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Introduction
We hope this daily devotional will bless and serve you by being a constant reminder that personal change is centered in the person of Christ. The selections are excerpted from books and other materials written by the experienced counselors at CCEF. Each day’s meditation is anchored in Scripture and saturated with Christ’s mercies. The suggested Bible reading is meant to complement and enlarge on the themes of the daily reading. Reading the meditations thoughtfully, along with the daily Scripture passages, will encourage you to grow in your walk with the Lord.
We know from years of seeing lives changed that short readings alone are not a “quick fix.” But we are convinced that the Spirit is always present and active through God’s Word, thoughtful contemplation, prayer, and community within the body of Christ. As you seek to know God personally and be changed by him, our prayer is that he would meet you daily as you reflect on who he is and what he has done for you in Christ.
The Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation (CCEF) exists to teach people how to explore the wisdom and depth of the Bible and apply its grace-centered message to the problems of daily living. Our mission is to restore Christ to counseling and counseling to the church. As a ministry, we seek to do this in a variety of ways:
To learn more about the ministry of CCEF and to find many helpful resources, visit our website at www.ccef.org.
January 1
2 PETER 1:3–9
God “has given us everything we need for life and godliness” (2 Peter 1:3). The first few verses of this passage lay out the glories of our identity as God’s children that Peter says we must not forget. God has given everything we need, not only for eternal life, but also for the God-honoring life to which we have been called until he returns. Notice the tense of the verb. Peter says God has given us everything we need. It has already happened! This is a fundamental Gospel truth. God will not call us to do anything without providing a way for it to be done. If he calls us to cross the Red Sea, he will enable us to swim, send a boat, build a bridge, or part the waters!
Don’t forget who you are. You are the children of God who have inherited riches beyond your ability to conceive. You have been given everything you need to do what God has called you to do. Don’t give in to discouragement. Don’t quit. Don’t run away from your calling. Don’t settle for a little bit of faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control, perseverance, brotherly kindness, and love. Get everything that is your inheritance as God’s children.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
January 2
1 JOHN 1:5–10
Asking for forgiveness is a war between self-righteousness and unearned grace. Between the rules of my kingdom and the commandments of the King. Between a desire to be served and the call to serve. Between living for my own glory and being consumed by the glory of God. I do not fight this war alone. The King, who has welcomed me into his better kingdom, is a Warrior King who will continue to fight on my behalf until the last enemy is under his feet.
This is the battle of battles. His kingdom will come. His will will be done. He will not sit idly by and permit his kingdom children to live with a greater practical allegiance to the building of their own kingdoms. So he fights for the freedom of our souls. He battles for the control of our hearts. He works to liberate our desires and to focus our thoughts. And as he does this, he calls us to humbly confess that we really do love ourselves more than we love him and others. He invites us to admit how regularly we demand our own way. He welcomes us to own up to our anger, greed, envy, and vengeance. If his kingdom is ever to fully come, it must be a kingdom of forgiveness where rebel citizens can be made right again and again and again.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
January 3
1 KINGS 19:1–8
Elijah had abandoned the job God gave him to do as Israel’s prophet. He admitted that he had wrongly given up as he prayed in the desert, “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.”
When we lose confidence in God, we never do so in the abstract. Rather, our faith dissolves in concrete situations where God doesn’t seem up to the job. When Jezebel threatened Elijah he ran, revealing his false faith that she could affect his life more than the Lord. Yet, Elijah felt conviction of sin. He knew he’d sold God out, hence his conclusion that he was no better than anyone else. Life had become a messy, vicious cycle that made it hard even to consider approaching people again.
Remarkably, God did not ridicule or berate him. Nor did he reject him and find someone else to complete the mission. Instead, when Elijah arrived in the desert, God sent an angel to feed and strengthen him. Not only did Elijah’s strength revive, so did his faith. Instead of simply running away from the enemy, he ran toward his Lord. Elijah may not have had enough faith to face the queen he had angered, but he learned he could face the God he had failed.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
January 4
1 PETER 1:3–25
The ending makes all the difference. A tragic story like Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet starts well, with people full of hope and love, but it ends badly. A comedy like Much Ado About Nothing opens with dark omens and scheming betrayers. The future looks very uncertain but it turns out wonderfully. It is the ending rather than the humor that makes it a comedy.
You must decide whether you will live life as a tragedy or a comedy. The story that Jesus offers you is a comedy. Scripture tells you the end, and, if you have put your faith in Jesus rather than in yourself, it is your end too. Jesus wins. His justice prevails. His love is seen for what it really is—boundless and irresistible. Our unity with him exceeds our imaginations. We will see that life was much more purposeful than we thought. Everything we ever did by faith—because of Jesus—stands firm and results in “praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed” (1 Peter 1:7). Knowing this, of course, does not blot out sorrow. But knowing the end reveals that sorrow and death don’t win. For those who know Christ, life and joy are the last word.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 5
1 THESSALONIANS 5:14–18
Taking you out of the center of things, deep and thorough repentance and faith enable you to see those around you. You now see them through eyes cleansed by the forgiving grace of Christ. You begin to see things that, in your sin, you were not able to see. You may not ignore sin if it is there, but you begin to see the person and the struggles, temptations, and weaknesses that are part of his conflict with you. At this point, you can choose to serve and not be served. Christ’s massive service for you on the cross gets bigger; it progressively changes your heart and empowers you to serve the other person. In 1 Thessalonians 5:14–18, Paul is giving pastoral instruction to the Thessalonians as they seek to help each other grow in grace.
“Warn the idle.” Love warns someone when there are patterns of destructive behavior that involve obvious violations of God’s wise and loving commands. Whenever there is a persistent pattern of sin, love requires us to move toward the person with gentle courage and humble resolve. “Encourage the timid.” Love comes alongside the fearful and brings encouragement. “Help the weak.” The word help can be translated: “Hold on to them,” or “Put your arm round them.” This emphasizes the need for practical guidance and support through the long process of change. They need to be reminded of the gospel’s comfort as well as its call.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
January 6
1 TIMOTHY 1:12–17
Watch God engage people in the Bible, and learn that he really doesn’t treat us as our sins deserve (Psalm 103:10). He doesn’t pursue us to make us pay him back for all our sins and mistakes. He wants us to turn to him and be reconciled to him (2 Corinthians 5:20–21). He does not engage people with a hidden agenda to make his life easier. He invests himself in relationships that make his life harder!
The apostle Paul was handpicked by Jesus to see his resurrected body; he was used by God to share the gospel all over the known world; and wherever he preached, churches were started. Why then does he keep reminding us of his failings—that he was a blasphemer, a persecutor of Christians, and an enemy of Jesus (1 Timothy 1:12–17)? He doesn’t do this just once; he regularly and publicly proclaimed his failings (Acts 22:3–5; 1 Corinthians 15:9; Galatians 1:13; Philippians 3:6). Paul had two reasons for his public confessions: to give glory to God and to give hope to others. His message was, “If Jesus can do this for me, the chief of sinners—a self-righteous, murdering, religious hypocrite—then surely he can do the same for you!” Paul’s confession inspires hope.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
January 7
2 CORINTHIANS 1:3–11
Did Paul forget Jesus’ words about worry? He wrote about hardships that were far beyond his ability to endure, “so that we despaired even of life” (2 Corinthians 1:8). These hardships indicate that God does not always satisfy basic human needs; Paul was not expecting God to spare him from death. But Paul writes, “This happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9). Paul was delivered from these hardships, but he did not assume that God guaranteed such deliverance in the future.
How did Paul reconcile Jesus’ observation about birds that are fed by the Father with his own history of hunger and near-death experiences? The apostle viewed the world through the defining event of the kingdom of heaven: Christ and him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2). Jesus Christ was the Word that came from heaven. He was the Bread of Life. When Paul witnessed the King going through hunger, the worst of hardships, and death itself, Paul realized he was witnessing the way of the kingdom. When he was ushered down this path, he welcomed it. What sustained him was spiritual food and drink: “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation. . . . I can do everything through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:12–13).
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 8
HEBREWS 2:5–18
Suffering does not oppose love; it is a result of it. One of the grand purposes of human existence is to look more and more like Jesus. This is God’s plan for us. It is one of the greatest gifts he could give. It is evidence that he has brought us into his family. If Jesus learned obedience through suffering, we will too. A path without hardships should cause us to wonder if we really belong to God.
The challenge for us is to think as God thinks. In other words, our present thinking must be turned upside-down. We once thought that suffering was to be avoided at all costs; now we must understand that the path to becoming more like Jesus goes through hardship, and it is much better than the path of brief and superficial comfort without Jesus. When we understand this grand purpose, we discover that suffering does not oppose love; it is a result of it (Hebrews 12:8). We are under the mistaken impression that divine love cannot coexist with human pain. Such thinking is one of Satan’s most effective strategies. It must be attacked with the gospel of grace.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 9
1 CORINTHIANS 1:18–25
The world bears the mark of sin. Culture provides a way for us to see ourselves and the world. It emerges whenever people gather together. Therefore, families, schools, and church denominations all have particular cultures. Culture oversees the unwritten guidelines for manners, traditions, and relationships: whether or not we have dinner together, how we celebrate our holidays, whether we raise hands in worship or kneel, how we greet each other, and so on.
Infused through culture, however, is what Scripture refers to as the world. The world was created by God as the abode of human beings. As created by God it is good, but as our abode it bears the mark of our sin. Therefore, in the New Testament, the term world is used to denote the order of things that are alienated from God. In this sense, it is morally corrupt (2 Peter 1:4), peddling foolishness as wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:20) and interpreting God’s wisdom as foolishness (1 Corinthians 1:23). Even though we don’t need any assistance in sensual indulgence, the world plants the message that unbridled sensuality is good, thus abetting the tendencies of our own hearts.
Recognizing that the world is outside us heightens our awareness of the spiritual battle we must fight. Not only do we have to fight against our own sin, we also have to fight against aspects of the culture that applaud our sinful tendencies rather than rebuke them.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 10
2 SAMUEL 7:5–16
Is God punishing us when we suffer? It’s easy to feel like it. So as you think about your life and what God is doing, you need to keep in mind the very important distinction between punishment and discipline. Punishment means someone is trying to extract payment from you for what you owe them. When you think about how much debt you’ve racked up by sinning against an infinite God, then you quickly realize that it would take eternity to pay it off. God knows that it would be impossible for you to pay for your sins, so he sent Jesus to pay your debts. If you have put your faith in Jesus, then the pain you are experiencing has nothing to do with paying what you owe—Jesus’ death paid it all. You have no outstanding debt in your relationship with God. That’s why you need to understand that what God is doing in your life is not punishment—it’s corrective discipline. Those God loves do experience pain, but the pain is not punishment; it’s discipline and it’s meant for our good. Even verses that use the word “punish” when discussing God’s people have disciplined training in view (2 Samuel 7:14–16; Lamentations 4:22). What you’re experiencing is pain that is helping you grow in holiness.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
January 11
2 TIMOTHY 3:14–4:8
The Bible is God’s breathed-out word. “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20–21). Because the Bible is God’s truthful word and not the flight of human fancy, it has authority for God’s people. It is, as Paul goes on to say, “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.” Peter puts it this way: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (2 Peter 1:3–4). Peter connects the knowledge of God, the Word (promises) of God, and our participation in God’s nature or character. Both apostles would affirm that the Bible is a divinely authored means of God’s grace to grow us into the likeness of Christ. God speaks to change us.
MICHAEL R. EMLET
January 12
ACTS 2:14–28
Is death a bad thing? Yes. But Scripture tells us that the brightest of good things can be found in the midst of evil’s darkness. The cross most powerfully demonstrates this. On the hill of death outside the city, the best thing ever came out of the worst thing ever. What could be worse than the killing of the Messiah? What could be more unjust than the illegal execution of the one perfect person who ever lived? What could be a greater injustice than the torture of the One who came to free us from death? In Acts 2:23 Peter says that the death of Christ was an evil deed by evil men, but Peter says more. He says that God delivered up Jesus for his own “set purpose.” This terrible moment was under God’s control. He planned from the beginning to use the ultimate evil to accomplish the ultimate good for humanity. In this dark moment, God conquered sin and death—two enemies we could never defeat on our own. On that cross of death, sin and righteousness met.
In the same way, God often brings the most lasting and wonderful things out of the darkest moments in our lives. Your Lord is present in this darkness. He planned the darkest things to result in redemptive good for his children. He surrendered his Son to death so that you could have life. He will not abandon you now.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
January 13
COLOSSIANS 1:24–29
Your suffering occurs alongside of Christ’s. Your life story is embedded in his story. Your suffering, therefore, is actually a participation in the sufferings of Christ (2 Corinthians 1:5; Philippians 3:10; 1 Peter 4:12–13). Consider Paul’s amazing statement: “Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church” (Colossians 1:24). Paul is not saying that your sufferings add anything to Christ’s work on the cross. There’s nothing deficient about Jesus’ suffering and death. He is saying that there is a purposeful link between the sufferings of Christ and your own suffering. Your connection with Jesus means that your identity is bigger than what you suffer. Paul says: “If we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Romans 8:17). Paul is saying that your suffering actually confirms your identity as a child of God. It does not undermine that identity, even though it sometimes feels that way. This perspective reminds you that as you suffer, you suffer in Christ. Your life (both suffering and, ultimately, glory) is intimately connected with his life.
MICHAEL EMLET
January 14
DEUTERONOMY 1:19–33
God’s instructions were not arbitrary. We realize this when we look at God’s call to his children to enter the Promised Land, or to Moses to free his people. God did not order those things as extreme tests to develop his people’s faith. Those specific events were necessary to bring about his greater purposes of redemption. His people had to be freed from the bondage of slavery (Egypt) so that they could obey him. They had to actively fight against influences (Canaanites) that would tempt them, lead them astray, and re-enslave them. Anything short of these goals would distract his people from serving and enjoying him, ultimately ending up in their rejecting him. His commands furthered his plan to establish a holy people for himself that would bless the whole earth. When he promised to go with them, he gave them an ironclad guarantee that his plans would not fail.
Yet his promised presence came with the expectation that his people were moving in his direction. Often when I think God has failed me—that his presence wasn’t enough—I find upon reflection that I’ve tried to force him to go along with my agenda.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
January 15
PSALM 121
The peace of God guarding and watching over us is a theme that runs through the entire Bible. In Psalm 121, for example, David says seven different times that God is watching over you. Who is watching you? The Lord, the Creator of the whole universe, and the one who has ultimate power over every circumstance. And when is he watching? By day and by night. Nothing that happens during the day or the night can harm you, because the Lord, your Good Shepherd, is on guard. When the Good Shepherd is present, his peace is present. Paul says, “The God of peace will be with you” (Philippians 4:9). When you read about David in the Bible, the constant refrain is that the Lord was with him. His life was blessed because the Lord was with him. He failed, he sinned big, he often blew it, and yet the Lord was with him. He grew very frail, and yet the Lord was with him. His life was a picture of living faith—a faith that faced trouble squarely and still knew the peace of God because he knew that God was with him.
DAVID POWLISON
January 16
PSALM 146
Why doesn’t God just make your relationships better overnight? We often think that if God really cared for us, he would make our relationships easier. In reality, a difficult relationship is a mark of his love and care. We would prefer that God would just change the relationship, but he won’t be content until the relationship changes us too. This is how God created relationships to function.
What happens in the messiness of relationships is that our hearts are revealed, our weaknesses are exposed, and we start coming to the end of ourselves. Only when this happens do we reach out for the help God alone can provide. Weak and needy people finding their hope in Christ’s grace are what mark a mature relationship. The most dangerous aspect of your relationships is not your weakness, but your delusions of strength. Self-reliance is almost always a component of a bad relationship. While we would like to avoid the mess and enjoy deep and intimate community, God says that it is in the very process of working through the mess that intimacy is found.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
January 17
PSALM 34
God’s Word invites change. In the Bible’s vivid picture, we “turn” to our Father, Savior, and Comforter. He works in us toward one goal: change. The central dynamic of the Christian life has this FROM…TO… movement. Repentance is not only how we start the Christian life; it is the Christian life. Faith does new transactions and conversations with God. Love does new actions and choices on the stage of life. When God calls, you listen. When he promises, you trust and talk back to him in your need. When he loves, you love. When he commands, you obey. You aim your life in a new direction by the power of the Holy Spirit. In every case, you turn.
The patterns, themes, and tendencies of our lives are what we see when, figuratively, we view our lives from the observation deck of the Empire State Building. From one hundred floors up, Manhattan and the Hudson River spread serenely before you. But the action and noise of life happens at the corner of Fifth Avenue and 34th Street, and when we take the Lincoln Tunnel home to Hoboken. The big stories of our lives are worked out in a running series of small scenes. This is how God has made it to be. He works for a turn-the-world-upside-down reorientation and redirection. Change takes place in the watershed moments and decisive incidents of everyday life.
DAVID POWLISON
January 18
ECCLESIASTES 12:1–14
He is God and we are not. When you observe life and listen to wise people, you will quickly find that we simply can’t invest our hopes, dreams, and love in the self because it was never intended to carry such freight. For that matter, there is nothing created that was intended to sustain such hopes. Creation is to be enjoyed, but we don’t put our trust in it. The only alternative is God himself.
The Teacher in the book of Ecclesiastes tries to save us time in our search for meaning and purpose. He tells us that he tried learning, laughter, great projects, unbridled sexual pleasure, money, music, and children. None of them, when they were elevated to his life’s purpose, led to anything but despair. He could not find his purpose in the created world. After briefly envying an ordinary life of honest toil, good friends, food, moderate drink, and doing right, he comes to his answer—his purpose. “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” (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
The fear of God is how we respond to the fact that God is greater than we are—different from us—in all things. His beauty is greater. His wisdom is greater. His love is greater. And, yes, his anger is greater. Simply put, he is God and we are not.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 19
EPHESIANS 1:15–23
Glorify. Since Scripture has so much to say about our purpose, it has a rich vocabulary for it. One particularly fine word is the word glorify. We are created to glorify God. In the book of Ephesians, Paul reminds us three times in his introduction that we live “to the praise of his glory” (Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14). When we think of glory, we think of something big, beautiful, and obvious. “What a glorious sunset this evening!” “Her aria was simply glorious.” To glorify God means to have our lives make him obvious and beautiful. We want him to be famous. We want to draw attention to the glorious God who loved us, and we do that by trusting him and loving others.
In 1646 over one hundred clergymen met, at the request of the English king, to develop a summary of biblical teaching that would be suitable to guide the church. In the children’s catechism (which is a series of questions and answers), the first question had to do with our purpose: “What is the chief end of man? Man’s chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him forever” (The Westminster Shorter Catechism). They are right. This is our purpose. It is not about us; it is about God and his purposes. What could be bigger and grander than that?
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 20
EXODUS 16:1–12
“If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death.”
This is not exactly a model prayer. There is complaining, grumbling, self-pity—all the things that can drive us crazy about other people. Given such self-centered insolence, you would at least expect God to say, “I’m not listening until you ask nicely.” But this is not an invented story where the god is like us. This is the God. “The LORD said to Moses, ‘I have heard the grumbling of the Israelites. Tell them, “At twilight you will eat meat, and in the morning you will be filled with bread. Then you will know that I am the LORD your God”’” (Exodus 16:9–12).
This response goes against all our expectations. God truly is not like us. It is as if God says to us, “Let me remind you of how I listen and see if you think I could listen even to you.” Then he recounts stories of adulterers like King David, murderers like the apostle Paul, and grumblers like newly delivered Israel. If he hears and loves them, he will hear and love us. The lesson is clear: He doesn’t hear because of us and the quality of our prayers. He hears because he is the God Who Hears.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 21
GALATIANS 1:6–9
Self-focus is dangerous. The most dangerous kinds are those that take on the form of the good things of the kingdom of God. Christ warns: “Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves” (Matthew 7:15). Paul writes: “Such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ. . . . Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness. Their end will be what their actions deserve” (2 Corinthians 11:13–15). In Galatians 1:6–7, Paul warns against a false gospel that wears the costume of the true gospel. Notice the strong language: “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ.”
The kingdom of self is most dangerous when it takes on the contours of the kingdom of God. It is possible for you to be convinced that you are living for the transcendent glories of the kingdom of God when you are, in fact, living for yourself. The most dangerous idols are those that are easily Christianized. Selfishness is most dangerous when it masquerades as service. Self-focus is most powerful when it dons the costume of love.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
January 22
GENESIS 1
God created the universe to display his glory, to make visible his invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature. What you see in nature tells you something about him. When you look at a tree’s countless leaves, you’re meant to understand something about God’s infinity, his beauty, his creativity, and his abundant life. And then you are meant to bow in worship as you imagine what God conveys to you through an entire forest!
In Genesis 1, we witness the unfolding of his glory. God says, “Let there be light,” and the angels gasp, not just because they see light, but because the existence of light reveals God more clearly. God separates the waters and the gasps grow louder as more of their Maker is revealed. At each successive stage, the angels see more and more of their God, and they praise him with greater knowledge and insight. And then, at the pinnacle of creation, to reveal himself most clearly and brightly, God makes humans in his image. The angels simply marvel. Here, among all the wonders and majesty of the universe, stand the best reflection of who and what God is. Here was glory so real, so tangible, that the inconsequential planet floating in the heavens blazed like a beacon across the universe, proclaiming not humanity’s worth and value, but the Holy Creator’s.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
January 23
HEBREWS 1:1–14
This is not a distant, indifferent God. There is a strange split we sometimes make between Jesus and God the Father. The Father is always a little testy and picky with our faults; Jesus is always kind and forgiving. The triune God, however, is one God, and he has chosen to most fully reveal himself in Jesus. Jesus is God’s summary of himself. “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3). Jesus is the most complete expression of God’s person to us. In him you can take your pick of what is surprising. Here is one: Jesus shared in our sufferings.
If you invented a religious system, it’s unlikely that you would imagine a god who became like the people he created. But God did even more. He became like his creatures and willingly suffered a horrifying death so that they could be spared. Even the men and women who studied Scripture didn’t anticipate that God would come this close. They never guessed that the Messiah, God himself, would suffer in the way he did. If you think God is far away and indifferent, here is the surprising revelation. From the foundation of the world, God knew your sufferings and declared that he himself would take human form and participate in them (which means that we too could share in his).
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 24
PSALM 130
Love produces hope. If we, in our misery, are absolutely persuaded of God’s love, we will be confident that he will deliver us. Therefore, we hope in him. We can wait as long as it takes, because we are sure that he hears us and loves us. He will come. He will deliver. In fact, he is on the move right now. God’s love inspires both an eagerness to be with him and a confidence that he is true to his word, so we know he will come. It is these two—eagerness and confidence—that combine to form hope.
The reality is that we are the watchmen on the last watch of the night. It is 4:30 a.m. We have seen the sunrise many times, and we are eager for it and confident it will come. What is the sunrise we are waiting for? In Psalm 130, the morning sun is a person. In that person are many benefits such as healing, deliverance, and love, but, make no mistake, it is a person. We wait for him more than for his gifts. We are like married lovers whose spouse is soon to return after a long trip. Just seeing the person is enough, whether he or she bears gifts or not.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 25
PSALM 96
Joy takes practice. Study joy in the Psalms. Psalmists didn’t even know the details of Jesus’ love but, with their glimpses of God’s love, they had joy and gladness. If you are willing to look for joy, the psalmists can lead you to it. The goodness of God is shot through creation and the church, so joy is always possible. When you can’t see it, return to the cross and appreciate the beauty of what Jesus did. Appreciate the beauty of his sacrifice—his willingness to become like us and give up everything. Appreciate the beauty of his love. Just behold it. Admire it.
God’s splendor ascends over the sorrow of life. Joy is possible. Choose to become an expert in it. After all, joy is not something evanescent. What you will taste is “everlasting joy” (Isaiah 35:10). It is here to stay, and the day is coming when those who know Jesus will be known by their joy. Believe it or not, you are becoming a joyous person. You will be a joyous person. Some say that joy is the serious business of heaven. But don’t think that this is just for the sweet by-and-by. The kingdom of heaven began with power when Jesus came, so you can get into the family business even now.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 26
ISAIAH 1:10–20
God never loses his temper. When we think of anger, we usually picture someone losing his temper. That can never be the picture of God’s anger. Instead, when he reveals his anger, he leaves it on simmer (Exodus 32:9–10, 14). He invites his people to return and reason with him (Isaiah 1:18), and he can quickly be persuaded to turn from his anger. For now, God has chosen to place his anger within limits. “‘In a surge of anger I hid my face from you for a moment, but with everlasting kindness I will have compassion on you,’ says the LORD, your Redeemer” (Isaiah 54:8).
This sounds wonderful when it is applied to us, but it sounds like God could be a pushover as a judge when it comes to our enemies. We like mercy for ourselves and justice for others. To be merciful and just is a tricky combination. If you think about it without divine guidance, you will begin to think that mercy is unjust and justice is unmerciful.
The cross ultimately solves this dilemma. The reason God extends such mercy and patience is because his anger with our rebellion is ultimately poured out on Jesus. His justice is fully satisfied by the very costly price of his Son’s death. Meanwhile, his mercy and love are fully expressed to us as he gives us true life through Jesus’ death and resurrection.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 27
JAMES 1:1–18
Joy and suffering are wedded together. It is in the context of desert trials that the book of James says, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:2–4). At first glance it looks like an impossible marriage, but James is not the only one to speak about hardships with a hint of a smile on his face. Other Scriptures concur, for example: “Now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold . . .—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed” (1 Peter 1:6–7).
Before Jesus came, wise people willingly endured difficulties because they knew God was with them. After the cross everything was transformed, including perspectives on suffering. Pilgrim travelers still encounter suffering as much as ever, but suffering is now viewed as the pains of childbirth rather than pain that is purposeless and random—mere accidents. Since Jesus came, suffering is redemptive. When we keep Jesus in view, the one who “learned obedience from what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:8), we can begin to understand how James could encourage us to have joy in the desert trek.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 28
JEREMIAH 17:5–10
Life in a desert is hard and brutal. Yet, “Blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD. . . . 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” (Jeremiah 17:7–8). The desert in the Bible is the place of death. There’s no water, no food. It’s hot. There are dangerous predators and poisonous snakes. It is the place where your faith is tested. Yet, it is also the place where faith flourishes.
Do you feel that your sufferings have brought you into a spiritual desert? As you deepen your trust in God, your desert will become the place where you find God’s living water of hope, mercy, and blessing. God’s living water is his presence. He says, “I am with you.” He is the only person who can profoundly reassure your heart. His presence means that even in the darkest of circumstances you can be unafraid. Let me say it again. He is with you. Because God is with you, you will be fruitful, even in the midst of suffering. You must remind yourself many times that the eternal God is with you. He promises that one day death will be ended, and all sorrow, pain, and tears will be wiped away (Revelation 21:4).
DAVID POWLISON
January 29
JOB 38:1–7; 42:1–6
God is God. Although Scripture reveals that there are multiple causes of suffering, and that multiple causes can be at work at any one time, it is less forthcoming about diagnosing the precise causes of particular hardships. Of course, there are times when the causes of our hardships are obvious. For example, if a woman leaves her spouse because she simply prefers her freedom, she is the cause of her suffering (and his). But even in this case, we can’t always discern the other factors that played a part, such as the woman’s mother, who casually divorced her husband and abandoned her family, thus modeling an option that the woman may have never considered otherwise.
The reason Scripture doesn’t give clear guidelines for assigning responsibility is that it is not essential for us to know precise causes. Job is the model. Although we know that Satan caused Job’s suffering, Job did not. Even after his fortunes were restored, he never knew why he suffered and the only thing God revealed was that he is God and Job was not. Yet this more than satisfied all of Job’s why questions. Can you see a picture emerging? We might uncover some of the reasons for our suffering but we might never find them all. There is a mystery in suffering, just as there is ultimate mystery at the end of all human investigations.
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 30
JOHN 14
Rest rather than work. Trust in another rather than independence. But trust might be the last thing you want to do. You have limits on how much you will trust God. You insist on having an out when you need it; you believe if you abandon your secret behaviors you will not have any resources to deal with life.
The only way you could trust God is to be absolutely certain that he is trustworthy. And he is. How do you know that? Find out for yourself by looking at what God did when he came to earth as a man. Pick up a Bible, and read a little bit every day from the Gospel of John. Underline everything you read that shows you how trustworthy Jesus is. Notice especially how he treated people; think about why he died, and what his resurrection means for you. Jesus gave up his life for you. You can trust him with your life today. You can follow him. You can “cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7).
EDWARD T. WELCH
January 31
LUKE 11:1–13
God’s renown is our first concern. Our task is to be an expert in “hallowed be your name” and “your kingdom come.” “Hallowed” means to be known and declared as holy. Our first desire is that God would be known as he truly is, the Holy One. Implicit in his name being hallowed is that his glory or fame would cover the earth. This takes us out of ourselves immediately. Somehow, we want God’s glory to be increasingly apparent through the church today. If you need specifics, keep your eyes peeled for the names God reveals to us. For example, we can pray that he would be known as the Mighty God, the Burden-Bearer, and the God who cares.
“Your kingdom come” overlaps with our desire for his fame and renown. It is not so much that we are praying that Jesus would return quickly, though such a prayer is certainly one of the ways we pray. Instead, it is for God’s kingdom to continue its progress toward world dominion. The kingdom has already come and, as stewards of the kingdom for this generation, we want it to grow and flourish. The kingdom of heaven is about everything Jesus taught: love for neighbors and even enemies, humility in judgment, not coveting, blessing rather than cursing, meekness, peacemaking, and trusting instead of worrying. It is a matter of “righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17).
EDWARD T. WELCH
February 1
MATTHEW 18:21–35
People mistreat us, sometimes in horrific ways. Spouses cheat. Children rebel. Bosses fire. Friends lie. Pastors fail. Parents abuse. Hurts are real. But how do all these one hundred denarii (about $6,000) offenses against us compare to the ten thousand talent (multimillion-dollar) debt we owed God, which he mercifully canceled? Since birth, and for all our lives, we have failed to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and our neighbor as ourselves (Matthew 22:37–39). But in one fell swoop—by the death and resurrection of Jesus—God wiped our records clean. Through the cross of Jesus and our faith in him, God removed our transgressions from us “as far as the east is from the west” (Psalm 103:12); he hurled “all our iniquities into the depths of the sea” (Micah 7:19).
Could it be that one reason you find it so hard to forgive is because you have never received God’s forgiveness by repenting of your sins and believing in Jesus as your Savior? Or maybe you have yet to grasp the enormity of God’s forgiveness of all your many sins. If you dwell on your offender’s $6,000 debt against you, you will be trapped in bitterness until you die. But if you dwell on God’s forgiveness of your multimillion-dollar debt, you will find release and liberty.
ROBERT D. JONES
February 2
MATTHEW 4:1–11
Suffering tests us and reveals our hearts. This principle appears throughout Scripture. You first see it when the Israelites leave Egypt. Here God demonstrated that he was not simply a local tribal god. To emphasize this point, God used Moses, an unqualified orator, as his representative, and delivered Israel from Egyptian bondage without a warrior unsheathing a sword. Before the people were given access to the land God promised them, Moses led them across a desert wilderness. It was not an easy trek, but God’s purpose was to reveal his patience, kindness, and care. He also intended to test them, to see—or have them see—what was in their hearts.
From then on, the wilderness or desert theme recurs in Scripture as part of the journey through which God guides nearly all his people. The desert biographies of Scripture climax when “Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil” (Matthew 4:1). Regardless of the physical pain or the temptations before him, Jesus trusted in his Father to deliver him. In doing so, he becomes our model, our hope, and our power when we are in the desert. When we fail in our desert trials, we can point to Jesus’ success in his. His victories are ours through faith, so his story becomes our own when we trust him.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 22
The Psalms all point to Jesus. When you hear the words of Psalm 22, “My God, why have you forsaken me?” you might think about your own experience. Depression, for example, feels like being forsaken. But you also remember that these were Jesus’ words on the cross. They point to the fact that when you read these liturgical prayers, you are not alone. David composed many of them, the Israelites sang them, the church has recited them, and they all point to Jesus.
What these psalms do is straighten the trajectory of our lives. Using the words he gives us, God gently turns our hearts toward him. Instead of everything bending back into ourselves, we are able to look straight, outside of ourselves, and fix our eyes on Jesus (Hebrews 12:2). Keep this pattern in mind. It is the path of hope. The fact that all your thoughts turn back on yourself is oppressive. The self cannot carry the load. The way we were intended to function was to be able to look outward, toward God and other people. As you say the Psalms and remember that Jesus said them first, you will gradually find your focus changing.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 25
God’s love for you in Christ: when you are most conscious of this fact, you are most willing to look at the false love that has replaced your love for him. You are ready to ask specific questions about why you are in conflict with another person—specific questions about your motivation and behavior. Looking inward moves you outward to see Christ and his grace. The more dazzling his grace becomes, the less attractive your god replacements seem. You begin repenting of what has dislodged God from his rightful place in your life. You also believe and grasp how great Christ’s grace is. This is the dynamic that leads to lasting change. James 4:7–10 outlines what it looks like to repent of sin (heart and hands/motivation and behavior) and believe in Christ. It is a battle cry to wage war by the Spirit against the world, the flesh, and the devil. As you do, you will be lifted up. God loves humble people and he loves to shower his grace on the humble of heart. Ask yourself, What specifically do I need to repent of? What do I need to ask for in terms of grace? What has hijacked my heart, and what do I need to see and believe about Christ?
TIMOTHY S. LANE
February 5
ROMANS 3:10–18
Minimizing the doctrine of sin is something we all tend to do even though it is said that it is the one doctrine you can prove empirically. The struggle to accept our exceeding sinfulness is everywhere in the church of Christ. We accept the doctrine of total depravity, but when we are approached about our own sin, we wrap our robes of self-righteousness around us and rise to our own defense.
Scripture challenges this self-righteousness with clarity and power: “The LORD saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5), and “There is no one righteous, not even one” (Romans 3:10). The effects of sin twist every thought, motive, desire, word, and action. This disease has infected us all, and the consequences are severe.
Why is this perspective so essential? Only when you accept the bad news of the gospel does the good news make any sense. The grace, restoration, reconciliation, forgiveness, mercy, patience, power, healing, and hope of the gospel are for sinners. They are only meaningful to you if you admit that you have the disease and realize that it is terminal.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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ZEPHANIAH 3:14–17
God sings with enthusiasm because he delights in his people. He delights in his sacrificial love toward us (Zephaniah 3:14–17). Nothing delightful about yourself? That is the point. This is not about you, it’s about God. He is the one who takes away our punishment. He is the one who gives us new hearts. His singing comes from the work he has done in us. All we do is bring nothing. No righteousness in ourselves. No ability to pay him back for our sins. No boasting that we were better than other people. God simply asks us to come with nothing.
Too good to be true? If that is how it seems, then we are on track. Even our confession of sin is a delight to him. “There will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent” (Luke 15:7).
Do you believe that the Father loved the Son? When you acknowledged that Christ alone was your Deliverer, you were brought into the kingdom of Christ. When you come into the kingdom, you don’t come as a slave but as a royal child. You receive all the benefits of the King’s family. Included in those benefits is the love of the Father. Everything the Son has is yours. The Son has the exuberant love of the Father, so you have that love too.
EDWARD T. WELCH
February 7
1 CORINTHIANS 10:1–13
Every day brings difficulties or blessings. Our hearts are always interacting with situations and relationships. We are always thinking and desiring, trying to make sense of what is happening. There are always things we want. Those thoughts and desires shape the way we respond to what is going on. Because we are sinners, we tend to respond sinfully. Everything we say and do has some result or consequence. We harvest what we plant and every day we plant seed we will harvest in the future. But the Bible’s big picture doesn’t leave us with the difficulty and the consequences. In 1 Corinthians 10:1–4 we see the cross. Paul speaks of God’s presence with Israel in the wilderness, his faithful provision, and the exercise of his power on their behalf.
The hope of the Israelites and the Corinthians is our hope too. The hope Paul talks about is a person. His name is Christ! He is the spiritual food that gives you health and vitality to face difficulties. He is the spiritual drink that quenches the thirst that the heat in your life produces. Christ sustains me so that I can live with him and for him even when I struggle. His grace not only forgives, it enables and delivers. It endows me with wisdom, character, and strength. And all this is at the heart of what God is seeking to produce in me.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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1 JOHN 2:15–29
Our fickle hearts wander away and so easily give our affection to another. The Bible calls this “love of the world.” And the Bible tells us that if we love the world, the love of the father is not in us. James says that we get angry with one another because we are spiritual adulterers, and the person next to us gets in the way of what we love (James 4:1–4). The world is so attractive to our eyes and so seductive to our hearts. The creation can seem so much more real than the Creator. The sights, sounds, touches, and tastes of the world can seem to make us more alive than the purposes, promises, presence, and provisions of a God who can neither be seen nor heard. This is a battle you do not win once. It is a battle that you must face every day. You must tell yourself that in this world you are surrounded by other lovers who will seek to woo you away from the one grand romance that is to be the core of your existence. You must prepare for this seduction and you must steel yourself against the temptation to spiritual adultery. And you must do it again and again and again, or your heart will be stolen away.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 9
1 KINGS 3:16–28
Hope was enough. When God uses prostitutes to illustrate Israel’s unfaithfulness to him, he’s showing you yourself. One of your primary identities is “unfaithful.” Sexual immorality as a metaphor is not confined to the Old Testament. James also uses the image to illustrate the heart of our spiritual problems when he calls believers spiritual adulterers. Like paid professionals, we too are repeatedly and intentionally faithless, bearing the consequences in destroyed relationships, both human and divine.
Do you see yourself creating many of your deepest problems while at the same time eliminating any hope for their resolution? Do you realize that, before God, you don’t deserve help? It’s miserable to realize that the train wrecks of your life are mostly of your own making. And yet, the woman in Solomon’s court did something different. She hoped. She believed. She had faith. And that faith changed her life.
She had the courage to believe that she could be heard and helped despite who she was and what she had done. She had the heart to believe that she would be received, and she was right. Her hope was not disappointed. Hope was the only thing she had going for her and, mercifully, hope was enough.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
February 10
1 PETER 2:1–12
Identity and worship—the two stones in the foundation of good relationships. Your identity is how you define yourself—your talents, qualities, experiences, achievements, goals, beliefs, relationships, and dreams. When we talk about worship, what we are getting at is that, because you are a human being, there is always something you are living for; always some desire, goal, treasure, purpose, value, or craving that controls your heart. The Bible reminds us that God wants—and deserves—to be the defining center of both these things.
When I live out of a biblical sense of who I am (identity) and rest in who God is (worship), I will be able to build healthy relationships. These are not abstract theological concepts. We’re talking about the content and character of our hearts. These foundational issues of identity and worship are an inescapable part of your nature as a human being. What you believe and do about these two things will shape the way you live with the people God has placed in your life. For this reason we can say that we all live theologically; that is, the things we believe about God and ourselves are the foundation for all the decisions we make, all the actions we take, and all the words we speak. The theology you live out is much more important to your daily life than the theology you claim to believe.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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2 CORINTHIANS 11:30–12:10
Whom will I worship? A well-known sufferer was the apostle Paul. His troubles were often caused by other people, but he realized that God authored these sufferings to allow him to walk in the footsteps of Jesus and his sufferings. Among the more difficult trials was one he called his “thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7). Although we never learn the precise nature of this malady, Paul identified at least three causes: his own pride, a messenger from Satan, and God—three causes for one hardship.
Instead of teaching us how to identify the causes of suffering, Scripture directs us to the God who knows all things and is fully trustworthy. In other words, Scripture doesn’t give us knowledge so that we will have intellectual mastery of certain events; it gives us knowledge so that we would know and trust God. Somehow, turning to God and trusting him with the mysteries of suffering is the answer to the problem of suffering. You might be able to discern some obvious causes of suffering, and knowing those causes might help alleviate the pain. But all suffering is intended to train us to fix our eyes on the true God. Therefore, regardless of the causes, suffering is an opportunity to answer the deepest and most important of all questions: Whom will I trust? Whom will I worship?
EDWARD T. WELCH
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2 CORINTHIANS 5:11–21
You are hard to love too. Understanding this is the start of learning to love difficult people. Just like those difficult people, you and I sin and go astray (Isaiah 53:6; Romans 3:22–23). It took Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross for God to welcome you into his family. God doesn’t love you because you make such a wonderful addition to his family; he loves you in spite of what you are like. And through his love for you, he changes you to be like himself. He makes you lovely, even though you didn’t start out lovely (2 Corinthians 5:17, 21). You need exactly the same things from God—grace, mercy, kindness, and welcome—that others need from you.
If deep down you know you are unlovable and God’s acceptance of you is completely undeserved, then you will have a welcoming attitude toward other unlovely people. But if you believe you’re basically a decent person who anyone would be privileged to know, then you won’t welcome others until they get their act together and become decent . . . just like you! Learning the difficult skill of loving difficult people starts by asking God to show you how hard you are to love. When he answers your prayer, ask him to forgive you. Then because you have been forgiven for so much, you will be able to share the grace you have received with others (Luke 7:47).
WILLIAM P. SMITH
February 13
HEBREWS 11
Have you made mistakes so big that the promises of God can’t hold for you any longer? If you think so, focus on God’s response to his people’s multiple failures. He gives Isaac, the child of promise, to Abraham despite Abraham’s faithlessness. He remains faithful to Isaac, giving him offspring to continue the promise. God never abandons Jacob. He sends Joseph to Egypt ahead of his murderous brothers to provide for them during a famine that would have killed them all and ended the promise. God never gives up on the first families he chose. He remains faithful despite their faithlessness.
