PLAY
	The other day I was watching a rerun of the 1950’s comedy “Father Knows Best”.   I love those old shows!   The storyline was simple yet inspiring.   Bud, the teenage son, wanted to go play baseball.   However, his mother wouldn’t let him play until his chores were done.   Scene by scene, Mrs. Anderson caught Bud avoiding raking leaves, cleaning his room, and learning a poem he was supposed to recite in church while he attempted to sneak out to play ball.   Each time he was caught he was reminded of the same lesson:  “You must finish your work before you play.”
	Most of our country could use a refresher course in this lesson.  Over the years we have lost our ability to keep play and recreation in their proper place.   Honestly, it is ruining us.   Instead of play being a source of refreshment and relaxation from the daily grind of life, it has become a cruel taskmaster that is robbing us of life.  As followers of Christ who want to walk in freedom, it is time that we break free of the hold Play has on us.  
	You may be thinking, “This is crazy.  I enjoy my hobbies, recreation, sports, and entertainment.    It helps me unwind from all the pressure and stress of life.”   
	Really?   Or if you look very closely, does an overemphasis on these things add to the pressure and stress in your life?   Let’s take a look at that idea.
	One of the things that create stress and pressure in our lives is a lack of time.   Everyone is so busy.    It seems there is never enough time in the day to get everything done.    Every member of the family has their own individual commitments that place more demands on the limited 24 hours that are in a day.     What if we sat down and analyzed our schedules.    Here’s a challenge:  Take a notebook and write down every activity and commitment that you and your family have in a week.   Now really look at it.   How many of those commitments are related to Play?   Include hobbies, sports, and entertainment.  
 What if you eliminated half of these events?   Would it relieve the constant pressure of having no time?   What windows of time would open up for you to meet the responsibilities you are currently ignoring because you don’t have the time?   Would you feel less stressed and more relaxed if you eliminated even 25% of the play from your life?   These are interesting questions to ask yourself.   Is play really refreshing and relaxing you, or are you playing so much that it is wearing you out?   Do you ever have time to truly relax or is Play stressing you out?  
	Another area that Play is destroying is our finances.   We live in a new economy.   Experts vary on whether things will ever improve or if harder times are coming.   People everywhere are stressed about money.   As inflation rises and personal incomes stagnate or decrease, we need to return to the old fashioned ideas about handling money.   This is totally against Play’s philosophy.   
	It is time for Bible-believing Christians to lead the way in financial responsibility.   We have the blueprint the world is seeking.   The Bible is full of wisdom, advice, and instruction about money management.   It teaches us to save money, live within our means, avoid debt, and be good stewards over the things God has given us.   We are taught to plan and count the cost before we enter into any endeavor, and to wait patiently for the things that we want.   All of the principles we need for handling money properly can be found in the Bible.   It is our choice whether we apply those Biblical principles or not.   
	One of the principles that the Bible teaches is the value of hard work over play.   Diligence in our work is seen as a key to financial success.     On the other hand, the Bible warns us against laziness and too much play.   Ultimately, overindulgence in play will destroy us financially.   Why?   Because play is expensive!   Tickets to sporting events, movies, theatres, amusement parks, and other entertainment facilities are skyrocketing.     It costs over $200.00 for the average family of four to spend one day at a theme park.   That’s just the cost of admission.   That doesn’t include food, drinks, and other extras once you get inside.   That is a big chunk out of the weekly budget.   Combine this with the cost of  multiple events throughout a week or month, and we find that percentage of our income spent on play is out of control.    As we lament our lack of money for life’s necessities and the stress our debt is causing us, we need to address the monster of Play that is eating up our money.     
	Another area where play is creating stress and pressure is in our relationships.   Rather than bringing the family closer together, play is driving us further apart.     Everyone is so busy participating in their individual play that we have no time to spend building and nurturing our relationships.   The average family can’t even eat their meals together anymore because of the demands of Play.   As we spend less and less time together, we grow further apart.     We have no idea what is going on in the lives of the people who live right in our own homes.   To solve the problem and fill the loneliness inside we join more groups and play harder.   Ultimately, Play is in control of our lives while we keep busy trying to avoid the emptiness that should  be filled by relationships with family and friends.   
I am a firm believer that Play is not helping us, it is hurting us.   It is keeping us from being the strong, capable believers that God wants us to be.   If we were really honest, we would admit that play and entertainment often interfere with our relationship with God.   Can we even ask ourselves the question, “Does my life revolve around God and following His principles, or does it center on Play?”    Play has become an idol that is worshipped and sacrificed to in our country.   What place does it have in your life? 
