, and 
Zephaniah Isaac Payton was about to graduate. He sat 
in church service on Sunday morning thinking about 
what he was going to say about what God had done. 
He looked to his right and saw Brittany, Josh, Paul, 
and the other students who would be recognized. He 
glanced around the auditorium and saw more faces 
that he recognized including: his mother Kassy, his 
father Curtis, Sophie, Brittany’s mom Dona, and 
Sophie’s parents. Zeph did not expect to see some of 
those who were present. 
 The service started, and everyone stood to sing. 
Twenty full minutes of worship, bringing people’s 
hearts closer to God’s, passed and Pastor Jame Jonah 
stood to speak. 
  

“This is a very important time for our 
church. We have the opportunity to 
congratulate several of our young people on 
completing another chapter in their lives. High 
school graduates of 2012, will you please stand 
to your feet?” 

 
 Zeph stood along with the others who sat 
around him, and the congregation applauded them. 
The Pastor continued, 
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“Young people. You are about to 

graduate from high school, and as you move on 
to the next chapter in your life your walk with 
God will become very difficult, in fact it will 
be more difficult than it has been because you 
will encounter many more oppositions to your 
faith. Let me encourage you not to give up. 
Pursue God in everything that you do, and run 
the race God has given you to run. Zeph, will 
you please come and share a few words about 
what God has done this past year?” 

 
 Zeph stood up, stepped into the isle, and 
walked to the stage. After stepping up to the 
microphone, he started. 
  

“This past year has been very eventful. 
God got a hold of me last summer and that 
caused me to change everything that I believed 
in. My activities changed, and I learned what it 
was like to love others and to be loved. I came 
to understand what it meant to give up my life, 
in order to gain it…” 

 
 The room filled with silence as the sudden 
opening and closing of the door at the back of the 
auditorium interrupted Zeph. The entire congregation 
turned and watched Zeph’s older brother, Michael, 
walk down the isle toward the stage. He looked 
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angrier than Zeph had ever witnessed. Michael 
stepped onto the stage where Zeph stood, pulled a 
handgun from the back of his pants, and pointed it 
toward Zeph.  
  
 Zeph tried his best to remain calm, and the 
entire congregation watched fearfully in disbelief. 
One man stood and ran out through back door. 
 “I have a question for you little brother.” 
Michael said so that everyone in attendance could 
hear, “Is your God real enough that you would die for 
Him?” 
  
 It was difficult for Zeph to imagine what might 
have driven his brother to such an extreme. Michael 
had been rash in the past, but never to the point of 
threatening someone else’s life. 
 “What’s wrong Michael?” Zeph boldly asked. 
 
 “What’s wrong? Nothing in life is right. Even 
my own family disowned me. You would all rather 
love some fictional deity than your own brother.” 
 
 “You don’t have to do this Michael…” 
 
 One of the doors behind the stage opened, and 
the man that had left appeared in that doorway with a 
revolver in his hand, “Drop the gun son. No one has 
to get hurt.” 



Rebellion 

!216" 

 Michael looked at him, and then turned his 
attention back toward Zeph, “You did not answer my 
question. Is your God real enough to die for?” 
 “I already gave up my life for Him, Michael.” 
Zeph looked across the congregation as tears began 
to flow from his eyes. 
 
 He saw his mother along with many others 
who were in attendance trying to hold back their 
tears. 
 
 “Maybe you don’t understand little brother. 
Denounce your faith in Christ.” 
 Zeph’s tears began to flow more freely, “Why 
are you doing this?” 
 “Now! Denounce your faith,” Michael’s voice 
became more stern. 
 “Michael, you need to put that gun down. It’s 
not worth what you are getting yourself into,” the 
man standing toward the back of the stage warned 
him. 
 Zeph’s mother stood up, “Michael, please put 
the gun down. We love you.” 
 Michael sounded as if he was getting angrier, 
“Everyone shut up or I will pull the trigger! Zeph, 
denounce your faith!” 
 Red and blue lights filled the auditorium as 
squad cars pulled into the parking lot. 
 “You know I can’t do that, Michael,” Zeph 
replied to his brother, facing him boldly. 
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“Bang.” 
 
“Bang.” 
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Reality 
 

 Later that week, the same auditorium that had 
been used to celebrate the person of Jesus Christ was 
used to mourn the loss of two lives. One brother, 
Michael Denton Payton, took the life of another, 
Zephaniah Isaac Payton, before turning the gun on 
himself.  
 Everyone in attendance stood as the family of 
Zeph and Michael shuffled down the isle. The only 
sound that could be heard was the outpour of tears 
from the faces of family as they took their seats in the 
front middle section of the auditorium. 
 Songs were played and a slideshow for each of 
the two brothers was displayed. After this, Jame 
Jonah stood to address those in attendance. 
 

“I did not know Michael very well, and 
do not, myself understand what implications 
lay behind his decision to do what he did. He 
was a very bright young man, and seemed to 
be very successful. I remember he and 
Zephaniah both being troublemakers as young 
children, most of the time it seemed they 
worked together to create disruptions. They 
grew up, and both became very mature. They 
asked questions of life and eternity that most 
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people care not to ask, and they each sought 
answers, coming to their own conclusions. 

I got to know Zeph this past year. He 
would spend much of his time here at the 
church helping with anything that needed to be 
done. To put it simply, Zeph was an inspiration 
to all of us, and the number of people here 
today is a testimony to that. I know beyond the 
shadow of a doubt that we will all see Zeph 
again, when we are living in the eternal 
presence of our King. 

Zeph left a legacy. He rebelled against 
the false standards of the world around us. He 
took a stand and lived truth. That is the 
challenge that faces not only the young people 
in this auditorium, but the old as well. Will we 
carry on that legacy? Will we choose to step 
beyond the rules, rituals, and religion of 
Christianity? Will we live in love with Christ, 
just as Zephaniah Isaac Payton did? I sure hope 
so… Students, this is the year that the youth 
rebel.26” 

 
 Jame Jonah stepped off the stage and readied 
himself to comfort the grieving family as others who 
were close to the family opened both caskets. 
 One of the ushers motioned for the 
congregation, excluding the family, to stand. They 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
26+Robert+Smith,+Upside+Down+Ministries+2010+
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did so. Some moved by the caskets to view the two 
bodies before exiting and some simply exited. 
 After everyone else left the auditorium, the 
usher motioned for the family to stand. One-by-one 
they grieved as each took his or her time filing by 
each casket, grieving over the lost loved ones.  
 Kassy Payton could not bear herself as she 
moved passed the body of her older son. “Why 
couldn’t you have just been a part of our family?” she 
whispered as tears fell from her eyes. She reached 
down to hug Michael’s body, “I still love you…”  
 She wiped her tears after a few moments and 
move on. Though she tried, she could not keep 
herself from crying. Her sobbing became thicker as 
she approached Zeph’s body, and she reached out to 
hug it as well. “I’m so sorry Zeph. I will see you 
soon.” 
 

Be a Rebel… 
Leave a Legacy… 

Take a Stand… 
Live Truth… 

 
“Welcome home, my good and faithful servant.”27 

 
 
 
 
 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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