The Old Testament doesn’t tell stories of perfect people who are blessed for their goodness. They’re just as much a mess as most of us. God exposes all of the sordid things his people do to give you hope. He is not only the author of their faith but the finisher as well. He overwrites their failings—and overwrites yours as well.
The golden thread running through Scripture does not belong to any faith-filled, loyal human. It belongs to our fiercely faithful God, who towers benevolently above the mess of his people’s lives. See beyond the flawed people in the foreground to a gracious God behind them, a God who continues to reconcile and redeem, creating a family for himself, a family of faith.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
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1 JOHN 2:28–3:3
No human being was ever meant to be the source of personal joy and contentment for someone else. Your spouse, your friends, and your children cannot be the sources of your identity. When you seek to define who you are through those relationships, you are asking another sinner to be your personal messiah, to give you the inward rest of soul that only God can give. Only when I have sought my identity in the proper place (in my relationship with God) am I able to put you in the proper place as well. When I relate to you knowing that I am God’s child and the recipient of his grace, I am able to serve and love you.
However, if I am seeking to get identity from you, I will watch you too closely. I will become acutely aware of your weaknesses and failures. I will become overly critical, frustrated, and angry. I will be angry not because you are a sinner, but because you have failed to deliver the one thing I seek from you: identity.
When I remember that Christ has given me everything I need to be the person he has designed me to be, I am free to serve and love you. When I know who I am, I am free to be humble, gentle, patient, forbearing, and loving as we navigate the inevitable messiness of relationships.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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PSALM 103
The Bible is realistic about forgiveness. It does not imply that if you forgive someone, you will forget his sin against you. That is unbiblical. Many people cite Jeremiah 31:34 and conclude that since God forgets my sins when he forgives me, I must forget the sins that others have committed against me. But the omniscient God does not have amnesia when it comes to our sins. The word “remember” in this passage does not refer to “memory” but to “covenant.” A covenant is a promise. When God forgives our sins, he does not forget them. Rather, he makes a promise not to treat us as our sins deserve (Psalm 103:10). He chooses to absorb the cost himself in the person and work of our Redeemer, Jesus Christ. Forgiveness is not peace at all costs. Misunderstandings and wrong attitudes and actions can result from wrong views of forgiveness. One such misconception is that forgiveness puts me in a vulnerable position: if I forgive those who sin against me, I will wind up a doormat. But Scripture does not tell us to make it easy for people to sin against us. It calls us to love them well by challenging their actions. We may be called to suffer in a godly way when options for godly confrontation are not available (see 1 Peter 3), but godly confrontation is important. In fact, a failure to confront appropriately shows a lack of love!
TIMOTHY S. LANE
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PROVERBS 3:1–12
Where are you going with your life? Whose dream shapes the decisions that you make and the actions that you take? Who sets the agenda for a given day, week, month, or year? Christ calls us to the death of self-rule. He calls us to submit all that we do to his purpose for our lives. As his children, no longer are we to live as little self-lords, exercising sovereignty over our own lives. No, we are called to something bigger than anything we would plan for ourselves. Everything we think, desire, say, and do must fit within the new identity that we have been given. We have been chosen and called to be followers. That means we no longer live with a master mentality. We have been bought and paid for by his blood, and our lives no longer belong to us.
Which identity shapes your actions, reactions, and responses to life? Do you walk through your life like a mini-king? Do you try to squeeze the call of Christ into the contours of your self-designed master plan?
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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PSALM 16
The experience of joy is something to which C. S. Lewis gave considerable thought. He found it in small, good things such as apples, fresh air, seasons, and music. He spoke of “reading” the hand of God in our little pleasures. Like Augustine, Lewis also wanted to make it clear that joy could not rest in those things, however good. “The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was located will betray us if we trust in them; it was not in them, it only came through them, and what came through was a longing. . . . For they are not the thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a country we have never yet visited.” [C. S. Lewis, “The Weight of Glory” in The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses (New York: Macmillan, 1980), p. 7.]
This longing is joy. It is a longing for glory, heaven, and, especially, God himself. Joy is the natural response when we behold God. What does it have to do with boredom? Joyful people are mobilized. They delight in doing small obediences. They are pleased to serve God in any ordinary way he sees fit. They also know that an army of people taking small steps of obedience is what moves the kingdom of God forward in power.
EDWARD T. WELCH
February 18
PSALM 28
He will not turn a deaf ear to your cries. Your Lord is an adoptive Father who welcomes you into his family, even though you did nothing to deserve his love and welcome. He loves you faithfully, even though you mess up again and again. Your adoptive heavenly Father knows exactly what you need. He knows the size and significance of your trial, and he is aware of your limits and weaknesses. The apostle Paul tells us how God helps those who are weak: “But [God] said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me” (2 Corinthians 12:9).
God’s grace is most powerfully present when you are at your weakest. Life’s trials will take you beyond the borders of your natural wisdom, love, patience, and strength. But you are not without resources. In your weakness you are the moment-by-moment recipient of the powerful grace of a loving Lord who understands exactly what you are going through.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 19
PSALM 88
Feelings of separation and alienation accompany grief. Yet the sadness of losing a loved one is a universal experience. A company of mourners surrounds you. Their lives have also been touched by the pain of death.
Yet there is an even more powerful way in which you are not alone. Your Savior has taken the name Emmanuel, “God with us”—when you came to Christ, you literally became the place where God dwells. You have a powerful Brother, Savior, and Friend who not only stands beside you, but resides within you. That hope will help you make it through your pain. Psalm 88:18 says, “You have taken my companions and loved ones from me; the darkness is my closest friend.” Psalm 88 begins and ends in darkness and isolation. Where is hope in the hopeless cry of this psalm? Psalm 88 gives us hope in our grief precisely because it has no hope in it! It means that God understands the darkness we face. He is right there in it with us, “an ever-present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1). The Lord of light is your friend in darkness. The Lord of life stands beside you in death. The Lord of hope is your companion in your despair. The Prince of Peace supports you when no peace can be found. The God of all comfort waits faithfully near you. The source of all joy is close by when loss has robbed you of joy.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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ROMANS 7
Paul continued to struggle with loving and obeying Christ throughout his life (Romans 7). Notice that Paul’s struggles moved him closer to Christ and closer to other believers. The Christian life is lived in community. If your struggle with temptation is moving you in these two directions, God will change your desires. You might not notice this from one day to the next, but over the years you will look back and be thankful for the work the Spirit has done in you. The Spirit is the one who is able to fix our eyes on Jesus instead of on our own desires and/or failings. Paul closes Romans 7 by saying, “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24–25).
Don’t lose hope. You and your sin are no match for God’s goodness, power, holiness, and grace! The promise of the gospel is that God moved toward you before you wanted a relationship with him. Paul says, “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6 ESV). This is your comfort and your motivation in your daily fight against temptation. Don’t lose heart; look to Jesus, the author and finisher of your faith (Hebrews 12:2).
TIMOTHY S. LANE
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ROMANS 8:18–39
Remember what you already know. It is hard to argue when we are reminded that Jesus shared in our sufferings and has compassion for those who suffer. It is easier to protest, however, when we hear the proposition that God is both good and generous. At this moment in your life, it would seem that goodness and generosity, especially from the all-powerful God, could only be demonstrated by a removal of the depression. If he takes it away, you are persuaded. If not, you remain a doubter.
But remember what you already know. First, Jesus suffered, and Jesus was dearly loved as the only Son of the Father. When we suffer what seems like endless pain, it is hard to believe that God loves us, but Jesus’ suffering proves that it can be true. Second, “he who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). The cross is the only evidence that can fully persuade you that God is, at all times, good and generous. If someone gives his only child for you, you can’t doubt that person’s love. Our God says, “If I have sacrificed my Son for you, do you really think I am going to be stingy and withhold my love now?”
EDWARD T. WELCH
February 22
1 CORINTHIANS 3:10–23
God has been revealed in Christ, and when someone becomes a Christian, all that fullness dwells in him. We don’t need anything else to fill us up—we have Christ. This is staggering when you consider the greatness of our glorious, mighty, gracious and holy God. Notice, too, that Paul says that this is true of you now. It is who you really are. You are the temple of God. God has chosen to reside in you by the Holy Spirit. You are his and he is yours! Second Peter 1:4 says that believers “participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” We do not become divine, but we have the Divine One living in us from the moment we trust in Christ. We have everything we need to live in godly ways. There is no need to be seduced by deceptive and hollow promises of change that lead us away from Christ. These promises will prove to be forms of bondage that enslave us to ourselves and our self-sufficiency. They “protect” us from giving up control and wind up enslaving us to our own agendas.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 23
2 CORINTHIANS 10:1–5
The gospel gap doesn’t stay empty. If we do not live with a gospel-shaped, Christ-confident, and change-committed Christianity, that hole will get filled with other things. I like the term Paul uses for these counterfeits in 2 Corinthians 10:5. He calls them “pretensions.”
Not every lie is a pretense. A pretense is a plausible lie. I could tell you that I was a female Olympic gymnast. That would be a lie, but it would not be a pretense because it would lack plausibility. But if I dressed in a suit and stood in front of an office with a briefcase and a set of architectural drawings, I could probably fool you into thinking I was a building contractor.
The most dangerous pretensions are those that masquerade as true Christianity but are missing the identity-provision-process core of the gospel. They have their roots in the truth, but they are incomplete. The result is a Christianity that is mere externalism. Whenever we are missing the message of Christ’s indwelling work to progressively transform us, the hole will be filled by a Christian lifestyle that focuses more on externals than on the heart. I believe that a war for the heart of Christianity is raging all around us, seeking to draw us away from its true core toward the externals.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 24
1 TIMOTHY 1:12–17
It all sounds so biblical! “You can’t love God or others if you don’t first love yourself.” But this theory assumes that our hearts are empty and need to be filled. The Bible does not say that we are empty. Rather, it says that we are a cauldron of desires for everything but the true and living God. We are rebels against God. This view is deceptive because it seems to capture how we feel inside, but it makes us look far more passive and innocent than we really are. The Bible describes us as defectors and enemies of God who want to fill ourselves with things in creation rather than the Creator (see Romans 1:21–25).
Scripture calls us to forsake the things we have sought to fill our emptiness. Before we can be filled with God’s grace, we must engage in intelligent, honest repentance. We have to forsake and demolish the god-replacements that have supplanted the true God in our lives. Repentance is a form of emptying the heart. James 4:1 says that we fight with others, not because we are empty, but because we are full of desires that battle within us. Along with deep repentance, Scripture calls us to faith that rests and feeds upon the living Christ. He fills us with himself through the person of the Holy Spirit and our hearts are transformed by faith.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 25
HEBREWS 3
“I would never do to someone else what he did to me!” When we are sinned against by others, we can easily forget that we too are sinners and apart from grace we are no better than our offenders. In our resentment against others we forget that our own hearts are “deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9). The writer of Hebrews reminds us, “See to it . . . that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily . . . so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness” (Hebrews 3:12–13).
A hardened heart expresses sentiments like “I can’t believe he did that; I would never do that to him!” Are we so sure that we couldn’t do that? How do we know that, given the same circumstances and environment, and the same temptations and provocations, we would not commit the same hurtful act? Proverbs 16:18 alerts us to our danger: “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.” The apostle Paul warns, “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” (1 Corinthians 10:12).
Few have captured this concept better than the English Reformation pastor and martyr, John Bradford (1510–55). From his prison cell in the tower of London he saw a criminal being led to execution for his crimes and said, “There but for the grace of God goes John Bradford.”
ROBERT D. JONES
February 26
MARK 12:28–34
Heart, mind, soul, and strength obviously overlap. God uses these overlapping terms so that there can be no mistaking that he requires from us an all-consuming love. Is there any part of life that falls outside of your heart, mind, soul, and strength? We’re accustomed to dividing life into the spiritual and nonspiritual, handing the spiritual things over to God and managing the rest by ourselves. There are certain areas that we like to consider outside God’s control. But this command makes clear that God should be at the center of it all. All barriers between the spiritual and nonspiritual are broken down.
The Bible has a word for this kind of all-consuming love, a devotion that shapes and directs every area of life: Worship. That may surprise you since we often use the word worship in a very limited sense. We think of worship as a set of specific activities that we perform on one day of the week. We go to a special place, sing songs, pray, listen to a message, stand, kneel, etc. We then leave that special place and worship is over. It is true that God tells us to worship him that way, but the command to love God with our whole being teaches that every aspect of our lives is an act of worship. Everything we do is guided by our love of God, our every act one of devotion to him.
WINSTON T. SMITH
February 27
LUKE 17:20–21
Do you live in a kingdom of one? Like the big kingdom of God, the little kingdom isn’t a location, but a commitment of the heart. Little kingdom living turns life into an endless search for earthly treasure and an unending focus on personal need. No matter how relational and active I may seem, it is all by me and for me. For all the appearance of community in the way I live, there is only room for one person in it. Wherever I am and whatever I am doing, if the things that I am seeking are not to be found, it will be very hard for me to continue to participate. The little kingdom is always a kingdom of one.
The sales pitch of the Serpent is, “You can have your own way!” Somewhere deep within our sinful hearts, this is what we all want. And this is the thing that the Redeemer has come to rescue us from. He came to pry us from the confines of our little kingdoms and welcome us to the expansive glories of a better kingdom. Yet, even in the face of his grace, I will try to employ his wisdom principles and gracious promises to make my little kingdom work. You can’t squeeze the large-vision lifestyle of the kingdom of God into the small-vision confines of the kingdom of self. It will simply never fit.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
February 28
PHILIPPIANS 2:1–11
The knowledge of Christ revealed most fully at the cross is the thing of first importance. It is no surprise that the knowledge of Christ is central to God’s plan for everything. God has exalted Christ over all things. When we know and honor Jesus, God is pleased to bless us with more: more knowledge, more faith, more love, more hope. We are thus better equipped to fight. Another reason it is so important to know Jesus is that one of the grand purposes of human existence is to look more and more like him. This is God’s plan for us. It is one of the greatest gifts he could give. It is evidence that he has brought us into his family. If Jesus learned obedience through suffering, we will too. A path without hardships should cause us to wonder if we really belong to God.
The challenge for us is to think as God thinks. We once thought that suffering was to be avoided at all costs; now we must understand that the path to becoming more like Jesus goes through hardship, and it is much better than the path of brief and superficial comfort without Jesus. When we understand this grand purpose, we discover that suffering does not oppose love; it is a result of it (Hebrews 12:8). We are under the mistaken impression that divine love cannot coexist with human pain. Such thinking is one of Satan’s most effective strategies. It must be attacked with the gospel of grace.
EDWARD T. WELCH
February 29
PSALM 139
Worry and fear always look ahead. When the thing we dread is upon us, we usually do well. Anticipation is the killer. God tells us that there is nothing in the future that can interfere with our kingdom mission. If you get in the car accident you dread, you will have grace to know that God is with you, and you will have grace to bear fruit even in that difficult situation. If your loved one dies before you, you will have grace to know God’s comfort and to shine brightly as you reflect your Father’s glory. If poverty knocks on your door, you will have grace to trust your King and know that poverty cannot detract from your privilege of being an ambassador who blesses others in his name. As children and stewards who aren’t in control but trust the one who is, the assurance of such grace is a blessing.
Keep the manna story in mind. Remember that God gave the Israelites grace to trust and obey him when they left Egypt, just as we are given even more grace for faith and obedience when the wilderness is ahead. But they were also given more unexpected grace than they could have predicted or imagined. Your future includes manna. It will come. There is no sense devising future scenarios now because God will do more than you anticipate.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 1
PSALM 130
Remember, Scripture beseeches us. Before Jesus came, Scripture offered many mnemonic devices, such as yearly feasts that celebrated God’s deliverance and Scripture that could be read daily. Since Jesus’ death and resurrection, God is willing to jog your memory day after day. Scripture is more accessible, we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, and we are given the Holy Spirit, who testifies as an eyewitness and continually points us to Christ. God, apparently, is happy to repeat himself.
For some people, repetition becomes a been-there-done-that, and they check out until there is something new. For the wise, however, remembering is essential to the human soul. It is part of that forsaken art of meditating. It is critical to the process of change, and a prominent means of doing spiritual battle. Psalm 130 begins with sufferings that have pulled the psalmist into the vortex of death itself. This is what he means when he cries, “out of the depths.” We don’t know how this happened or why, but we do know that he feels close to the grave. In other words, the psalmist understands suffering. While teetering on the edge of the abyss, the psalmist has a choice: he can mourn his fretful condition or he can cry out to the Lord. Of course, as both our voice and our guide, he leads us in crying out.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 2
PSALM 27
David remembers the God of Moses, who promised the Hebrews his Presence and his rest (Exodus 33:14). Moreover, David recalled how God was pleased with Moses and allowed him to be a witness to his glory (Exodus 33:18). David knew that all the beauty of creation pointed to the Creator, and when Moses saw the glory, it was the beauty of God.
While all Israelites knew the presence of God, most were kept at a safe distance. Priests were given greater access to God’s presence than the people, and the High Priest was given access to the Holy of Holies itself. But only Moses was close enough to witness God’s back as his glory passed before him.
David wanted more than God’s veiled and safe presence. He knew God’s forgiving love and he knew that God would not deny needy people access to his throne room. The image is that you are in the presence of the King. When you are in his presence—in his temple, dwelling, or tabernacle—you are kept safe. Whenever you were invited into an ancient Near East home, the host was responsible for your protection. In the home of a powerful king, you could rest secure. This was more than enough to counterbalance David’s fears. On one side enemies wanted to kill him, on the other was the protective custody of the King.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 3
REVELATION 21:1–6
For our good and for his glory, God has chosen to have us remain where grief will touch us all. But believers grieve in a way different from those who do not know the Lord. In times of death, Christians should be sadder than anyone else. We know how sin brought death into the world. We mourn not only for the loved one we have lost, but also for the fact that death continues to destroy. We live in a place where something that was never meant to be has become a common experience. We know how wonderful life on earth could have been.
Yet we should also be the most hopeful of any who mourn. Even in the darkest moments, we are never alone. The death and resurrection of Christ stand as a sure and reliable promise that someday death will die. God doesn’t call you to stifle your grief or put on a happy face when you are crushed. He doesn’t expect you to hide behind religious clichés and theological platitudes. God approves of your tears! But he welcomes you to look at death through the eyes of Christ. The comfort and hope he provides does not remove your grief, but they allow you to grieve in a brand-new way. And he promises one day to take you to a place where you will never cry again.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 4
ROMANS 5:1–11
Your hope is attached to what kingdom you are serving. If your life is defined by how many of your little kingdom purposes you can realize, you will tend to be stressed, controlling, anxious, disappointed, and fearful. You have defined your life by what you cannot control and by what God has not promised. But if your hope no longer rests on your personal wisdom, strength, and character; if it no longer rests on the acceptance and performance of other people; and no longer rests on the belief that circumstances, institutions, and situations will not fail you, then you are beginning to move toward reliable hope.
Big kingdom hope rests on one place and one place alone—God. It is the deeply held and daily acted-upon trust that God is the ultimate source of all that is wise, true, loving, and good, that what he is doing is best, and that what he has promised is reliable. The only hope that will not disappoint is hope in a Person. Big kingdom hope is about entrusting my past, present, and future, my identity, meaning, and purpose, and my motivation for daily functioning to God and resting unafraid in him. I will still face the disappointments of life in this fallen world. But, I will not panic, I will not run, and I will not quit, because my God is present even in my disappointment, and he will never change!
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 5
ROMANS 8:18–39
God has come, in the person of Jesus, and entered into the difficulties, the sufferings, the sins, and the disappointments of this life. Jesus bore your weakness. He was tempted as you are. He triumphed. Now he comes near to you with promises of mercy and goodness. “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32). As you read through Romans 8, notice that Paul doesn’t say that we won’t have hardships. Instead he acknowledges that there will be “trouble . . . hardship . . . persecution . . . famine . . . nakedness [and] danger” (Romans 8:35). But he does promise that none of these things “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:39). Cling to this promise. Cling to Jesus. Invite him into your struggles, your sorrows, and your questions. When you read the Gospel of Luke, notice that Luke doesn’t talk much about smart, successful people. He focuses on people who are powerless, bereaved, ignored, and neglected. Watch Jesus in action. Notice how he treats people with wisdom, love, and tenderness; how he’s content to do and say only one thing, or a few things. This is also the way he treats you. Pour out your heart to Jesus. He promises to answer (Psalm 86:7). He promises to never leave you or forsake you (Hebrews 13:5).
DAVID POWLISON
March 6
TITUS 2:11–15
God has blessed you with his grace, gifted you with his presence, strengthened you with his power, and made you the object of his eternal love. Because we belong to him, we live for his agenda. And if change is his agenda, then repentance and faith is the lifestyle to which we have been called.
Near the end of his career, Michael Jordan was asked why he always came early to practice before a game, even before the rookies. He was already being called the greatest basketball player of all time. He replied that his shooting percentage was just over 50 percent, which meant that over his career, he had failed almost as much as he had succeeded. He was committed to keep on practicing as long as there was room for him to improve.
There are always new sins for the Christian to address and new enemies to defeat. The Christian life makes God’s work of change our paradigm for living, while we celebrate the grace that makes it possible. “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:11–13).
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 7
1 CORINTHIANS 15:12–28
Every time someone dies, it reminds those watching that God’s work is not yet complete. Because of sin, death entered the world. Only when sin is completely defeated will death cease to be part of the equation. Paul says about Christ’s present ministry: “For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Corinthians 15:25–26). Christ died so that we would no longer have to die. He rose again so that death would be put to death.
Every time someone dies, it reminds us that death still lives. But every death also points us to the promise that Christ brings a resurrection once and forever. Through Christ, death has been defeated. One day, life will no longer give way to death. Children will not mourn their parents. Parents will not mourn their children. There will be no widows or grieving friends. Yes, death is an enemy, but this enemy will die. Christ’s present reign guarantees this. One day, life will give way to life in eternity. As you weep, know this: the One who weeps with you is not content for things to stay as they are. His death was a cry and his resurrection a promise. The living Christ will continue to exert his power and you will grieve no more.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 8
1 JOHN 4:7–21
How does God treat difficult and prickly people? He pursues his people much more earnestly than they have ever pursued him. He isn’t put off by their difficult and prickly natures. And when he captures our hearts, he transforms us to be like himself.
It is now our privilege and calling to imitate God by pursuing others so they too will know God’s love. This means adopting God’s goals for your difficult relationships. If your goal in pursuing others is that, at some point, they will be nicer to you or easier to be around, then your relationships are already on shaky ground. Trying to get someone to treat you the way you want to be treated makes manipulation the foundation of your relationship. Your goal for difficult people should be the same as God’s goal: that they become all that God wants them to be. When you do this, you are pursuing them in the same way God does. You are siding with God in what he is doing in his universe. The results may not be exactly what you’d like, but there is no better person to work with and for!
WILLIAM P. SMITH
March 9
EPHESIANS 4:17–25
“Putting on and putting off” is how Paul describes the process of maturing into the image of Christ. We put off all of the sinful and useless ways of thinking and acting that have corrupted our lives before we knew Jesus, and we put on all of the new truths and ways of living that Jesus has taught us.
Paul’s instruction to “put off falsehood and speak truthfully,” is not just helpful advice on communication, but a product of being connected to Jesus. It is the fruit of growing and maturing in him. It is a change that results from being in relationship with Jesus. Rescued and redeemed by Christ, you no longer have to live a life of inward shame and fear. Remembering that God knows you and loves you and that you no longer have to hide who you are, can be the difference between communication that is an expression of sincere love and communication that is manipulative and self-centered.
In the first half of Ephesians 4, Paul explains how Jesus has equipped us with everything we need to grow and mature in his love. In particular, Paul writes, “speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ” (Ephesians 4:15). In other words, our willingness to speak truth to one another is part of how we help others to grow in love and maturity in Jesus as well.
WINSTON T. SMITH
March 10
GALATIANS 5:13–6:10
As we say yes to the Holy Spirit, his living water produces new fruit in our hearts: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. These character qualities aren’t an ideal standard that God holds over us. They are gifts the Spirit produces in us. This change within us changes the way we respond to the things around us. And this is the fruit that results: Kind people look for ways to do good. Patient and faithful people don’t run away when people mess up. Loving people serve even when sinned against. Gentle people help a struggler bear his burden. Galatians 5 and 6 are filled with hope.
We must reject a view of the Christian life that emphasizes what we should do more than what God is doing in us by his Spirit. We should reject any view of the Christian life that says that the change God calls us to is impossible, or only takes place in eternity. We should reject any perspective on the Christian life that minimizes the war that rages in our hearts every day—or ignores the fact that God is fighting it for us and with us! The biblical picture is that God meets us in the trials of life, and he doesn’t just give us rules—he gives us his Son!
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 11
GENESIS 3
See their profound shame. After Adam and Eve sinned, they scrambled to cover their nakedness and they hid in the garden to conceal themselves from God. They had realized they were morally filthy. Try to imagine that first horrifying moment of realizing that you are a sinner, deserving judgment, and living in the world of a holy and just God.
Sinners have been looking for ways to cover themselves ever since. We will do anything to prove that we are making a contribution, that we are good, that we don’t deserve God’s disapproval. How much of our busyness is really an effort to prove our worth?
When God confronted Adam and Eve, he cursed the very things in which men and women would seek to find their worth—their labor (Genesis 3:16–19). The very things we would hope to give us meaning and worth have been cursed so that to be “fruitful” in them will require extreme effort. You may try to take pride in your work; you may try to find life and meaning in your children, but God isn’t going to make it easy for you. God wants us to find our rest in him, not in our own proud efforts. He won’t allow us to successfully cover ourselves. He faithfully and lovingly steers us away from trusting in our own efforts so that we can find true rest in the work he has done.
WINSTON T. SMITH
March 12
ISAIAH 49:13–26
We are going to struggle with fear rather than have it instantly disappear. Anticipating this, God reminds us that he will never leave us. “Do not be afraid, for I am with you” (Genesis 26:24). “Do not be afraid or terrified because of them, for the LORD your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you” (Deuteronomy 31:6). “Do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God” (Isaiah 41:10).
Imagine the presence of one who deeply loves you and is powerful enough to deal with the things you fear. It turns fear into confidence. But, like all spiritual growth, this change only comes with practice. It comes when you say, “Amen—I believe” when you hear or read the promises of God. It comes through meditation on God’s words. It comes when the cross of Jesus Christ assures you that God is faithful. These words to the fearful are so important that Jesus makes them his final words on earth: “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). The resurrection is God’s answer to fear. Jesus is alive.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 13
PSALM 46
How do you seek intimacy with God? Meditate on the way he treats you. God’s love for us is the most wonderful thing in this world—it’s at the core of what makes life bright and hopeful. Read these Bible verses and make them your own. You are never out of sight or out of mind to God (Psalm 139:7–10). He creates intimacy with you by the way he treats you (Isaiah 42:3). He notices and cares about everything that happens to you (Luke 12:6–7). He speaks openly about himself (John 15:15). He listens to you (Psalm 6:8–9). He is a refuge in the midst of your sufferings (Psalm 46). He hangs in there over the long haul (Isaiah 49:14–16). He laid down his life for you (John 3:16; Romans 5:6–8). He forgives all of your sins (Psalm 103:1–5). His mercies are new every morning (Lamentations 3:21–24).
God wants you to respond to his love by trusting him with your whole life. He has bridged the distance between you and him through the life, death, and resurrection of his Son. Now he is making you like him and walking with you every step of the way.
DAVID POWLISON
March 14
PSALM 95
Real love is persistent. We are called to be longsuffering with the idle, timid, and weak. That means we are to warn, encourage, and help one another for a really, really long time! Change does not happen in us or others overnight. Most of the time, it is a slow, progressive process with many ups and downs. With whom are you in conflict? Have you ever been tempted to say, “I have done all these things and nothing has changed”? Then keep on doing those things. If the person has not changed due to hard-heartedness and clear rejection of the truth, it will be appropriate for the church to assist you and the other person in light of Matthew 18:15–20. But even this is to be done with great care and love.
How is all this possible? Paul brings us full circle in 1 Thessalonians 5:16–17 by calling us to worship! This is a call to first commandment reorientation. Because we are always tempted by ungodly ruling desires, our worship of God must be regular. To engage in godly conflict, I must be captivated by the grace of Christ. This will lead to joy, spontaneous and persistent prayer, and an ability to give thanks in all circumstances—even the circumstance of conflict!
TIMOTHY S. LANE
March 15
REVELATION 7:9–17
We all know that life is sloppy, hard, messy, shameful, and boring. We often deal with things that are out of our control. Good things tend to go bad and bad things tend to seduce us. People leave us hurt and disappointed. Change is often much, much slower than we want it to be. God’s Word is full of powerful life principles, but applying them to life is not always an easy task. We tend to encounter the same problems again and again. It is easy to believe that we are powerless to change and that all our effort is meaningless.
The gospel calls us to look at the messiness of life in a radically different way. The good news of the gospel is that Christ has conquered sin and death, and with them every meaningless and destructive end. Our final destination infuses every word, action, desire, and response with meaning and purpose. There are no completely hopeless situations. The gospel welcomes us to a hopeful realism. We can look life in the face and still be hopeful because of who Christ is and where he is taking us. Everything God has brought into your life has been brought with your destination in view. God is moving you on, even when you think you are stuck.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 16
1 CORINTHIANS 12:12–27
Jesus has turned the tide on loneliness. Look at Genesis 2 through the lens of Jesus’ work on the cross. It’s wonderful that a husband and wife become one flesh; but even more wonderful that Christians comprise the body of Christ, so connected with each other that if one part suffers we all suffer. It’s incredible for a husband and wife to be fruitful and multiply, but even more incredible that Christ multiplies his kingdom by sending flawed people to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). Adam and Eve were naked yet unashamed with each other; but Jesus has washed away our sin, and we now stand clothed in his righteousness! We don’t need to hide when our sin is exposed.
Jesus went to the cross, betrayed and deserted. As he hung there, saturated with our sin, even his Father turned away from him. Adam and Eve hid among the trees because of their sin, but Jesus hung naked and exposed on a tree because of our sin. Adam and Eve were guilty, yet tried to pass the blame. Jesus was completely innocent, yet he took our blame on himself. Jesus was rejected by his Father so we could be accepted. He gave up everything so God might lavish his blessings on us. Out of love for us Jesus hung on the cross until he died. By paying the penalty for our sin, he reversed the effects of the fall and turned the tide on loneliness.
JAYNE V. CLARK
March 17
1 PETER 5:1–11
Is there a bull’s-eye on your chest? If you knew an enemy was in hot pursuit, you would be on guard, especially if that enemy specialized in guerrilla tactics. During times of suffering and difficulty, spiritual warfare is virtually guaranteed. We watch Satan seize what he thought was his golden opportunity when Jesus was led into the desert to endure physical suffering and spiritual isolation (Matthew 4). The Bible depicts Satan as a lion, lurking in the tall grass, patiently waiting to devour those who are susceptible (1 Peter 5:8). Yes, you are an intended casualty, but you are not the primary target of his lies. Instead, the volleys are aimed especially at the character of God. Their goal is to raise questions about God. Specifically, they question God’s love and power.
Our suffering may come from many different places, but, regardless of its origin, Satan ultimately is a player. Suffering is the ideal time for him to raise questions about God, because we ourselves are already asking them. Suffering raises spiritual questions that cannot be ignored. The apostle Paul underscores this when he reminds us that, during suffering, demonic warfare “sets itself up against the knowledge of God” (2 Corinthians 10:5).
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 18
GENESIS 3:1–7
The Serpent offered Eve “more.” What he offered Eve was transcendence, but it had a fatal flaw. It wasn’t connected to God! Here was an offer of an “above and beyond” glory, but it was a replacement for the transcendent glory that can only be found in God. Notice the thundering implication of these five simple words, “You will be like God.” The Serpent was saying, You know, Eve, there is a greater, more satisfying glory than anything you have yet experienced. Your life can be much, much more than it has already been. Why, Eve, you can have it all. If you would just be willing to step outside of God’s narrow boundaries, you wouldn’t need to be connected to him, because you would be like him.
The glory that the Serpent holds out is no glory at all. Essentially Satan is saying, Eve, you can live for a greater and more satisfying kingdom than the kingdom of God. If you do this one thing, you can have a kingdom where you are central and where you rule unchallenged. Here we have recorded the very first time in human history when a person was willing to restrict her living to the size of her life. We have been paying the price ever since.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 19
JAMES 3:1–12
The world of talk is a world of trouble. Nobody articulates this more powerfully than James: “If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check” (James 3:2b). Who can honestly say that all his words are well-intentioned and appropriately spoken? Who has not hurt someone with words or used words for a selfish purpose? Who hasn’t used words as a weapon of anger rather than an instrument of peace? Don’t let yourself back away from the troubles. If you are honest, you have to admit that your relationships have been troubled by words as much as they have been helped. James calls us to admit that our words are the most powerful and consistent indicators of our need for the grace of Christ. James says that if we were without fault in this area, we would be perfect in every way. So listen to your words. Don’t they expose how deep your need is for God’s forgiving grace? We stain our relationships with thoughtless and evil words. We are guilty of turning this gift into a weapon. We need forgiveness and we need help.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 20
JOHN 6:1–58
God’s stories keep getting better. It is as if we are given small doses of reality when we are very young and can’t grasp God’s sophisticated love and care. When we are older and have witnessed more of God’s ways, we are prepared to hear it all. When we were young he gives us manna; when we are old he gives his life. We get him.
Jesus retold the story of manna by feeding five thousand people from five barley loaves and two small fish. This becomes the background for his public announcement: The words of God you have anticipated since the days of Moses are now revealed to you in the flesh. Come and eat (John 6:26–27). We get food by believing that Jesus is the King sent by the Father. We declare our allegiance to him and acknowledge that we belong to him, not ourselves.
What will you do with Jesus, the better manna? That has been the question all along. The focal point is not us and our needs; it is the King, as it should be (John 6:48–58). The pattern is this: The Father genuinely cares about the daily needs of his children, and he is constantly caring for us, but he wants this to point us to something better. If we don’t find our life and strength in Jesus Christ, we will go from one worry to the next.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 21
LUKE 4:14–30
What are you living for? Is there a place in your life where your little kingdom purposes have been masquerading as the kingdom of God? What in your life right now really excites you? What things do you find fulfilling and satisfying? What has become your treasure, and how do you define your needs? Is there a place where selfishness wears the mask of godliness? Is your little kingdom so well costumed that no one around you would ever recognize it for what it really is?
You are not alone in this battle to unmask and dismantle the little kingdom in your life. Your Messiah gives you just what you need for this battle. The little kingdom leaves you poor, so he offers you the good news of the eternal riches of his grace. The little kingdom enslaves you, so he endured the cross to set you free. The little kingdom leaves you blind, so he places hands of grace on you to restore your sight. The little kingdom has left you oppressed, so he purchased your release. Your hope and mine will not be found in another kingdom. What we all desperately need is a King who will liberate us from the kingdoms we build to ourselves. That King has come for you and for me, and Emmanuel, the Lord Jesus Christ, is his name. Seek him! There is help to be found!
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 22
MATTHEW 13:24–33
The King has made extravagant promises to us—promises of protection, liberation, and peace. We respond with our allegiance—faith or trust. The essence of faith is not that we trust without evidence but that we choose sides: In whom do we trust? Our allegiance to the kingdom of God is nurtured by the very words of God, and it is demonstrated in our obedience.
God’s kingdom has been moving forward since the beginning of creation, but its inaugural moment was the resurrection of Jesus. The resurrection was the Father’s confirmation that this was indeed his Son, the only one worthy to sit on the throne. It announced the inauguration with fanfare. But since then, as is characteristic of God’s ways, the actual building of the kingdom is gradual. It moves forward by small, individual acts of our obedience.
Does that seem somehow disappointing? This gradual growth of the kingdom is the way of God. Miracles happen, but God’s favored method is to bring change with less fanfare. The kingdom is a field that grows, the tiniest mustard seed that becomes the largest of all the garden plants, the yeast that gradually but thoroughly permeates the loaf and transforms it. The kingdom unfolds this way in our own personal lives and in history. So, when in doubt about how to seek first the kingdom, choose the path of persistence and endurance.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 23
MATTHEW 6:25–34
Will we trust him? That’s the obvious question after God reveals himself to fearful people. Whose kingdom are you seeking? Do you trust the King who is also your Father? Dangers abound, and life is comprised of hourly risks, but the real issue behind worry is that of spiritual allegiances. Our answer? “Sort of…a little…usually.” We sort of want the kingdom, and we sort of want to trust the King—until life gets precarious. When everything is going well and the storehouses are full, we trust him. But when there is nothing for tomorrow, we panic and track down the address of another god who can give us enough for tomorrow and the next day too.
Whom do I trust? Where is my faith? Those are the questions that all worriers must ask, yet all of us already know the answer. Our trust is divided. We don’t put all our eggs in one basket—even God’s—because that’s too risky. Our trust might not pay off the way we hope. We are reluctant to simply say to our Father, “I am yours,” and stop worrying. Jesus knows this. Fear and worry reveal that our faith is indeed small. If you are looking to plumb the depths of worry, you can find it in your mixed allegiances. You trust God for some things but not others. You trust him for heaven but not for earth.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 24
PSALM 18
To be used by God in difficult relationships, you need to understand how he pursues people. How is it that the all-powerful God of the universe doesn’t terrify us when he comes looking for us? Why don’t we run the other way? Part of the reason is that God has an established track record of being involved in his people’s lives for their good. God responded to Adam and Eve’s rebellion by promising a Deliverer who would free us from our slavery to sin (Genesis 3:15). God remembered that promise for thousands of years and never turned his back on his people, even though they turned away from him many times. Instead, he continued to move all history toward the point when, at just the right time, Jesus stepped onto center stage (Galatians 4:4).
Jesus literally went to hell and back for you. His death guarantees your forgiveness; his resurrection guarantees your new life; and his Spirit guarantees that he will never leave you. Jesus has remained faithful to you, even through the many times you have not loved him with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. He is committed to you for the long haul. He invites you to run to him to find safety. He is your rock, fortress, refuge, stronghold, shield, and strong tower (Psalms 9:9; 18:2; 94:22; 144:2). He invites you to find safety in him.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
March 25
PSALM 130
The news can’t be contained. When you receive something wonderful, you talk about it. In this psalm, what began as the cry of an isolated man becomes a shout to the community. “If I have found hope and love in the Lord, then you can too. If I have found joy in forgiveness, you can too.” Or, to paraphrase, “If I, an Old Testament psalmist who hasn’t seen the coming of Jesus, can speak with this kind of hope, how much more can you, who have witnessed the cross—the unmistakable evidence of forgiveness of sins?”
Granted, this may still seem like an impossible dream, but remember that God himself is giving you this psalm. He is rewriting your story. You might feel like you are doing very well to repeat the cries of the first two verses, but the Spirit of God wants you to have the entire story.
This is just one psalm of many you could own. It can belong to you and be your future. Think about it. You feel like you have no purpose. Think of what it would be like to be an ambassador of hope to hopeless people. Those who suffer are credible because of their suffering; their hope is tried and genuine. When you speak hope to another, it is persuasive and attractive.
EDWARD T. WELCH
March 26
PSALM 4
Good relationships are always built on the foundation stones of identity and worship. Even though these ideas may seem distant from our daily struggles, nothing can shelter our relationships from difficulty if we aren’t building community on this foundation. We often mistakenly think that our relationships are difficult because, like a child learning to walk, we simply lack the skills and experience not to fall. This may be true in part, but the greater problem is the foundation we are walking on. For our relationships to be what God designed them to be, the rebuilding, restoring, and reconciling must start with a solid new foundation.
This foundation is not what we do and say. It begins in the heart, the source of the thoughts and motives that shape what we do and say. Your heart is always with you, and in profound ways it shapes your interactions with others. If our heart’s foundation is solid, based on God’s truth, design, and purpose for us, we will be able to build healthy, God-honoring relationships even though we are flawed people living in a broken world. By contrast, broken community is always the result of broken foundations.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
March 27
PSALM 71
Because your Lord is with you, your faith and love will operate right up to the end of your life. Psalm 71 is written from the perspective of an elderly person whose strength is failing, but three things are still true about him: (1) He has faith. God is still his refuge, rock, and fortress. He pleads with God to not forsake him in his old age. He honestly faces the fragility of life and puts his faith in God and the resurrection. (2) Because he knows where he’s going, he has a reservoir of fundamental, honest joy. You cannot pretend when you are facing death. Either you’re anchored in the certainty of the resurrection and full of joy, or you’re not anchored and full of fear. (3) He has love. Faith expresses itself in love. Love for God is always expressed in love for others. He says, “Since my youth, O God, you have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds” (Psalm 71:17). He has a sense of legacy; he’s proclaiming to those he loves that he is dying in hope. You also are called to love others by leaving them a legacy of hope.
There is nothing more powerful as you face death than faith, joy, and love. By faith you look right through death to Jesus, your anchor, and you will be full of joy. And as long as you live, your faith and joy will overflow in love to others.
DAVID POWLISON
March 28
2 CORINTHIANS 4:1–6
The Word or personal experience? Which do you allow to dictate your perception of God? If you look at God only through the lens of your human experience, you misunderstand him. But when you listen, the Holy Spirit speaks through the Word to reinterpret your life experiences. This truth then goes on to shape your perceptions of future experience.
What is the typical human experience of “God”? Depending on who you listen to, God is a philosophical abstraction, your higher power, an idol, an experiential high during meditation, a remote tyrant, a good buddy, creative energy, a benign grandfather, or even yourself. All these images grossly misshape God. Does that mean it is impossible to know the living and true God if I have spent my life believing such false images? The Bible everywhere rejects such an idea and offers instead to “open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light” (Acts 26:18). God is in the business of changing people’s minds; he is not hindered by distortions. He can reveal himself, “[shining] in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). Life experience is not supreme; neither are the lies that people believe. God is, and he alone trumps what we bring to the table.