These were questions our family had to face and deal with several years ago.  If you have been reading our money series, you know that years ago our family underwent a major financial crisis.   In one day, everything in our lives changes.   God used this experience to reevaluate every area of our lives—including our Play.  As we began living on a budget and learning a new way of life, God made us analyze the place that play had in our lives.   Honestly, it wasn’t pretty.  
We learned that giving “play” an undeserved priority in our lives was a hereditary trait.    My Dad was raised in a family where Play was a top priority, especially among the men.   When he had his own family, he brought that trait along for the ride.    As he was taught as a child, he believed that since he worked he deserved to play.    Too much money was spent on golf outings, sporting events and other activities related to play.   Family necessities like clothes and household needs came second to the need to play.    In the end, his lack of financial responsibility and desire for play created a debt that had to be addressed.   
As the Holy Spirit was putting our financial house in order, He was also prioritizing our lives.   He taught us that Play can have a place in our lives, but it cannot outgrow its place.    When we started living on a budget, there was a set allotment of money for Play.   It included all recreational activities, including eating at restaurants.   This money was to be shared by the entire family.    Thus, we had to pick and choose how we wanted to spend this money.   When that money was gone, we were done playing until the next budget cycle.   
Honestly, when you put Play into its proper place in your finances, it finds its place in the rest of your life.   It can no longer be the Monster that consumes your time and relationships, because it has limits and boundaries.   For us, the Holy Spirit put very tight boundaries on our Play money.   It was a very small percentage of our income.   Thankfully, He did allow us to keep our basic cable (really, television is a form of entertainment and play).   However, He didn’t think we needed as much money for play we thought we did.  
What the Holy Spirit did think we needed was a reintroduction to the principle of hard work.   At the same time as He was restructuring our lives and our finances, the Holy Spirit allowed our home to start needing major home repairs.   Suddenly, we had something to fill the time that we formerly used for Play.    We developed new “hobbies” like painting, home repair, and gardening.   
Can I be honest?   My Mom taught us that we needed to have a good attitude and learn to enjoy doing the work.   After a few projects, we did.   It became fun and relaxing.   An hour of pulling weeds in the garden became a relaxing time of reflection.   The challenges of learning a new skill and implementing it became exciting and fun.   The time we spent together picking materials and doing the projects became fun times of togetherness, breaking the daily monotony, and relationship building memories.    Instead of avoiding work to play, we learned to enjoy work.    When we did have the opportunity to do something fun and relaxing, it was a unique treat and we appreciated it more than we ever did before.  
So you may be saying, “I realize that Play is draining my life, and I want to put it back into its proper perspective, but I have no idea where to start or how to get off of the crazy Play treadmill.”    Here’s an idea.  
Start with prayer.   Take some time alone with God and ask Him to forgive you for giving Play too large a place in your life.   If it has become an idol for you, ask Him to forgive you for worshipping a god other than Him.   Then ask the Holy Spirit to show you all the areas of Play that He wants eliminated from your life.   Obviously, you want to eliminate any areas of Play that go against Biblical principles and God’s standards.  (Isn’t it funny how easily sin can disguise itself as play?)   This would include any form of gambling, drinking, or activities that are sexually perverse.   It will also include entertainment of any kind (movies, television, books, and plays) that include sexually explicit behavior, unnecessary violence, and vulgar language.   Even if they are disguised as Play, they are still sin and need to be repented of and forsaken.  
After these areas are eliminated, the Holy Spirit may show you other areas of Play that He wants eliminated.   He sees your schedule, your time limitations and your money boundaries.   He knows what Play He will allow in your life and what He wants to go.    He also understands what companions are influencing you or your children the wrong way during your “play dates”.   
Please, be very open to this.   Not all play is good for your children.   The Holy Spirit may be trying to warn you that your child is in a dangerous situation and you aren’t aware.   Don’t excuse His promptings with, “It’s just a kids game, everyone’s doing it.”   If He urges you to pull your kids out of an activity or a team, do it.   Remember, He knows and sees all.  He will only do things that are for your good. 
Finally, be open to new areas of relaxation and enjoyment that the Holy Spirit may try to introduce to you.   How about a walk around the block with your spouse or an evening sitting on the front porch talking?   When is the last time you took your children outside to play in your back yard?   How about a board game?   Maybe like us, the Holy Spirit wants to introduce you to the hobbies of gardening, fixing your own car, or taking care of your home.   Maybe He has someone He wants you to help.   What plans does He have for your time that will give you more pleasure and fulfillment than Play ever did?   Be open to those areas.   Allow Him to lead you.   It’s a new way of life and a new adventure, but as someone who has been on the journey, I encourage you to give it a try.    Who knows what freedom awaits you after you break free from the control of Play?  
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