Hope or discouragement
Early morning sun in the garden: May at its finest, floodlit by a pale gold light and sparkling with dew. As the sun climbed, it picked out new plants: the weigela with fat red buds and deep pink flowers in their prime; copper beech leaves with juvenile sheen; seedling nasturtiums thriving from last year's plants; clematis with delicate tendrils up the bamboo stick; and everywhere lush green. It prompted me to praise God for his creation, his power of growth. For years the weigela had failed to grow strongly and had produced few flowers on its spindly woody growth but now it was exuberant. Whilst other trees were producing leaves, the copper beech had retained the dead ones from last autumn; suddenly the new buds had pushed off the dry crisps and had opened into the glorious deep red-browns. The nasturtium seedlings had been in danger of being overtaken by weeds but now they were clearly recognisable. The clematis had been a self-seeded plantlet, struggling to maintain a hold on life, just hanging on for two years; this spring it is advancing and healthy.

As I focused on the creative growth and beauty in the garden, I felt hope minister in me. I wasn't exactly praying, though I had been giving thanks. I looked at a giant clump of Bear's Breeches. We had been given the root some years back but the plant had never thrived. Last autumn it had produced a flower spike around November, too late to fully open and the spike had rotted. Nevertheless the plant survived the winter and now massive new leaves spread out and the plant was already chest high. But the more I looked, the more I saw snails and slugs eating away at the leaves. I kept plucking them off and throwing them onto the drive. But the more I plucked them off, the more discouraged I felt. How could I ever win the war against destructive pests.

When I went back inside the house, the hope had gone and a general sense of despondency lay over me.

Then I felt that the time had not been wasted. God showed me that my experience in the garden was a parable for life. I could choose to focus on the positive things that produce encouragement and hope, joy and lightness. Or I could give in to the problems. The snails and slugs are like Satan's demons. They relentlessly nibble away, damaging and destroying. Hundreds of them on one plant, millions in one garden. In the same way, Satan sends his demons to wear us down with the aim of eventually defeating and destroying us, distracting us from God, from God's kingdom, blessings, promises, grace and goodness; nibbling away at our faith with constant lies, taunts, setbacks, and situations; wearing us down with failure, infirmity, guilt and shame.

The snails and slugs are destroyers that reduce or demolish the harvest, the fruit. Likewise the demons; emissaries sent by Satan, the robber and accuser and deceiver, fallen from grace and out to destroy.

This side of glory we will never be free from the assignments against us, but we can and must stand, in spite of them. The first step to victory is to be aware of the devil's schemes; the second is to resist them.

When Jesus told the parable of the wheat and the weeds (tares) he said that the weeds could not be pulled up because wheat would be pulled up at the same time. The promise is that he will come with his angels and destroy the weeds but gather up the wheat. Our garden was full of luscious, outrageous growth. It only took the sight of a few snails to rob me of the blessing. Yet God's power, creation and growth far outweighs anything Satan can do if we put our trust in God.

The promise is in Jeremiah 17:7-8:


Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in 
him.


He will be like a tree planted by the water that sends out its roots by 
the stream.


It does not fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green.


It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit.
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