DAVID POWLISON
March 29
GENESIS 19:1–24
You see a God of all grace. God sends two angels to urge Lot to leave doomed Sodom. God longs for Lot to heed their warnings, but he dallies. How can Lot be so clueless? Unfortunately, it’s pretty easy. When you first get a warning, you take it seriously; you might even act on it initially. But if you need a warning, it means you’re already partially blind, so it doesn’t take much to completely close your eyes.
What do you see in this passage? You see sorry and pathetic people, but you also see a wonderful God, who does not mock, laugh, or use their failings to inflate his own sense of importance. You see a God of all grace. God tells stories about wretched people who can neither see nor do what is best for themselves or their families. In the telling, God tells you even more about himself. People make life hard on God. They doubt him, ignore him, disobey him, and are miserable to him. And in his response, God extends his sovereignty, power, and might on their behalf. He is kind to the undeserving.
Do you know yourself as undeserving? If so, take heart. We have a God who not only remains committed to his people despite their failings, but does so with compassion.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
March 30
JUDGES 6
Gideon is hiding in a winepress when God addresses him: “The LORD is with you, mighty warrior.” Gideon seems as surprised as we are. God chose that less-than-courageous circumstance to tell Gideon that he would save Israel. Gideon, unconvinced, asks for a sign to assure him that God is speaking to him. He asks if the angel of the Lord would stay for a meal as proof, and the Lord graciously stays. Later Gideon asks for more proof. He asks God to wet a fleece but not the ground around it. God complies. God shows us the weakness of his chosen vessel and, more importantly, his kind concern in the face of Gideon’s doubt and unbelief.
God anticipates Gideon’s faith battle and builds his confidence by infiltrating the minds of his enemies. Gideon can no longer doubt future victory when he hears the enemy prophesy their own defeat. God never berates Gideon for his lack of faith. Instead, he stoops ever lower to give him the faith to believe. Gideon’s need for encouragement remains a constant, and God keeps intensifying his responses—from waiting for Gideon, to altering the physical world, to initiating the last sign. Gideon is not brave, but that doesn’t keep God from using him. He takes the man he wants to use and delivers Israel from her enemies by his hand. He uses his chosen vessel despite that vessel’s repeated struggle to trust God.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
March 31
PSALM 119:65–72
“Give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). The preposition “in” is important. In part, Paul is saying that even in life’s hardest moments, God calls you to look for his grace, to search for his love, and to expect his mercy. Don’t let grief rob you of worship or permit a complaining spirit to replace a thankful heart. God doesn’t expect you to jump for joy when you suffer loss. But he has promised never to leave you. You will find blessings in the middle of your grief. Perhaps it will be someone’s love and support. Perhaps it will be financial provision. Perhaps a confusing decision becomes clearer. Perhaps there will be precious family moments. Perhaps it will be a sense of God’s presence in a moment of struggle. Maybe the wisdom of his Word will guide just when you need it most. Perhaps your relationship with the Lord will deepen. Suffering has a way of clarifying truth for us. We see how weak and needy we are and we gain a deeper understanding of God’s powerful grace. We learn to seek him in ways we never have before and spiritual growth begins. Are you looking for the blessings that are hidden in your grief?
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 1
PHILIPPIANS 2:1–11
This kingdom is a kingdom of the cross. For all of its joy and celebration and for all of its gifts of life and grace, the kingdom of God is a kingdom of sacrifice. The central event in the history of this kingdom is a shocking and unthinkable sacrifice. This moment of sacrifice confounded the followers who were there to see it and has interested theologians ever since. It is at once the most terrible and most beautiful event in the kingdom. It is a sacrifice that makes perfect sense and no sense at all. And this sacrifice forms the operating agenda of the kingdom from that time on.
Jesus, by his bleeding and broken body on the cross, not only gave the kingdom of God its life and hope, but its paradigm for living as well. That history-changing death on the cross is also the life-changing call of Christ to everyone who would follow him. And as it did on the cross, that willingness to die will always result in life. This kingdom is a kingdom of the cross, and everyone who celebrates that sacrifice is called to drag a cross along with them every day.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 2
PSALM 22
I will express godly emotions. There is no scene more filled with emotion than the scene at Calvary. Christ cried out to his Father as he suffered and died. The Cross invites you to cry out to the Father as well. Christ cried to a Father who was silent as he let him die, so that you could cry to a Father who will hear you and give you what you need to live.
The more you understand who God is and who he has made you to be, the more you realize that the Christian life is not an emotionless, stoic existence. On earth, Christ expressed a whole range of emotions and, as you grow in Christ, you will too. Maturity expresses the right emotion in the right way at the right time. As Christians, we should be the saddest people on earth (because we understand the ravages of sin), and the most joyful people on earth (because we experience the grace of the crucified Christ).
There is a proper time for sorrow, joy, anger, fear, jealousy, happiness, gratitude, anticipation, remorse, grief, and excitement. The life of faith is a stained glass window, rich with the color of many different emotions, through which the light of Christ shines.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 3
ROMANS 15:1–13
We can get tired pretty quickly of caring about someone more than we do ourselves. In Romans 15:5–6 Paul is talking about living in harmony with one another, and then he asks for help from “the God who gives endurance and encouragement.” Notice how those two elements—endurance and encouragement—work together. When you’d like to stop trying to reach out to a difficult person, God enables you to endure, to keep on plugging even when things are rocky between you.
Your God is a God of encouragement. Your God brings light and joy to your soul as you strive to bring him glory through your relationships. The road of relational harmony is difficult (you will need this God of endurance!), but it’s not bleak because he is an encouraging God. So when you are ready to quit, you need to ask him to encourage you. Let him remind you that because he is for you, no one can be against you (Romans 8:31). Hear from him again that Jesus gave up his life for you, and he fully intends to finish the work he began in you. He has not given up on you, although you know he has every reason to. It’s his encouragement that will move you to repent of your self-focus and give you the desire to try again with others.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
April 4
ROMANS 8:18–24
What is the kingdom of God all about? What new meaning and purpose is to become the focus of my life as a child of God? God has called us away from our autonomous, self-focused living to live transcendently once again—to live with restoration in view in every situation, location, and relationship in which God places me.
God’s redemptive purpose is captured in Revelation 21:5, when God, seated on the throne says, “I am making everything new!” It is summarized in Romans 8:18–24, which pictures the whole of creation groaning, waiting for redemption. If the glory of God is reflected in all of creation, if the effects of sin reach to all of creation, and if the goal of redemption is to restore all of creation, then you and I should care about everything!
Your sadness with sin should be bigger than the fact that it complicates your life. Your sadness should extend as far as sin reaches. Your celebration of God’s restoring grace should be bigger than the fact that it brings blessing to your private world. The goal of God’s kingdom is the complete restoration of every last thing that was damaged by the fall. Grace calls you to shape your living to the contours of this amazing work of restoration. As the great old Christmas carol proclaims, “He comes to make his blessings known, far as the curse is found.”
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 5
1 CORINTHIANS 12:1–11
Paul grounds our unity in the unity of the Trinity, not in our ability to get along. We get along because Father, Son, and Spirit have allowed us to do so. We can give grace because we have been given grace. Jesus humbled himself. The Father gently and patiently works out our salvation. The Holy Spirit forbears and abides with us even in the face of our sin, convicting and correcting us, but never condemning. Father, Son, and Spirit were torn apart so that we might be united with them and with each other. This kind of relational integrity is a high calling, but the God who commands it provides us with everything we need to fulfill it.
Because it is grounded in the Trinity, our unity also allows us to celebrate our diversity in the body of Christ. There is one God, but three persons. God uses our diversity to accomplish his purpose—our growth in grace. Diversity is not an obstacle, but a very significant means to this end. Notice all the differences that exist among us. We have different gifts, serve in different capacities in the body of Christ, and are at various levels of spiritual maturity. All of these differences are there by God’s sovereign apportionment. That is, God chooses to surround us with people who are different from us because he knows it will promote his purpose.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 6
1 PETER 1:3–12
God runs his universe in ways that are counterintuitive. There is a surprising door to joy—to face your suffering, to take hold of it instead of seeking to escape it. To stop what you are doing and honestly say to God, “I feel all alone right now. I’m tired. I’m bored. I’m hurt. I’m worried and stressed. But I know you are with me. I know you are my true refuge. Help me!”
Worship in the Bible expresses two things to God: our pain and our pleasure. For example, some psalms suffer honestly: “O God, I am in anguish. Deliver me from my sufferings and my sins.” Other psalms delight honestly: “O my God, you are good. I thank you, worship you, and adore you.”
In 1 Peter 1, suffering is the context in which you experience “joy inexpressible and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8 NASB). In James 1, trial is the context of purpose, endurance, meaning, and joy. In Romans 5:3, we are told that “we rejoice in our suffering.” In the midst of sorrows, anguish, misery, and pain we come to know that “the love of God has been poured out within our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Romans 5:5 NASB). Walking into suffering with eyes wide open opens the door to knowing the love of God.
DAVID POWLISON
April 7
COLOSSIANS 2:6–15
The cross has purchased daily power for you, because although the power of the little kingdom over your heart has been broken, the presence of little kingdom thoughts and desires still remains. Paul says, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” (Colossians 2:15). You can stand and say, “No!” to the self-focused agenda of the little kingdom. In that moment at work, or in the family room, over the fence with the neighbor, at supper with friends, in the situation of parental discipline, or in a discussion with your spouse, you have not been left to your own strength. You have been given power beyond what you can imagine! Paul says: “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us” (Ephesians 3:20, author’s emphasis). One of the results of the cross of Jesus Christ is the gift of the Holy Spirit. Think about it. God in his awesome power and glory has come to live inside of you. Because of this you are able to be who he has called you to be and do what he has called you to do, even in the face of the powerful temptations you encounter in this fallen world. His presence in your heart guarantees your potential to endure.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 8
MARK 14
A deep sigh gives it away. Just one chapter of Scripture (Mark 14), chronicling only one day, reveals the extent to which Jesus shared our sufferings: the chief priests and teachers of the law were looking for a sly way to arrest Jesus and kill him; Judas agreed to betray Jesus for a fee; Jesus predicted that one of his followers would deny any knowledge of him; Jesus predicted that his other followers would abandon him; the leaders arrested him; he was spit on; he was struck with fists and beaten to the point where he could have died from the lashings alone.
He was called a “man of sorrows” (Isaiah 53:3). He was oppressed, afflicted, despised, and rejected, to the point where people would turn away to avoid seeing his face. You know these things about Jesus, but now that you, too, are familiar with suffering, it should shock you that anyone would voluntarily take such suffering on himself. Sufferers should be able to recognize other sufferers. As a sufferer, you should recognize Jesus’ sufferings; he certainly recognizes yours. A deep sigh gives it away. When Jesus healed a deaf man, he let out a deep sigh as he looked up to heaven (Mark 7:34). He was moved by the suffering he saw around him, and as the risen Lord he continues to be moved by ours today.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 9
EXODUS 2:23–3:10
The word grace was initially associated with loveliness and favor. The apostle Paul added gift to its meaning, which could include both financial and spiritual gifts. This connected grace to our neediness and God’s generous provision for our need. Since it implied that we are weak, grace also meant power. “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). If there is any question that the words of God are good news, grace should resolve it, because the word has become the summary description of Christianity.
When you think about grace, your world is no longer one of fate, karma, or a deistic, passive god. The God of grace is very personal and active. He is especially attentive to those who are needy, and he delights in giving gifts and power to them. Call out in your need and you will be heard. As we saw with the early Hebrews, even if you don’t call to God in your need, you will be heard, and when God hears, it means that he is already taking action.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 10
PSALM 66
Joy is not the opposite of suffering. If it were, a person practiced in joy could crowd out pain because one couldn’t exist with the other. Instead, joy can actually be a companion to suffering. You can see this at Christian funerals. These are grievous events in the church because of the loss of someone beloved. But they are also some of the most joy-filled as worshippers contemplate the glories of heaven and remember that death is not the last word.
To simultaneously say that some things are bad and others are good seems like a precarious balance, but that is the nature of this time in history. The curse and sin persist; they are bad and we wait with hope for their eradication. But the original goodness of creation can still be detected, and the glories of the cross and everything it ushered in are evident through Jesus. These, of course, are great blessings that we enjoy and for which we praise God. We continue to suffer, but suffering cannot rob us of the eternal joy that has already begun.
Job spoke of his “joy in unrelenting pain—that I had not denied the words of the Holy One” (Job 6:10). He took joy in the fact that he had not denied God or questioned his faithfulness throughout his ordeal. He did not take pride in this; he found joy. He knew that God saw his faithfulness as a good thing and Job himself saw it was good as well.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 11
PSALM 86
When my kingdom is at stake—my reputation, my quest for being loved—there is much to lose. Out of fear I commit myself to self-protection. When the things we value are threatened, we protect them. In this case it is the same as protecting ourselves. The alternative is to lose my kingdom and be a simple servant of the Most High God. His kingdom is never threatened because he is all-powerful and he doesn’t need anything from us. He calls us to love and worship him, but he doesn’t need it in the sense that we talk about needing love and affirmation.
This should sound liberating to those who are in bondage to the fear of other people. When we see ourselves as kings who need affection, we are highly vulnerable. But as children and servants, we owe a debt of love to others. We were loved by God more than we loved him; there will always be that imbalance in our relationship. The only appropriate and healthy response is to treat others the way God has treated us. The result? People’s (perceived) opinions don’t have the same power to crush us anymore. Instead, we are less concerned about how we are treated and more concerned with how we treat others. Rejection may still hurt, but it won’t control us.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 12
MATTHEW 6:19–24
Christ warns against living for the physical treasures of the here and now. He warns against investing all of the gifts, talents, time, resources, and energy of your life on the impermanent and unsatisfying treasures of physical earth. But it is scary how magnetic and powerful these “treasures” are. I never wake up in the morning and say, “I want my job to be the single, life-organizing treasure of my life,” but somehow it becomes that. I never say, “Today I will get my identity, meaning, and purpose from another human being,” yet somehow the affection of a certain person becomes my treasure. I never say, “I have decided to find all of my personal happiness in the possession of material things,” yet more and more I am living to acquire. Even though I have never made a conscious decision to make these things my treasure, the physical values of earth hook and enslave me. I never say, “I will make power and control the thing of highest value in my life,” but somehow it is. I never say, “I will make the success of my children the central treasure of my life,” yet somehow it happens.
We weren’t created to find our satisfaction in the little, earthbound kingdom treasures of the here and now. We were created to seek a better treasure, and in so doing to be eternally grateful and satisfied.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 13
MATTHEW 18:21–35
When Peter asks Jesus how many times he should forgive someone, he thinks he is being rather noble by suggesting seven times. But Jesus rebukes Peter and says that forgiveness has no limits. There is no way around Jesus’ words, and no use trying to soften the implications. The principle applies to countless offenses and even the same, endlessly repeated offense. We’re tempted to think that once we have forgiven someone, we’re done. But forgiving someone is not just a past event. It’s something we must continue to practice, even when we are dealing with an offense we have already forgiven. Even if I have forgiven you for something you have done in the past, I need to be careful that I don’t slip into bitterness some time in the future. I need to keep practicing forgiveness every time I see you or think of you.
Why is the process of forgiveness so important? Because even if you have forgiven someone for an offense, you will be tempted to think about it the next time you see her, or the next time she sins against you. Without realizing it, you will pile that sin on top of the old sins. This makes it harder and harder to forgive someone.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 14
HEBREWS 12:3–17
Persevere is something God does; it is not only something he says. It is one of the many aspects of his character. The reason it is of great worth is that it is one of the chief ways God has revealed himself to us. Scripture consistently points to God’s perseverance and forbearance with his people. “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9, author’s emphasis). “May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance” (2 Thessalonians 3:5, author’s emphasis). “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2, author’s emphasis).
Perseverance is only relevant in difficulties, and we are, in fact, very difficult people for God to deal with. Our Creator God has created us for himself and we respond too often with indifference or a quest for adolescent independence. Put even more personally, we are his beloved, but, in the face of God’s unexplainable and lavish love, we pursue other lovers who ultimately abandon us. In this context, God reveals his perseverance with us.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 15
DEUTERONOMY 5:12–15; LEVITICUS 25:1–12
God intends for us to be free. Freedom from slavery is part of the Sabbath and the Jubilee. All of Israel, including servants, and even animals, are to observe this rest. “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day” (Deuteronomy 5:15).
The focus and purpose of all of our labor, ultimately, is to serve him. No other person or institution may own our allegiance; any other allegiance is ultimately slavery. God has freed us and will continue to free us. These Sabbaths don’t just point backward to the God of creation; they point to God as a deliverer as well. The year of Jubilee tells us that we can never lose our identity as God’s freed children. He is the One who delivers the enslaved and those he sets free are freed forever. In addition, the Sabbath and Jubilee tell us that God has a home for us and will lead us there. God takes the enslaved and restores the created order of things by settling his people in his land. Who or what controls your world? Whom or what do you serve?
WINSTON T. SMITH
April 16
1 CORINTHIANS 15:1–11
He says it is “of first importance.” When you page through Scripture with an eye to finding purpose statements, you can’t miss the apostle Paul’s summary, “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time” (1 Corinthians 15:3–6).
If you want an even more basic statement, Paul whittles it down to this: “Christ and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). When he personalizes it, he writes, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). Scripture is a story that climaxes in Christ. Our story, if it is to have enduring purpose, must stay focused on that same conclusion.
What’s the use? Why bother? The answer is that Jesus Christ has been crucified and he has risen from the dead. You couldn’t find a more complete answer. In it you find that you are called, forgiven, adopted into a new family, given gifts, given a mission, given a future. You are given love, and this love is so extreme it will take you all eternity to begin to understand it.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 17
HEBREWS 10:1–14
Feel the futility of it. In the Old Testament, the priests of Israel were required to offer daily sacrifices to atone for sins. Hebrews points out that the fact these sacrifices had to be performed over and over for hundreds of years shows that they were ineffective in removing sin (Hebrews 10:1–2). Let the language of these tasks being “endless” and being required “year after year” make you tired.
But when Jesus comes, acting as our high priest, he makes a sacrifice of his own life and body that pays the debt once and for all. “But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God” (Hebrews 10:12). Jesus, unlike any other priest, completed his work and was able to sit down. Like his Father in Genesis 1, Jesus sits because his labor for us is perfect and complete. In other words, “It was very good.” Because Jesus rests, you can rest.
Jesus’ death and resurrection embody the promises of Sabbath. His work is perfect; complete. He has redeemed us from our sin. By trusting him and obeying his words and his Spirit within us, we are no longer slaves to our corrupted nature. We are free to be God’s children. His resurrection is a picture and promise of the new life we have now and will have forever when Jesus returns and we are resurrected as well.
WINSTON T. SMITH
April 18
ISAIAH 55
The call of Christ seems hard. “Deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” But this hard call is actually the call of grace. In calling you to your death, Christ is actually protecting you from death.
There is a rich and satisfying life to be found. If you are God’s child, your life has transcendent meaning and purpose. But these things will never be found as long as you are holding tightly to your life. Isaiah would say to each of us, “Why are you working so hard for what will never satisfy? Why are you investing so much in what can never fulfill?” This amazing life of transcendent meaning, purpose, and joy is to be found on the other side of your death. It is only when you deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow your Lord that you begin to experience the transcendent humanity for which you were created.
Christ’s call to you is a rescue. In asking you to deny yourself and follow, he is giving to you what you could never earn or achieve on your own. Christ offers you what you cannot earn and what the physical creation can never offer: the all-surpassing glory of knowing him. This is the world’s best prize. This is the universe’s best meal. This is the only thing that will give your life meaning and fill you with lasting joy.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 19
JOHN 19:16–30
“It is finished.” Christ comes and satisfies God’s wrath in a way that all former sacrifices and human intercessors could not. Jesus drains the cup of God’s wrath against his people once for all. For those who hate and curse him, he pours out anger as punishment. When it is concluded, he declares, “It is done,” though it takes an eternity for them to absorb it. Jesus also uttered, “It is finished” when he exhausted God’s wrath on behalf of his people. Either people exhaust God’s anger themselves or a substitute does.
In love, God finds a way to deal with the anger his people provoke, even though it means that he must bear the punishment his righteous wrath requires. He pays so that you do not. The consequences you suffer are not intended to pay God back. In that sense, they are not punishment, but rather training so that you might learn to live a holy life.
Anger that disciplines is different from anger that destroys. It’s corrective, not destructive. More than that, being angry with family costs God, and he willingly pays the price. You don’t need to be afraid of this awesome, powerful God, because he pays what you never could. That’s a God you can have great confidence in, even when you’ve angered him.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
April 20
JONAH 4:1–11
The character of God has infinite facets. “God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, and truth” (Westminster Confession of Faith, Shorter Catechism, Question 4). Of these and many other attributes, Scripture often emphasizes that God is great and good, powerful and loving.
In Jonah’s book, these qualities are on display. The crux of the book is Jonah’s defense. “I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity” (Jonah 4:2). The problem is that this knowledge didn’t make a difference. If anything, it made things worse, at least from Jonah’s perspective. Odd, given Jonah’s confidence in God’s love, that he would avoid trusting him. We might believe that God loves us, but we aren’t so sure he will give us what we want. We want to be loved, and we also want to dictate the way and by whom we are loved. Jonah believed that God was gracious and compassionate, but he wanted love served up as judgment and destruction against his enemies.
Confession is once again the way out. With Jonah and ourselves, when our desires depart from God’s, they become idolatrous. We don’t want anything to get between us and our object of worship. Jonah didn’t want to submit to God; he wanted to be a god.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 21
PSALM 133; MATTHEW 5:43–47
The Bible holds two pictures of relationship in tension. The leading theme, the richer theme, involves the people you truly enjoy—your beloved brother, sister, wife, the child you hold in your arms, and dear friends. In heaven you will see face-to-face the One you love, the supreme Person. But heaven is also a place full of other relationships you enjoy. These people love you without pretense, competition, or manipulation.
But side by side with that call to joyous intimacy is a call to get out of your comfort zone. The harder call of the Bible is to love enemies, strangers, people who are different from you, and those who are needy, sinful, and broken. This call comes for two reasons. First, it tests whether you are turning the innocent pleasures of intimacy into a stained pleasure. Are you and the people you enjoy turning into a clique? Second, the call tests whether we are willing to widen the circle of intimacy so that enemies become friends, strangers become like family, and someone you don’t know becomes like a dear sister. The goal is always the simple, joyous relationship with others—the mutual affection and give-and-take. God calls you to widen the circle of your friendships, and to avoid making a god out of those who bring you the greatest pleasure. Doing these two things will fill your life with the pleasure of growing relationships with others.
DAVID POWLISON
April 22
LUKE 9:18–27
It must have been a shock when Christ turned to his followers and announced that they must die. Christ was calling his listeners to something that is counterintuitive for us. We work to preserve both our physical lives and our own personal definition of life. We work hard to avoid danger, injury, suffering, difficulty, trial, and loss. This instinct to preserve and defend life is deep within all of us. Yet here the Creator of life is calling us to think positively about dying. It doesn’t make sense until you begin to understand the profound logic in Christ’s call: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self? If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him” (Luke 9:23–26).
Here is one of the most practical truths you will ever consider. It has everything to do with how you are investing your life, where you are placing your hope, and the transcendent life that you were created to enjoy. The little kingdom promises life, but brings you death; the big kingdom requires your death, but gives you life.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 23
PSALM 145
We were created to find our meaning, identity, and purpose in the existence, character, and plan of God. Our identity was meant to be rooted in his love. Our hope was designed to be tied to his grace. Our potential was meant to be connected to his power. Our purpose was meant to be structured by his will. Our joy was meant to be wed to his glory. In every way, our vision of what is necessary, true, worthy, and meaningful was meant to be rooted in a functional worship of him. We were created for the dignity of living large and meaningful lives—lives that literally are connected to things before the creation of the world and extending far into eternity.
This kind of big-God, big-picture living means that we care about things that do not immediately involve us, because God, who is the source and center of our lives, does. God’s purposes become our functional life goals, the things God says are valuable become the real-life treasures we seek, and God’s will provides the fences within which we live.
We start to understand that grace cuts a hole in sin’s shrink-wrap. Grace reaches in, pulls us out, and locates us in a place that is more exciting and meaningful than anything we could have ever conceived of ourselves—the kingdom of God.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
April 24
PSALM 126
He knows our suffering. Have you noticed that sometimes, in the presence of someone whose suffering seems greater than our own, our suffering seems lighter, less intense? It is as if the suffering of another can temporarily take us out of ourselves. The sufferings of Jesus can, indeed, elevate us and take us out of ourselves.
The cross says that life will not be easy. If Jesus serves, we will serve. If Jesus suffers, we too will experience hardships. No servant is greater than the master. Yet things are not always the way they appear. Suffering is part of the path that leads to glory and beauty. “He who goes out weeping, carrying seed to sow, will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with him” (Psalm 126:6). Suffering has a purpose. It is changing us so that we look more and more like Jesus himself and even death is not the end of the story. When someone has suffered like you, they understand you before you speak. They can even supply words that describe your suffering. Jesus suffered; therefore, he knows our suffering.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 25
PSALM 32
The God who sees us clearly is full of mercy. He does not intend for you to spend the rest of your life wallowing in guilt. He wants you to face the gravity of what you have done so you will turn to him and find mercy. He wants this moment to be a turning point in your life—the moment where you turn and are met by God’s love and mercy. James 4:6 explains it this way: “God opposes the proud” (those who won’t admit their need), “but gives grace to the humble” (those who know their need). In fact, in that same verse James says that God “gives us more grace.” No matter how bad the problem, grace goes deeper, higher, and wider.
God will meet you right where you are—in your silence, your humiliation, your guilt, and your shame. He came in the person of Jesus to redeem this world—to redeem you. He stepped into our brokenness, sin, disease, and pain and took it all on himself. He died on a cross for your sins. God’s promise of mercy to you is backed up by the broken body of his Son. Jesus’ death is your guarantee that when you come to God and confess your sins to him you will receive mercy. The gospel of Jesus Christ is for those who know and admit their sins (1 John 1:8–9).
DAVID POWLISON
April 26
PSALM 73
Cry on your bed or cry to the Lord. Everything turns inward in depression. A beautiful flower momentarily catches your attention, but within seconds the focus bends back into your own misery. You see loved ones who are celebrating a recent blessing, but before you can synchronize your feelings with theirs, you have doubled back to your own personal emptiness. Like a boomerang that always returns, no matter how hard you try, you can’t get away from yourself.
Pain is like that. If any part of your body is injured, you can’t get away from the pain. You may have brief distractions, but then the throbbing breaks through your consciousness and dominates again. At its peak, there seems to be no way out. You feel trapped by it.
But there are choices. You are standing at a crossroads and you will take one path or another. There is no such thing as not choosing, because “not choosing” is one of the paths. It too is a choice. Your decision is between calling out to the Lord or not. This is the choice that has confronted those in misery throughout history. Listen to the prophet Hosea, who wrote these words on behalf of the Lord: “They do not cry out to me from their hearts but wail upon their beds” (Hosea 7:14).
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 27
ROMANS 7:13–25
Our response to God’s love is summarized as loving our neighbors. This simple expression of obedience is a profound treatment for failure and shame. At first it seems counterintuitive. After all, our problem was that we fell in love with what we could receive from others; it would make more sense to detach from them. This love, however, is different. It is the love of a person freed rather than enslaved. Having received the love of Christ, we are willing to say to other people, “My desire to love you will outweigh my desire to be loved [honored, appreciated, respected] by you.” Can you imagine the freedom in this? No longer are we dominated by popular opinion. Perceived rejection doesn’t control us as it once did. Instead, we keep coming back to the question, “What form will love take now?”
When you turn to Christ, you don’t have to say, “I am special because God loves me,” which is true but not the critical issue. And you don’t have to say, “What a miserable, idolatrous wretch,” which is also true but also not the critical issue. Instead, you simply think less often about yourself. Your successes and failures are still noticeable, but they don’t encumber you the way they once did.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 28
1 CORINTHIANS 2:6–16
Scripture presents a tension in describing sinners. On the one hand, sinners are rebellious and disobedient. “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one” (Romans 3:10–12). “Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness” (1 John 3:4).
Sinners are also deceived and enslaved. Jesus speaks plainly to the Pharisees: “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). The apostle Peter called false teachers “slaves of depravity,” observing the more general truth that “a man is a slave to whatever has mastered him” (2 Peter 2:19). Proverbs 5:22 declares that “the evil deeds of a wicked man ensnare him; the cords of his sin hold him fast.”
On the cross the Lord Jesus pleads, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Jesus views his crucifiers as self-deceived and ignorant, and he mercifully prays for their forgiveness. Similarly, Paul explains how unbelievers are blind to God’s secret wisdom, the gospel: “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Corinthians 2:8). Sin enslaves. It deceives. It blinds.
ROBERT D. JONES
April 29
1 PETER 5:6–11
The King beseeches us to lay our burden on him. He is the God who comes to serve rather than be served (Matthew 20:28). There is nothing begrudging in his service. It is his choice, and he has sworn himself to it.
Peter is doing his best to persuade us to be a new people who call out to the Lord. He begins by exhorting us to know that our God is the Creator God. He holds history in his hand. He delivers with a mighty hand, the grandest display being the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That was the act that subdued enemy forces and conquered death itself. If he really did this, don’t we see that his greatest act was a self-sacrificial act of service? In keeping with his character, he continues to serve; he invites us to cast our burdens on him as we would cast burdens on an ox. Granted, it isn’t easy to say you need help. It is humbling—and that is the point. In one of the amazing paradoxes of the kingdom, when God takes our burdens and takes the position of a servant, he reveals our inability and his sufficiency. As such, he is exalted as the God of the mighty hand.
EDWARD T. WELCH
April 30
GALATIANS 5:16–26
Good relationships demand character because our relationships are always lived out in the middle of some kind of difficulty. Remember, your relationships have not been designed by God as vehicles for human happiness, but as instruments of redemption. It isn’t enough to ask for the character you need to survive the difficulties of life and the weaknesses of the other person. We have been called to minister to the people that God, in his wisdom, has placed in our lives. He wants to use us as instruments of grace in their lives. To live this way takes character.
It takes humility to live with a sinner in a world of difficulty. It takes gentleness to be part of what God is doing in someone’s life and not get in the way. It takes patience to deal with the sin and weakness of those around you. It takes perseverance to be part of change in a relationship because that change is most often a process and rarely an event. It takes forgiveness to move beyond the times you have been mistreated by another. It takes forbearance to continue to love a person, even when you are being provoked. It is hard to respond in kindness when you are treated unkindly. It takes remarkable love to serve the good of the other person and not be distracted by daily needs.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 1
GENESIS 3
Sin drives Adam and Eve into hiding. It produces fear in them. Adam and Eve don’t pursue God, so he pursues them and asks a question: “Where are you?” God asks not for his own benefit, but for Adam and Eve’s. They need the experience of answering the question and the responsibility of owning what they have done. God follows up the first question with another and, even though Adam and Eve attempt to shift the blame, God promises to send them someone who will deliver them from what they have done. God himself will take the punishment they deserve.
He is the same God today. He comes looking for you when you sin and fail. More than that, he is a God you want to come looking for you. You know that when he finds you he will make things better. True, he knows you’re in trouble; you may have put yourself in danger. But he does not seek to ruin you. He seeks to rescue you. There will be consequences, but there will be goodness in those consequences. How could you be frightened when he comes looking for you? Instead, you are really glad he is seeking you out. It moves you to thankful worship.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
May 2
JAMES 1:1–18
Temptations grow in stages (James 1:13–15). The first stage is seduction (being “dragged away and enticed”). Temptation begins with desires. You believe you need something in addition to Christ in order to be happy. It could be anything—someone’s approval, a possession, a pleasure, a job, a family, etc. A temptation might be obviously sinful, but often it can be a good thing. Your greatest opportunity to triumph over sin is at this beginning stage of temptation. Ask the Holy Spirit to help you see what you are drawn to besides Christ.
The second stage of temptation is conception (“after desire has conceived”). Now the initial desire is lodged deep in your heart and you start to plan how you can get it. What you want is becoming more important to you than God. You haven’t committed the outward sin, yet your desires are sinful.
The final stage is birth (“birth to sin; and sin . . . gives birth to death”). The result of your desire for something besides Christ is being caught in full-blown sin. Notice that the birth is really a death—you are mastered by something other than Christ.
At any time during these different stages of temptation, you can run to Christ, repent of your sin, and learn from your failure how to withstand temptation. God can change your heart so that, instead of a particular sin dominating your life, bit by bit you will be tempted by it less and less.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
May 3
EPHESIANS 4:15–29
Wise love is often both skillful and creative, but it cannot be reduced to a skill set or to creative imagination. I have seen wrecked lives changed simply because a friend cared and was willing to speak honestly like this: “I love and respect you as a person, and I want what is good for you. But you are destroying yourself with what you believe and how you are living.” Those were precisely the words that changed my life. The cruise missile of wise love blew apart the bunker of self-will in which I lived. My friend’s words were not a product of technique. But they had four things going for them. They were true, loving, personal, and appropriate.
The living God brought my friend’s words home with power. Out of the collapse of core willfulness, I could hear for the first time the voice of another, even greater friend: “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezekiel 36:26). This Wonderful Counselor’s approach is best described as true, loving, personal, appropriate. Speaking the truth in love comes first. And those words of the Life-giver, the merciful Shepherd, my Father, were precisely the words that changed my life forever.
DAVID POWLISON
May 4
MARK 5:25–34
It was her faith that singled her out. Jesus was touched by thousands of people, but, up to this point, there was only one person singled out as having faith. This unnamed woman had spent everything she had on medical treatments and her bleeding only became worse. Yet when she heard Jesus was coming, she believed he could heal her. This indeed is great faith. After dozens of treatments, this woman had certainly given up hope. Sure, she might try the next treatment to come down the road, but she could have no confidence in it. She had learned by now that nothing was going to help. But when she heard Jesus was coming, she thought, “If I just touch his clothes, I will be healed” (Mark 5:28). Not “I might be healed.” This woman was confident because she knew Jesus. This woman is a teacher of the fear of the Lord. She first listened to Jesus and saw what he did. Undoubtedly she was amazed by what she heard and saw. But her amazement led her to a confidence that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God.
What about you? When you read about these events, are you astonished, or are they just another Sunday school lesson? Allow this woman to let you see the Son of God in a new way, bigger than before. Then let her teach you further: “Don’t just stand there with your mouth open. Believe!” Awe is good, but awe must lead us to faith, and faith must lead to action.
EDWARD T. WELCH
May 5
PSALM 119:97–112
The Scriptures are like good food—sweeter even than honey (Psalm 119:103). Do God’s words delight and strengthen you every day?
To learn how to use the Bible to get to know your heavenly Father and his love for you, start by asking the Spirit to speak to you through the Bible—to use the Bible to connect you to God. In the midst of temptation, the Spirit then will be able to use God’s own words to remind you who God is, how much he loves you, and how pleasing him is the best thing—better than whatever sin you are tempted to commit. Memorize Bible passages that will help you see Christ more clearly. A great passage to start memorizing is Philippians 2:1–11. Here Paul reminds us of who we are in Christ and calls us to treat others the same way Jesus has treated us. Instead of making others the place where you find acceptance, comfort, and love, this passage teaches that Christ came to deal with a deeper need than human approval. He came so you might receive and live in the reality of his forgiveness and comfort.
Meditating on Scripture also includes persistent prayer in light of the Scripture. God gave you the Bible to help you know him, and prayer is how that relationship becomes real and meaningful.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
May 6
PSALM 13
The Bible is honest about the sorrows of life. God welcomes you to be honest as well. The Psalms capture examples of such honesty. Psalms 13, 22, 38, 42, 55, 59, 61, 73, and 88 all record God’s people bringing their honest grief, questions, and complaints to the Lord. Perhaps you are in a place where you are confused or even angry with God. You want to complain about his sovereignty. It is an act of faith to bring that complaint to him in the pattern of these psalms. Your faith in God should never silence you in the dark hours of grief. Rather, this is when we begin to understand how deep, rich, and sturdy God’s love for us really is. He will not turn away from your questions or be surprised by your grief. He will not be repulsed by your anger or turn his back on your pain. He understands the darkest moments of human existence and enters them with boundless mercy, unending love, and amazing grace. The Psalms record the cries of God’s people: “The LORD has heard my weeping” (Psalm 6:8). They invite us to bring our grief to the One who cares for us more than anyone else ever could. God never turns a deaf ear to the cries of his children. No cry is too anguished for his ears. He listens—and answers.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 7
PROVERBS 4
The heart is the real or essential you. The average Christian defines sin by talking about behavior. For example, what is the goal of most Christian parents? Is it not to get their children to do the right things? We set up all kinds of relational, motivational, and corrective structures to constrain and direct our children’s behavior. However, beneath the battle for behavior is another, more fundamental battle—the battle for the thoughts and motives of the heart.
All of the ways in which the Bible refers to the inner person (mind, emotions, spirit, soul, will, etc.) are summed up with this one term: heart. The heart is the steering wheel of every human being. Everything we do is shaped and controlled by what our hearts desire. That is why the Bible is very clear that God wants our hearts. Only when God has your heart does he have you (Proverbs 4:23). As much as we are affected by our broken world and the sins of others against us, our greatest problem is the sin that resides in our hearts. That is why the message of the gospel is that God transforms our lives by transforming our hearts. Lasting change always comes through the heart.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 8
NUMBERS 20:1–5
Where are our greatest problems? In the wilderness the Israelites are tired of difficulty, and, as is so often the case with sinful human beings, they start looking for someone to blame. Moses is an easy target, but Moses was not responsible for the situation Israel was in. God (through the pillar of fire and the cloud) had led them to this exact location. He had done so because he had a specific purpose in mind. This would be another occasion for God to demonstrate his power to the doubting Israelites.
This passage shows how quickly pain morphs into anger. It calls us to humbly admit that, as sinners, we tend to respond sinfully to whatever difficulty we encounter. This passage makes one thing clear: the anger we reveal in the middle of a trial says more about us than it does about the trial. The Bible keeps the focus on us! It confronts the self-righteousness and spiritual blindness that make us think that our greatest problems are outside us, not inside. We maintain that changes in situation, location, and relationship would allow us to respond differently. We say that the difficulty causes us to respond in sinful ways. But the Bible teaches again and again that our circumstances don’t cause us to act as we do. They only expose the true condition of our hearts, revealed in our words and actions.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 9
MATTHEW 6:12–15
Because the people around you are (like you) still sinners, they will fail, they will sin against you, and they will disappoint you. That is when you can extend to them the same grace you have received. Our anger, irritation, impatience, condemnation, bitterness, and vengeance will never produce good things in their lives (or ours). But God can produce good things in them when we are willing to incarnate his grace. We become part of what he is doing in their lives, instead of standing in the way. So, what does it mean practically to let the cross shape your relationships?
It means being ready, willing and able to forgive. The decision to forgive is first a heart transaction between you and God. It is a willingness to give up your desire to hold onto (and in some way punish the person for) his offense against you. Instead, you entrust the person and the offense to God, believing that he is righteous and just. You make a decision to respond to this person with an attitude of grace and forgiveness. This vertical transaction (between you and God) prepares you for the horizontal transaction of forgiveness between you and the offending person, when you are given that opportunity.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 10
1 TIMOTHY 6:11–19
The Father prefers to keep us on the edge. His plan is to liberate us from our defensive, hoarding, tight-fisted, miserly ways, and to teach us that when we have been given the kingdom—the kingdom!—stinginess is unnatural and unbecoming. We might prefer a different strategy, but if God is molding us to be chips off the old block, his strategy makes sense. It is exactly what we need, because our greatest need is to be what we were intended to be—to be like him.
So, the kingdom is God’s and God targets the needs of those who have less than we do. In other words, not only is the kingdom about God, and not me, I don’t even come in second! I am to consider others more important than myself in the kingdom. This seems like too much to ask until the King calls us his treasured possession (Exodus 19:5). He is seeking my allegiance with love, not with force and power. The reason we are called to lay up our treasures in heaven is because we are his treasure. When you are confident that you are the Father’s treasured possession, you are also confident that his loving care will continue forever. Building warehouses is a waste of time and space. His gifts to you become things you want to give him back in gratitude. Then he gives you even more.
EDWARD T. WELCH
May 11
1 JOHN 4:7–21
You will always be looking in two directions when you purposefully make God’s universal story your own. You will be looking backward to the cross and looking forward to the time when you see Jesus, the object of your hope. When we look back at the cross we see forgiveness of sin, the love and generosity of God to sinners, the fact that we now approach God without fear, the righteousness we receive rather than earn. We can live as people who have been given a great gift, so there is a persistence of thankfulness and joy. We have no reason to think we must repay God for our sins. We have no reason to fear. The cross means that we have freedom to make mistakes.
The resurrection of Jesus confirms that he truly was the Son of God with power; it redirects our attention to the future resurrection of all who believe. It points to heaven, and heaven is what brings meaning to the present. It means that your house will not be sold to a developer. Someday it will be a thing of great beauty, so you do change the carpets, work the garden, and paint the exterior. You know that your work will not be in vain; the master builder has determined that your less-than-professional attempts will contribute to the final masterpiece. Nothing we do because of Christ will be in vain. This brings purpose and diligence to the present.
EDWARD T. WELCH
May 12
MARK 11:20–25; LUKE 17:1–4
The Bible is full of calls to forgive. There are two that almost seem contradictory: Mark 11:25 and Luke 17:3. Mark 11:25 seems to say that we are to forgive someone no matter what, while Luke 17:3 seems to say that you only forgive someone if he repents. Which one of these verses is right? They’re both right!
These verses are talking about two different aspects of forgiveness. Mark 11:25 is talking about forgiveness as a heart attitude before God. The context is worship. When I consider someone’s sin as I stand before the Lord, I am called to have an attitude of forgiveness toward the person who sinned against me. This is nonnegotiable. I do not have the right to withhold forgiveness and harbor bitterness in my heart. Luke 17:3, on the other hand, is talking about forgiveness as a horizontal transaction between me and the offender. This is often referred to as reconciliation. The point Luke 17:3 makes is that, while I am to have an attitude of forgiveness before the Lord, I can only grant forgiveness to the other person if he repents and admits he has sinned against me. Even if he never does this, I am called to maintain an attitude of forgiveness toward the offender. The vertical aspect of forgiveness is unconditional, but the horizontal aspect depends upon the offender admitting guilt and asking for forgiveness.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
May 13
MATTHEW 18:1–14
There is a certain paradox in trusting God. When we trust him, we are saying that we are entirely inadequate, which is true though it doesn’t do wonders for our self-image. But when we trust him, it is also as if we have arrived home. All is well. Yes, there may be many problems, but we are home, and the comfort and joy of home reduces the problems of life to the level of hassles.
As you turn back to the Lord, speak your confession to him. Tell him that your heart is prone to wander, your tendencies toward erecting idols incorrigible. Confession is speaking the truth about our hearts to the Lord. Although Scripture encourages us to make it a daily feature of our conversations with God (Matthew 6:9–13), it is a neglected discipline. A rule of thumb in confession is to keep at it until you have inklings of hope or joy. Confession is not a time to grovel. It is a time to trust in the God who delights in forgiving because it brings him glory. Don’t forget the story of the joy the shepherd takes in the one lost sheep that is found. Yes, you wander off, but focus on the happiness of the shepherd. It isn’t what you expected.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 21
The real object of joy, of course, is God. He is what all earthly joys reflect. Throughout history people have found great joy because the Lord is present (Psalm 21:6). God is the joy and delight of his people (Psalm 43:4).
This was Jonathan Edwards’s test of true religion. Do you find joy in God? “Joy . . . consists in the sweet entertainment their minds have in the view or contemplation of the divine and holy beauty of these things [the character of God], as they are in themselves. And this is the main difference between the joy of the hypocrite and the joy of the true saint. The former rejoices in himself . . . the latter rejoices in God” [Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections (New Haven: Yale Univ., 1959), p. 240].
Some find the thought of heaven boring. But once you start finding joy in the Lord, you will find an inexhaustible delight. God is the God of joy and gladness, he freely and liberally gives joy to his people, and he actually commands us to search for it in him (Psalm 106:4–5; 1 Thessalonians 5:18). Therefore, the psalmist truly understands God’s thoughts when he prays, “Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice” (Psalm 51:8). This is not a selfish prayer; it is purposeful. The psalmist wants to be what he was intended to be, the person every follower of Christ will one day be—a joyful worshiper.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 119:129–136
A timely passage orients a person to his life. It lays out to the person the moral landscape within which he lives: “The unfolding of your words gives light” (Psalm 119:130). If someone gets lost in dark woods, a good map and the light of dawn are extremely helpful! They don’t actually get him anywhere, but they help him to see where he’s gotten and where he needs to get. It must be simple and concrete—something riveted to real life. Theological generalities and intricacies don’t do the job. General truths about your tendencies, patterns, and themes in your personal history don’t change you either. You must be able to identify where your particular current struggle lies, what it means, what exactly is at stake, and where to go. Where is the firefight between good and evil today? You must be able to trace the difference between truth and lies, hope and illusion, insight and self-deception, true need and wild desires, living faith and functional godlessness. Where do you need God’s redemption and help? When you are disoriented in your current struggle, you don’t know even your choices. When your way is deep darkness, you don’t know what makes you stumble. The right bit of Scripture reorients you.
DAVID POWLISON
May 16
REVELATION 5
Many years ago in Time magazine there was an article about people who were facing death. Hundreds of terminally ill people were interviewed and photographed. Most of the people looked dreary and sad. But an elderly man’s picture almost jumped off the page. His face was full of life and vitality. In his interview, he said he couldn’t wait to see Jesus. He was joyful in the face of death because he was looking forward to seeing his Savior.
You cannot face death with true, honest courage unless you are looking forward to meeting Jesus—the one who faced death for you and is now alive and with you. Are you looking forward to meeting the Lamb of God who took away your sins? Do you long to hear your Good Shepherd call you by name? Are you looking forward to going to your heavenly Father’s home? It’s a home of glory, filled with the radiance of the Holy Spirit. In God’s home all wrongs are made right, all darkness becomes bright, all losses are restored, and all tears are wiped away.
When you pass through death, you will pass through to the moment when faith becomes sight, when you will actually see the one whom you love sight unseen. To die in the hope that God is with you is to pass through the loss of all things into the gain of all things, into the gain of Christ.
DAVID POWLISON
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ROMANS 5:1–11
God’s holiness is summed up in the holy gospel. As the fear of the Lord surfaces in your heart, notice how mercy and justice hold each other in a system of checks and balances. Love and mercy never become sentimental; justice and sternness don’t veer off into wrath that abandons all offenders. “Righteousness and peace kiss each other” (Psalm 85:10) in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. That is the gospel.
The holiness of God, expressed in both his love and justice, finds its zenith in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel announces the liberation found in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In that death we find the seriousness of sin: The Son of Man was crushed instead of us; Jesus himself drank the cup of God’s wrath in our place. God’s anger and righteousness are truly holy. Yet in the gospel we also find unprecedented mercy, love, and forgiveness. The penalty our sins deserve is redirected so that all we receive is grace.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 55
God might feel far away, but our feelings mislead us on this one. Scripture is filled with promises of God’s presence with his people. Do you want evidence? God speaks to us, and desires to be spoken to. Only someone close can do such things. He speaks to us, especially through Scripture, and he calls us to speak with him. When we are tongue-tied, he actually gives us words to say. Yet it is not a script that he gives us. When we speak from a script, we are pretending. We wear the mask of another. We become actors. Instead, God gives us poetry that, somehow, gives voice to the silences in our hearts. If we had the skill and the words, we would write many of those same words. The Psalms are where you find many of these poems. They are God’s liturgy, prepared for you in advance.
“My heart is in anguish within me; the terrors of death assail me. Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me. I said, ‘Oh, that I had the wings of a dove! I would fly away and be at rest—I would flee far away and stay in the desert’” (Psalm 55:4–7).
Don’t forget that, although these psalms are expressing very raw emotions, they are words that God himself is giving you. He is the minister who has arranged the order of service. He is the father who is teaching you how to speak.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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1 CORINTHIANS 10:6–22
Hopelessness is lethal whether you have killed it or never nurtured it. You have heard the question, “Do you want to change?” Now you understand why such a question is important. There are logical reasons to resist change. For example, what if hope creeps in? You might want to feel less miserable but not at the expense of awakening hope. Most likely, you want to change less than you realize. So don’t be deceived. We do hopelessness. We choose it. But there is a way out.
Part of the answer goes back to what God says to people who fear. The connection is that fear, like hopelessness, is reluctant to trust God for the future. God says that he will give you grace to handle the disappointments that lie ahead; your task is to live for him in the present. At first, this feels reckless, as if you were enjoying the thrill of a speeding car when you are courting devastation at the next turn. But it isn’t reckless to trust in God rather than yourself. Therefore, to fight against hopelessness is to take action in the present. You think that checking off a to-do list is unspiritual? When done by faith, it is heroic.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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1 PETER 1:3–12
The child is in us all. If you farm or do gardening, you know something about perseverance. When you plant seeds, the ground will not yield corn quickly. When you plant fruit trees and grapevines, it could be a few years before you actually eat their fruit. When you decide to take up the violin, the instrument produces squeaks and scratchings long before it reluctantly yields Beethoven etudes. If you have skill in anything at all, it has come through persevering.
Children are notoriously poor at waiting and persevering. “When will we get to Grandmom’s house?” “Soon,” is the typical though unsatisfying reply. “Mommy, when you are going to play with me?” “Not yet. Not until I finish this report.” Fifteen seconds later the child asks the same question, this time with a tone of voice that can drive you mad.
But the child is in us all. We too look forward to the day when we have learned perseverance before the Lord. It is the older wise man or woman who can take the many hassles of life in stride, without grumbling and complaining, with contentment rather than resignation. God has chosen to inject his character of perseverance and patient waiting into everyday, earthly life. We are patiently waiting for the Lord’s coming. Creation itself is patiently waiting for the time when it will be liberated from bondage (Romans 8:22).
EDWARD T. WELCH
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DEUTERONOMY 10:12–22
Fear of the Lord means that I carry around with me such a deep awareness, awe, and reverence for the power, holiness, wisdom, and grace of God that I would not think of doing anything other than living for his glory. Fearing the Lord means that this worshipful awe is the single and unchallenged motivator of everything I think, desire, say, and do. What does it mean to live a Christ-centered existence? It means that the fear of the Lord, more than fear of anything else, sets the agenda for our actions, reactions, and responses.
The kingdom of self is driven by all kinds of other fears: fear of man, fear of discomfort or difficulty, fear of failure, fear of not getting my own way, etc. The principle here is that if God doesn’t own the fear of our hearts, he will not own our lives. You and I are always living to avoid what we dread. If we dread displeasing God more than anything else, because our hearts have been captured by a deep, worshipful and loving awe of him, we will live in new ways.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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EPHESIANS 5:1–21
This is our purpose. Fear God and keep his commandments, love God and others, glorify God, “for me to live is Christ”—these are all purpose statements. They are all different ways of reminding us who we really are. Human beings were created as God’s royal offspring, intended to bear the distinct character of the Father. Our purpose is to bear a family resemblance. What God’s law does is describe the character of the King so we can imitate him.
But there are prodigal yearnings within each of us. We want to find our own way. Even though we get hopelessly lost, there is something in us that prefers aimless wandering to childlike imitation and obedience. The cross is God’s pursuit of wayward children. It is the invitation back to the family.
“Be holy, because I am holy” (Leviticus 11:44), “be imitators of God” (Ephesians 5:1), “live as children of light” (Ephesians 5:8), “your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5)—these are familial exhortations. Study Jesus, your older brother and your God, and imitate him by faith.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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EXODUS 16:1–12
When God’s mighty acts are on display, it means he is near. Kings can do their bidding from a distance through intermediaries, but God chooses to come close. He sits on the throne of the universe, but he also dwells with commoners. This is music to the ears of worriers. “Then Moses told Aaron, ‘Say to the entire Israelite community, “Come before the LORD, for he has heard your grumbling.”’ While Aaron was speaking to the whole Israelite community, they looked toward the desert, and there was the glory of the LORD appearing in the cloud” (Exodus 16:9–10, author’s emphasis). The glory of the Lord means the presence of the Lord.
Nearness and presence will be recurring themes in God’s words of comfort to fearful people. Of course, the earth belongs to the Lord and, as Spirit, God is not bound by the limitations of space. He is everywhere at all times. When he underscores his presence, as he does here, it means that he is working on behalf of his people. It means that he is for them. He is an active, protecting, comforting presence. When he says he is near, watch for his mighty acts. When he is near, he is really near.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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GENESIS 2:4–25
Transcendence Is a part of humanity. Adam and Eve weren’t placed in the garden for self-survival and self-satisfaction. They were immediately given a vision and commission that would take them far beyond the borders of their own needs and concerns. They were given amazing capacities to do what no other creature could do.
Think about what this means for all of us who are the sons and daughters of Adam and Eve. You and I were created for more than filling up our schedules with the self-satisfying pursuits of personal pleasure. We were meant to do more than make sure that all of our needs are fulfilled and all our desires are satisfied. We were never meant to be self-focused little kings ruling miniscule little kingdoms with a population of one.
God’s grace invites you to be part of something that is far greater than your boldest and most expansive dream. His grace cuts a hole in your self-built prison and invites you to step into something so huge, so significant that only one word in the Bible can adequately capture it. That word is glory.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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HEBREWS 10:19–25
We hold on to one hope: Christ. The Christian hope is more than a redemptive system with practical principles that can change your life. The hope of every Christian is a person, the Redeemer, Jesus Christ. He is the wisdom behind every biblical principle and the power we need to live them out. Because Christ lives inside us today, because he rules all things for our sakes (Ephesians 1:22–23), and because he is presently putting all his enemies under his feet (see 1 Corinthians 15:25–28), we can live with courage and hope.
Our hope is not in our theological knowledge or our experience within the body of Christ. We are thankful for these things, yet we hold on to one hope: Christ. In him we find everything we need to live a godly life in the here and now. Paul captures it so well: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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JEREMIAH 31:31–34
Is the evidence of having forgiven someone forgetting what he has done to you? Jeremiah 31:34 is often quoted, where God says, “I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”
There are at least two problems with this understanding of forgiveness. First, it is not realistic. Trying to forget a sin someone has committed against you will only encourage you to remember it. Completely erasing an offense from your memory is not realistic. Second, it is not biblical. Our omniscient God does not forget anything! The word “remember” in Jeremiah 31:34 is not a memory word, but a promise word, a covenant word. God is promising that when we confess our sins, “I will not treat you as your sins deserve. Instead, I will forgive you.” Forgiveness is a past promise you keep in the future. It is very important to understand these two dimensions of forgiveness. If you don’t, you will veer off in one of two equally wrong directions: (1) You will be plagued with doubts about whether you have forgiven someone because you think that forgiving equals forgetting. Or (2) you will give in to bitterness because you think that, since you have forgiven someone in the past, you are allowed to hold onto the vestiges of hurt in the present. Neither reflects the way God has forgiven us.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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JOHN 3:1–21
Death doesn’t have the last say for those who know Jesus, it has the next-to-last say. The last word for the Christian is the resurrection. The last word is life. The last word is mercy. The last word is that God will take us to be with him forever. God’s free gift of eternal life stands in stark contrast to “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Jesus stands in contrast to the killer, the murderer, the slayer. He, the only innocent person who ever lived, faced death not for his own sins, but for the sins of his people (John 3:16). Jesus faced death for you.
On the cross he faced death in all of its dimensions. He was killed by asphyxiation and torture, but this was only the physical cause of his death. As he died he bore the wages of sin, suffered the malice of the evil one, and experienced the holy wrath of God. He, the innocent one, willingly died for the guilty.
When he freely gave up his life, death was slain by God and Jesus rose to new life. God’s grace destroyed the destroyer and death was thrown into hell. Because of Jesus, life has the last say. Because of Jesus, you don’t have to experience death as he did. He has already paid for your sins. You will die physically, but rise to life eternal.
DAVID POWLISON
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PHILIPPIANS 4:4–7
When you worry and obsess, you are living as if just you and your struggles are going one-on-one. If you remember, in even the worst circumstances, that the Lord is near, then you will have a rock on which your heart can rest. You have a hope that is bigger than any threat, even death. You draw near to the Lord who is close. After all, this Lord created the whole universe and controls every moment of your life. He counts the hairs on your head and notices each one that falls. You are living in his world. And this Lord is not only the all-powerful Creator of the world, but he has also experienced firsthand the anxiety-producing fragility of life. This Lord anguished honestly. He became human and, although he didn’t want to experience devastating suffering, he chose to commit himself to his Father. He trusted his Father with his life because he knew his Father’s love. He is raised from the dead. He will raise you with him.
When you know this is true, then you have a hope bigger than any loss. What you have been given in this Lord weighs more and has more lasting power than anything you might lose here on earth. When you know that Jesus is near, the worried, obsessed, sinful anxiety dissipates. The caring, concerned, trusting sort of anxiety grows, and you grow in faith and love.
DAVID POWLISON
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PSALM 130
Here’s a new kind of waiting. The psalmist holds loosely onto his personal dreams and tightly onto his God who, if he forgives sins, must be good. How do we wait? In our grief we rest in the promise of renewal that is packaged with the resurrection. Along the way we ask for prayer and search out companions from Scripture, such as the psalmists, who have learned the secrets of waiting on the Lord. Bad things certainly can and will happen, but there is a resurrection ending. So your task is not to transform into a superficial, sunny optimist. It is to grow to be an optimist by faith. The kingdom is advancing; God’s reign is spreading; there will be justice; and when we belong to Christ, it will end with joy.
As for me, I want to watch and endure, not worry. I want to be like the night watchmen who are waiting to see first light. God is the God of suspense, but it is a suspense that teaches us peace. He is the God of surprises, but the surprises are always better than we could have dreamed. I can’t put him in a box and assume that he should act according to my time schedule and according to my less sophisticated version of what is good. I need the mind of Christ. I can do with nothing less.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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PSALM 16
Who or what owns your love: this is what big kingdom and little kingdom living are all about. The fundamental difference between big kingdom and little kingdom living is what has captured the love of our hearts. Remember, as Christ said during his earthly ministry, the kingdom of God is not a location. You couldn’t say, “Honey, let’s get up tomorrow morning and go visit the kingdom of God for the day.” No, Jesus said, “The kingdom of God is within you.” Both the big and little kingdoms are kingdoms of the heart. The big kingdom is shaped by a deeply thankful love for God, and the little kingdom is shaped by a love of self. When my true spiritual condition reveals that I, in fact, love me more than anything else, I will always shrink the size of my care and concern, sacrifice and discipline, and hopes and dreams to the size of my own life. If I love God more than anything else, I will be pulled way beyond the borders of my own wants and needs to the spaciousness of God’s kingdom, where redemption and restoration of all things is the order of the day, every day.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
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PSALM 26
Park your mind on what is true (Philippians 4:8). Anxiety is full of lies. What are some of them? First, you believe the world needs to be under your control. Second, you think it is out of control. And third, you imagine that your worry will get it under control. But the truth is that this is God’s world. He controls it, and your worry will not change a thing. So when you are tempted to worry, reject the lie that it is up to you to keep yourself and those you love safe. Especially reject all lies that contain the word more. For example: “I would be safe if I had more friends, more money, more time, and more respect.” Also reject all the lies containing the word different: “I would be safe if I had a different spouse, different family, different friends, different job, different house, and different church.” These statements are all fundamentally false. Ask God to help you anchor your mind on what is true, and then you will be able to tackle your real problems in the right way.
DAVID POWLISON
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PSALM 86
Share God’s steadfast love and faithfulness. In the Old Testament two Hebrew words are often used to describe God: chesed and emet. Chesed is translated in the Old Testament as “lovingkindness,” or “steadfast love.” It means committed kindness, a chosen generosity, a resolution to do good to another person no matter what. Emet is translated as “faithfulness” or “truth.” When we say of someone, “She was a true friend,” we’re using the word true in the sense that the Bible uses the word emet. It’s someone who’s looking out for your well-being, who is genuinely concerned for your welfare (Philippians 2:20). God is full of chesed and emet—steadfast love and faithfulness—toward you. Chesed and emet are also used in the Bible to describe human relationships. Most people seek their own interests, and instinctively do things that create distance and destroy intimacy in their close relationships. But when you are committed to treat someone with kindness, when you are genuinely concerned for someone else’s welfare, you will start to be and do the kinds of things that actually build trust, intimacy, and companionship. Chesed and emet are what God is fundamentally like toward us. He is a God who keeps his promises, a God of kindness, a God who forgives. And chesed and emet are also the attributes you need to make your closest relationships deeply joyous and intimate.
DAVID POWLISON
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ROMANS 8:15–32
God’s love is effective, and he wants you to know and experience his love for you. His Word is full of reminders that he personally and powerfully loves his children: “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10). “If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:31–32). “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us” (Romans 5:5). “You received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba! Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children” (Romans 8:15–16). These aren’t just words. God does what he says. They aren’t just good intentions. He initiates a living relationship.
These passages speak of two central ways that God shows his love to us. First, the historical fact: Jesus Christ went to an agonizing death out of love for his children. Second, the powerful dynamic within our hearts: the Holy Spirit pours out God’s love in us to create the child’s trusting response. Did God act in love in history? Does God act now in love within our hearts? Yes! God’s love is effective, both then and now.
DAVID POWLISON
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1 CORINTHIANS 13
We know specific things about love. In 1 John 4:9–10, we learn that love became a human being named Jesus who lived among us. Ultimately, love is a person, not an experience. When you need help loving someone, you can look to Jesus and learn from him. Jesus, as love, took action. He spoke and acted in ways that made a difference, ways that made love visible among us. As we trust him and learn from him we can do love too.
There are two critical ingredients to loving in a Christlike way. The first ingredient is connecting with and depending on Christ, not as a religious man who lived two thousand years ago, but as God’s own Son who is with you and able to help you. The second ingredient is knowing what love looks like in the details of the moment. Jesus does not just motivate us to love; he teaches how to love in the moment—what it looks like and how to do it. Remember that faith is only a prelude to action. You need faith that Jesus will help you every step of the way, but you also need to take concrete action.
WINSTON T. SMITH
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1 PETER 5:6–11
“Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” Some people have scribbled their various worries on pieces of paper and then thrown them in the trash as a way to dramatize Peter’s teaching. But don’t miss the holiness that infuses Peter’s words about God. Peter is writing to people who are in real trouble. They have made a stand for Christ on the front lines of the battle against the kingdom of earth, and the war is raging. They have many reasons to worry. They have lost friends, jobs, and social status. They have seen brothers and sisters tortured and even martyred because of their faith in Christ. And then, of course, they have their own internal troubles within the church.
Through all these difficulties Peter exhorts Christians to be submissive and humble. Do good to those who are bad to you. Don’t retaliate. Follow the example of Christ, who subverted the world order through his humble obedience in life and death. Such humility before other people is possible only as we walk humbly before God. This is where we pick up the passage about casting our anxieties on the Lord: “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:6–7).
EDWARD T. WELCH
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2 CORINTHIANS 12:7–10
Paul had a weakness that he called a “thorn in my flesh.” He begged God to take his weakness away. He said, “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me” (2 Corinthians 12:7–8). Paul received from God this response: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” God’s power is perfectly revealed in our weakness. God will use your weakness to show you that what drives your life is not you, but the power and mercy of Another. Paul responded to God by saying, “I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me” (2 Corinthians 12:9). The very things that the world despises become the occasions for the power of Christ to be displayed in Paul’s life. Then Paul said, “For Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties” (2 Corinthians 12:10). Such troubles are no fun to experience. But he’s content in them for Christ’s sake, and he concludes, “For when I am weak, then I am strong.”
People value being strong and independent. But the dynamic of weakness and dependency makes Christ matter in your life. When Christ matters in your life, he shines through your life. People see the evidence of something wonderful—the hand of Another at work in you.
DAVID POWLISON
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DEUTERONOMY 8
“What hope do we have?” Israel asked. On the eve of entering the Promised Land, Moses preached a sermon series that became Deuteronomy. Israel desperately needed to hear what he had to say. The desert years were behind them, but the conquest of Canaan lay ahead. They still had to deal with the “giants” who lived in the land, and taking the land from them was still a frightening prospect. Can you hear them asking, “What hope do we have? Our parents blew it when they got here. If they couldn’t trust God, what chance do we have?” Worst of all, Moses was staying behind. He was the one who had shepherded and led them all those years and interceded for them with God. How could they consider entering the land without him?
Often God reminds his people of what he has done for them and what he will do. Apparently he thinks this is pretty important. If that is so, we need to be reminded also. By linking his past actions for you with his present commands to you, he doesn’t let you think that you can obey apart from believing what he has said. If Israel is going to take the land, it is because they believe his promise to give it to them. If they don’t go, it is because they do not believe him. Their actions and ours—our obedience or disobedience—express our faith.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 7
GALATIANS 3:26−4:7
“You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” (Galatians 3:26–29).
Paul highlights three common categories used to differentiate people in his day—Jew versus Greek, slave versus freeman, male versus female—and tells us that in Jesus Christ these divisions no longer exist. Paul is not blind to ethnicity or racial heritage, oblivious to master-slave workplace dynamics, or ignorant of the birds and the bees. On the contrary, elsewhere in his letters he directly addresses Jews, Greeks, masters, slaves, men, and women—people marked by the distinctions he claims no longer exist.
What is Paul’s point? Simply this: Jesus Christ defines us not by our social standing, but by our connection to him. The gospel does not obliterate our social class or neuter our gender; it relativizes them. It subordinates them so that they no longer define and control us. At the end of the day, the bottom line is that we are Christians, sons and daughters of God, heirs of Abraham’s promised blessing through Jesus.
ROBERT D. JONES
June 8
ISAIAH 49:8–18
People change when the Holy Spirit brings the love of God to their hearts through the gospel. Whoever receives the Spirit of adoption as God’s child learns to cry out, “Abba, Father.” People change when they see that they are responsible for what they believe about God. Life experience is no excuse for believing lies; the world and the devil don’t excuse the flesh. People change when truth becomes clearer and brighter than previous life experience. We change when our ears hear and our eyes see what God tells us about himself: “For the LORD comforts his people and will have compassion on his afflicted ones. But Zion said, ‘The LORD has forsaken me, the Lord has forgotten me.’ ‘Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget you! See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands’” (Isaiah 49:13–16).
Also, “He does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us. As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him” (Psalm 103:13).
DAVID POWLISON
June 9
JOHN 1:1–14
God “pitched his tent.” In his desire to restore the relationship between himself and his images, God came to us in a human body. John tells us that Jesus “tabernacled” among us—literally, he “pitched his tent” (John 1:14). God was no longer hidden. If you saw Christ, you saw the Father. There was now direct contact between God and humanity again. You could touch him and talk with him, though he could only be in one place at a time. After atoning for our unholiness and returning to heaven, Jesus broke all geographical and temporal boundaries by pouring out his Holy Spirit. Through the Spirit he was no longer shrouded or restricted to one location. We can enjoy direct communication with God anywhere, all the time. As if that were not enough, we look forward to a future we barely understand; a time when we will be interconnected with each other, creating a place where God will choose to live among us. In short, as his plan unfolds, God comes nearer and nearer to his people. His relational presence becomes more personally intense even while it expands geographically to cover the globe. He restores relationships that have been twisted and destroyed, spreading his image across the earth so that it shines more and more brightly with his glory, as he originally intended.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 10
LUKE 19:1–10
Being with Jesus changes you. We know absolutely nothing about the conversation between Jesus and Zacchaeus during dinner. Luke records no sermon on sin, grace, and God’s free gift. We’re not told that Zacchaeus prayed a “sinner’s prayer” ending with “in Jesus’ name, amen.” Not one key witnessing tool of the last century is in evidence, yet Zacchaeus suddenly confesses ways in which he had wronged people. Zacchaeus was a new man, and what made him new was his encounter with Jesus. The critical factor in Zacchaeus’s renewal was not what he learned or had been taught, but whom he’d been with.
In the presence of God, Zacchaeus experienced personal, specific conviction. Yet it was not a conviction that produced despair. In his case, conviction produced salvation that changed his life. Because his heart was touched by God, caring for the people God cares for became far more precious to him than the wealth he had amassed. It’s not enough to analyze your life, to reflect on what you’ve done wrong, or to meditate on how great God is. All those things are worthwhile, but they never substitute for actually meeting Jesus. They can pave the way to such an encounter by helping you see your need for Christ. But renewal and change grow out of being with Jesus. To put it more strongly: being with Jesus irresistibly changes you.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 11
MATTHEW 18:21–35
When you forgive someone, you absorb the cost of the offense committed against you. You cancel the debt, and when you do, you make a three-fold promise: (1) “I will not bring up this offense again or use it against you”; (2) “I will not bring it up to others in gossip, or malign you because of it”; and (3) “I will not bring it up to myself and dwell on this offense.”
Bitterness destroys the hearts and relationships of those who refuse to forgive. Jesus focuses our attention on the eternal, vertical dimension. The failure to forgive reveals an unforgiving heart and an unforgiven heart.
Peter asks, “How many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” Jesus answers, “Not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” When you forgive someone that is not the end of the matter. Every time you remember the offense, you must continue to forgive. When you do not understand forgiveness as both an event and a process, discouragement and guilt can set in because your decision to forgive may not immediately eradicate the hurt, lack of trust, and anger you have towards the person. But if you see forgiveness both as an event and a process, the discouragement and guilt are minimized. This awareness keeps you vigilant against the sin in your own heart. It leads you to God for his cleansing and strength when you struggle with your attitude toward the person.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
June 12
PROVERBS 4
The heart oversees the “whys.” Why work? Why play? Why love? Your story, your interpretations, your motivations, and your beliefs come out of your heart. This is the center of your life. It is the defining feature of humanness.
When you get to the farthest reaches of the human heart, you will find that it has everything to do with God. All life is lived coram deo (before the face of God). This doesn’t mean that we are always conscious of God. Teens who violate parental commands rarely perceive their infractions as personal attacks against their parents. They are thinking, I want to go my own way. I want independence. My disobedience is “nothing personal.”
All of life, however, is personal. At some level, all people know God (Romans 1:21). We don’t just have a fuzzy idea that there is a god, gods or “higher power” out there somewhere. Within the human heart, there is a personal knowledge of the God who is, and we are either trusting him or something else. To use more religious language, we are either worshiping him, or we are worshiping idols such as pleasure, money, success, and love. Ultimately, the heart is either/or.
EDWARD T. WELCH
June 13
PSALM 23
When it comes to human shepherds, few are like Philip Keller’s winsome portrayal of the care and wisdom of the shepherd’s craft (A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23). What if any real-life shepherds you knew were ignorant laborers or drunken drifters? Or what if all you’ve known are storybook scenes of lambs and fair youths gamboling in green meadows? Is either picture helpful in understanding God? Does that mean that Psalm 23 is powerless to strengthen you until you know a Philip Keller-type shepherd? Of course not. Think also about the shepherds of God’s flock you’ve known. Some people can point with joy to a “godly pastor who made such an impact on my life.” But other people grew up under false teachers—greedy, willful, and arrogant men like those in Ezekiel 34. Does this mean that you can’t be comforted that the Lord is a shepherd until you know a godly pastor? Ezekiel 34 and John 10 argue the opposite. God assumes we can hear comfort straight from him even if people have betrayed our trust: “I am against these evil shepherds, and I, the good shepherd, will myself come and take care of you, my flock.” The existence of perversity does not make us blind to purity. Get first things first. The Holy Spirit often uses godly shepherds but he does not require them. He is powerful enough to reveal the Chief Shepherd even without noble human models.
DAVID POWLISON
June 14
PSALM 28
If the Lord is near, if he is someone who knows what’s on your heart, who knows what weighs heavily on you and preoccupies you, then he is a hearer of his beloved children. Many psalms start out by pleading with God—Lord, listen to me, bend your ear, you must hear me, I need you to listen and act on my behalf. These are not calm psalms; they are intense and pointed. In Psalm 28, David tells God that if God doesn’t hear him, he will die. This is faith talking, and David talks this way because God is listening. God’s listening does not guarantee that what is making you anxious will go away—that your financial problems will be solved, that you will be cured of cancer, or that whatever else is worrying you will disappear. You may not be healed, people you love may die, and you may struggle with financial stress. But God comforts, strengthens, and gives hope in the midst of the most difficult circumstances. Jesus did not want to drink the cup of God’s wrath. But God strengthened him, and he was fully willing. There’s help from him for whatever worries you. So when you are anxious pour your heart out to God. He is listening.
DAVID POWLISON
June 15
ROMANS 13:8–14
A fall into sin develops over time, so don’t downplay the daily battle that is a part of the Christian life. Every day a war is raging for your heart and affections. In any given hour of your day, there are many things that can take your gaze off of Christ. Be vigilant in the little moments of your life. This is where the battle will be won or lost. Your goal should be to cultivate a normal, regular, moment-by-moment awareness of your relationship with God and your need for his grace and power. So live wide awake. It is easy for daily life with all of its seemingly unimportant details and decisions to lull you to sleep. You start living casually because you only see the big tragedies or big decisions as the places where you need to be spiritually alert. But if you aren’t vigilant moment by moment, then, when the big things come your way, you will be caught by surprise. Think of it this way: You can’t be a couch potato for years, and then run a marathon. Since your heart, muscles, and lungs weren’t conditioned daily, you will collapse a few blocks into the run! The same principle applies to temptation. It’s important to see every moment of life as an arena for keeping in spiritual shape as you deal with little irritations and small successes. Then, when the big things come your way, you will be ready.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
June 16
ROMANS 8:18–30
“Lord, I am willing.” Timothy Richard in his book, Forty-Five Years in China (1916), wrote about a Chinese cult leader trying to accuse Christians. As evidence against them, he held up a surgical text used by some of the missionary doctors. “Ignorant of the humane objective of surgery, he regarded operations as proof of the cruelty of Christians.” Suffering is God’s surgery that leads to health when responded to by faith.
Do you want to see evidence of the Holy Spirit in your life? When you say, “Why bother?” answer, “Because of Jesus.” Many times our lives intersect nicely with God’s laws because his laws make sense. Life tends to go better when we speak the truth, forgive, love, and don’t murder. But sometimes we want to go one way and God calls us to another. Or we feel paralyzed when God calls us to act. It is at those times that faith and the work of the Holy Spirit will be apparent. What will imitation or obedience look like? Since Jesus became a man, thereby giving great dignity to the ordinary activities of human life, we should expect that purpose-driven faith will look fairly ordinary. It will look like serving God and others by greeting them, asking about them, praying for them. It will be saying, “Lord, I am willing, what would you have me do today?”
EDWARD T. WELCH
June 17
1 PETER 2:1–12
How does anxiety misfire? Anxiety can serve a useful function when it alerts us to trouble and drives us to bring those troubles to God. But usually anxiety is also part of the trouble. First, we overreact to real trouble. Second, we become upset about things that ought not to trouble us. In both cases, our bad anxiety reaction reveals what is really going on in our hearts. In every situation where you feel sinfully anxious, you believe something is threatening your world. Your world feels out of control; you are afraid something bad might happen; and you are trying to control your world to keep that bad thing from taking place. How do you respond when you don’t get what you want? Or when you get what you don’t want? Are you full of fear, anxiety, and worry? Do you have trouble sleeping? Do you become obsessed with your problem? Does your mind go over your troubles again and again? All of these responses give you a window into your heart. They help you see which of your hopes, dreams, and wishes you have organized your life around. They tell you what it is that you believe you can’t do without. They let you know which of your desires has become your master. The Bible has a very graphic phrase for those desires. It calls them the “lusts of our flesh” (Ephesians 2:3; 1 Peter 2:11 NASB).
DAVID POWLISON
June 18
LUKE 15:1–7
Focus on following Christ and living in the kingdom today. When tomorrow comes, trust him to give you the grace you need. Such trust pleases him. Even the most doubt-ridden believer must acknowledge that God has chosen to reveal his sacrificial love as the fullest expression of his being. All Scripture is fulfilled in the gospel, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Everything points to this event. It was the moment when kingdoms were realigned and human life changed. In the gospel God revealed himself as the Servant of humanity. The Father did what Abraham didn’t; he sacrificed his only Son. That sacrifice effectively put an end to the entire sacrificial system.
You can’t doubt that God loves at the cross. And, as God himself argues, if he demonstrated sacrificial love then, how could you think he would leave you on your own now? God argues that he did not deliver us so that we could be left to ourselves. He delivered us so that we would belong to him and receive all the benefits of being brought into God’s family.
EDWARD T. WELCH
June 19
1 CORINTHIANS 2
Real encouragement is more about sightedness than it is about explanation. When I talk about sightedness, I am not talking about physical eyes, but the eyes of the heart. God has given us the capacity to “see” unseen spiritual realities that are as real and vital as any physical thing we can see or touch. Spiritual sightedness is a precious gift. We get overwhelmed and discouraged in relationships not because we don’t understand what is going on, but because we don’t see Christ. We see the husband who barely communicates. We see the friend who has been disloyal. We see the child who rebels. We see the boss who is unrelentingly critical. We see the wife who is bitter and angry. We see the small group frozen in casual relationships. We see neighbors more concerned about boundaries than community. Our relationship problems can loom so large that they obstruct our view of the one thing that can give us the hope and courage to go on—Christ.
Encouragement is about giving struggling people the eyes to see an unseen Christ. He is the only hope when the call of relationship has taken me way beyond my own wisdom, strength, and character. As we live with each other in the middle of the already and the not yet, we need eyes to see this one amazing reality: we are Christ’s and he is ours.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 20
COLOSSIANS 1:3–23
What God has begun, he will complete. Perhaps you are thinking, I’m glad there is a final destination for me, but I just don’t think I’m going to make it. God never expected you to make the journey by yourself! He provides the best possible help all along the way. In Paul’s words, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority” (Colossians 2:9–10).
This fullness refers to the moment in Christ’s life when the Holy Spirit descended on him like a dove. The fullness we have been given by Christ is that same Holy Spirit. God himself comes to live within us and we have everything we need to be transformed into Christ’s own image. This fullness is not something we have to earn or achieve. It is already within us as a gift of his grace!
This means that spiritually, you are never empty; you are never on your own; you are never left to your own strength, resources, or wisdom. Why? You have been given the “fullness” of the Holy Spirit! What God has begun in you, he will complete. Your destiny has already been decided. The One who decided it will give you all you need to get there.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 21
EPHESIANS 2:1–10
God commands and helps us to love each other. The Bible teaches us that love is about a person—God—who is love, and we only know what real love is because he first loved us (1 John 4:16, 19). God pours his love into us, and then calls us to imitate him by loving others as he does (Romans 5:5; Ephesians 5:1–2). As those who are dearly loved by the God of the universe, it’s our privilege to love others with the love we have been given.
God’s love can’t be earned. We are loved because of God’s amazing grace that comes to us through Jesus. God saw that we were helpless to love him or others. He knew that without his love and grace we were doomed to die and be separated from him forever. So as an act of love and grace, God sent his only Son to this earth to live the perfect life we couldn’t live and to die in our place for our failure to love others. All who put their trust in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection are accepted into God’s family.
No one in God’s family deserves to be there (Romans 3:23). We regularly violate his love and deserve his rejection. God includes us in his family only because of his grace. God calls us to love others in the same way that he loves us.
WINSTON T. SMITH
June 22
GALATIANS 2:15–21
The cross changes you. From birth, each of us was under the control and dominion of sin. In his physical death, Christ broke the spiritual power and authority sin had over us. In Galatians 2:20, look at the words, “I have been crucified.” The verb tense points to a definitive action in the past, with a continuing and permanent result. What Christ did then on the cross permanently alters who you are now and who you will continue to be. But Paul goes even further. He says, “I no longer live.” Paul is saying that the changes inside him are so basic to who he is as a human being that it is as if he no longer lives! Yes, he is still Paul, but because of his death in Christ, he is a Paul who is utterly different at his core.
When you grasp the fundamental nature of this change within you as a believer, you will begin to grasp your true potential. You are not the same as you once were. You have been forever changed. You no longer live under the weight of the law or the domination of sin. Christ’s death fulfilled the law’s requirements and broke the power of sin. You do not have to give in to sin. You can live in new ways amid the same old situations, because when Christ died physically, you died spiritually. This constitutional change is permanent!
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 23
GALATIANS 5:16–26
How does God respond when something important in his world is wrong? He responds redemptively. Is God angry when people act like their own god? Yes. But how did he express that anger? By sending his own Son to this broken world to be broken on the cross. He sacrificed his Son so his people can be forgiven, transformed, and restored to a right relationship with him and others. Your anger can also result in redemption. When you come to God and find forgiveness for Jesus’ sake, you will be filled with God’s Spirit. Because you are filled with his Spirit, it will be possible for you also to respond redemptively when you are angry.
Being filled with the Spirit means everything about you will start to resemble God. Instead of responding with sinful anger to unimportant things, you will start to see your life from God’s perspective. You will begin to care about things that truly matter, instead of overreacting to relatively unimportant things. When Jesus was on earth, he was not a stoic. No one cared more than he did about the things that were wrong in this world. He cared so much that he gave his life to right those wrongs. But his upset was driven by faith and love, not by pettiness, hostility, and aggression. Becoming like God means that you will care about the things Jesus cares about—the things that truly matter in God’s world.
DAVID POWLISON
June 24
GENESIS 15
How strong was Abraham’s faith? Genesis 15 tells us that Abraham believed that God would give him a son—he had faith—and God credited his faith as the kind of righteousness he desired. God promised to give him the land he was standing on and Abraham responded, “O Sovereign LORD, how can I know that I will gain possession of it?” This is a statement of faith in that he is talking to God. It’s not outright unbelief. But it’s not complete confidence either, seeing that he is asking for something to back up God’s words.
God responds by making his covenant with Abraham. He didn’t merely make a verbal promise; his presence passed between two rows of cut-up animals. In this vivid picture, God swore to carry out his promise or be sliced in two, just like the sacrifices. He answered Abraham’s fears and faith struggles by basing his promise on his own faithfulness.
Abraham’s faith was not perfect—far from it. But the covenant was never based on his perfection. It was based on God and God’s perfection. Abraham believed that God would do what he said, despite his own human failings. This is our hope too. It’s the confidence Paul expresses when he quotes, “If we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself.”
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 25
GENESIS 3
Adam and Eve know they have ruined everything. When they rebelled against God, they attempted to hide. Notice how quickly these people, who had never experienced a negative moment with their Creator, expected an unpleasant encounter. Sin strikes quickly and dramatically at relationships!
There is almost no end to the crushing ways we handle each other’s failings. Some believe it’s their right to pour out their anger when another sins against them. Others run out of breath listing all the ways the person has hurt them. Others resort to ridicule, aiming to humiliate the person. We provide powerful incentives for others to run and hide rather than confess what they have done wrong.
But God is different. He doesn’t swoop down on Adam and Eve and start demanding, “What were you thinking?!” He doesn’t berate, badger, and interrogate them. Nor does he hold himself aloof, waiting for them to make the first move. Instead, he comes to them. They have no idea how to make things right. They’re not even sure they can. God knows they’re afraid, and so he comes to them.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 26
ISAIAH 30:12–18
Seeking forgiveness is always the result of having another kingdom in view. You are owning the fact that you were not made for you. When you live for you, you forget God and his kingdom and travel outside the boundaries of his will. Not only that, but every time you ask for forgiveness from God or people, you are admitting that you are part of the massive problem that the big kingdom addresses. The golden offer of the kingdom of God is forgiveness. This is why Jesus told his disciples to preach a message of repentance as they announced the kingdom. God establishes his kingdom so that all that sin has broken can be fully and completely restored. In the center of the kingdom of God, you do not find a gargantuan palace inhabited by an unapproachable king. No, in the center of the kingdom of God is a bloody cross, on which hung a broken King, who welcomes us as we are. This King did not demand righteousness from us, for if he did, none of us would ever be qualified to live in his kingdom. No, he was righteous for us, and although he was King, he willingly took our criminal’s death so that we might be forgiven. What this King demands is confession, and in the moment when we confess, we are liberated from our bondage to ourselves and freed to live for another.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 27
ISAIAH 55
God’s Word changes people dramatically. The rain that soaks the parched land always has an effect. It bathes soil, which feeds roots, which nourish plants, which produce flowers. So it is with the Word of God. It changes what it touches, producing beauty and fruitfulness in people’s lives. These changes point to two wonderful realities. First, we are in fact, God’s covenant children. He has promised to be our God, to be with us and to bless us. Second, these changes point us to his glory. The flowers and fruit that the rain produces give glory to the One who sent it. As we bring God’s Word to one another, we re all signs pointing to his glory.
What is the hope here? It is the hope of the kingdom. The King has come and has sent his children to one another with his life-changing Word. People who were lost find their way; people once paralyzed with discouragement walk in hope; alienated people live in community as broken relationships are restored; confused minds think in ways that are true, pure, and right; and the person who once lived for his own power now rests in God’s. God’s rain waters the roots of the heart, and the person’s life bursts forth with new fruitfulness. This is the way of the Lord, the hope and work of his kingdom.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 28
JAMES 4:1–10
When two people have conflict, it’s easy to see the war on the outside. But James points out that this war is an outgrowth of a war inside each person’s heart. Desires are not being met, so people lash out in an attempt to satisfy those desires. In verse 4, James goes even further. He says that people engaging in ungodly conflict have already begun to worship someone or something other than God. They are guilty of spiritual adultery, which is another way to describe idolatry. The person is giving himself to a false lover.
This simple yet profound explanation of why we do what we do can have a radical impact on a person’s life. It is radical because understanding our heart’s idolatry opens the door for us to appropriate and apply the gospel. We have finally gotten to the root of things; we are no longer floating on the surface. We know that God is committed to reclaiming our hearts through the work of Christ and the Holy Spirit.
“Purify your hearts,” says James. Look at what you’ve allowed to become more attractive to you than the Lord. “Wash your hands,” he continues. Exchange your sinful responses for godly ones. It is all by grace, but that does not mean we are passive! Christian growth is warfare.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
June 29
MATTHEW 13:1–23
It’s easy to think that our faith is strong when things are going well. But it’s the troubles of life that expose what’s really in our hearts. Jesus explained this in the parable of the sower. When the seed (the Word of God) lands on rocky ground (our hearts) it grows quickly, but its roots are not deep. The shallow root of faith is exposed when “trouble or persecution comes because of the word” (Matthew 13:21). Then the plant of faith quickly withers and dies. Suffering teaches us to depend on Jesus. Jesus, when tempted by Satan in the same way as the Israelites (in the desert, famished after fasting forty days, and urged to provide food for himself), responded by quoting Deuteronomy 8:3: “Man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Matthew 4:4). When Jesus responded with perfect faith and perfect trust even as he suffered, he passed the test of faith not just for himself, but for all who put their faith in him. So don’t be discouraged when suffering in your life exposes your unbelieving heart. Instead, confess your lack of faith to Jesus and ask him to fill you with himself. He promises to forgive you and to pour his Spirit into you so you can respond faithfully in the middle of suffering and temptation (John 14:26; Acts 2:38; 1 John 1:9).
WILLIAM P. SMITH
June 30
MATTHEW 5:1–12
Keep going to Jesus. As you grow in wisdom and self-control, you will become part of a constructive solution instead of a destructive force that makes things worse. Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers” [not the peace lovers or peacekeepers who always avoid conflicts] (Matthew 5:9). God uses his sense of justice and fairness to make peace with us, and then teaches us to make peace with each other.
Every time you are angry, ask: What was happening when I got angry? How did I act? What were my expectations? Then remind yourself of God’s love and mercy to you. As you keep going to Jesus, you will notice that real change is happening. Your willingness to be mastered by Jesus and to make following him your first priority will allow you to imitate him in expressing your anger in a redemptive way. Then your conflicts won’t end with slammed doors, hurt silences, and sharing others’ sins. Instead, there will be a constructive back-and-forth that is colored by mercy and a desire for each of you to grow in God’s image. Your real, living relationship with the God who loves you to the uttermost will allow you to grow in having real human relationships, where the conflicts you have will become an opportunity for growth, understanding, and expressing the fruit of the Spirit.
DAVID POWLISON
July 1
PROVERBS 18
Autonomy is closely linked to arrogance. They are both expressions of human pride, but autonomy suggests that we want to be separate from more than over. We want to establish the rules rather than submit to the lordship of the living God. This was the essence of Adam’s original sin. We want to interpret the world according to our system of thought. We want to establish our own parallel universe, separate from God’s. One popular expression of autonomy is American deism. Deism acknowledges God, but it believes that he is far off, too preoccupied to be involved in daily affairs. Its mottoes are “God helps those who help themselves” and similar principles that avoid trust or faith as the primary human response to God. In deism we can settle the frontier without anyone meddling in our business. God says you are forgiven in Christ, yet you create new rules that mandate contrition, penance, and self-loathing. If God says he loves you, you insist it is impossible. There it is: your system is higher than God’s.
The way out of autonomy begins with a simple prayer. “Lord, teach me. I want to think like you.” Just think what it would be like to be certain that the God of the universe loved you.
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 2
PSALM 25
You must turn to God for help if your wrong anger patterns are going to change. Turn to the God who loves you and tell him all about what is making you angry. Name your suffering, your expectations, your desires, your sins, and all the evil you see and do, and bring yourself to the one who suffered and died for you. In your honest conversation with God, use the Psalms. God has given us the Psalms so we have many different ways of talking with God about the things that really matter to us. Some psalms speak to God about our sins: e.g., Psalms 32 and 51. Other psalms speak about suffering injustice at the hands of others: e.g., Psalms 10 and 31. And many psalms speak of both: e.g., Psalms 25 and 119. All the psalms speak of God and reveal what he is like, what we need from him, and how we express love for him. The Psalms are poetic, but they are not poetry; they are living examples given to teach us how to talk honestly with God about things that matter. Your relationship with a living person is what sets the Bible’s approach to anger apart from self-help books, medications, and mind control. Being in relationship with the living God is what will gradually change your anger from destructive to constructive.
DAVID POWLISON
July 3
PSALM 55
God wants to hear you. He wants you to direct your cries and fears to him. Does that seem impossible? If so, he will help you to find the words. Psalm 55 can get you started: “My heart is in anguish within me; the terrors of death assail me. Fear and trembling have beset me; horror has overwhelmed me. I said, ‘Oh, that I had the wings of a dove! I would fly away and be at rest—I would flee far away and stay in the desert; I would hurry to my place of shelter, far from the tempest and storm.’” (Psalm 55:4–8)
Psalm 55 has given a voice to human betrayal for centuries. If the words fit your experience, then you are now part of a much larger body of people who have sung this psalm and made it their own. One person in particular leads the singing. Yes, King David wrote this psalm, but he wrote it on behalf of the perfect King who was to come after him. It is Jesus’ psalm, and they are his words you’re sharing in. He was the innocent victim of evil people. He was betrayed, tortured, and suffered a terrible death at their hands. To be part of his chorus, all you have to do is follow him. Indeed, you are not alone.
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 4
PSALM 71
How can you deal with a painful experience? God, in the Bible, doesn’t offer you platitudes and pat answers. He gives you something much better—in response to your sorrow, your emotions, and your unanswered questions, he gives you himself. Edith Schaeffer once used a tapestry metaphor to talk about the difficult things in life. She pointed out that the front of the tapestry was a beautiful pattern, but the back was a mass of knots and tangled threads. Your painful experience is one of the tangled and knotted areas on the back of your tapestry. No matter how long you look at it, you won’t be able to make sense out of it. This is one of life’s broken, dark experiences in which you must find that the promises and presence of your God and Savior are real. In the midst of this grave darkness, God calls you to live a life where faith and love still shine. One day, you will see the front side of the tapestry, instead of just the tangled back. One part of the beauty of the tapestry will be the way you learn to know God and love others by going through difficult experiences.
DAVID POWLISON
July 5
PSALM 88
Psalm 88 is a song. Why would God ever want his people to sing such a discouraging dirge? What would be the point of putting, “The darkness is my closest friend” to music? This is where the psalm becomes most encouraging!
Psalm 88 is a song of the sons of Korah. The Korahites were the doorkeepers of the tabernacle, those who led Israel in procession to the tent of worship and sacrifice. This mournful song was one of the songs they would sing! Do you see what this means? God intended the darkest human laments to be brought together with the brightest human hopes. Honest expressions of fear, pain, and doubt were welcome in the place of worship, atonement, and forgiveness. The mess of human misery was welcomed into the place of mysterious, glorious grace. No psalm more powerfully communicates, “Come to me as you are, with all your doubt and fear, pain and discouragement. Hold before me your shattered hopes and dreams, and find redemption and rest when it seems there is none to be found. Don’t hesitate because your heart is weak and your mind confused. Don’t hesitate because you have questioned my goodness and love. Come as you are, for my sacrifice is for you, just as you are.”
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 6
REVELATION 3:14–22
Honest self-examination and repentance enable you to see your neighbor better. If ungodly ruling desires blind you to your neighbor (James 4:2), a pure heart will bring that same neighbor back to your mind’s eye. Whenever God enables us to reorient ourselves vertically toward him, according to the first great commandment (love your God with all your heart), we are then more likely to obey the second great commandment (love your neighbor) as well.
For example, in 1 Peter 3:7–8 Peter is encouraging husbands to love their wives. The application is specific to husbands, but he then applies the principle to all believers. Peter calls husbands to live with their wives with consideration. The best way to translate this powerful word is to use the metaphor of living in the other person’s shoes or skin. Peter is urging husbands to live with their wives in such a way that they know what it must feel like for their wives to be married to them!
In light of this passage, it is clear that a key ingredient to godly conflict is to understand the other person.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
July 7
ROMANS 6:15–23
God’s holiness should startle us. All disobedience is personal. Our sin is not just against God’s law; it is against God. Any time we stray away from the kingdom of God, whether by following our own desires, following other gods, or imitating the Father of Lies, we provoke the jealous God to anger. His anger will accept only death as the appropriate penalty for treason (Deuteronomy 6:14–15).
When we complain, we hold him in contempt. The white lies we tell are against the God of truth. The anger we display is murderous toward others and stands in judgment of God himself. And it is not just what we do that is so serious; it is also what we don’t do. We don’t love God and neighbor with our whole heart. In our spiritual indifference we can go for days thinking that our personal interests are paramount; that is, we forget God. When there is persistent sin, there is no fear of God (Romans 3:18).
For all this, the wrath of God is poured out. It will fall on us, if we insist on living in the anti-God kingdom and trust in ourselves, or it falls on Jesus. Either way, the wages of sin is death.
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 8
1 CORINTHIANS 2:6–16
God spoke to Adam and Eve immediately upon creating them. This mundane moment was a moment of transcendence! The Lord, King, and Creator of the universe was speaking the secrets of his divine wisdom into the ears of the people he had made. In this act God was calling Adam and Eve to transcend the boundaries of their own thoughts, interpretations, and experiences. They were to form their lives by the origin-to-destiny perspective that only the Creator could have. God had hardwired Adam and Eve with the communicative abilities that they would need in order to receive his revelation, because the glorious truths that God would progressively unfold to them were meant to shape everything they thought, desired, decided, and did. By themselves they never could have discovered the things he told them. These treasures of wisdom would only be known by Adam and Eve because God decided to reveal them. God’s words contained knowledge of him, the meaning and purpose of life, a moral structure for living, the nature of human identity, a fundamental human job description, a call to human community, and a call to divine worship. Never were Adam and Eve built to exist on conclusions drawn from their experience, or concepts resulting from autonomous interpretations. Every thought was meant to be shaped by the truth glory that he would patiently and progressively impart to them.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 9
1 JOHN 5:1–12
At the center of the kingdom is the King; and therefore the center of kingdom living is a deep, abiding, life-shaping affection for the King. This one central love fuels everything else we are meant to pursue as we exit the narrow confines of our self-defined kingdoms and begin to enjoy life in the kingdom of God. We are simply meant to be madly in love with Christ. He is meant to be the thing that occupies our minds and fills our hearts. He is meant to be what excites us and brings us joy. He is to be the One whom we are living to please. You really will expand your life to the size of the kingdom of God when you heart is absolutely captured by this one central romance.
At its core, life in the big kingdom is not so much about pursuing a thing; it is about pursuing a person. It is about having the eyes of my heart focused on Christ. It is about a soul that is filled with appreciation and brimming with affection. It is walking around astounded that he would place his affection on me and even receive my flawed love. It is living with the hope that someday we will no longer be separated; someday I will be united to him and live with him forever.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 10
2 CORINTHIANS 5:11–21
Jesus lived and died so that “those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again” (2 Corinthians 5:15). God’s love comes into your life to change what you live for.
Peter puts it this way: “That . . . you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (2 Peter 1:4). We all want the wrong things, but God is in the business of changing what we want. Everything you ever say or do is the result of some kind of desire. The change Peter talks about is change at the most fundamental level. Peter says that God works to replace my sinful, selfish nature with his divine nature! God reshapes me into his own image. Amid all of life’s confusion, he transforms my heart so that I can think, desire, speak, and act in ways consistent with who he is and what he is doing on earth. Positive personal change takes place when my dreams of change line up with God’s purposes for change. As I leave behind goals of personal comfort and self-fulfillment, I reach out for Christ. I want to be more like him each day. As I do, I become more prepared for my ultimate destination, eternity with him.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 11
COLOSSIANS 3:1–17
“Be humble, gentle, patient, bearing with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2). Note that these are character qualities before they are actions toward others. Humility enables us to see our own sin before we focus on the sin and weaknesses of another. A gentle person is not weak, but someone who uses his strength to empower others. A patient person is someone who places the needs of others higher than, or at the same level as, his own. He doesn’t come with a self-centered agenda. A forbearing person is someone who does all this even when provoked. In other words, people who are patient and forbearing are humble and gentle even when they are provoked or when the investment they have made in a relationship turns sour. Do you love people with limits that are driven by your own perceived needs or interests? Do others feel as if they must always return a favor to keep you happy with them?
These character qualities create a climate of grace for relationships. Usually, relationships are governed by a structure of law, offense, and punishment. I have a set of rules you must abide by. I am watching to make sure you follow these rules. If you don’t, I feel justified in meting out some form of punishment. This is a contradiction of the gospel, and it prevents the glory and worth of God’s grace from showing itself in your relationships.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 12
EPHESIANS 4:1–16
Our purpose is to get what we want, but God’s purpose is to give us what we really need. Paul argues that our relationships are valuable because God has a purpose for them. Whenever we try to give our relationships purpose, we become impatient, frustrated, and exploitative. And since we are all sinners, we will always thwart each other’s purposes. This dynamic begins to reveal why God has put us in relationships. God ultimately wants us to mature, to be built up, and to stop acting like infants. He wants the things that ruled Christ’s heart to rule ours as well.
We think things are going well only if we are getting along with others. But God says that it is also when we are not getting along with others that he is accomplishing his purposes! For example, if you quit at the first sign of fatigue when you exercise, you miss the chance to become more fit. Exercise after exhaustion is the most efficient and productive time for physical fitness. This is true of relationships as well. God has designed our relationships to function as both a diagnosis and a cure. When we are frustrated and ready to give up, God is at work, revealing the places where we have given in to a selfish agenda (the diagnosis). He then uses that new awareness to help us grow precisely where we have struggled (the cure).
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 13
EXODUS 31:13–16
Slow down and rest: God commands it. In fact, resting is so important that it is the fourth of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:8–10). The word Sabbath comes from the Hebrew word for “ceasing” or “stopping.” Have you ever wondered why God thinks that having a day of “stopping” is so important? The first instance of Sabbath features God himself resting. In the opening chapter of Genesis, God creates everything that exists in six days. And “God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (Genesis 2:3). In some ways this seems natural enough; after all, God had just created everything! But every act of creation required nothing more of God than a spoken word. God isn’t toiling in sweat and anguish—just the opposite. Every creative act began with a word and ended with the pronouncement, “And God saw that it was good.” God effortlessly creates and orders all things to be beautiful reflections of his glory and power. His day of rest is a demonstration of his absolute mastery and the happy obedience of his creation. God’s rest isn’t a picture of tiredness, but a display of his absolute sovereignty.
WINSTON T. SMITH
July 14
LUKE 6:27–36
God delights in showing mercy even to those who offend him deeply. His forgiving mercies extend from east to west (Psalm 103:12). He mercifully saves us despite our unrighteous deeds. His mercies are new every morning (Lamentations 3:23).
At the final judgment we will all want God’s mercy. We don’t want to stand before him on our own merits. James says, “Judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!” (James 2:13). Mercy always marks the godly person. “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). The godly person loves mercy. He is a merciful person, like God, his Father: “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36).
Shakespeare’s heroine Portia understands this as she entreats the evil Shylock to spare the life of Antonio: “The quality of mercy is not strained. It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven. . . . It is twice blest: It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. . . . It is an attribute of God himself ” (The Merchant of Venice, Act IV, Scene 1). Extending mercy toward our enemies brings blessing both to those we forgive and to us who extend it. As our Lord Jesus said, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy” (Matthew 5:7).
ROBERT D. JONES
July 15
MATTHEW 16:21–28
Our love of self shapes everything we do and say from the earliest age. If we were really honest, many of us would say that we would be completely satisfied living our own lives for the sake of our own selves. But Christ asks us to do something unthinkable. He asks us to be willing to say “no” to the one person we have the most trouble saying no to—us!
Essentially Christ is saying, “If you want to live, if you want to experience the transcendent joys of my eternal kingdom, then you must let go of your hold on your life. You must loosen your grip and with open hands give your life back to me.” Ask yourself: “Am I following Christ’s call where I live and work?” Well, think of your life as an investment. Every day each of us invests our time, money, gifts, talents, energies, relationships, and resources in the pursuit of something. Is your life invested in pursuing your life? Does it have a higher goal than your personal wants and needs? Do you find it hard to say “no” to you? Do you find yourself struggling with irritation, impatience, and anger when others unwittingly get in the way of what you want? Are you still holding tightly onto your life as if it really did belong to you?
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 16
MATTHEW 6:25–34
Christ says something radical here: you cannot reduce your life down to simply making sure all of your needs are met. Then he says, “Your life is more important than that!” You see, I was not created to shrink the size of my life to the size of my felt needs. If true humanity is bound up in community with God and godly community with others, I will never experience it when all my eyes ever see is my own need.
This way of living is always riddled with anxiety and fear. I will never be able to control all the things that need to be controlled in order for me to guarantee that all of my needs will be met. When I carry the meeting of my own needs as the most dominant focus of my living, I will always struggle with the anxiety that comes from the realization of how small the circle of my control actually is.
But there is another thing that happens here. The more I focus on my needs, the more things in life get loaded into that category. The more I live with the meeting of my needs as my central focus of concern, the more things in my life get defined as needs.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 17
PSALM 119:49–56
Suffering is used by God to make us more like him (Romans 8:28ff). God uses suffering to expose our hearts, to teach us to depend only on him, and to train us in faith. How does that happen? Suffering shows us what is in our hearts. Consider what happened long ago when Moses led the people of Israel out of Egypt. They were at the edge of Canaan, the land God had promised them, but they didn’t believe God was going to help them conquer the land. Because they doubted God, he allowed them to spend the next forty years wandering in the wilderness. When the Israelites were on the verge of entering Canaan for a second time, Moses explained their wilderness suffering by telling them that God brought them into the wilderness to humble them and to reveal what was in their hearts (Deuteronomy 8:2–3). When they were hungry, would they grumble and complain? Or would they rely on God to care for them and supply their needs? Suffering exposes our hearts in just the same way. Do we trust God, or is our hope in the good things he has given us? Suffering burns away self-deception by making us aware of what we turn to apart from Jesus to make our lives work the way we want. As we suffer, we find out if our faith in God is genuine.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
July 18
PSALM 121
Christ’s grace and truth comes through God’s word. Something that God is, says, and does must invade your struggles to teach and master you. What about God in Christ do you need today? The map-giver personally guides you through the dark woods. You need help, and the Lord is a very present help in trouble. You can’t make it without grace to help in your time of need.
The first beatitude on essential poverty, need, and weakness comes first for a reason: We need what God gives. We need our Father to give the Holy Spirit to us, so that Christ dwells in our hearts by faith, and so that the love of God is poured out within us right when the heat is on. Augustine summarized the immediacy of grace this way: “Give what you command and command what you will.” Some part of the good news of the Lord’s redemptive purposes, will, and promise is absolutely necessary—right now. A good theology book rightly asks, Who is God? and goes on to fill 400 pages with truths. But Psalm 121 cries out, “Where does my help come from?”, and seizes on one necessary thing: “The LORD keeps me.”
DAVID POWLISON
July 19
PSALM 22
How did Jesus face death? Was he calm and unaffected? No, he experienced death as a terrible enemy. On the cross he cried out words from Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1; Matthew 27:46). Jesus lived out this psalm of death and torture on the cross. But this is also a psalm of hope: “For he has not despised or disdained the suffering of the afflicted one; he has not hidden his face from him but has listened to his cry for help” (Psalm 22:24). Jesus’ cry of desolation and forsakenness was in the light of his certain hope that God does not finally forsake those who are afflicted.
Jesus was not a stoic as he died. He looked death right in the eye, felt keenly its pain, degradation, horror, and loss, and then trusted his heavenly Father as he said, “Into your hands I commit my spirit” (Psalm 31:5; Luke 23:46). These words are not calm, cool, and collected. They are the words of a man who is fully engaged with his troubles, fully engaged with his God, and bringing the two together in honest neediness and honest gratitude. The two sides of faith—the need and the joy—are both present in Jesus’ experience.
DAVID POWLISON
July 20
PSALM 27
Light is a good thing in Scripture. Bad things lurk in shadows, but the light exposes them and they flee. God’s first creative act was to command light to come into the world. When we are fearful or worried, we feel like we are walking in a dark place that is known to be dangerous. Into this vulnerable place comes the God who is light, and the light penetrates everything. Light means life, truth, the banishment of evil.
“My salvation” could also be translated “my victory” or “my deliverance.” It summarizes all of God’s victories. With Egypt, it was the strongest army on earth on one side and unarmed slaves on the other. With Midian, it was an army “thick as locusts” with innumerable camels against 300 unarmed men (Judges 7:12). God likes his people to be outnumbered because then there is no mistaking that he alone is the Deliverer.
“My stronghold” evokes images of a safe place. While David was on the run from Saul, he had a particular stronghold in the wilderness that was impregnable. There he was safe. Here he confesses his deeper insight into the nature of strongholds: any safe place is a sign pointing to The Stronghold. His wilderness lair was safe only because God was there. Armed with this knowledge of God, David could look back and remember times of God-wrought deliverance. He could look forward with confidence to the battles he would inevitably face.
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 21
PSALM 37:1–11
Anxiety is like a red warning light on the car dashboard that tells you there is a problem, but doesn’t tell you exactly what the problem is. Anxiety points to a real problem. Ask God to show you the problem underlying your anxiety. Then bring that problem to him and ask him to help you trust him with all the big and small things that are troubling you. Ask him to show you what you are trusting in instead of him, and ask for his forgiveness. Dare to believe in the forgiveness of sins and that God’s good care of you is constant through all of your very real troubles. Then decide what small act of love God is calling you to do today, and take a step of faith and do that one small thing. Your goal is not a bland, “no-worries” way of handling life. When you read a passage like Philippians 4:6 that says, “Do not be anxious about anything,” you might think that God is telling you to never become agitated or emotional. But in that same letter, Paul talks about being intensely anxious for the welfare of those he loves (Philippians 2:25–28). So there is a right kind of anxiety that’s actually an expression of love and faith. You are not looking for an anxiety-free life, but for a life where you, minute-by-minute, cast all your cares on him who cares for you (1 Peter 5:7).
DAVID POWLISON
July 22
PSALM 42
Suffering advances the purposes of God in the lives of his people and his kingdom. Take Joseph for example. His brothers sold him into slavery and he was taken to Egypt where he suffered terribly. Yet years later he was able to feed his family during a famine. When he met his brothers after many years, they worried that he would pay them back for what they did. But Joseph told his brothers not to be afraid. He said, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Genesis 50:20).
All the things Joseph suffered weren’t just about making him a better man. He suffered so his family could survive, so they could find shelter in Egypt, so that years later they could become a nation and eventually have their own land. He suffered so that even later the Messiah could come to fulfill God’s promise of a Redeemer (Genesis 3:15). In a very real way, what Joseph endured, he endured for you.
Suffering is also a strong reminder that God’s kingdom is not of this world, and this earth is not our home. Suffering helps us to consider ourselves as strangers and aliens on this earth waiting for a better home. Why does God let bad things happen to you? That you might know him, be like him, and be a part of his kingdom going forward. That’s not a completely satisfying answer, but it’s not a bad start either.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
July 23
PSALM 71
His refuge, his hope, his confidence, and the object of his delight and praise are some of the words the psalmist uses to describe God. Now ask yourself: Where do you take refuge? Who is your rescuer and deliverer? Into whose ear do you speak when you need help? A best friend? A neighbor? Your spouse? Do any of these substitute for seeking help from God himself? Maybe your refuge is not a who, but a what. Do you look for refuge in “harmless” distractions—books, TV shows, work? These things are not bad in themselves, but they become bad when they function as gods in your life, preventing you from knowing and loving God.
Where do you place your hope and confidence? What fills you with excitement and joy so that you burn to tell others about it? Where do you go for wisdom and knowledge? If you honestly examine yourself can you say that God fills all of those roles? Are you loving him with your entire being?
This understanding of worship exposes us all as worshipers who have gone astray. Even the atheist places faith in something. Everyone has answers to the questions that Psalm 71 raises. The question is not whether or not you will worship; the question is who or what you will worship.
WINSTON T. SMITH
July 24
PSALM 88
God doesn’t prescribe a happy life. Depression is a form of suffering that can’t be reduced to one universal cause. This means that family and friends can’t rush in armed with THE answer. Instead, they must be willing to postpone swearing allegiance to a particular theory, and take time to know the depressed person and work together with him or her. What we do know is that depression is painful and, if you have never experienced it, hard to understand. Like most forms of suffering, it feels private and isolating.
It is common for spiritually mature men and women who feel depressed to think that they are doing something wrong. After all, Scripture is filled with words of joy and happy hearts. When they aren’t feeling happy, they feel that they must be missing something or that God is punishing them until they learn some hidden lesson. On earth, however, God doesn’t prescribe a happy life. He doesn’t legislate emotions. Look at some of the Psalms. They are written by people of great faith, yet they run the emotional gamut. This one even ends with “darkness is my closest friend” (Psalm 88:18). When your emotions feel muted or always low, when you are unable to experience the highs and lows you once did, the important question is, “Where do you turn—or, to whom do you turn?”
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 25
REVELATION 4
It’s not just about being thankful for his provision, for fellowship, sound teaching, and worthwhile causes to give my energies to. No, central to big kingdom living is being thankful for him; for his presence, his forgiveness, his patience, his mercy, his gentleness, his wisdom, his compassion, his companionship, his kindness, and his love. Big kingdom living is about feeling incredibly blessed, not just because of the physical things, the beneficial circumstances, and the many people who have been placed in my life, but feeling blessed because of him. I cannot believe that he would love me! I cannot believe that the King of kings, the Creator, the Savior, and the Ruler of the universe would ever desire to be my friend. And I live with grateful amazement at the lengths to which he went to have this love relationship with me. It is this one central romance that gives motivation and direction to every other good thing that defines what it means to live for God’s kingdom and glory. And when your heart is not captured by this love, no matter how many external Christian pursuits you are giving yourself to, you are still actually living in the little kingdom.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 26
ROMANS 5:12−6:7
A Hebrew was always part of a larger group. What happened to the patriarch of the clan happened to you. You were united with him. If he suffered shame, so did you. If he won a victory, it was on your behalf. It would be as if you yourself had won.
In a similar but even more profound way, Christ is our new Patriarch or King. Our previous head was Adam (Romans 5:12–21). His death was our own. All the good things we could possibly do were not enough to loose us from his legacy of condemnation. Only a new head, who demonstrated a new obedience and who died but could not be held down by death, could give us a death that leads to life.
What Jesus experienced, we too experience. If he is honored, we are honored. If he dies, we die. Therefore, the apostle Paul can say that we died. We died to our old master. We died to the reign of sin. We died to the way of life of the old kingdom. “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 27
1 JOHN 3:11–24
Eternity will be better than the present, most people believe. This, of course, is true for those who hope for Jesus’ return. When we see Jesus, “there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain” (Revelation 21:4). But there is something that is arguably even better. Therefore, if you are going to look forward to the gifts God gives us when we see him face to face, hope for this: when we see Jesus, we will no longer be people who sin (1 John 3:3).
Yes, that is what is better. Think of it. We will love God perfectly. We will love others without reservation. We will think less often of ourselves and delight in the fact that eternity is about God and not us. We will be thrilled by the fact that God’s glory is on display for all his people to see. Being pain-free will be no more than a pleasant realization that occasionally sneaks into our awareness. Given a choice, a sinless eternity with the loving God is much preferred over a pain-free one where sin still bedevils. Be certain to incorporate this into your story. You are becoming what you were intended to be—a sinless child of the Most High God.
EDWARD T. WELCH
July 28
1 PETER 4
God understands suffering. When your life falls apart—your husband dies, your wife cheats on you, you lose your job, your children reject you, your parents disown you, you become ill, or any other hard thing happens—you want someone in the universe to hear how difficult your struggle is and affirm that you are not crazy or wrong to feel so much anguish. God does see and hear your suffering. His eyes and ears are peculiarly tuned into it (Genesis 16:7–14; Exodus 2:23–25). We see this most clearly when we consider Jesus. While he lived among us he experienced undeserved deprivation, ridicule, cruelty, and then suffered unimaginable physical and emotional pain as he died on the cross for us. Because God knows suffering firsthand, we can’t say to him, “You don’t know what this feels like!” The Bible tells us that Jesus is a man of sorrows, who is well acquainted with grief (Isaiah 53). He knows more about suffering than anyone else ever has or ever will. And he cares enough to do something about it, though it’s often not what you might first expect or want. He comes near to us, and in his presence we are revived to withstand what we’re enduring.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
July 29
1 TIMOTHY 2:1–6
All intercessors needed an intercessor. In the Old Testament, God-appointed intercessors all had their own shortcomings. They, too, needed someone to intercede for them. Nothing captures God’s combined desire and disappointment better than Ezekiel 22:30: “I looked for a man . . . who would . . . stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none.” God did not delight in destroying his people. He longed for someone to intercede for them. But he did not find the person who could satisfy that longing until Jesus. In him, God supplies all we need.
This is far more than a well-meaning counselor sending up a quick prayer. This is not a friend who asked for your help last week with his own sins. This is Jesus, the Father’s own Son. This is the Chosen One who functions now in his ordained role before the Father. Do you think his intercession will be fruitless? Do you think that somehow his prayers for you to turn from sin to holiness and fellowship with him will not be answered? That won’t happen. It cannot! You will rise again from the ruin you make of your life and one day you will see Jesus. He intercedes for you so that you are not destroyed. You will be brought into the Promised Land.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
July 30
2 CORINTHIANS 1:3–11
We too will find ourselves in situations that seem far beyond our ability to endure. Maybe problems in our church have left us overwhelmed. Perhaps finances are a trial. Maybe parenting has left you feeling exhausted and inadequate. Maybe living a godly life in a godless workplace seems like an impossible calling. Or maybe you feel defeated by soured family relationships. Where do you feel like you are beyond your ability to endure? The Bible speaks into just that kind of experience. God enters our stories with the hope of Christ and shows us where we are and where we need to go.
You and I do not have to be lost in the middle of our own stories. We do not have to wonder how we got where we are and how we will get where we need to be. You can know exactly what Christ has provided so that you can live as he has called you to live. As he did with Paul, God meets us and changes us in the middle of life’s challenges. The heat may not go away. In fact, it may get hotter! Yet we are never alone. God is with us to provide the grace we need to face what he calls us to face.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
July 31
2 PETER 1:3–9
Our acceptance into the family of God is not the end of God’s work in us, but the beginning. God has not called us to a life of “I have spiritually arrived” or “I am just waiting for heaven.” Rather, he calls us to a life of constant work, constant growth, and constant confession and repentance. Making us holy is God’s unwavering agenda until we are taken home to be with him. He will do whatever he needs to produce holiness in us. He wants us to be a community of joy, but he is willing to compromise our temporal happiness in order to increase our Christlikeness.
Any time we find ourselves in difficulty or trial, it is easy to think we have been forgotten or rejected by God. This is because we do not understand the present process. God is not working for our comfort and ease; he is working on our growth. At the very moment we are tempted to question his faithfulness, he is fulfilling his redemptive promises to us. After all, it’s not like there are only some people who really need to change. Change is the norm for everyone, and God is always at work to complete this process in us.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 1
GALATIANS 6:12–18
Never a day goes by when we do not fail to do what Christ has enabled us to do. Despite all of the gifts flowing from our union with Christ, sin still remains in us. That’s the reason you need to know that Jesus has broken the power of sin—because its presence still remains! We should not be shocked that the war still rages inside us. We have been changed, we have been empowered, but we have not yet been perfected.
What do you do when you sin and fail? Do you excuse and rationalize? Do you wallow in self-defeating guilt and regret? The cross calls you away from both responses. It gives you the freedom to admit your sin and repent. It is impossible for your sin to shock the One who died because of it. The cross also gives you the freedom to seek and receive forgiveness each time you fall. We do not have to carry the sins Christ took on himself. He paid the price we could not pay so that we would never have to pay it again. When you fail, keep Jesus and his work in view. Run to your Lord, not away from him. Receive his forgiveness and follow him once more, knowing that each time you fail, you can experience your identity as one for whom Christ died.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 2
GENESIS 3:1–7
What did the Serpent hold out to Adam and Eve that was attractive enough for them to consider stepping away from the one central thing for which they were made? He offered them an independent glory—autonomy. If they would just step out on their own, they could be transcendent beings like God.
The quest for autonomy will always crush transcendence. Rather than the huge glories of living for the glory of God, I end up with little shadow glories filling the dim cubicle of my own glory. As 2 Corinthians 5:15 makes clear, human beings were never meant to “live for themselves.” So, when Jesus touches me with his rescuing grace, he is freeing me from my bondage to me!
Since that horrible moment in the garden, every human being has tended to confuse autonomy with transcendence. The inertia of sin is always away from the Creator and toward ourselves. As long as sin still dwells in our hearts, autonomy will war with transcendence. We are quite able to shrink the transcendent promises, glories, and hopes of the gospel to the size of our own lives, forgetting that, by God’s grace, we have been rescued from our self-constructed cubicle and welcomed to the vast expansiveness of the kingdom of God. One day the war between independence and transcendence will end, and we will live in glory, with glory, forever.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 3
HEBREWS 12:4–11
If we learn to cry out to God for help and depend on him for everything when we suffer, then God will use our suffering to train our faith. God did this for the Israelites as they wandered in the wilderness. When the next generation stood poised to enter Canaan, they had even more reason to doubt God’s promises than their parents: Canaan was full of cities and armies that were bigger and stronger than they were forty years before, and Moses, the only leader they had ever known, wasn’t going with them. Yet the Israelites responded faithfully. They had allowed their hardships to train them in godliness (Deuteronomy 8:5; Hebrews 12:4–11). Instead of doubting God, they lived with confidence in his promises. Through many hard experiences they had found that it was true that “man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 8:3). How has God used suffering in your life to train you in faith? Are you learning to live by “every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD?”
WILLIAM P. SMITH
August 4
ISAIAH 43:14–25
All of Scripture points to the forgiveness of sins through Jesus Christ. “All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). God is never silent. He always speaks to you with words of invitation.
God does not forgive you based on the quality of your confession or your resolve to be a better person. But you keep thinking otherwise. Your standard is what you would do to someone like yourself, and chances are that you would not let the incident pass quickly. God, however, forgives for his own name’s sake. “I, even I, am he who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more” (Isaiah 43:25). There may be no finer words in Scripture. God bases his forgiveness on himself and his forgiving character, not on the quality of your confession.
So confess your sin to God in faith. By that I mean you confess sin, believing that God is exactly who he says he is. You confess while you give God all authority to interpret reality, instead of giving your personal feelings authority. Your feelings will say condemnation, but God says he doesn’t treat you as your sins deserve. God must win in this interpretive battle.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 5
ISAIAH 59
The problem with relationships is that they all take place right in the middle of the story of redemption—God’s plan to turn everything in our lives into instruments of Christlike change and growth. Our relationships are lived between the already and the not yet.
Already Jesus has come to save us, but his saving work is not yet complete. Already the power of sin has been broken, but the presence of sin has not yet been eradicated. Already we have changed in many ways, but we are not yet all we will be in Christ. Already we have learned many lessons of faith, but we don’t yet trust God fully. Already God has established his kingdom in our hearts, but that kingdom has not yet fully come.
Our life with others is always life in the middle. We are always building community in the tension between God’s already-and-not-yet grace. And we have no more control over the not-yet than we have had over the already. The timetable is in the hands of the sovereign Lord of grace. Our job is to learn how to live in the middle. We live as broken people who are being repaired, among neighbors in the same condition—always thankful for what has already been done, but ever aware of our need for what we have not yet been given.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 6
PSALM 24
Idolatry is always rooted in self. In one sense, idolatry is the way sinners look outside of themselves to find salvation, salvation being rescue from hardship and a path to fulfillment. We hope that acceptance, comfort, control, power, success, or something else will make our lives okay. Our idols may seem to focus and depend upon others. Though our idols may require the participation of others, idolatry is a strategy to benefit self. So, for example, I want to please others so that I will feel better about myself. Making others happy is only a means to an end, not an end in itself. As a strategy for gratifying myself, it is inherently self-ish.
But more than selfishness, at its root, idolatry is the way we play God. When we refuse to worship the true God and choose to build our lives around something or someone else, we are exalting ourselves above God. As idolaters we, in effect, survey the universe, including God, and decide what is best for us. God created all things to worship and serve him, but as idolaters we play God by devising strategies to make the world serve us. But even our efforts to rid ourselves of God take on the expression of worship. This is because we were made for worship, and even in our rebellion against God we cannot stop worshiping; we just find a “worshipful” way to serve ourselves.
WINSTON T. SMITH
August 7
PSALM 23
Praying through a psalm is one way to experience the pleasure of a growing relationship with God. In Psalm 23 notice how the psalmist takes hold of suffering. He looks the shadow of death right in the eye: “I will fear no evil.” He knows the Lord is with him. Notice how he switches from talking about God in the third person (“he”) to the second person (“you”) in an amazing expression of intimacy with God. The last two lines say, “I am being pursued by your goodness and mercy all my life, and then I will live with you forever.” This is the supreme pleasure.
Now rewrite this psalm to reflect your life. How has Jesus been your Good Shepherd? What places of beauty, peace, and safety has he led you to? Thank him for the ways he has guided you. What hard times has he walked with you through? Can you say with faith that “goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life”? When these things are hard for you to pray, ask Jesus to teach you about himself. Go to John 10 and read about Jesus, the Good Shepherd. Ask him to give you the joy of hearing him call you by name, of knowing that he is walking with you. These are prayers that God delights to answer.
DAVID POWLISON
August 8
PSALM 51
One piece of evidence of kingdom life is that you will see more sin, not less. Outside the kingdom of heaven, there is no concern about sin. Unbelievers are indifferent to the fact that their sin is against God. When you are brought into the kingdom of light, you both see sin and get in a battle with it. The battle means you are alive.
The rules of engagement are simple. When you see sin, confess it as ultimately being against God. Respond in gratitude for the forgiveness he already gave you because of Jesus’ death, which was the payment for sins. Knowing that you have been given the Spirit so you can do battle with sin, you attack. Ask for the power to love. Ask others to pray for you and counsel you. Adopt a zero-tolerance policy with sin. When you fall in defeat, learn from it and get right back into the battle.
You will see more and more sin, but you will also notice that the Spirit is changing you. There have been times when you responded in humility rather than arrogance, love rather than indifference or even hatred. The change will be gradual but noticeable. Keep your eyes open. How are you different because of what Jesus has done? When you see it, the apostle John says that you can allow that evidence to assure you that you truly belong to God.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 9
PSALM 88
The Bible doesn’t offer a sanitized version of life or our reactions to it. Dark, shocking, and painful stories abound. Scripture shows us people who think, act, plan, decide, and speak just like we do. If the Bible left out these real-life stories of murder, rape, famine, disease, judgment, depression, war, adultery, theft, corruption, and overwhelming fear, how likely would we be to believe that God’s Word could help us?
It is incredibly encouraging to realize that the Bible addresses the world as we know it. God makes it very clear that he understands the Heat we face every day. It isn’t always pleasant to read the honest stories of Scripture, but it is comforting. We realize that we will never face an experience, no matter how dark or difficult, that would be a shock to our God. The hope and help God offers his children reflect his knowledge of the full range of human experience. That’s why some of the most comforting passages of Scripture may not even have the word comfort in them. They may not be neatly tied together with a happy ending or say much about God’s promises, love, and grace. Yet they give hope in their accurate depiction of the things we face.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 10
REVELATION 7:9–17
Your destination is secure. All of the things that are truly worth living for cannot be taken away from you! Yes, you can lose your job, your health, your house, your car, or your friend. The loss of any of these things would be hard. But you cannot lose your identity in Christ. You cannot lose his love and grace. You cannot lose his gift of forgiveness or the place reserved for you in heaven. When you keep your eyes on this destination and pursue the things that move you there, you can live securely in a world where it seems as if nothing is guaranteed. You will not escape the difficulties of life, but you can rest assured that your Savior will use each one to prepare you for the place he is taking you. Think about it for a moment. You can be at peace even though you do not know how today’s drama will end or what tomorrow will bring. You can live with joy even when things make you sad. Christian joy is not about avoiding life while dreaming about heaven. It is about taking an utterly honest look at all earthly life through heaven’s lens. There we find real hope.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 11
ROMANS 8:1–17
The problem of being morally corrupt and sinful can’t be solved by working harder. Who can do the work that won’t just cover up the symptoms but really fix who we are? Jesus has done the work required to clean up the filth in our hearts, to purify us and make us acceptable before God. It can be hard for us to accept and trust that Jesus has done our labor for us in a way we never could. There are few experiences in which the good efforts of another can make up for our own. Jesus really did do our work for us in living a life perfect in every regard, keeping the whole of God’s law, and paying the penalty for our countless violations. God has truly credited us with Jesus’ perfection and success. It’s not fair, but that’s the whole point: It is what the Bible calls “grace.” Grace means we don’t get what’s fair or what we deserve; we get God’s forgiveness and love instead. And not only are we credited with Jesus’ perfection, we also, in time, gain the ability to do what is right. We aren’t simply being let off the hook, but truly redeemed, or fixed, on the inside. By trusting in Jesus we are spiritually joined to him so that not only his credit, but also his very nature begins to take over ours.
WINSTON T. SMITH
August 12
2 CORINTHIANS 12:7–10
God wants to use your suffering. Paul sees that his suffering—his thorn in the flesh—serves a good purpose. God is using it to keep him humble, to protect him from exalting himself. When you turn to God in your weakness, things start to happen that you would have once thought were impossible—things such as learning deep contentment and living with a profound sense of purpose. You will speak of your weakness as the place God most richly reveals himself to you. For example, fatigue forces you to wrestle with how your life still counts even when what you do, how much you do, and how often you can do it are greatly reduced. God is more interested in who you are in Christ than in what you do for him. God wants you to grow to be like him. He wants your character to resemble his character. Your “thorn” is the context he is using to make his character shine through your life. God wants to use your suffering to teach you his patience, endurance, perseverance, and longsuffering (Romans 12:12; 1 Corinthians 13:4; Ephesians 4:2).
DAVID POWLISON
August 13
2 THESSALONIANS 3
It is God’s will for us to work hard to provide ourselves and our families with life’s necessities, but Paul doesn’t stop there. He also says that the fundamental goal for our work is to have something to share with others. Instead of working hard to enhance our own lifestyles, Paul’s revolutionary idea is that God’s ultimate purpose for our work is to enable us to give to others. He explains this in his farewell to the Ephesians in Acts 20:34–35 (see also Ephesians 4:28 and 2 Thessalonians 3:10). Paul is saying that the big picture of God’s will for us financially is both profound and quite simple. The money God grants as a fruit of our labor is given that we might love our “neighbor” as we love ourselves. We work hard not only to provide for ourselves and our dependents, but also to help the weak, the lost, and the needy. This makes our work truly a labor of love.
Focusing only on providing for our families is like being a baseball player who is satisfied with getting to second base in a baseball game. It’s great to get on base, but the goal is to score a run, not end the inning stranded on base. So it’s great to provide for our families, but God has given us a greater goal for our money: loving our neighbors as ourselves.
JAMES C. PETTY
August 14
EPHESIANS 2:1–10
What’s behind all of your wrong anger? Whether you are angry about something trivial or something serious, your wrong reaction reveals that you are living as if you are in charge of the world. You believe you have the right to judge the people around you and the way God is running the world. Think about when you get angry. Aren’t you insisting, “My will be done; my kingdom come”?
Anger is merciless. Anger sees, punishes, and gets rid of all offenders. But God has chosen to be merciful to wrongdoers, including someone like you, who struggles with taking God’s place in the world (Ephesians 2:1–5). God’s mercy brings life to you. If you struggle with bitterness, if you grumble, if you yell and argue, then you need God’s mercy. You will receive mercy and help when you confess to God your struggle with trying to control everything, with wanting to be God, and with judging those around you. God’s just anger toward sinners like you was poured out on his Son on the cross. Because Jesus died, you can be forgiven and have a whole new life. When you honestly confess your sins to God and ask him to forgive you for Jesus’ sake, you will receive forgiveness and the gift of God’s Spirit. The Spirit will give you the power to express your anger not your way, but God’s way.
DAVID POWLISON
August 15
DEUTERONOMY 7:6–9
If God is to be our treasured possession, we can expect that he has first made us his treasured possession. You don’t have to be concerned that you somehow misled him with a one-time display of grace and beauty. If he ever saw you at your worst, you don’t have to worry that he would renege on his declaration of “treasured possession.” His commitment and love go deeper than his response to anything in you. Instead, he loves you because that is the way he is: He is a lover, a faithful, extravagant lover. He was not initially drawn to your greatness, and he won’t run away when your less attractive side is revealed.
And there is more. He is the King, and when he brings you to himself he offers you everything that is his. He doesn’t say, “Up to one-half of my kingdom.” He says he is pleased to give us the kingdom. Why worry about a stolen bike when, by faith, you have received the kingdom of heaven, and you can never lose it?
“In his great mercy [God] has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ . . . and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Peter 1:3–5).
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 16
COLOSSIANS 3:1–17
The hardship of relationships includes what God calls us to be and do in the middle of their difficulty. God calls us to be humble, patient, kind, persevering, and forgiving. God calls us to speak with grace and to act with love, even when the relationship lacks grace and we have not been treated with love. Because of this, your relationships will take you beyond the boundaries of your normal strength. They will take you beyond the range of your natural abilities and beyond the borders of your natural and acquired wisdom. Relationships will push you beyond the limits of your ability to love, serve, and forgive. At times they will beat at the borders of your faith. At times they will exhaust you. In certain situations, your relationships will leave you disappointed and discouraged. They will require what you do not seem to have, but that is exactly as God intended it. That is precisely why he placed these demanding relationships in the middle of the process of sanctification, where God progressively molds us into the likeness of Jesus. When you give up on yourself, you begin to rely on him. When you are willing to abandon your own little dreams, you begin to get excited about his plan. When your way has blown up in your face again, you are ready to see the wisdom of God’s way.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 17
GALATIANS 5:1–6
Does your world have no room for God? The apostle Paul, in the book of Galatians, tells how we are always trying to construct our own religion. When Galatians was written, people were trying to use circumcision as a way to make themselves acceptable to God. Now we use different rituals, but it all comes down to the same thing: We believe we can be made right by something we do. You might not be thinking about God at all, but deep inside you there is a desire to be “right” and “acceptable.” It’s easy to substitute yourself or other people as the final judge of what it means to be right. If you are thinking about God at all, you probably believe that you have to become a better person before you can have a relationship with him. You’re hoping that your own laws will show you the way. Meanwhile, you are constructing a world that has no room for God. The apostle Paul explains how this works in Galatians 5:1–6. There is a way out: “by faith,” “through the Spirit,” and “faith expressing itself through love.” It is not rule-keeping that saves you; it is your faith in Jesus that makes you clean, holy, and right (Romans 1:17; 8:1).
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 18
GENESIS 1:24–31
We all desire something more. This is woven inside each of us. We crave to be part of something bigger, greater, and more profound than our relatively meaningless day-by-day existence. We simply weren’t constructed to live only for ourselves. We were placed on earth to be part of something bigger than the narrow borders of our own survival and our own little definition of happiness. The desire resides in each of us, and it is called transcendence. To transcend is to be part of something greater. We were created to be part of something so big, so glorious, so far beyond the ordinary that it would totally change the way we approach every ordinary thing in our lives. And in all of sin’s blindness, brokenness, and rebellion, that desire to transcend has now been crushed.
This desire for transcendence is in all of us because God placed it there. He constructed us to live for more than ourselves. He designed us to want meaning, purpose, and consequence. We were not wired to be fully satisfied with self-survival and self-pleasure. God purposed that the borders of our vision would be much, much larger than the boundaries of our lives. We were meant to see more than our physical eyes can see, and it is that greater vision that was meant to engage, excite, connect, and satisfy us.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 19
GENESIS 21:1–21
The invisible God of the universe is with you—but how do you know it? Look at the evidence from the past. The Bible is full of stories about God hearing the cries of his people and coming to their rescue. In Genesis, Hagar and her young son were unfairly sent from their home and left in the wilderness to die. She turned her back on her son so she wouldn’t have to watch him die, and they both wept. They thought they were utterly alone, but God heard them. “God heard the boy crying, and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, ‘What is the matter, Hagar? Do not be afraid; God has heard the boy crying as he lies there. Lift the boy up and take him by the hand, for I will make him into a great nation’” (Genesis 21:17–18).
Some people can hear and do nothing, but when the God of heaven and earth hears, he acts. He gave Hagar and her son water and made her son the father of a great nation. So don’t think that God merely listens. His listening always includes action. We may not see all of what he is doing, but make no mistake, he is acting.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 20
JAMES 1:1–18
James is savvy about real life. If you think that Scripture is not up to speed on real life—that saints spend their time thinking about the next life rather than dealing with the present—then read the book of James. James is highly practical; he is familiar with suffering and persecution. His counsel is given not to mystics who shun the world but to ordinary people who have to face it. Notice why he is excited about trials: trials, he writes, have a purpose. They test our faith. They reveal what we worship, what we trust, what we love. His desire is that we become “mature and complete, not lacking anything.”
James does not naïvely assume that our hardships will be over this side of heaven. He assumes that they will continue. But James presents an emotional experience that is difficult to describe: joy, he writes, can be present during any wilderness experience. The cross can wipe out any doubt; on this end of history we can actually sing songs with joy when we are in the wilderness. Does all this seem unattainable? If so, treat these verses like the Psalms; let them be a vision for what lies ahead. Pray that God would receive glory by giving you joy in the midst of your trials.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 21
JAMES 4:1–10
Wrong anger creates a big problem between you and God. Because your wrong anger has to do with your relationship with God, you can’t deal with it by learning a few strategies or techniques. He doesn’t like upstarts who try to take over his universe. Your anger is not just about you and all the frustrating things that happen to you. It’s not just about you and your cranky, oppositional personality. And it’s not just about you and all the unreasonable people in your life. It’s about you, those frustrating circumstances, all those unreasonable people . . . and the living God. It’s about you acting like you are in charge of God’s world and other people. But God is in charge. Acting as if you are God—pride—is the beating heart of what it means to be a sinner. This insight into anger is hugely freeing and very sobering. Anger going wrong testifies to our pride. When you see yourself as a sinner, instead of focusing on how everyone around you is wrong, then God’s grace and mercy is available to you. God’s mercy is for those who honestly confess their sins to him and ask for the grace to change. James also says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”
DAVID POWLISON
August 22
JOHN 17:1–19
What does this have to do with the heart? Many people have been hurt and rejected by others. They feel as though basic relational needs have not been met, and they will be stuck until they are. Rejection from parents, spouses, or friends has left a profound emptiness that feels like an emotional handicap.
Consider first the example of Jesus. He is God, but he was truly human. If anything is clear from his life, he didn’t get love from people, he never prayed that he would know the love of other people, and he didn’t seem emotionally undone by rejection and misunderstanding. Rather, his deepest needs, as noted in his prayers, were for the glory of his Father to be revealed and for his spiritual children to be protected from the evil one and united in love.
The desire to be loved is natural. If you don’t have that desire, something is wrong. Yet there is something deeper still. This unmet desire does not quite go to the core of our being. We can go a step further and ask, Why do I feel this need for love? What is it really saying? The desire for love is good. The problem is that, left unchecked, it never stops growing. Keep in mind that our hearts keep repeating the chorus, “I want.” We want more love, and more again. It is here that you observe the spiritual roots.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 23
LEVITICUS 25:1–24
Do you really trust God? God’s command to rest goes far beyond setting aside one day a week. In addition to a Sabbath day, every seventh year was to be a Sabbath year in which no crops were to be planted or harvested. Food could be taken directly from the fields, but not planted or harvested (Leviticus 25:1–7). The Sabbath year is a time for the land to rest. No doubt it benefits the soil to lie fallow, but if that were all God had in mind, he could have explained it that way. The fact that this is considered a Sabbath “to the LORD” (Leviticus 25:4) alerts us to its deeper significance, which becomes clearer when God anticipates Israel’s reaction: “You may ask, ‘What will we eat in the seventh year if we do not plant or harvest?’” (Leviticus 25:20). It’s easy to understand Israel’s concern. Is God asking us to starve? Again, the Sabbath reveals hearts. You have enough faith to rest for one day a week, now rest for an entire year. Do you really trust God? God graciously answers our questions before they come to our lips. “I will send you such a blessing in the sixth year that the land will yield enough for three years” (Leviticus 25:21). “Yes, I will care for you. Trust me.” God doesn’t respond, “How dare you doubt me you faithless people!” Familiar with our frailty and doubts, God speaks reassuring words while he asks us to take up the challenges of faith.
WINSTON T. SMITH
August 24
JOSHUA 1:1–9
We want what we want more than we want what God wants. Since the cross and resurrection, we recognize that the greatest enemies to godliness are not outside us but within. We want comfortable lives more than we want to depend on Christ for his daily provisions. Obeying God’s call did not make the Israelites’ lives nicer. They escaped Egypt to walk in the harsh desert. They evicted the Canaanites only to face ungodliness among their own tribes.
If you are controlled by an agenda other than growth in godliness and a Christlike love for others, you will be overwhelmed by your inabilities and the situation’s impossibilities. You will decide in advance to cut yourself out of the action because you don’t expect to make a difference anyway. With that perspective, God’s promise to be with you can seem weak. But if you want his will to be done and realize that he will not fail to bring it about in your life, his presence is more than comforting.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
August 25
LUKE 15:11–32
We sometimes put our trust in a person (something created) and what we can get from that person rather than putting our trust in Christ and loving others. Once again, it comes down to spiritual allegiances. Like the ancient idolaters, we have said that God is not enough.
The feeling of emptiness is usually a sign that we have put our trust in something that can’t sustain us. It reminds us that we were created to trust in our heavenly Father and nothing else. We were created to enjoy the many things God gives without making them the center of our lives. When we confuse the two, our lives feel out of kilter. To feel better, we try again and search for love apart from God, but when we finally realize that it is elusive, we forsake the quest and quietly despair.
Keep probing. Life is ultimately about God. When you get to God, don’t stop until he surprises you with his beauty and love, which shouldn’t take too long. After all, if you can find mixed allegiances, dual allegiances, spiritual unfaithfulness, or a wandering heart in your life, you are essentially guilty of spiritual adultery, and, contrary to your expectations, your God delights in your return.
EDWARD T. WELCH
August 26
LUKE 19:1–10
Jesus was on a mission. He singled Zacchaeus out and chose to go to his home. What did Jesus see in the man that drew him? Jesus explains his choice by saying that he came to seek and to save the lost (Luke 19:10). The quality that drew Jesus to Zacchaeus was the fact that he was a lost man.
In seeking out Zacchaeus, God shows you his heart. So often we talk about what Jesus did or said but ignore his attitude toward us and what drives him. Your God is passionate. Jesus came to look for those who wander through life dazed and confused. He searched them out intently, looking beyond those who clamored for his attention to locate those who had no hope. Jesus was not put off by Zacchaeus’s despicable sins. He did not recoil from him. Rather, Jesus saw his lostness and found him.
Jesus is the same today. The same grace that moved him to leave heaven and cross time and space to find one pathetic conniver half-hidden in a tree is the same grace that moves him to look for you. He looked for you when you first came to know him and he looks for you even now. Desperate people—lost, confused, frightened—need to know that God searches for them.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
August 27
MARK 12:28–34
“Why do you fight?” James’s answer is the opposite of what we often say. He says the problem is on the inside of each person! He does not talk about each person’s circumstances, but rather what is going on in each person’s heart: “Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” There is war on the outside because there is war on the inside. How many times have you said, “I would be more patient if you would do what I say”? James says the real problem is that a desire for something has grown from a simple desire into a self-centered, sinful demand. This is how sin blinds and enslaves us.
Before you can begin a cure, you must diagnose the disease. The difference between ungodly and godly conflict starts with the ability to see the log in your own eye. This includes both heart and behavior. Why is this so important? James 4:3 says that these ungodly ruling desires eclipse your love for God, so that either you don’t pray or you pray with selfish motives. Verse 2 says that you fail to love your neighbor. When ungodly desires rule, you break the first and second great commandments. This serious sin lies at the heart of your conflict. Ask, What do I want right now more than Christ and how am I acting to get it?
TIMOTHY S. LANE
August 28
1 JOHN 2:1–14
You are free to love the people in your life when you love God more than anything. Because their love and acceptance is not your ultimate goal, you won’t be enslaved by your expectations for them and the disappointments that inevitably follow. Jesus is calling you to turn from love of self to love for him. Think about how Jesus has loved you—he lived the perfect life you should have lived, and he died the death you deserved. When you wake up every morning and interact personally with the one who has done all this for you, your family’s slights and insults won’t plague you in the same way. This won’t be automatic or easy. Jesus said that each of us must take up our cross every day (Luke 9:23). You must daily die to your self-centeredness by finding your identity in what Jesus has done for you in his life, death, and resurrection. As you do this every day, you will turn from making anything else in creation more important to you than the God who has rescued you from your self-centeredness. Growing as a disciple is gradual, in the same way that the crucifixion was slow and agonizing. As we die to self and embrace our new identity in Christ, God is slowly and patiently bringing us to the end of ourselves, so that he might fill us with the life of Christ.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
August 29
MATTHEW 23
The ultra-religious Pharisees, diligently following every detail of the law. One of the requirements of the law was that a tenth, or tithe, of one’s possessions be given to God. Jesus points out that the Pharisees are scrupulous in keeping this demand. In fact, they are so careful to uphold their religious duty that they even tithe their “mint, dill, and cummin” (Matthew 23:23–24)—the herbs and spices that grow in their gardens! They seem to love God with all their hearts and with all their souls and with all their minds. They seem not to hold anything back from God.
But Jesus calls them hypocrites: they claim to be one thing, but, in reality, are something different. The Pharisees claim to love God, but have, in fact, neglected the heart of God’s commands—justice, mercy, and faithfulness.
The Pharisees show the same disconnect that many of us suffer from. They only know worship as religious ritual. Their definition of worship does not include relationships, and Jesus can see that their relationships are not shaped by the God they claim to worship, the God who says that he is love.
WINSTON T. SMITH
August 30
PHILIPPIANS 1:3–11
God is at work in you. Paul prays that the Philippian believers’ love for God would result in acts of love for others. This is where God wants to take them, and where God wants to take us as well. No matter what you face today, you can be encouraged that God’s good work continues in your life, even when you don’t see it. God continues his work right in the middle of that tough situation at work, or with your teenager, or that battle with your weight, or your struggle with discouragement. God moves you forward as you submit yourself to him. His presence and faithful work give us confidence. As you have that tough conversation with a friend, you can say to yourself, Christ is working right now to complete what he started in me. As you struggle with your finances, you can say to your spouse, “We can get through this because Christ is working right now to complete what he has begun in us.” When it seems that you are in a losing battle with sin, you can say, “I have hope for victory because Christ is working in me right now to complete what he has begun.”
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
August 31
PHILIPPIANS 4:4–13
God wants you to be content. True contentment is usually learned on the down cycle—in loss, deprivation, and financial need. As your own dreams of financial security are shaken by your circumstances, you have the opportunity to turn from trusting and hoping in material things to trusting and hoping in God. This might not seem so great right now, but think about it: if your contentment is based on what you have or own, it can be easily lost. But contentment based on your relationship with God is on the unshakeable ground of God’s unfailing love.
In Philippians 4:11–13 Paul is saying that true contentment (or lack of it) doesn’t come from our circumstances; true contentment comes from “him who gives me strength.” Because he trusted Jesus, he was at peace in all kinds of material circumstances. He knew that even in times of financial stress he was not missing out on anything essential to life. His identity, hope, and wellbeing did not come from what he owned or what goal he achieved. Rather, it rested on his relationship with his heavenly Father, who loved him and gave his Son for him.
JAMES C. PETTY
September 1
PSALM 115:1–8
You become like the treasure you seek. This principle is one of the most important things Psalm 115 teaches. It is an eloquent and accurate principle. When I live for material things, I increasingly become a materialistic person. I start to care about things more than people, thus becoming like the things I crave. Similarly, the person who lives for the little kingdom treasure of control will inevitably become a power-obsessed, controlling person. Someone who gets his identity and meaning from relationships will become driven by what people think of him, living in unending fear of man.
Rather than developing the traits of Christian character, which are the result of pursuing and treasuring Christ, I will take on the qualities of my Christ-replacement. This is why so many people in our churches are not growing in Christlikeness. To the degree that Jesus is not the treasure I seek, I will not be progressively taking on his likeness. Instead, I will begin to look more and more like the treasure of the kingdom of self that I am actually living for.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 2
PSALM 119:17–24
“Open our eyes, LORD, and we will behold wonderful things in all that you have spoken to us!” Where do you need Psalm 119 to help you? Is it sleepless nights? Does some form of lovelessness repeatedly puncture your life—worry, fears, sexual lust, bitterness, lying, temper, despair, procrastination? Where do you need real help, not good intentions or quick fixes? “I am yours. Save me. Teach me.”
Is it the sharp-edged pain of some suffering? Have you been betrayed? Is there a rift in a relationship? Is your body failing? Is your child straying? “I would have perished in my affliction.”
Do your joy and delight simply need to become more vocal? Does your confession of faith simply need to become more head on? “You are my Father. You established the earth. All things are your servants.” Psalm 119 teaches us that way of talking.
Go through Psalm 119. Listen for affirmations about God. Listen for struggles and cries of honest need. Listen for expressions of conviction and delight. Find one affirmation about God that you need to voice. Identify one struggle with inner evil or outer pain that maps onto your own struggles. Choose one request that captures what you need God to do. Select one joyous assertion that expresses what you long to become in full.
DAVID POWLISON
September 3
PSALM 31
God will use what you suffer as the door into a deeper knowledge of his love. As you read the Psalms, you see that those who know God well know themselves to be afflicted, weak, oppressed, broken, humble, and needy. Psalm 31:5—“Into your hands I commit my spirit”— was on Jesus’ lips as he hung on the cross, powerless and in great pain. He became this for us. Hebrews 4:15 says, “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” Jesus lived in weakness. He knows what it’s like to depend on the mercies of God for every breath. Jesus’ experience of weakness is the door to one of the most marvelous promises of God in the next verse: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:16). You are struggling. Life is hard. You are living through a dark time. You need. Your Lord sympathizes with your need. He promises you grace and mercy—immediate help in the context of your need.
DAVID POWLISON
September 4
PSALM 46
Fearful? Worried? There are two things you should know about fear or worry. First, like any strong emotion, it wants to be the boss. It wants authority. It claims to tell us how life really is, and it won’t be easily persuaded otherwise. If my experience of fear says that there is danger and you say there isn’t, my fear wins. If my experience of fear says that there is danger and God himself says he is with me, my fear wins. Fear doesn’t trust easily. It tenaciously holds onto its self-protecting agenda. Think about it. When was the last time God’s comforting words made a difference to you?
Second, when fear escalates, it wants relief and it wants it now. Fear is impatient. Of course, we are all impatient, and whenever we experience something uncomfortable we want to get rid of it as quickly as we can. Fear is no different. It will alight on a promising treatment, give it a few seconds, then flit to something else without ever returning. Fear has tried God and God didn’t work. To reconsider God goes against fear’s manic style. Why highlight this? Because one of the first steps in combating fear and worry is to slow down. “Be still” (Psalm 46:10) is another of God’s exhortations to fearful people. Quiet! is the way some have translated it, and you can understand why.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 5
PSALM 62
Too often we live on little scraps of meaning. It is amazing how we can survive on so little: a three-percent raise, a new pair of shoes, a one-night stand, an Internet relationship. We manage to eke out meaning and purpose from fumes.
Depression feels like a state of not-thinking, but it is also a place of insight because you see that what seemed meaningful and real has turned out to be a façade. Pleasures were fleeting. Nothing lasted. Such insight, of course, is painful, and it feels like it could cost you your life. But if you are willing, the next step begins a significant stretch on the path of wisdom. Many sages have traveled this way. “Meaningless! Meaningless!” says the Teacher. “Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless.” What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun? (Ecclesiastes 1:1–2).
This, however, is the way he starts, not the way he finishes. Depression says, “You will not find meaning in what you are doing,” and depression is right. What it doesn’t tell you is, “Keep looking, you will find it. You are a creature with a royal purpose.” For this, you need to listen to others who have gone this way before. They urge you to continue and point the way.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 6
ROMANS 6:8–14
It is so easy to coast! We have been accepted into God’s family, and someday will be with him in eternity. But what goes on in between? From the time we come to Christ until the time we go home to be with him, God calls us to change. We have been changed by his grace, are being changed by his grace, and will be changed by his grace.
What is the goal of this change? It is more than a better marriage, well-adjusted children, professional success, or freedom from a few nagging sins. God’s goal is that we would actually become like him. He doesn’t just want you to escape the fires of hell—though we praise God that through Christ you can! His goal is to free us from our slavery to sin, our bondage to self, and our functional idolatry, so that we actually take on his character! Peter summarizes the change this way: “Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (2 Peter 1:4).
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 7
2 CORINTHIANS 3:7–18
Our expectations and desires do play an enormous role in determining our actions and responses to life, and the Bible does call us to change the way we think about things. But this approach omits the person and work of Christ as Savior. Instead, it reduces our relationship to Christ to “think his thoughts” and “act the way Jesus would act.” If you have a problem with anger, you are told to memorize certain verses so that you can recite them in moments of anger. If you struggle with fear, you should read Scripture passages that focus on trusting God when you are afraid.
This emphasis on thinking as the solution to our problems fails to introduce the Person who has come not only to change the way we think about life, but to change us as well. We are more than thinkers. We are worshipers who enter into relationship with the person or thing we think will give us life. Jesus comes to transform our entire being, not just our mind. He comes as a person, not as a cognitive concept we insert into a new formula for life.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 8
COLOSSIANS 1:3–23
There is no place for Christ in many people’s Christianity. Their faith is not actually in Christ; it is in Christianity and their own ability to live it out. This kind of “Christianity” is about the shadow glories of human knowledge and performance. It does not require the death of self that must always happen if love for Christ is going to reign in our hearts.
When Christ isn’t central in the life of a Christian, his Christianity will always get reduced to theology and rules. It will cease to be the central organizing principle of his life. It will give way to other powerful motivations and move to the fringes of his life. I think this is the experience of many Christians. Their Christianity is missing Christ! It then becomes little more than an ideology with an accompanying set of ethics. What is incredibly dangerous about this is that if Christ isn’t central in our hearts, something else will be. Christianity as theology and rules will allow self to be at the center. It is only Christ who can free you and me from bondage to the little kingdom. Christianity gutted of Christ is devoid of both its beauty and its power. Only love for Christ has the power to incapacitate the sturdy love for self that is the bane of every sinner, and only the grace of Christ has the power to produce that love.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 9
COLOSSIANS 2:6–15
The fullness of Christ gives us two things: it cleanses us from sin, and it raises us to new life! Paul is stressing that the forgiveness of sins brings us freedom over the powers of evil. We have a new record. Jesus’ payment for sin and his righteous life becomes ours. We also have new power. The Holy Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead now lives in us, bringing new life and power to grow in Christlikeness.
Notice that the Bible does not separate our new record and new power. One without the other is not true fullness. What if you were given a new record but no new power to live the Christian life? That would be hollow and empty because you would soon fall. What if you were given a new power but no new record? You could change but you would still stand condemned because your past could not be erased. But in Christ, you get it all. You are regenerated, forgiven, and treated as if you had perfectly obeyed the law. The Holy Spirit gives you the power to grow in your sanctification. And you are promised that one day you will be made perfect and live with God forever. No wonder Paul argues that you are full to overflowing! You lack nothing. You don’t need Christ plus something else. He is enough. All that he is, we are.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 10
EPHESIANS 6:10–20
He invites us to join him in battle. There is a way to do conflict that is pleasing to God. One theme that runs from Genesis to Revelation is the theme of conflict and war—and God is the Warrior! He battles against the darkness and chaos of sin and suffering. Ultimately, Jesus joins the fight and gets bloody and dies. But he emerges as Victor over the forces of darkness through his death and resurrection. He opens the way for enemies like us to be forgiven and reconciled to him, and then invites us to join him. Christians are called to take up arms against sin and darkness in the same way Jesus did: through humility, love, and self-sacrifice.
Most of us think of conflict as something to avoid, but conflict is a trial that gives us an opportunity to grow in tremendous ways. In fact, James says that without such trials, we will remain immature, incomplete, and lacking many godly character qualities (James 1:2–4). While conflict will rarely be fun, it should be seen as an opportunity to grow in grace. When a conflict is severe, this idea can be hard to swallow. But the truth remains: God, who is sovereign, loving, and wise, sends people into our lives so that he might work in us in ways that can only happen in conflict.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
September 11
JEREMIAH 9:12–24
When we put our trust in others, we are saying something to God. We are saying, “I don’t trust you.” “You are not enough.” You believe that God offers you heaven, but can he satisfy your ever-growing psychological desires? Can he make you an “A,” at least in some areas, when you feel like a “C-minus”? But that’s missing the point. Our purpose is not about us, it is about God. For this reason, God seems to prefer the average and below average. Otherwise it would be about our talents and abilities. “But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things. . . . ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord’” (1 Corinthians 1:27–28, 31).
Life is not about my résumé; it is about ways to extend the fame of Jesus. And one way to do this is to say that God is more than enough. After all, he is love. It has been proven at the cross. All other loves are, at best, imitations that point back to the original rather than usurp it. To trust is to say that we need Jesus. Our search for self-satisfaction has been a failure, and we now turn to the One who, all along, has been our true destination.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 12
JOB 1:13–22
Come and be surprised. At its very roots, life is about God. Whether you shake your fist at him, consider him so distant that his existence is irrelevant, or tremble before him because you feel that you are under his judgment, the basic questions of life and the fundamental issues of the human heart are about God. Whom will you trust in the midst of pain? Whom will you worship?
Consider Job: now that suffering was a resident in his home, would he still trust and worship God? His answer was unambiguous. When he lost all his children, “he fell to the ground in worship,” and made a shocking declaration. “The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; may the name of the LORD be praised” (Job 1:21).
At this moment you may not feel like falling to the ground in worship. But at least consider who God is, and as you consider God, expect to find fallacies in your thinking. In other words, although you may think that you know all you need to know about God—or all you want to know—you don’t. If you resist such an offer, you are probably angry with God, in which case it is all the more reason to consider who he is. He invites angry people to come and be surprised.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 13
JOHN 6:60–69
All or nothing: this is the rule of kingdom investment. All hedged bets are deposited in the earthly kingdom—the one with “mine” written all over it. Everything must go into one account or the other. This doesn’t mean that every penny must go into the offering basket. You might be a world-class giver, at least on your 1040 form, but you still fret about finances. You are not confessing what percentage you give and keep; you are confessing how money has been your hope, security, and confidence. The problems, at root, are relational, and the way to deal with relational problems is to confess them to the Lord.
Have you ever known that you had wronged another person and, instead of confessing it, you just tried to be extra nice? It doesn’t work. For one thing, you never know for how long you must be overly nice. For another, you are always wondering if the other person noticed the offense and if he is thinking about it. Confession is the only way to deal with relational wrongs. Confession changes everything. When we confess to God that our worry is a sin against him, we turn away from the kingdom of earth. We burn our bridges and say with Peter, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68).
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 14
LUKE 12:22–34
God will give us what we need for today alone. “Take as much as you want, but don’t keep even a crumb for tomorrow.” In various forms, this will become God’s plan for human life. You will encounter it again when Jesus trains his disciples and sends them out on a missionary journey with no extra supplies (Mark 6:7–9). The plan, of course, is genius. Dump a year’s supply of manna into cold storage and, guaranteed, you will forget God until the supply disappears (Deuteronomy 8:10–14). Such prosperity would be a curse. God’s strategy is to give us enough for today and then, when tomorrow comes, to give us enough for that day too.
Do you see how this is exactly what we need? Fears and worries live in the future, trying to assure a good outcome in a potentially hard situation. The last thing they want to do is trust anyone, God included. To thwart this tendency toward independence, God only gives us what we need when we need it. The emerging idea is that he wants us to trust him in the future rather than our self-protective plans.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 15
LUKE 14:25–35
Think of all the anger, anxiety, irritation, impatience, envy, fear, discouragement, obsession, vengeance, bitterness, and violence that result from lesser treasures controlling our hearts. Think how a person’s life gets distorted when his job is what he lives for. Think of the bad things that happen when a person becomes the central value in my life. Think of what results when my life is controlled by the quest for a certain position or possession. Why do I get so angry at you? Why do I struggle with impatience? Why am I ever eaten by envy or bitterness? Why would I ever plot vengeance? What would cause me to speak or act unkindly toward you?
It is only when my heart is owned by Christ that I will be free from the driven and anxious pursuit of things that I cannot properly hold, cannot control, and that will quickly evaporate. Jesus calls you to die to all that you treasure so that he can be the central treasure of your heart. When you value him more than anything else in your life, you are no longer shrinking your life down to what you can hold in your hands and control with your plans. You are beginning to live for something bigger than yourself. When you hold everything in your life with open hands for his taking, you expand everything you touch to the size of his kingdom.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 16
MARK 4:13–20
What are killers of spiritual life and growth? “Satan.” We knew that. “The deceitfulness of wealth.” There are plenty of warnings about this in Scripture. Most notable is the case of the rich young man who, although a fine, moral person, walked away from the kingdom of God (Matthew 19:23–24). No surprise here. “The desires for other things.” This is another phrase for lust. We are all familiar with it and there are many warnings about it. Covetous desires are caused by sin (Romans 7:8). Left unchecked, they will master us.
“Worries.” What? No way. Worries feel so bland and harmless. This is the last thing we would expect to make the list. Everyone has worries, and they seem so . . . ordinary. Worries are our “legitimate concerns.” But Jesus is saying that when you see worry—and you will see it—be careful. It makes sense when you think about it. Worry is focused inward. It prefers self-protection over trust. It can hear many encouraging words—even God’s words—and stay unmoved. It can be life-dominating. It is connected to your money and desires in that it reveals the things that are valuable to you. It can reveal that you love something more than Jesus. It crowds Jesus out of your life.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 17
MATTHEW 19:16–22
“Which commandments should I obey?” the young man asks. Jesus’ answer can be summarized as “love people.” His answer provides a clue to the kinds of commands the young man wants to avoid thinking about or just does not understand: “‘All these I have kept,’ the young man said. ‘What do I still lack?’” Jesus tells the young man to sell all his possessions, give to the poor, and follow him. Because the young man will not do it, Jesus makes the point that if he wants eternal life he will have to learn to love as God has commanded, even with his wealth. Jesus asks the young man to love in a way he has never considered.
Jesus has put his finger on a major area of the young man’s life in which he is blind to the needs of others—an area in which he is unwilling to love. This is a rich man surrounded by poor people. For all of his concern about how to please God and achieve eternal life, the rich man is blind to God’s most clearly stated concerns and to the need of those right in front of him. Jesus clarifies, for this particular man, what loving should look like, “sell your possessions and give to the poor.” No doubt the young man never expected the conversation to take the turn that it does.
WINSTON T. SMITH
September 18
MATTHEW 6:19–34
“Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). The word but is a welcome to a new way of living. What is the old way fueled by? The old way is driven by earth-bound treasures and anxiety-bound needs. The old way is driven by forgetting the Father and his unshakable commitment to provide all that his children need to do his kingdom work. Not much good ever comes out of functionally focusing on self, while consistently forgetting the Father.
The new way is driven by a focus on the transcendent glories of God’s big kingdom purposes. Those purposes span all of history and spread to all of creation. They can never be squeezed into the constricted quarters of my little kingdom. The new way is also driven by a daily and heartfelt admission of my weakness, along with a joyful rest in the faithful provision of my Father. You and I can get up in the morning with a calm joy in the loving provision of our heavenly Father, while being enthralled by the fact that we have been included in the transcendent joys of his kingdom. There are glories to be enjoyed that you will never experience in the confines of your kingdom of one.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 19
PROVERBS 16:1–21
Our hearts are out of kilter. There is a specific way our hearts are misaligned. They were intended to be devoted to God, but they aren’t. Instead, they are devoted to a strange brew of God, ourselves, and the objects of our affections, a.k.a., our idols. Why this misplaced and compromised devotion?
We are proud—our hearts are proud. Since ancient times, people have bowed down to idols in the appearance of humility and contrition. But their goal wasn’t to be mastered by the idol. People worship to get things. We choose idols in part because we believe that they will give us what we want. The god of drugs brings fearlessness; the god of sex promises pleasure and intimacy; the god of wealth holds out power and influence. We can feel miserable about ourselves because we want to be great, at least at something, and we are not feeling very great. Like the prophets of Baal, we are arrogant enough to believe that we can manipulate the idol—whether by cutting (1 Kings 18:28) or some other form of works righteousness—so it will relent and give us what we want.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 20
PSALM 86
Are your sins too bad? One common feature of all world religions, except for the religion revealed in the Old and New Testaments, is that the gods demand some kind of human penance when they are wronged. Human beings must pay the gods back by giving more money, adhering to proper rituals, going through some form of self-punishment, or practicing some means of works righteousness. When religions are shaped by the way people treat one another, such a system is unavoidable. The psalmist knows this. He knows that all other gods keep records of who has been naughty and who has been nice. But God is holy, and his forgiveness is holy. Nothing can compare to it. As a result the psalmist says, “If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O LORD, who could stand? But with you there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared” (Psalm 130:3–4).
Do you ever think that your sins are too bad, and that forgiveness for those sins requires you to get your act together first? If so, you don’t fear God. You are minimizing his forgiveness. You are acting as though his forgiveness is ordinary, just like that of any person or make-believe god. If you think like that, you don’t believe he is holy. In contrast, the fear of the Lord leads us to believe that when God makes promises too good to be true, they are indeed true.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 21
ROMANS 15:1–13
Relationships are not easy. Paul knows this is true even among people who have the Spirit. “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). Paul says that our relationships with other Christians are not something we should take for granted. He says that we are to maintain—not create—these relationships. If you are a Christian, you automatically are in relationship with other Christians. You are united to one another because you are united to Christ. Because of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, you already share a deep bond that has been given to you by grace. Therefore, these relationships are gifts to be managed with great care. I am either being a good or a bad steward of these gifts. If I hinder my relationships with other believers in any way, I am devaluing these relationships. But if I am willing to pursue, forgive, and serve, I demonstrate care for these gifts.
Have you ever noticed how distasteful, unsatisfying, and uninteresting relationships suddenly become when they require work? Paul says that we find excitement and satisfaction within the context of hard work. But most of us give up when we decide that the dividend yield is not worth the investment. Sadly, we frequently do the accounting with our personal interests at the center instead of God’s call.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 22
JOHN 5:16–27
Come to Jesus, ask for forgiveness for your many sins, and believe that his death paid the price for your sins and his resurrection is your guarantee that you also will live forever. This is Jesus’ promise to you: “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life” (John 5:24). Because of Jesus you don’t have to fear that when you die you will experience God’s judgment. Jesus has already experienced that for you. What is waiting for you after death is real life—eternal life. You don’t have to earn this life. It is God’s gift to those who put their trust in Jesus. This is how the apostle Paul explains it: “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23). We all deserve death, but Jesus died in our place. When you trust in him, you no longer have to fear death, because now you share in Jesus’ life.
The eternal life Jesus gives is life the way it was meant to be—free from evil, sorrow, and sadness, and rich in everlasting joy, peace, and purity. The natural, well-earned wages of human life bring death and grief, but God’s mercy and grace bring the delights that are at his right hand forever.
DAVID POWLISON
September 23
JOHN 13:1–17
As Jesus came to wash his feet, Peter could not bear to see Jesus in this place of abject submission. He doesn’t allow him to proceed. Jesus explains what he is doing and what it means. In verse 7, Jesus says, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” He then says, as Peter protests, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” What do these cryptic words mean? Jesus is saying that what he is doing symbolizes something even greater. His humble service of washing their feet points to what he will do for them on the cross in just a few days. But instead of water, his blood will be poured out as he gives his life for them. The sacrifice of his blood will be the cleansing agent to wash away their sins and make them living temples in which the Holy Spirit dwells. Jesus tells Peter that if he will not humble himself and receive what he is about to do for him on the cross, Peter will have no part with him. Jesus knows that proud sinners who can’t receive grace as a gift from God will not be likely to offer it. You can’t serve other sinners if you don’t receive Jesus’ service for you. There is no way you will be up for the task.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
September 24
JOB 38:3–11
If you are looking for answers, Job is one of many places you can turn. Another is to God’s promises. “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it” (1 Corinthians 10:13). This is one of the better known promises, and it is one where God appears to have reneged, because suffering often feels like more than you can bear. Therefore, it is important to consider for two reasons. First, it is a great promise. Second, if you are starting to believe that it isn’t always true, then you may start asking where else God’s promises might have exceptions. Such doubts erode faith.
This passage is saying that you too will go through a desert, and when you do, the Spirit will strengthen you in such a way that you can avoid grumbling and idolatry. God’s promise is that he will never put us in a situation where we have no choice but to sin. He either will relieve the intensity of the temptation or he will give us grace to trust and obey in the hardship.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 25
JEREMIAH 29:10–14
When you take refuge in God, he not only delivers you from shame and guilt, he also rebuilds your broken life. It’s easy to think that you have missed God’s best for your life. It is true that your sin has consequences. But remember what Holocaust survivor Corrie ten Boom said, “There is no pit so deep that God’s love is not deeper still.”
Thousands of years ago, God sent his people into exile because of their sins. But they didn’t stay in exile forever. Despite their sins God said to his people, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future’” (Jeremiah 29:11). These words are also meant for you. God does have a future for you. Jesus’ death and resurrection are your guarantee that you will live forever with him in heaven. And God does have plans for you—plans for the rest of your life, to bless you and to make you a blessing to others. This is always God’s way. He takes broken things, redeems them, and makes them useful in his kingdom. You can look with hope to see how God wants to use you to love others right now.
DAVID POWLISON
September 26
GENESIS 16
How many people do we see every day? Shop clerks, bank tellers, trash collectors, neighbors, people we pass on the street—all these people blend into the background of our busy lives. We give them a nod, but that’s it. Have we looked at them and seen them as people God has put in our paths to love, even in the simplest ways? God sees us and watches over us. Remember Hagar in Genesis? Sarah could not conceive Abraham’s child, so she decided that Hagar her maidservant should bear Abraham a son. When Hagar conceived Ishmael, she treated Sarah with contempt. Sarah reacted by driving Hagar into the desert. The angel of the Lord followed Hagar and spoke with her. Hagar was amazed! She said, “You are the God who sees me” (Genesis 16:13). Hagar, a slave woman, was not invisible to God. Should anyone now be “invisible” to us?
In Luke 7 Jesus was on his way to Nain. A large crowd followed. Amid all the activity, Jesus saw a grieving mother and his heart went out to her. He stopped to comfort her and restored her dead son back to life. The Gospels are filled with accounts of Jesus seeing hungry, lost, hurting people and reaching out to meet their needs. How are we going to minister to a world full of lonely people if we haven’t first looked to see them?
JAYNE V. CLARK
September 27
HEBREWS 10:1–14
A greater mercy drew him back. Destined for the priesthood, Aaron had a bright future. Then, while Moses is on Mount Sinai, Aaron leads the people into rebellion against God. Aaron had every advantage and threw them all away. Yet, God accepts a sacrifice that atones for his sin. God’s acceptance is demonstrated when his glory appears at the end of Aaron’s ordination as high priest. Fire came out from his presence and consumed the burnt offering Aaron had prepared—instead of consuming Aaron. He was a high priest who could sympathize with their weaknesses because he knew what it was to fail. But he also knew what it was to experience a greater mercy that drew him back to God.
Leviticus was written for sinners. It lays out all the ways people disrupt fellowship between themselves and God and what to do when that fellowship is broken. There is a faithful way to deal with your faithlessness. You can be faithful even after you’ve failed to be perfect. Inserting Aaron’s ordination account among the laws reinforces the restorative nature of the book. Essentially God is saying, “If Aaron can sin as badly as he did and not only be forgiven but installed as high priest, then there is hope for you. You can still be my people and I will wholeheartedly receive you.”
WILLIAM P. SMITH
September 28
PSALM 27
You don’t see the deliverance? Be strong and take heart. The words are familiar. They are the words forever linked to Joshua, who heard them from Moses (Deuteronomy 3:28; 31:6–7, 23) and passed them on to the people (Joshua 1:6–7, 9, 18). The historical context is the transition in leadership from Moses to Joshua and the upcoming battles for the Promised Land. The fact that this psalm is composed in Jerusalem—in the Promised Land—makes David’s confidence unshakable.
Sandwiched around the exhortation to be strong and take heart is the encouragement to wait for the Lord. Wait, wait patiently for the Lord. That is the summary of this psalm of confidence. Once again, we are taken into the mind of God in that, while anxiety prefers immediate deliverance, God might delay it, giving us time to trust him and wait by faith. So the psalmist will wait with confidence, which is to wait by faith. His God is absolutely reliable. While a very reliable human deliverer might encounter accidents and other unforeseen events on his way to our deliverance, God is never waylaid. No one can interfere with his care and deliverance.
EDWARD T. WELCH
September 29
HEBREWS 13:20–21
Our fallen experience need not control us. All of the words God uses to describe himself—King, Shepherd, Master, Savior, and God—have disappointing human parallels. In each of these examples, it does not make sense to say that life experience dictates a person’s reality. On the contrary, the very experience of disappointing and distorted images can make you long to know the real King, Shepherd, Master, Savior, and God! You might say, “My pastor never taught me about God. How I rejoice that Hebrews 13:20–21 is true, that the great Shepherd of the sheep shed his blood for me and teaches me to do his will.” “My boss is manipulative and deceptive. How I rejoice that Ephesians 6:5–8 is becoming true in me and I can serve Christ with integrity instead of being bitter or fearful!” “The God I grew up hearing about seemed like a remote killjoy. Praise the real God that Psalm 36 is true, and he is an immediate refuge and a fountain of love, light, and joy!” Clearly, our fallen experience need not control us.
DAVID POWLISON
September 30
GENESIS 50:15–21
We are functioning as a judge when we remain bitter against someone. We assess the evidence against someone, render a verdict, and declare him guilty. James challenges our judgmentalism: “There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who are you to judge your neighbor?” (James 4:12). Or consider Paul’s words in Romans 12:19: “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.” Revenge is wrong not because evil acts do not warrant revenge, they do; but because this is God’s job, not ours. We must trust God to be God and to bring justice in his time and in his way.
In Genesis 50, Joseph’s brothers feared that their now powerful brother might avenge their treachery to him in their younger years. The chapter opens with Jacob’s funeral. They attempted to appease Joseph by seeking his forgiveness, but the timing seems suspiciously contrived, and they apparently fabricated their deceased father’s words. When they arrived, they threw themselves down before Joseph as slaves. Joseph’s merciful response reflected his knowledge of God: “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God?” (Genesis 50:19). Joseph understood that judgment is God’s role, not ours. Joseph could extend grace because his God was in control of his life.
ROBERT D. JONES
October 1
GENESIS 3:1–19
The most popular simplistic approach to change focuses on external circumstances. “I need more money.” “If I could change my looks, my life would be better.” “If I could get married, life would sing.” “If I could get out of this marriage and find someone who appreciates me, I wouldn’t be so depressed.” “If my children respected me the way they should, I would be nicer.”
In the garden just after the fall, Adam was the first to employ this approach by blaming Eve (and God) for his own sin: “It was the woman you gave me.” It’s the other person’s fault. If it is not another person, it’s something else—the hard day at work that leads me to snap at you; the lack of money that leads me to cheat on my taxes. In every difficult situation, temptation abounds to blame others.
This approach to change is not only deceptive, but hollow as well. It misses my need for Christ’s redeeming grace, and it places the blame for my sin at God’s doorstep! We blame God for placing the problem person or circumstance in our life. We question God’s wisdom, goodness, and character. Obviously, with this approach, the grace of God will not be sought or received.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 2
COLOSSIANS 2:6–15
On the cross Christ paid the debt for every selfish desire, thought, word, or deed to which you will ever give yourself. You no longer have to be afraid to own up to your selfishness. You do not have to whitewash your thoughts and motives. You do not have to cover your sin by blaming others or by self-atoning logic. You do not have to give yourself to acts of penance (self-atonement) that make you feel better about yourself. You do not have to search for biblical passages that will give ease to your conscience. No, your debt has been fully paid. Your punishment has been borne by Another. There is One who has taken your place and been condemned instead of you. Paul says, “He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross” (Colossians 2:13b–14). As God’s child, you have been forgiven for every act of self-focused independence and rebellion. You have been freed from the debt of your every failure to love God above all else and your neighbor as yourself. You no longer need to live in hiding. Forgiving grace welcomes you out of the darkness to lift the burden of refusal, guilt, fear, and shame off of your shoulders. You have been invited to confess and receive the forgiveness that is yours.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 3
PSALM 56
Fears are loud and demanding. Even when you know they are irrational, they can still control you. It is hard to argue with feelings that are so intense, and easy to be loyal to our inaccurate interpretations. Claim as your own some of the psalms that are journals of fear. For example, Psalm 46 talks about treacherous circumstances, but it still keeps circling around to the same refrain: “The LORD Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress” (Psalm 46:7, 11). Psalm 56 describes being slandered and attacked, but the psalmist calms his heart: “When I am afraid, I will trust in you” (Psalm 56:3). As you meditate on some of the psalms that speak about fear, you will find that you too will be able to make quicker transitions from fear to faith (see Psalm 57:4–5).
There are two basic steps in dealing with fears. First, confess them as unbelief. Isn’t it true that much of our fear is our hearts saying, “Lord, I don’t believe you,” or “Lord, my desires want something other than what you promised”? Second, examine Scripture and be confident in the love and faithfulness of Jesus. Ask someone who is confident in Jesus to give reasons for his or her confidence. What are your fears? Where is your trust?
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 4
PSALM 42
Seek him. Hope is the constant companion of perseverance. God’s Word gives you daily encouragement. In fact, all Scripture is his means of sustaining you in the battle. “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4). Your hope is that God hears, that he finds great worth in perseverance, that he rewards those who seek him (Hebrews 11:6), that he blesses those who persevere (James 1:12), that he is faithful to all his promises. Your hope comes when you begin to fix your eyes on Jesus, the One who is invisible (Hebrews 11:27).
Sound impossible? If you cannot be aroused to hope, you are in good company. There was a point in Job’s life when he said, “What strength do I have, that I should still hope? What prospects, that I should be patient?” (Job 6:11). But even in his despair, Job continued to seek his God. So, at least, seek him. If even that seems too much, ride on someone else’s hope for as long as you need. Let your friends or family read Scripture to you. Let them tell you about their hope and confidence in Christ. There are many different ways of doing battle. Call out to the persevering God who gives endurance (Romans 15:5). He will answer you.
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 5
PSALM 37
God’s greatest mercy to humanity is revealed in his curse of the serpent. Remember that we, his images, are not simple signposts that point to the glory of God—we are his companions. God wants to relate to his creatures. This is an astounding thing. It requires a sin-soaked heart and mind to make it dull and boring. God wants to be friends with you. He does not create human servants to do his dirty work or feed some twisted craving. He creates people in his own likeness and treats them like his children. He provides for them, visits them, and speaks to them. He longs for relationship. Rebellion shatters his glory and it also breaks this special relationship. And to this rejection, which no human tale of unrequited love can equal, God responds with grace.
In cursing the serpent, God, in effect, says to his wayward offspring, “You chose to build an alliance against me, but I love you too much to let it stand. You are my children and you may not continue in rebellion against me. I’m stepping in for your good. I won’t let you be friends with Satan!”
God won’t let you have what will surely destroy you. God uses his power to act in your best interests. Confronted with treasonous disloyalty, he commits himself to rebuilding relationships with his people.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
October 6
PSALM 139
God wants to know what’s on your heart. He wants you to need him, to go to him, and to plead with him about your real problems. He wants you to tell him all about your troubles—the health problems, the financial worries, the straying child, the struggling church, and the grief and loss you have experienced. He wants you to confess to him the sins that drive your sinful anxiety—the idols that have hijacked your life. He wants you to ask for his forgiveness for your lack of trust and faith, and for desiring his good gifts more than him. Begin with total honesty and say, “Lord, I don’t understand; help me to understand you.” Admit to him that, although your words say you believe he is in control, your anxious thoughts reveal the truth: You still desire to be in control. Ask God to teach you how to close the gap between what you say you believe and how you think and function on a day-by-day basis. God will use your honest confession to build a relationship with him that will give you true and lasting peace. Your growing and deepening relationship with God is what will transform your anxious thoughts into humble faith and trust.
DAVID POWLISON
October 7
PSALM 130
Rescue from what? Deliverance comes, but, as is God’s custom, it comes in a way we couldn’t have predicted. To be honest, at first glance it seems like a lame rescue attempt. The psalmist is given what appears to be a flimsy lifeline: his God is the one who forgives sins.
This one takes some reflection. We don’t have evidence that the psalmist’s sin caused his suffering. How is he going to take hope in the fact that he is forgiven? How will that rescue him? It seems like a pat spiritual answer to a life or death predicament. If you heard that from a friend, you might say “thanks” but you certainly wouldn’t turn in that direction for help again. On the hierarchy of needs, physical survival seems more basic than spiritual encouragement. But the psalmist is clear on this. He is, without apology, presenting forgiveness of sins as the deepest answer of all. To appreciate the psalm’s guidance on this, we have to believe that sin is a problem in our lives. In fact, to really be led by the psalm, we must realize that sin is our deepest problem. Robert Fleming, a persecuted Scottish minister who lived from 1630–1694, said, “In the worst of times, there is still more cause to complain of an evil heart than of an evil world.”
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 8
PSALM 31
Groaning is the default language of every Christian between coming to Christ and entering the final kingdom. Notice Paul’s logic in Romans 8:22–25. We are supposed to groan because there are things that we have been promised but do not yet have. We are supposed to groan because the full expression of God’s kingdom has not yet come. We are supposed to groan because we are not yet all that God shed the blood of his Son for us to become. We are supposed to groan because the temporary pleasures of this physical world do not satisfy us; they always leave a void in our hearts. We are supposed to groan because in every situation and circumstance we see the damage that sin has done and is doing. We are supposed to groan because we recognize how we each give in to the temptation to seek in the physical world what we can only find in the Lord and what will only be fulfilled in eternity. This side of eternity, groaning is meant to be the default language of the big kingdom. When we groan for these reasons, we get it right. This kind of groaning is only present in people who are submitting little kingdom desires to big kingdom interests.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 9
MATTHEW 9:1–13
Your growth and change are the Creator’s intent. Throughout history, God has used hardships to reveal people’s hearts, and this unveiling has had a purpose. You have to see what is in your heart before you can set out to change it. Notice how those who have medicated away their hardships with illegal drugs, alcohol, or sex can seem immature. Find a person who has weathered storms rather than avoided them and you will find someone who is wise.
Personal growth and change are not always easy, but they are essential to true humanness. They are the Creator’s intent. You can see it taking place in animals, plants, and people. The difference with human beings is that we grow physically and spiritually. When we grow in the right direction, it is right and good. The Hebrew word shalom captures it: peace, wholeness, realignment rather than dislocation. Spiritual growth just feels right. For example, depression can feel like the severe pain of someone dying of cancer, but it can also be like the pain of surgery, which indicates that we are getting better. If both pains could be physically measured, they might be identical in their intensity but the pain from surgery will seem less severe to the sufferer than the pain of cancer. The pain from surgery is making you better; the other is a sign that you are worse.
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 10
MATTHEW 18:21–35
Forgiveness is costly. Regardless of how big or small the offense, canceling a debt and absorbing the cost is going to hurt. But the parable shows us that not forgiving also has a price, and it is higher than the price forgiveness demands. This is where we must let the truth override our feelings since it often feels good to hold onto an offense. That good feeling, contrasted with the pain of forgiving, blinds us to the bill we’re running up spiritually. Jesus clearly says that an abiding unwillingness to forgive will cost you eternally! God will treat you the same way you treat others. An entrenched refusal to forgive is a sign that you have not known God’s amazing forgiveness yourself. Your ugly behavior reveals the ugly condition of your heart. In addition, holding onto an offense will make you a bitter and unloving person, and you will inevitably damage all your relationships. No matter which way you choose, you will pay a price. Which price are you willing to pay?
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 11
MARK 10:35–45
If our relationships are going to make us like Christ, and if Christian community is going to flourish, it is going to take lots of people who relish being demoted in the eyes of the world. Imagine human beings who naturally want position, power, and recognition being transformed into people who gladly throw off self-glory and self-love to be servants in the image of Jesus. This is what will turn average relationships into something glorious. Serving others is a simple way of consolidating all the Bible’s “one another” passages under one big idea. When we serve one another, we carry one another’s burdens in practical ways. We get our hands dirty as we come alongside people and pay attention to the details of their lives. If our professed commitment to Jesus does not lead us to resemble him in our actions, then we are mocking him and not representing him accurately to the world.
When you think about your relationships, how many of them ultimately revolve around making sure your concerns are heard and your self-defined “needs” are met? Start with those you love the most. You have to see how much of a servant you aren’t before you can start to become one. That is the abiding irony of the Christian life. Up is down, life is death, and power is found and expressed in serving.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 12
LUKE 22:24–30
In the upper room in the final hours before Christ’s capture he sits with his disciples as Messiah, Priest, and Lamb. He, in this moment and in the sacrificial moments to come, is instituting the New Covenant. There could be no more significant moment of redemptive importance. Yet, Luke tells us that in the middle of this moment of high and holy drama, the disciples are arguing about who of them is greatest! Are position, power, and affirmation of no consequence whatsoever? Of course not! But when they rise to the level of overwhelming the crashing significance of being welcomed into the kingdom of God, of eating at the table with the Lord of the universe, and of sitting on thrones built by him, then something has gone drastically wrong. In this moment the disciples are forsaking the transcendent glories of the kingdom of God for the pseudo-glory of personal power and position.
True humanity is always connected to glory, and true glory can only be found in the One who is glory, the Lord. God calls me to find personal glory in his glory, and in so doing, to be committed to community, stewardship, and truth glory as well.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 13
LEVITICUS 8
If there is a fire in your office building, you have to make a faith-based choice. If you believe that the person who wrote the guidelines was competent and dedicated to your best interests, you will follow the instructions to the letter. If not, you will trust yourself to find your own way out.
The same is true of Leviticus. Leviticus reflects God’s desire to be friends with you. Read it as an invitation from him to be restored. If you believe God’s invitation of friendship, you will do what he says. You’ll come quickly to him when you fail, confident that he will receive you. If, however, you believe that he would never befriend such a disappointment as yourself, and that you’ll never be good enough, you won’t come.
The true foundation of Leviticus is faith. You would only do the things Leviticus prescribes if you trusted that God is who he says he is. Before Aaron could serve as high priest, he had to believe that, according to God’s word, he had been purified. Before you can confidently rely on Christ’s power in you, you have to believe that he has already created a way for you to deal with your sin.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
October 14
ROMANS 6:1–14
God’s grace blows a hole in your self-contained kingdom, and in his redemptive love he reaches in and pulls you out, again and again. Paul says it this way: “He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Colossians 1:13–14 ESV).
On the cross Christ broke the power of the little kingdom. As God’s children we no longer live under the domination of the little kingdom. We have been freed from our imprisonment to ourselves. Once we were only able to desire, think, speak, and act in a self-focused way, but now grace has broken that slavery and welcomed us to a new and better way of living. Christ endured the awful suffering and death of the cross, not just to ensure your future with him in eternity, but to free you in the here and now to live for something more transcendent than your present definition of personal happiness. The cross smashed the dominant power of the shadow glories of creation over your heart and freed your heart to run after the transcendent glory that you will only find in him.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 15
REVELATION 7:9–17
Step into this scene of eternity. Look around, listen carefully, and then look back on your life to understand what cannot be understood any other way. Revelation 7 allows us to see the Lamb on the throne and hear the voices of the saints who have completed their journey. Do you see yourself in the crowd? These saints are people just like you. Like you, they suffered the scorching heat of earthly life. Like you, they went through God’s process of radical change. Now they have reached their final destination. They stand before God’s throne, purified and free, with a full welcome into the presence of the King of kings and Lord of lords, their Savior, their Shepherd Lamb.
Picture yourself there, because in God’s story, you are there. This is your destination. This is where God is taking you! You will make it through the heat! Someday you will stand before the throne. There will be a moment when your voice will be heard in the chorus of praise that will never end. Someday you will be convinced that it has all been worth it. Life looks dramatically different when examined through the lens of eternity.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 16
PSALM 94
We have good reasons to be anxious because there’s trouble in this world. In the midst of trouble our hearts forget God, and we get attached to other masters—to all kinds of desires, needs, and beliefs. We get anxious for bad reasons, and we overreact even to the good reasons we have to be anxious. Living in a world where there is trouble, with hearts that quickly stray, means we will always be tempted to lose sight of God. When we lose sight of God, we try to control our world on our own, and become filled with worry. But don’t despair: God, in his Word, gives you better and imperishable reasons for responding to the troubles of life in faith. You can learn to remember God instead of forgetting him. God wants us to know him so intimately and trust him so completely that our desire to fix our troubles in our own way will no longer consume us. As we grow in our love for God, we will experience the right kind of concern in the midst of our troubles. “When my anxious thoughts multiply within me, your consolations delight my soul” (Psalm 94:19 NASB).
DAVID POWLISON
October 17
PSALM 73
When we want a good thing more than God, anger goes wrong. Sometimes we want good things. It’s not wrong to want your husband to love and listen to you. It’s not wrong to want your children to respect and obey you. It’s not wrong to want your boss to be honest with you. It’s not wrong to want a warm meal and a hot cup of coffee, or to get to your appointment rather than getting stuck in traffic. But when fulfilling your desires, even for a good thing, becomes more important than anything else, that’s when it changes into a “desire of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16–17 ESV). You want it too much. When you don’t get what you want, demand, believe you need, and think you deserve, your anger flares up. James, in the letter he wrote to the early church, said this about where our wrong anger comes from: “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight” (James 4:1–2). When you want anything—even a good thing—more than God, you will get angry when you don’t get it or it’s taken away from you.
DAVID POWLISON
October 18
PSALM 5
Where do your “if onlys” lead? Plow your own heart by evaluating your desires, demands, fears, insecurities, wants, and expectations. Ask God to show you the areas in your life where you are struggling. Asking these questions will reveal what you treasure the most.
Let me mention three common struggles: anger, fear, and indispensability. When you see these things in your heart, turn to the Lord and find his grace, mercy, and help in your time of need (Hebrews 4:16). Against anger, meditate on the fact that God who did not spare his own Son, the most lavish gift of all, will not withhold from us what we really need (Romans 8:32). Against fear, hear Jesus say, “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). Against a sense of indispensability and self-sufficiency, remember that God’s strength is actually “made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Remember, you are made in the image of God. God wants to transform you so you will be a beautiful reflection of his image to the watching world. This transformation happens as you ask God every day for wisdom and power through his Spirit, and by faith depend on him for everything you need for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3).
MICHAEL R. EMLET
October 19
PSALM 19
What truly refreshes you? What gives you pure and simple pleasure? What helps you to lay your cares down and get a fresh perspective on life? What enables you to step back into the business and hardship of life with a new joy?
The Psalms revel in creation. We marvel at the unparalleled beauty of a sunrise and sunset, and even more at a Master Artist so creative that he will erase his art every day to begin again the next. So many simple, unstained pleasures: Collecting stones on a lakeshore. Watching autumn leaves drop. Innocent pleasures are a means to step away from what is hard, wearisome, or difficult in our lives into something restful and beautiful. They are not an escape from life’s troubles, they are meant to refresh and strengthen us.
What makes such pleasures innocent? It is the fact that there is a greater pleasure. That greatest pleasure is the Maker of all the innocent ones. Is devotion to God one of your pleasures? The lesser innocent pleasures come because the greatest pleasure, God himself, is in his rightful place. Innocent pleasures don’t pretend to save you or protect you. They don’t promise you meaning and identity in life. They don’t take life’s fragility, pain, frustration, disappointment, and uncertainty and wash them away. They are not the giver of every good and perfect gift; they are just gifts you enjoy. They are innocent because they don’t pretend to be anything more.
DAVID POWLISON
October 20
MATTHEW 6:1–15
How perfect for those who worry! Jesus says that our daily needs are important to our heavenly Father. There is something familiar in what Jesus says, but it should sound new. “Father” is not a new way to address God. God himself said, “How gladly would I treat you like sons and give you a desirable land, the most beautiful inheritance of any nation. I thought you would call me ‘Father’ and not turn away from following me” (Jeremiah 3:19). But there are only a handful of direct Old Testament references to God as Father. Jesus exceeds that number in the Sermon on the Mount alone. “Heavenly Father” is Jesus’ preferred way to talk about God, and it is how he teaches us to address God in prayer. His emphasis on our Father encourages us to listen even more attentively.
The term Father immediately connotes care, compassion, and strength. In those days, the father was committed to protecting his children so that the family line could continue and the father’s name would receive praise. The son or daughter was always welcome, always loved. Do you remember seeing pictures of John F. Kennedy’s son John-John playing in the Oval Office? A father is to be respected and obeyed, even feared, but he is accessible and welcoming to his children. He delights in blessing them.
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 21
MATTHEW 18:21–35
To angry people, God says, “Confess your selfish anger; trust me and obey.” Jesus told a story about a man who was forgiven a great debt—more than a lifetime’s worth of wages. As soon as he was released from the debt, he tracked down a man who owed him the equivalent of a couple of dollars and demanded immediate payment. When the king heard about it, the ungrateful man’s injustice so angered him that he withdrew his forgiveness and threw the man in prison. If the man’s actions make you angry, realize that Jesus is also warning you—“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.” Through Jesus, we have been forgiven for many lifetimes’ worth of debt against our heavenly Father, yet we want those who slight us to pay up immediately.
When that story fits (and it fits us all at some time), it shows that we don’t truly grasp God’s grace and mercy to us through Christ. We treat others the way we think we have been treated. If we think God has been stingy with us, we will be stingy toward others. But there is another way. Those who know that they have been forgiven will be generous, eager to imitate Christ by covering the offenses of others (Proverbs 19:11).
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 22
MARK 9:14–29
Entrust him with your weak faith; he longs to supply what you lack. God is kind to people who shrink back from trusting him. There’s a special place in his heart for those with little faith. Jesus invites you to say to him, along with the father of the epileptic boy, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24).
First, acknowledge your difficulty in trusting him; admit that you need his help to believe him. Second, consider where you’ve seen God prove his reliability to you. Remember when you first came to him and he received you. Or cast your mind back to that sin you carried around for months, afraid to admit it to yourself, much less to him. Remember how he flooded you with forgiveness and relief? You weren’t sure he’d receive you, yet he did. Last, act on the faith God gives you. Living passively saps your will and cripples your belief that you can accomplish what God calls you to do. Living faithfully means that you actively respond to the faith God gives you.
Jesus wants us to live a faithful life that relies on him. If your faith is small because of fearfulness, ignorance, or arrogance, ask him to increase your faith so that you can carry out his desires faithfully. Along with Augustine, pray, “Grant what you command and command what you will.”
WILLIAM P. SMITH
October 23
LUKE 12:22–34
Fear always asks the same questions: “Who will you trust? Where will you turn when you are afraid or anxious?” The story of Scripture is one in which God demonstrates himself to be trustworthy, and then he invites wary people to trust him. Given such an attractive invitation, you would think that none could resist, but we all have our reasons for putting our trust in things we can see. In spite of our reluctance, God delights in speaking words of hope and comfort to fearful people. He reserves some of the most beautiful revelations of himself for the timid. He patiently reasons with them. He reminds them that he is God, and he promises that he will never leave them alone. He shares with them some of his names—the ones that only intimate friends know.
The best known name is Shepherd. The best known psalm for those who are afraid is Psalm 23. Its New Testament counterpart (Luke 12:22–34) is actually spoken by the Good Shepherd. You are probably familiar with this passage, but read it carefully. These are God’s words to you. Notice how Jesus never tires of repeating his promises. Instead, he patiently reasons with fearful people. He is persuading you to trust him.
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 24
JOHN 14:15–21
God gives you a new identity when you come to him through trusting in Jesus. You become part of the family of God. You are his dearly loved child (1 John 3:1). You have a perfect Father in heaven who loves you and wants to fill your life with the good gift of himself (Luke 11:13). Jesus experienced every form of suffering when he was in the world. “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Isaiah 53:3). He was betrayed and tortured. He is well acquainted with your grief, and he will never leave you (John 14:18).
God has a purpose for you that flows out of your life experience, a high and holy calling. Paul says that God “comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God” (2 Corinthians 1:4). As you learn about how Jesus Christ meets, enters, and transforms your particular affliction in life, you can begin to help others who are facing all kinds of affliction. Your compassion, wisdom, and hope for redemption will bring the light of God to a world dying in darkness and suffering. Then you will be able to say along with Joseph: “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” (Genesis 50:20 ESV).
DAVID POWLISON
October 25
GENESIS 2:4–25
Adam wasn’t meant to live alone. Adam wasn’t meant to be Adam’s best friend. The community that Adam and Eve were meant to live in with one another was designed to be the beginning of a huge web of interdependent human relationships that would define much of the focus and energy of peoples’ lives. Human beings’ lives were meant to transcend the narrow glories of independence, autonomy, and self-sufficiency. We were created to have lives shaped by a constant pursuit of the glory of humble, dependent community. We were made to need one another, and this community was meant to exist in a variety of forms, including neighbor, family, friend, church, city, state, nation, brother, sister, parent, and spouse. This web of ongoing relationships daily calls us out of our insulation and isolation to experience a community glory that selfish, personal focus can never deliver. God makes Adam and Eve and immediately calls them to the transcendent glory of a world-reaching, generation-spanning, and history-encompassing community. This commitment to community was meant to be a major shaping focus of their day-by-day living. This act of God to immediately tie Adam and Eve into community with one another was a call to transcendence. It was a call to never shrink the size of their community to a functional community of one.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 26
GALATIANS 6:1–10
All true comfort has its source in the Lord (2 Corinthians 1:3–4). In grief, we often seek out other comforts: memories, material things, distractions. They all provide some measure of comfort but none can fill the one place where grief causes us to feel so empty—our hearts. Only one Person can provide the comfort that restores your heart—Jesus Christ. He knows your pain. He is able to touch you where you most need to be touched, in your heart. In all the things you do to get yourself through the shock and grief of loss, don’t forget to run to the one place where true comfort can be found.
God likens the church to a physical body (1 Corinthians 12). He reminds us that life is a community project. In grief, it is tempting to turn inside yourself and avoid the community around you. You can’t bear one more heartfelt condolence or one more conversation about how you are doing. But Paul tells us we should “bear one another’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2 ESV) precisely because he knows that we will all encounter burdens too heavy to carry alone. Remember to cry out in weakness and ask for help. God never expected you to do this alone. Also, asking for help does not show a lack of faith. God promised to provide what you need to face what he calls you to face. Finally, those who help you will in turn be helped through helping you.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 27
EXODUS 32
The difference between life and death. At Mount Sinai newly liberated people met with God. He reminded them how he had rescued them and how he longed to make them his special people if they would keep his covenant. To this gracious offer, the people responded, “We will do everything the LORD has said” (Exodus 19:8).
Sadly, just a few weeks later, they broke their commitment, along with God’s covenant, in spectacular fashion. Moses, recognizing the danger the Israelites faced, immediately placed himself between God and his people. In doing this he demonstrated something supernatural. He put his own comfort second to the need of God’s people. He looked beyond their sin to the danger they were in. He cared about their plight when it would have been easier not to care. Interceding for them was not natural, but it was certainly necessary. Without it they were doomed. Having an intercessor who could deal “gently with those who [were] ignorant and [were] going astray” (Hebrews 5:2) meant the difference between life and death for them.
Whatever the reason, Moses interceded for his people simply because of their need. He knew that their actions required someone to speak for them or they would be destroyed. They needed someone to step in and rescue them. And that is the crucial need of sinful, confused, and unhappy people in all times and places.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
October 28
EPHESIANS 3:14–21
King Jesus’ coronation ceremony was unlike any other. While earthly kings received gifts, Jesus gave gifts. More specifically, he gave a gift. He poured out his Spirit on his people. When someone is full of “grace and power” (Acts 6:8), that is the same as saying that the person is full of the Holy Spirit (Acts 6:5). When we receive gifts, they are called either gifts of grace (Ephesians 4:7) or gifts of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:4). When we receive grace, we receive the Spirit of grace (Hebrews 10:29). To receive grace is to receive the Spirit; to receive the Spirit is to be given the kingdom of the Spirit; to receive the kingdom of the Spirit is to receive everything imaginable under the reign of King Jesus, including: love, joy, adoption as God’s children, patience, gentleness, power to fight sin, goodness, self-control, fruitfulness, peace, the mind of God, freedom, faithfulness, no condemnation, truth, unity, power to serve others, presence of God, promise of future perfection, wisdom, and life.
Are you worried about the future? You are looking at tomorrow as if it was a final exam and you haven’t yet taken the class. Of course you panic at the thought. But you haven’t considered that you will go through the class before you have to take the final. You will be given all the grace you need when you need it.
EDWARD T. WELCH
October 29
DEUTERONOMY 10:12–22
What fills the eyes of your heart? Our thoughts can be so dominated by the necessary tasks of the day, by the difficulties we face, or by the people around us, that we lose our consciousness of the Lord of Glory who has drawn us into his transcendent purposes for the universe. Or our day can be kidnapped by anxious cravings and all the “what ifs” that worry is able to generate.
Big kingdom living really does start with remembering the King. This isn’t some mystical spiritual exercise for the super spiritual. It is street-level worship. It is loving God more than my projects. It is caring more about his glory than about my schedule. It is caring that his grace is spread and his fame is known more than I care about the next sale, the next promotion, an immaculate house, or a fun lunch with my friends. Ask yourself, when you start your day, what “unseen” thing draws and motivates you? Do you see God? Are you drawn toward him? Do you desire that your day be his day? Do you recognize his grace, power, and sovereignty in your life?
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
October 30
PSALM 8
We never stop imaging God. When we use a phrase like, “he’s the spitting image of his father,” we usually mean that the son displays the physical characteristics of his earthly father. He looks (and perhaps acts) like his dad. In a similar, but far more profound way, we resemble the God of the universe, both in his character and actions. You are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26–28; Psalm 8:4–8). God made us to reflect his image to the world. We don’t do this perfectly because of sin and disease, but no matter what, we never stop imaging God!
The gospel is about renewing the true image of God through Jesus (Ephesians 4:24; Colossians 3:10). This process is not derailed by illness or disability. Instead, God uses these things to make us more like him. God promises he will complete the work he began in each of us (Philippians 1:6). This means that God is doing his transforming work in you no matter what challenges you face. He is perfecting the character of Christ in you in the midst of your struggles.
MICHAEL R. EMLET
October 31
JOHN 21:15–25
You know where hope lies. One of the many ways God can bring good out of evil is by making you truly helpful to others who are struggling. Think about all you have to offer others. You know exactly what it’s like for them. You know the allure of the sin. You know the struggle (with guilt, with numbness, with anger, with regret). You know where hope lies—in Jesus. You can become that unique creation of God, a person who is simultaneously compassionate and clear-minded. In a small way, you can become the way God is toward you. He will use you in the lives of others because you are actually becoming more like him! Be alert for the opportunities you have to come alongside others who are struggling as you have. Because of your experience, you will be able to challenge them with God’s truth and comfort them with God’s mercy in a way that few others can.
God is able to redeem your life and make you into a person who loves him and reaches out to others with his love. When you come to God in confession and ask him for mercy, he promises that he will do “immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us” (Ephesians 3:20).
DAVID POWLISON
November 1
PSALM 32
Asking for forgiveness is so hard because of what it says about life and what it says about me. You cannot ask for forgiveness without acknowledging that there is something in life that is more important than the progress of your own kingdom. You cannot seek forgiveness without owning the fact that you were created for the glory of another. You cannot make honest, humble confession without acknowledging that there are more important things in life than getting your own way and being happy. You cannot admit a wrong without being hit with the fact that there are bigger things in life than how you feel and how you feel about how you feel. You see, it’s our sturdy allegiance to our own kingdom that makes us unwilling to confess that we have gotten in the way of God’s kingdom on earth.
Asking for forgiveness is hard because you have to admit to why you need it so frequently. When you seek forgiveness, you are confessing that you still forget why you were put on earth and granted the amazing gift of God’s grace. You are admitting that you forget that every gift you have been given is to be invested in his kingdom.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 2
MATTHEW 6:25–34
What is God calling you to do about today’s trouble? To help you answer that question, imagine two circles: one six feet in diameter and another six inches in diameter. What you need to do today is in the little six-inch circle. Whatever is in the larger six-foot circle you have to leave in God’s hands, because you can’t control or do anything about those worries.
In every area of your life where there is trouble, God is calling you to a small step of faith and love. He is not calling you to solve what is wrong. What God is calling you to do is always less than the bad things that might happen. Your troubles do not rest on your shoulders. You are living in a world where there is trouble, but you are in relationship with a God who is in charge of his world. He has a purpose for you in every situation where there is trouble: God is calling you to be constructive in a very small corner of his world. There is an ecology motto: “Think globally, act locally.” Apply this motto to your day-to-day life. Think globally by remembering every day that God is in charge of the world, and he is watching over his sheep. And then act locally by asking God each day to show you what small, constructive thing he is calling you to do.
DAVID POWLISON
November 3
EPHESIANS 3:14–21
When you notice how difficult really loving others is, you need to remember and experience once again all the riches that are already yours in Christ. You have a present relationship with him! He has given you so much relational wealth that you can readily afford to give it away. And since you are giving out of your excess, you don’t need to wheedle a handout from anyone else. If you catch yourself doing that, take a moment and pray through Ephesians 3:14–19, “that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” Ask Jesus to fill your heart with the knowledge of the breadth, length, height, and depth of his love for you. Ask him to fill you with joy in the inheritance you already have from him. As he answers that prayer, you will be able to genuinely love the difficult people in your life.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
November 4
LUKE 9:18–27
The cross sticks out in Scripture. It seems crazy, like the greatest aberrant moment of all of history. It seems like a big mistake, a very bad joke. Surely nothing good could come out of God taking on human life and then being publicly, viciously, and unjustly mutilated. There were no positive connotations to the cross. It was the most horrible punishment reserved for the lowliest and vilest of criminals. It was a public shame on a hill outside of the city, and it always ended in death.
Yet the cross is not a bad joke. It is history’s most beautiful paradox. The death of the Messiah was the only way he could give life to those who would believe in him. The hope of the cross is in its willing sacrifice of One for the sake of another. This is exactly what Christ’s call to daily take up your cross is about. The one who sacrificed his life so that we might have life now calls his disciples to sacrifice their lives for him. In a world that only understands the kingdom of self, living for the big kingdom of Christ will always require suffering and sacrifice. What are you unwilling to offer? Which of your pleasures would you refuse to nail to your daily cross?
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 5
LUKE 14:25–35
Christ doesn’t just ask for some of our things. He doesn’t ask for the majority of our things. He doesn’t say, “I want the best of your things.” He doesn’t warn us that there are going to be times when he will take precious things from us. No, his call from the outset is this: “Any of you who does not give up everything that he has cannot be my disciple.” Why is his call so all-inclusive?
Jesus looks at the large crowd and sees people in the midst of a raging personal war. He understands that each one is a worshiper—each of their lives is always shaped by the pursuit of the treasure that has come to rule their hearts. He knows that what they treasure will shape their decisions, actions, and words. And he knows that they will make incredible personal sacrifices to get, keep, and enjoy whatever it is that they treasure. So, in asking his followers to sacrifice everything, he is not calling them to live without anything. No, he is calling them to empty themselves of every other treasure but him. He is saying, “If you are going to be my disciple, I must be the treasure that gives shape and direction to everything you decide, say, and do.”
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 6
PSALM 81
Your job is simply to believe. When children don’t get what they want when they want it, they have a hard time believing that their parents truly love them. But parents know about a more sophisticated love. They know that catering to their children’s wishes is not always in their children’s best interests. Sometimes it is best for them to go to bed, even though their friends are still outside playing. But just try to persuade children of your love at those times! All you can do is remind them that you love them. “My child, you will have to trust that I love you this time, because I know it doesn’t feel that way.”
God is good and he is generous. He is not stingy. He commands his people not to covet because it is a form of denying his generosity. He is not trying to hold out on you until you are whipped into shape. Demons would have you believe such things. He invites us to the most lavish of banquets, and all he requires is that we are hungry and bring nothing (Isaiah 55:1–3). This is not a religious attempt to drum up some good feelings. It is harder to be surprised by the goodness and generosity of God when you feel so miserable. The goal is simply to remind you of the truth.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 7
PSALM 55
The details of how faith works in spiritual warfare are well known but easily forgotten. First, remember that you have an enemy. Follow the lead of wise people who begin each day by actually saying, “Today, I must be alert that I have an enemy.” Ask others to remind you, and be quick to remind others. Realize that you are walking where rebels are known to be in the area. Their lives are devoted to your destruction.
Second, assume that warfare rages. Don’t even bother looking for signs of warfare. Just assume that you are in the thick of it. If you want evidence, don’t look for it in the intensity of your depression. Satan will use your pain as a venue to employ well-worn strategies like these: Are you hopeless? Do you believe God is aloof and distant? Do you question God’s love? Do you question God’s forgiveness? Do you see no point in knowing Christ better? Remember that Satan will always attack the character of God.
Are you listening to wise counsel and Scripture? If not, it is a sure sign that you are losing some spiritual skirmishes. Listening is a mark of humility, and Satan can’t successfully fight against it.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 8
PSALM 27
Hope opens our eyes so that we, like the psalmist, can see the ongoing work of God. The psalmist says, “I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of the LORD in the land of the living” (Psalm 27:13). The truth of God’s story is that he is on the move right now. He is changing us, enlarging his church, and bringing all history to a climax.
The book of Revelation is the best-known teaching that God is at work. It is written to people who are going through great suffering, wondering if evil actually wins so that the church gradually is brought to nothing. To encourage them, God parts the curtain of heaven so his people can see that the armies of God are on the move now. God both is winning and has won. When you know that God’s strategy is playing out perfectly, you see much more.
When you look around at yourself and the world around you, it is easy to be pessimistic because the future doesn’t always look very promising. But when you know the conclusion—that the church will win and Christ will reign—you are able to see the Spirit of God move in the details. Ask God to open your eyes so you can see his goodness in the land of the living.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 9
PHILIPPIANS 4:4–13
God taught Paul a secret we all need to know: the secret of contentment. Contentment, unlike indifference, is the godly opposite of worrying and obsessing. When you worry, you’re trying to hold onto what you might lose, or you’re grabbing for what you don’t have. Indifference means you are trying not to care about what you don’t have or might lose. But that’s not contentment. Contentment offers a fundamental stability that comes from knowing that the all-powerful Lord of the universe is near. He is listening to your cries and guarding you day and night. Paul learned contentment by depending on this Lord. He said, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:13). Paul knew that, no matter how the circumstances of his life changed, God would be his constant, faithful, loving protector.
How can you live with the same confidence that Paul had in God? The antidote to anxiety is not some mental trick like, “Rehearse some Bible truth. Say this calming promise over and over to yourself. Remind yourself that you are a child of God; and your anxiety will disappear.” God is after bigger game. You are his child, and he wants a relationship with you. He wants you to talk to him. He intends for your anxiety, your troubles, and your response to your troubles to drive you to him.
DAVID POWLISON
November 10
MATTHEW 4:1–11
If we have any doubts about how the world is organized into kingdoms and how these kingdoms are ruled by spiritual heads, take a look at what happens immediately after Jesus is proclaimed as the rightful heir to the true throne (Matthew 3:16): spiritual battle breaks out (Matthew 4). Satan tempts Jesus with promises of food, authority, and power, but Jesus defeats him by spiritual means. That is, he trusts his Father and obeys him. When Jesus casts demons out of man, he is announcing that “the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matthew 12:22–28). And notice what happens even today whenever the reality of the kingdom of Christ is proclaimed: The Evil One quickly tries to snatch away what was sown in the heart (Matthew 13:19).
All we can see with the naked eye is our own particular frets and fears, but there is something much bigger taking place. Worries are a way that we doubt the King’s presence and power. Our doubts could come from our own stubborn commitment to the myth of personal autonomy, or they may come from satanic accusations that question God’s generosity and our unworthiness. Either way, anxiety and worry are spiritual wake-up calls that must be handled by spiritual means.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 11
MATTHEW 22:1–14
Scripture provides more than one picture of life after death; a judgment seat isn’t the only one. Equally prominent in Scripture, if not more so, is the wedding banquet.
If you feel at times like a spiritual street person, destitute and homeless, then you are invited. If you are spiritually superior, smug, or indifferent, then be warned. It is the outcasts and those who come as needy children who eat at the banquet table. How can this be? Outcasts and those with a glaring sense of their own spiritual neediness can only put their trust in someone other than themselves. This is what God requires—that we trust in him alone.
Our trust in Christ is never perfect, but it is one sign that we belong to Christ and that the work of the cross is applied to us. In part this means we are cleansed. Robes that were once blemished and hands that were bloody because of our murderous ways are washed. They are white, and white is the color of a bride beautifully dressed for her husband (Revelation 21:2). We are intended to be the bride of Christ, and when we belong to him we are intended to hear, “As a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you” (Isaiah 62:5). How do you qualify to be a bride? Simply acknowledge that you need cleansing and beauty from Christ.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 12
LUKE 6:27–36
Jesus said, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. . . . Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:27–28, 36). Notice the pair of motives that bookend the section—love and mercy, even toward our enemies. As a recipient of God’s saving love and mercy in Jesus, how do we in turn show love and mercy to our enemies?
First pray, asking God to give you a heart of love and mercy, to help you better understand and apply his Word, to give you wisdom to know what to do and what not to do, and to make you more like Jesus. Ask God to work in the offender’s heart, to lead him or her to repentance. Next, bless your enemy by speaking well to him and about him. Let the Scriptures guide you: “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” (Ephesians 4:29). Finally, demonstrate Christlike kindness by not repaying evil for evil and by taking positive actions.
God’s grace in Jesus can teach you how to “be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:31–32).
ROBERT D. JONES
November 13
LUKE 17:1–10
When the cross shapes my relationships, I respond to the sin and weakness of others with grace. Do you hold people to higher standards than you hold yourself? Do you tend to forget you are a sinner, while remembering that others are? Do you fail to overlook minor offenses? Do you spend more time catching people doing wrong than doing right? Do people feel accepted and loved by you, or criticized and judged? How do you tend to respond to the weaknesses, sins, and failures of those around you?
The cross enables me to serve others out of a heart of compassion, gentleness, forbearance, kindness, patience, and love. The closer I get to people, the more these attitudes are needed, because that is when I am affected by their weaknesses and sin (and vice versa). The closer we are to one another, the more our hearts are revealed. Thus we all need to ask, “What attitudes shape my closest relationships?” Christ lives in us to rescue us from ourselves, so that we can be loving and gracious with one another even though we are sinners. Every time I lay aside my own desires to minister to another, I am living out the results of Christ’s death on the cross.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 14
PSALM 63
Jesus was being accosted by the Tempter—Satan himself—when he cited this passage (Matthew 4:4). Fittingly, Jesus hadn’t eaten for forty days. No doubt, food was his primary need. But in the midst of near starvation, he said that there was something more important than food: to be strengthened by the Spirit of God as he rested on the very words of the Father. Spiritual food can seem unsatisfying at first, but have you ever had someone say to you, “I love you”? Wouldn’t you gladly pass on a buffet in order to hear such words? In Jesus’ case, this spiritual food was more important than physical life itself. Now we begin to understand how God remains faithful to his promises even when his people go hungry. The physical food points to something better.
The apostle Paul often went hungry but he saw absolutely no contradiction between that and God’s generous care for his truest needs. Paul knew that, no matter how well fed, the physical body was inevitably going to die. But a fed spirit is satisfied for this life and the life to come. To make it more personal, if Paul had God, what else did he really need?
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 15
PSALM 25
Praying through Psalm 25 will lead you out of your world of sin and guilt. In verse 3 David prays, “No one whose hope is in you will ever be put to shame.” Then he asks God to help him turn from his sins. He doesn’t want to end his life a failure, so he prays, “Show me your ways, O LORD, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior” (Psalm 25:4–5). David asks God to “remember . . . your great mercy and love” (Psalm 25:6). He wants God to look at his life through the lens of his compassion, goodness, and forgiveness.
In verse 11 David prays, “Forgive my iniquity, though it is great.” This is the heart of what it means to go to God—a radical giving of your life into the hands of another. David is pleading with God on the basis of his character to pardon him, change him, and teach him.
David goes on to pray about all the problems that bring temptation into his life. Pray this psalm to God and insert your troubles, your sins, and your need for forgiveness into it. As you pray, God will begin to reverse the turning inward that sin, guilt, and hardship bring. And he will draw you to himself—to the one who, for his name’s sake and by his mercy, must and will work in you.
DAVID POWLISON
November 16
PSALM 23
Whatever your future, you are called to live by faith today. Jesus says, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:34). Jesus wants you to depend on him one day at a time. Learn not to worry about tomorrow. To do this you must meditate on who Jesus is.
More than any other passage, Psalm 23 brought Jesus to life for me in my struggles with fatigue. The psalm is full of promises—he provides, he restores my soul, he is with me, his goodness and mercy pursue me all of my days. Make this psalm your own. Jesus, your good Shepherd, will fill you with confidence. God doesn’t meet us the way we want, but he does restore us. No matter what you are facing, you have a Shepherd who is with you, restoring you, and bringing good things—himself—into your life. Learn to trust him, and you truly have something worth living and dying for.
DAVID POWLISON
November 17
PSALM 13
The reasons for suffering are among “the secret things” that belong to the Lord. But “the things revealed belong to us” (Deuteronomy 29:29). God isn’t only talking about his laws; he’s also talking about his promises, his purposes, his revelation of himself in Jesus and the Word. What has been revealed is given so you can live. What hasn’t been revealed is a secret thing. Instead of trusting in your knowledge, you have to trust in God’s love and goodness. This is a lesson you will have to learn and relearn throughout your life. Your relationship with God is what brings peace, not having every question answered. C. S. Lewis wrote that our need for God is revealed in our “growing awareness that our whole being . . . is one vast need, incomplete, preparatory, empty yet cluttered, crying out for him who can untie things that are now knotted together and tie up things that are still dangling loose” (C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves [New York: Harcourt Brace, 1960], p. 3).
Suffering puts you in a place where all you can do is rely on God, the only one who can untie the things that are knotted together and tie up things that are dangling loose. You have to say, along with the apostle Peter, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God” (John 6:68–69).
DAVID POWLISON
November 18
ISAIAH 51:1–11
Each day we should remind ourselves of the utter simplicity of God’s comfort and call. First, God comforts us with his presence and power and calls us to trust him. We are to entrust to God the things we cannot control. Second, God calls us to obey, and promises to bless us as we do. In good and bad circumstances, we must ask, “What has God called me to do and what has he provided in Christ to enable me to do it?”
I can admit my faults with no need to minimize, hide, or give way to paralyzing guilt. I can confess that I need to grow without beating myself up. I can cry out when life is hard but accept responsibility for the way I deal with it. I don’t have to cover my sin, polish my reputation, and keep a record of my successes. I can look at my tomorrows with enthusiasm and hope. Yes, I am still a flawed person in a broken world. But my view of myself is not dark and depressed because the gospel has infused it with hope. Christ is with me and in me, and I will never be in a situation where he isn’t redemptively active. Though change is needed in many ways, I am not discouraged. I am in the middle of a work of personal transformation. This process is often painful, but always beneficial.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 19
PHILIPPIANS 1:3–11
The complete forgiveness that Christ provides means I no longer need to be afraid to look at myself in the mirror of God’s Word. I no longer need to defend or excuse myself, to rationalize away my sinful choices, or shift the blame to someone or something else. I no longer need to deny or avoid my sin. Why? Because if the God of forgiveness, wisdom, and power actually lives in me, why would I be afraid to face my weaknesses and sin? Instead, I can be committed to grow in self-understanding. I can be glad that God’s Word is a mirror into my heart and that God puts people in my life to help me to see myself more accurately. I can be excited about my potential to learn, change, and grow.
I will also seek godly help. The cross opens me up to the resources of God’s grace. One of those resources is the body of Christ. I will not live independently. I will take advantage of biblical teaching available to me. I will seek the fellowship of a small group. I will pursue the wisdom of mature brothers and sisters. I will try to benefit from the accountability a close friend can provide. And I will take advantage of all of these resources by being honest about my struggles of heart and behavior.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 20
LUKE 6:43–45
Word problems are heart problems. Christ said, “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45, authors’ emphasis). Our problem with words is not primarily a matter of vocabulary, skill, or timing. Have you ever said, “Oops, I didn’t mean to say that!” Often it would be more accurate to say, “I’m sorry I said what I meant!” If the thought, attitude, desire, emotion, or purpose hadn’t been in your heart, it wouldn’t have come out of your mouth. Christ isn’t saying that people never put their feet in their mouth and say something stupid. We all have. But he is asking us to own the connection between our thoughts, desires, and words. The real problem with your communication is what you want to say and why you want to say it, which ultimately has nothing to do with your language skills. Christ reveals that the what and the why are shaped by the heart. Therefore, if we hope to transform the way we talk with one another, the heart must change first.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 21
LUKE 19:1–10
Zacchaeus was lost. In his hometown, on a road he knew well, he was desperately lost. He just didn’t realize how far gone he was. He wanted to see Jesus. He couldn’t get through the crowd, so he climbed a tree for a better look.
There’s something about post-adolescents in trees that suggests the dangerous and the ridiculous. Zacchaeus, a wealthy, feared government official, set himself up to be ridiculed for the rest of his life. Even today Sunday school songs immortalize this man’s peculiar behavior! So here’s this little man, who probably already had endured his share of insults regarding his height, providing raw material for new, embarrassing stories. Why is he doing this?
It could have been simple curiosity that drove him to go looking for Jesus, but curiosity is not enough to drive someone to such desperate behavior. Something else drove Zacchaeus. Despite his wealth, his life was not going well. We’re not told what was wrong, but as you consider the lengths he went to, you realize he wanted something more—something that even his wealth couldn’t give him. He was dissatisfied with his life and his dissatisfaction drove him to seek out Jesus.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
November 22
MATTHEW 8:18–27
Thanksgiving is gratitude for a benefit we have received. Joy includes gratitude, but its true delight is in the beauty of God and the deep goodness in all the things that come from him. Joy draws attention outward with a nonpossessive appreciation for something that is good. For example, you are in a boat and about to die. The winds have whipped the waters into a maelstrom that will engulf you within minutes. Jesus speaks a word and the waters are still. No one, however, thanks him. They are all too amazed (Matthew 8:23–27). This amazement at Jesus’ power is the beginning of joy. It is not primarily self-referential. It is more than satisfied to contemplate the majesty of the One who just spoke.
Another example: You are blind. Jesus is coming and you call out for mercy. When he stops, he asks what you want. You ask for sight. When he gives it to you, you don’t simply thank him, you follow him. This, too, is the beginning of joy. Your attention is captured by the Giver more than the benefit received (Matthew 20:29–34).
The words thanks and thanksgiving can be found dozens of times in Scripture. The words joy, gladness, rejoice, and enjoy can be found hundreds of times.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 23
ISAIAH 30:12–18
Don’t do anything; just sit there! Sit and learn who God really is. You are drowning under layers of wrong thinking about God. Start with the truth that Jesus is God. Everything you want to know about the true God can be found in him. So keep your eyes peeled for Jesus. Read about Jesus in the Gospels. Keep in mind that Jesus is the King who got off his throne, humbled himself, came to earth, and died an awful, shameful death for you (Philippians 2:6–11). His death paid the penalty in full for you. You are tempted to think that you have to pay some of it yourself because no one has ever offered such forgiveness and love to you. But God is not like a person. He pays it all. You just say “thank you.” Whenever you think you have to pay him back, stop immediately. That might sound very religious, but it is your old religion talking. The true gospel is that you have been given an extravagant gift of forgiveness. It does sound too good to be true, but it is true. Hold out your hands and show Jesus that you have nothing to bring to him. All he asks of you is that you admit that you have nothing to bring and he has brought everything for you.
EDWARD T. WELCH
November 24
GALATIANS 5:16–26
“I want my way! My will be done!” Anger goes wrong when we get angry about things that don’t matter. God’s anger is always holy and pure because what he says is wrong is wrong, and what he says matters does matter. One difference between our anger and God’s anger is that, since we aren’t always holy and pure, we often get angry at things that aren’t true wrongs and don’t really matter to anyone but us. If you throw a tantrum when you are served cold food in a restaurant, or curse when you are stuck in traffic—these are not things that really matter in God’s world. God explains to us in the Bible why we get angry at things that don’t really matter to anyone but us. The apostle Paul uses the phrase “the desire of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16–17 ESV) to describe where our wrong anger comes from. You and I get angry because of what we desire (what we expect, want, and believe we need) to happen in a certain situation or relationship. Think about the last time you got angry. Underneath your angry feelings, words, and actions is what you wanted but didn’t get. Respect, affirmation, power, convenience, cooperation, help, money, comfort, intimacy, peace, pleasure, identity, safety . . . what is it that you want? And how do you respond when you don’t get it? Anger going wrong loudly tells the world, “I want my way! My will be done!”
DAVID POWLISON
November 25
DEUTERONOMY 8
God knows exactly what he is doing! The wilderness wanderings were not a sign of Moses’ poor leadership. They were not a sign of God’s forgetfulness, faithlessness, or weakness. Yet this was how the children of Israel interpreted their circumstances. They doubted God so intensely that they actually considered returning to Egypt! Deuteronomy 8 tells us that God had a purpose for each trial. In each one, God sought to do three things for the Israelites: to teach, humble, and discipline them. Why?
First, God was preparing them for the spiritual obstacles they would face in the sufferings and blessings of the Promised Land. They needed to experience trials in order to understand that no matter what things looked like, God’s hand would sustain them. Like all sinners, the Israelites could easily drift into autonomy and self-sufficiency. Second, they needed to see the propensity of their own hearts to drift away from trusting God and obeying his commands. Third, they needed to see regular demonstrations of God’s power, so that they would not fear the things they could not defeat on their own.
These trials did not call God’s character into question; rather, they stand as signs of his covenant-keeping love. His eyes are on each of his children and his ears are attentive to each cry.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 26
EPHESIANS 1:3–14
The Bible is filled with reminders of God’s grace for us in Christ: friendships, the sacraments, Scripture, worship, and prayer. They keep the wonder of his glory and mercy before us. God calls us into relationships with other believers in the body of Christ. As they speak into our lives and walk alongside us and we do the same for them, we are living reminders of God’s grace and forgiveness.
When we celebrate the sacraments of baptism or the Lord’s Supper, God reminds us of his redeeming grace. His Word lovingly reminds us of his deep compassion and never-ending mercy. Worship and prayer, when linked, reignite the newness of the gospel in us.
So often, Christians live as if God’s forgiveness is not very amazing. Some even act as if it is God’s job to forgive. When that happens, the desire, ability, and commitment to forgive others wane. Forgiving others and asking for forgiveness are supernatural works of grace. They only happen when God’s forgiveness captivates our hearts.
Can you say those frightful but liberating and God-honoring words: “I was wrong. I sinned against you. Will you forgive me?” Or, “Yes, I forgive you!” To say either with biblical clarity, honesty, and sincerity is a sign that the Holy Spirit is at work in your life. It is evidence that you are a partaker of the wonderful forgiveness that is yours because Jesus absorbed the cost of your sins.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
November 27
EXODUS 3
“Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” Moses asks when God appoints him to deliver the Israelites from Pharaoh’s tyranny. God responds, “I will be with you.” Is that a satisfying answer? Moses didn’t think so and he proposed that God find someone else. I agree. If God wants me to take on Pharaoh, I want a weapon I can hold and control. Instead, God promises to be with me. What good is that! And that’s when it hits me: What more could God offer me? Yet somehow, I don’t believe it’s enough.
Consider how God’s promises to Israel are deeply and completely fulfilled in Christ. The Israelites feared losing Moses, but we never lose our Deliverer. He lives today interceding for us. He has poured out his Holy Spirit into us so that we are never separated from him. We walk through life with One who promises he will never leave us or forsake us; we can connect with him at any moment. Do your reactions to life’s challenges show that you believe he is all you will ever need, or do they reveal that you long for something more?
WILLIAM P. SMITH
November 28
EPHESIANS 4:25–32
Anger responds to an incident: “I’m angry about what you did.” Bitterness goes deeper to form an attitude—a settled stance or posture—against the perpetrator: “I’m bitter at you, because you are an evil person.” We store that hurt in our heart, nurture it, and let it grow to the point where we look with hostility at the offender.
What hope do you and I have to escape the sorrow, slavery, and soul impoverishment that resentment brings? The answer is found in Jesus. Jesus comes to us in our mistreatment and remains with us to help us. As one who was sinned against severely, he understands mistreatment. The Scriptures tell us that he came to save his own people but they did not receive him (John 1:11). “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Isaiah 53:3). Jesus was sinned against severely: mocked, taunted, punched, spit upon, abandoned, and crucified. Paul calls us to “get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.” The antidote to bitterness? “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:31–32). Paul calls us to have our minds consciously controlled by God’s forgiveness through Jesus’ death on the cross. As we grasp the mighty work of our incarnate, crucified, and risen Lord, we are moved to forgive others.
ROBERT D. JONES
November 29
GALATIANS 2:15–21
It is not enough for Paul to say that the death of Christ made him new. He says that when he died, the old Paul was not replaced with a new and improved version of Paul, but with Christ himself! He’s not simply saying that the new Paul is better at controlling the sin in his heart. He is saying that where sin once controlled, Christ now rules! Our hearts, once under the domination of sin, are now the dwelling place of Christ, the ultimate source of righteousness, wisdom, grace, power, and love.
Here is the gospel of our potential. It was necessary for us to die with Christ so that he could live forever in our hearts. The old sinful me has died. But it has not been replaced with a better me. The replacement is Christ! My heart is new, because Christ lives there. My heart is alive, because Christ lives there to give it life. My heart can respond to life in new ways because it is no longer dominated by sin, but liberated by the gracious rule of Christ. That is why I have the potential for amazing change and growth in my heart and life.
TIMOTHY S. LANE AND PAUL DAVID TRIPP
November 30
PSALM 4
What was God seeking to produce by the cross? Was his goal a kingdom of unangry people? No, the cross was meant to produce people who are angry every day. Jesus died to produce a culture of people who are so in love with him, so committed to his righteous cause, and so distressed by what sin has done to them and their world, that they cannot help but be angry every day. This is not the old, selfish, unholy anger. These people are able to be good and angry at the same time.
Jesus died not only to free you from your anger, but to enable you to take up his righteous anger. He died so that you would not rage inside because people and circumstances loom as constant obstacles to the realization of your little kingdom cravings. He died so that you would not be a captive to the self-absorbed anger of your claustrophobic little kingdom. He died so that you would be angry with sin and the way it has harmed you and everyone around you. He died so that you would be angry at the way sin has damaged the world you live in. He died so that your anger would be holy and pleasing to him. He died so that your anger would propel you to act in deeds of mercy, love, forgiveness, compassion, restoration, and peace.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
December 1
PSALM 29
When you sin you worship something besides God, e.g., comfort, success, control, power, pleasure. Fight against temptation by admitting to God that your behavior is wrong—the result of forgetting your identity in Christ and finding your identity in what you believe you need besides him. Don’t be discouraged when you notice what’s captured your heart instead of Jesus. Name it, confess it to God, and ask for forgiveness. Remember, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Even though you have loved something more than God, Jesus is still completely committed to you. He lived, died, was raised, and sent his Spirit for you. Right now he is praying for you, and one day he will come to rescue you completely. Make every effort to remember who you are in Christ. You are not a slave to sin; instead, you belong to Christ (Galatians 2:20). He is more committed to you than you are to yourself. He is more satisfying and attractive than anything else in this world. Begin to have a conversation with your Redeemer. Interact with him as you bring your sins before him and as you tell him about your struggles. He understands what it is like to live in a broken world as a human, and he will give you mercy and grace as you ask (Hebrews 4:14–16).
TIMOTHY S. LANE
December 2
PSALM 119:89–96
When you hear the words Psalm 119, what are your first associations? I suspect that your heart does not immediately come up with the following: “Psalm 119 is where I go to learn how to open my heart about what matters, to the person I most trust. I affirm what I most deeply love. I express pure delight. I lay my sufferings and uncertainties on the table. I cry out in need and shout for joy. I hear how to be forthright without self-righteousness. I hear how to be weak without self-pity. I learn how true honesty talks with God: fresh, personal, and direct; never formulaic, abstract, or vague. I hear firsthand how Truth and honesty meet and talk it over. This Truth is never denatured, rigid, or inhuman. This honesty never whines, boasts, rages, or gets defensive. I leave the conversation nourished by the sweetest hope imaginable. I hear how to give full expression to what it means to be human, in honest relationship with the Person who made humanness in his image.”
Such a response reflects that Truth has grappled with everything you think, feel, do, experience, and need, changing the way you process life. And you have grappled with Truth. Now you can say what you’re really thinking because self-centeredness has been washed away! Psalm 119 is about life’s painful realities, the gifts of God, and how those two meet to find life’s highest delight.
DAVID POWLISON
December 3
PSALM 103
Living a God-centered life has not been left in a cloud of mystery for us. God has given us his Word as a functional guide for our everyday living. We do not need to be confused about what it means to be a God-centered neighbor, parent, spouse, friend, worker, or citizen. We do not need to fret over what it means to handle our possessions, finances, grief, anger, opportunities, and responsibilities in a godly way. We do not need to be confused about what we are to do with our thoughts, what should control our desires, or where we should place our hopes. God has precisely revealed his will for our daily living in his Word. Our principal job in life is not to uncover mystery. Our principal job is to obey what has already been revealed. Our job as we awake each morning is not to figure out how we would like to respond to what is on our plate. The commands, directives, and principles of God’s Word are meant to guide us in how we live to serve him.
PAUL DAVID TRIPP
December 4
MATTHEW 27:45–54
Atonement was made by the high priest once a year. After careful cleansing, attired in special garments, the high priest entered the Most Holy Place, which was separated from the rest of the temple by a heavy curtain. In this room the high priest sprinkled the blood of sacrificed animals on the atonement cover of the ark. This was done according to God’s detailed instructions; to do it carelessly would result in immediate death.
Under this system of ritual cleansing and sacrifice there are daily reminders that your sinfulness requires bloodshed, and that an impenetrable curtain stands between you and God because of your sin. Not a moment passes without an acute awareness that seeing God face to face would kill you. There is hope because God provides cleansing so that he can live among his people. However, the unending bloodshed and that curtain are constant reminders of a debt that is never repaid.
When Jesus was crucified and the temple curtain was torn in two, God’s message was unmistakable: his people had been forgiven once and for all. The obstacle of sin was removed. There was no longer a need for separation between God and his people. Likewise, death, the ultimate form of separation and punishment, is no longer our final destiny. Along with Jesus himself, the dead came out of their graves with new life. Now nothing separates God from his people. We can approach him without fear.
WINSTON T. SMITH
December 5
MATTHEW 13:44–46
There are different ways to enter the kingdom. Some people stumble upon it, some search for it. Whatever way we find it, we are hooked once we do. One man was working in the fields, found something of inestimable worth, buried it again, and gave up everything he had to buy the field. The other man had been looking for one precious pearl his entire life. When he found it, of course he gave up everything else for it. Both men happily gave up everything they owned to have something much better.
You can’t imagine either of them second-guessing themselves. There is no wavering, no regret. Notice the joy of the man who found the treasure. The kingdom was announced as a kingdom of joy (Luke 2:10); those who are brought into it can know a joy that can never be taken away (John 16:22). Such joy can sound like the impossible dream and, indeed, it might be a long way off. But like everything else in Scripture that seems too good to be true, let it arouse and inspire you. Don’t write it off as impossible. Let it be a vision and hope that invades your prayers.
EDWARD T. WELCH
December 6
LUKE 15:11–32
The father wasn’t interested in meeting his son halfway. God gave us this story to help us understand him better. In the ancient Near East, the children’s job description was to enhance the reputation—the glory—of the father. The father cared for the children and blessed them so they could continue the family line. The children honored the father by loving and obeying him. Clearly, this child was not a dutiful son. To make matters worse, the father was a prominent person who lived in a culture where everyone was watching. The actions of the son would and did bring great shame. Who could have predicted that the father, on hearing the news that his son might be returning, would run to meet him? Important people don’t run anywhere. That’s the job of servants. If an important person ran toward anyone, it would be undignified and, in this case, compound his shame. This father, however, threw reputation to the wind. He wasn’t interested in meeting his son halfway, even though that would have been embarrassment enough to a normal father. In his delight, he ran until he embraced his bedraggled son and kissed him.
EDWARD T. WELCH
December 7
JAMES 1:1–18
If temptation comes from our circumstances, then we can deal with temptation by changing our circumstances, right? Circumstances do bring temptation into our lives, but God says in James that we succumb to temptation because of what’s inside of us (what we desire, fear, etc.), not because of what’s outside of us (our circumstances). When James talks about hard circumstances in chapter 1 he uses a Greek word that can be translated test, trial, or trap: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds” (James 1:2); “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial” (James 1:12). Here James describes circumstances as a trial or test that God allows for the purpose of growing us in grace.
But the translation of the Greek word changes in verses 13–15 to tempt: “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.”
God sends circumstances into our lives to test us so we will grow in grace, not to trap us. Any circumstance is either a test that will help us to grow or a trap that leads to sin. What makes the difference? It’s your inner condition in the midst of the circumstance. No circumstance makes you sin; you sin because what you want leads you to sin.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
December 8
JAMES 4:1–10
Self-examination—a work of grace in itself—precedes the redemptive promises in James 4:4–6. These verses enable us to “purify our hearts” (James 4:8) since that is where the real problem lies. They brim with hope. Verse 4 restates what verses 1–3 outlined. Because you have made something more important than God, you are in an extramarital relationship, spiritually speaking. You have become an unfaithful bride to your true husband, Jesus. While this is a negative assessment, notice how this verse talks about your relationship with God. If you belong to Jesus, you are in a marriage relationship with him! This is not because of anything you have done, but because of his mercy and grace. These verses call you to remember your true identity. In addition, verse 5 says that when you stray, God is a jealous lover who will not let you share your love and affection with another. He sends his Spirit to reclaim your heart’s devotion and then gives you even more grace when you humble yourself (James 4:6)! James is saying that even God’s children can stray from their love and devotion to God. Yet when you do, he loves you so much that he will not sit by and tolerate it. Instead, he pursues you with a holy love so that you will be captivated by his love for you at the very moment you are being unfaithful.
TIMOTHY S. LANE
December 9
JEREMIAH 31:31–34
All roads in Scripture lead to Jesus. All the oaths God makes eventually have their guarantee and fulfillment in him (Hebrews 7:22). He is the one who writes the last will and testament and willingly dies so that the promises can have their full effect. He is the High Priest who makes the final sacrifice for sin so that another sacrifice never has to be made. The sacrifice, of course, is himself. His blood puts an end to the sacrificial system and ushers in an ever-better series of promises. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. . . . they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. . . . I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more” (Jeremiah 31:33–34).
This is the covenant of peace that he secured by his own death. This is his assurance that he will never leave us (Ezekiel 37:26–28). All this is unprecedented. When someone makes a promise to you, it is often because he did something wrong. But God makes promises to us because we did something wrong, and we cannot believe we could ever receive such mercy and grace. The apostle Paul put it this way: “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:20).
EDWARD T. WELCH
December 10
HEBREWS 11
Real faith is lived within the context of being a deeply flawed person. Romanticized versions of biblical heroes can keep us from connecting with Christ. We make more of these saints than they are and then wonder why we cannot relate to them and their faith! Recognizing that our spiritual forerunners were deeply flawed does not mean that you can get comfortable with your failings. God still expects you to obey him. Instead, you lose your fear of acknowledging your failings. This allows you to develop greater confidence in the love God has for you despite your lack of faith.
Recognizing the patriarchs’ failings causes you to look forward to Christ. When you read the Old Testament, you start looking for the One who will finally get it all completely right. You keep looking for him and you keep being disappointed. And you should be. Like you, these people had no righteousness in themselves. None of them were the Messiah and none of them could live a godly life apart from him. Part of the buildup of the Old Testament is a greater longing for the promised One.
WILLIAM P. SMITH
December 11
ISAIAH 44:1–8
God’s story goes from eternity to eternity. It starts with, “In the beginning, God.” He is the Creator and we are his creatures. Immediately this retelling subverts all other stories. Other stories are always looking for ways to humanize God and deify us, but God’s story exalts him and brings appropriate humility to us as his creatures. All wisdom starts here. If you miss it, you are on the wrong path and without hope.
Words of comfort often begin with God reaffirming that he is the Creator and we are his creatures. God’s self-revelation as Creator is a comfort because it reminds us that there is no other god who can thwart God’s intent. His plans will prosper. Isaiah reminds those listening that they are not God. They are God’s offspring, who owe allegiance to him and no other.
The story continues. He creates a people for himself but his people choose a different story. Yet God continues with his plan and pursues wayward creatures. There is hope throughout, but sin and death are prominent. That is why the authentic story of hope hinges on the resurrection of Jesus. It is God’s answer to a hopeless world.
EDWARD T. WELCH
December 12
EXODUS 16:13–36
The Sabbath was a weekly tutorial for anxious people. Imagine that you are self-employed with very tight financial margins. Miss a day’s work and your competitors get the upper hand. Miss a day’s pay and you wonder if you will be able to buy groceries. Time is money. Now consider an agrarian economy. Here time might mean survival. Delay planting and you might miss the rain. Take a day off in the midst of harvest and your produce might overripen or even rot. With these risks in mind, the Sabbath was a big deal. It was a test. God was saying through it, “I am the Creator God who will care for your needs. Embedded in the rhythm of your week will be an opportunity to rest. You will do this because I rested on the Sabbath, and you will do it because I continue to be at work on your behalf on the Sabbath.”
Just when you think you are getting the knack of the manna and are not worrying about tomorrow, you are told to trust your heavenly Father for today and tomorrow. Once again, we can’t help but be astonished at God’s strategy. Worry and fear are about danger, perceived needs, and being out of control. By incorporating the Sabbath into the normal rhythms of life he gives us weekly opportunities to say, “You, God, are in control, and I will practice trusting you by honoring your Sabbath and resting today.”
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EPHESIANS 6:10–18
The world, the flesh, and the devil are three basic elements to temptation. The world includes our past, our strengths and weaknesses, and our relationships. These things don’t determine our behavior, but they do make us more susceptible to respond in a certain way. For example, if you grew up in a verbally abusive home and experiencing little love, then that external pressure might make you susceptible to anger, bitterness, and despair. Suppose, on the other hand, you grew up in a loving family. This external reality, though a blessing, could still lead someone to be ungrateful, demanding, and proud.
The flesh is comprised of “evil desires” (James 1:14). How does the flesh interact with the world? Suppose you live for the approval of others. When you are criticized, your desire for approval could lead you to lash out in anger, or become depressed and isolated, or you might work even harder to gain approval. The external criticism was the occasion for how you responded, but what caused your particular response was the condition of your heart.
The devil uses the world and the flesh to trap you into sin, and then accuses you of being a hopeless case. Peter says, “The devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Thankfully, the Spirit says, “The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world” (1 John 4:4).
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PSALM 40
Your anger can be transformed. How do you learn to let go of your wrong anger and express your just anger constructively? Evaluate your wrong anger by asking: What is happening around you when you get angry? When did you get angry at something that doesn’t really matter, or because you had made a good thing more important than God? What were your expectations (what did you want, need, demand) when you became angry? This question about your motives brings God into the discussion, because it reveals what hijacked God’s place in your heart. Your answer will show you where you need God’s help the most.
James says that sinful desires are the cause of our anger (James 4:1–2). If you remember that this is God’s kingdom and not yours, the way you deal with your anger will be hugely affected. When you add to that an understanding of your real sins, then you will also see how God, in Christ, is tenderhearted and forgiving to you. Your anger will be transformed. Remembering the height, the depth, the width, and the length of God’s love and mercy toward you will put your circumstances and your angry response in the right perspective (Ephesians 3:14–19). Meditating on your need for mercy and God’s forgiveness will remind you that no matter what is making you angry, it’s so much less than what you have been given in Christ.
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PSALM 147
There are two reasons You don’t turn to God. One, you believe he will take away something you need— something you trust in. Two, you don’t believe you are good enough to come to God. The truth is, all you have to do is turn to him and speak honestly, and he will meet you. God meets the hurt with compassion (Psalm 147:3). God meets the angry and promises justice (Romans 12:19). God meets the self-loathing by taking their shame on himself. “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” And, “anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame” (Romans 8:1; 10:11).
You expected judgment and a deaf ear; you get the God who loves you and hears you. If you want a relationship with God, respond to him in the same way you respond to someone who loves you, someone you have been avoiding. Tell God that you have been wrong. Confess your sins. Confess that your world is about you rather than him. Confess that you are living as if you know better than God. Confess that you are trying to save your own life rather than lose it (Matthew 10:39). Confess that you are trying to make life work apart from Jesus.
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PSALM 131
“But I have stilled and quieted my soul; like a weaned child with its mother, like a weaned child is my soul within me” (Psalm 131:2).
How do you purify your heart? How does a proud heart become humble? Not by doing penance. Not by beating on yourself or resolving to mend your ways. You can do all those things and still be proud. You cannot destroy the tumult of self-will by sheer will: “I will stop being irritable. I will stop being fretful. I will stop imposing my will on the universe.” Can the leopard change his spots? You are not strong enough; you are too strong. The only way you can wrestle yourself to is by the promises of God. You need help the way a drowning person needs help from outside himself to rescue him.
Only one thing is strong enough to overpower a stormy life: what God promises to do in and through Jesus Christ. It is by great and precious promises that we escape the corruption that is in the world by lust (2 Peter 1:4). From God’s side we escape ourselves by being loved by Jesus Christ through the powerful presence of the Holy Spirit. From our side, we escape ourselves by learning a lifestyle of intelligent repentance, genuine faith, and specific obedience.
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PSALM 115
All that’s left to do is trust God. But that just happens to be the hardest thing for a human being to do. If it were natural to us, everyone would happily follow Jesus, and divided allegiances would be an aberration. But trust isn’t natural, and divided allegiances are the norm. We are all guilty of little faith and, to make things worse, it isn’t enough to simply understand this. Acknowledging the diagnosis does not automatically lead to a cure. You can confess it, and worry will creep in even during your confession! The cure is not to simply know what the problem is. The cure is to know the one we are called to trust. Keep looking at the triune God and how he has revealed himself throughout history. Don’t spend your time focusing on your wavering allegiances.
How do you seek the kingdom? When you seek the King, you are seeking his kingdom. This kingdom includes everything that comes from him. It includes his law, his grace and mercy, his blessings of life, adoption, and holiness, and all his promises throughout Scripture. Those who seek him feed on his Word and seek to imitate him.
Are you worried? Jesus says there is nothing to worry about. It isn’t our kingdom, it is God’s. We take our cue from the King, and the King is not fretting over anything. He is in complete control.
EDWARD T. WELCH
December 18
MATTHEW 16:21–28
Sin in its essence is self-focused. Sin causes my heart to be ruled by personal desire and felt need. Sin makes me want to set my own rules for me and others. Sin will even cause me to co-opt the grace of God for the purposes of my own agenda. Sin makes me want to write my own story and to have God endorse it. Sin makes me demanding and impatient. Sin causes me to wrap both of my hands around my life and do anything I can to preserve it for my own purpose.
Christ, on the other hand, not only calls us to be willing participants in our own death, but he also lays out the logic behind his call. It is found in this one profound big kingdom principle: Try to save your life and you will lose it, but lose your life for Christ’s sake and you will find it. To jealously hold on to my dream of what I want to accomplish, experience, and enjoy is to guarantee that I will never ever experience true life. Instead, I will experience the slow and progressive shrinking of my soul until there is no life left. Our life cannot be found outside of our relationship to the Lord. If I am seeking life outside of the One who is life, I am effectively committing spiritual suicide.
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MARK 12:28–34
In the Bible, “heart” describes who we are at our core. When the Bible talks about the Christian life, it talks about loving God with all of our hearts. God is not content to live on the periphery of our lives. He will settle for nothing short of the center!
This is in stark contrast to other popular views of the Christian life. For most non-Christians (as well as many Christians), the Christian life is a matter of keeping the rules. God does have concerns about a person’s behavior, but the Bible gives us a much more redemptive picture of a believer’s life. It describes the Christian life in terms of a new relationship with God that brims with hope and flows from the core of our being into our daily lives! A Christian is someone whose life has been invaded by the holy love of God. God intends to create in us a pure love that flows from a new heart. We have seen that God even uses the metaphor of marriage to describe our intensely personal relationship with him. Marriage only begins to describe the relationship he wants to have with us, but it helps us understand why we obey God’s commands and pursue a life of holiness.
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MATTHEW 12:46–50
Loneliness was born at the fall (Genesis 3:1–13). The perfect union Adam and Eve had enjoyed with God and with each other was destroyed when they chose to disobey God. Sin separated them from God and from each other. The real solution to loneliness lies in our union with Christ, which leads to our union with one another. When God created Eve, he created marriage; but more than that, he created community. Marriage is a form of community, perhaps its most basic and elemental form. Community requires people coming together. In marriage it happens literally. Community usually involves the group expanding. In marriage this happens by bearing children.
When God called Abram to follow him, he told him that his descendants would outnumber the grains of sand on the seashore and that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through him (Genesis 12:1–3; 13:16). God always had in mind a community made up of those from every tribe and language and people and nation.
When Jesus was told that his mother and brothers wanted to speak to him, he said, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers? . . . Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matthew 12:48, 50). Jesus was redefining and enlarging the meaning of family. It’s still based on blood—but it’s his shed blood.
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ISAIAH 49:14–18
“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God” (2 Corinthians 1:3–4). The comfort God has given you is not only his loving ministry to you, it is his call to you to minister to others. You have experienced the pain of loss, but you have also begun to experience the comfort that only the Lord can give. You know how easy it is for grief to give way to doubt, anger, envy, and fear. You know how easy it is to isolate yourself and to want to give up; but you know the things God has given for help, hope, comfort, and strength. God now calls you to share this comfort with others. Who near you is discouraged and ready to quit? Who is struggling to hold onto hope? Who is dealing with the pain of disappointment? Who is struggling with problems so large that they can’t see God? You are God’s agent of help and hope. God entered your darkness, not just to give your heart rest, but to equip you to share that rest with others.
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GALATIANS 5:1–6
Jesus defines me, not my particular calling or vocation. While a Christian should never minimize personal gifts, past problems, or current struggles, these do not displace his or her more fundamental identity of being in Christ. “I am a new creation in Christ who happens to be a businesswoman, pastor, or parent.” “I am a Christian who was hurt by someone in my past, who struggles with depression, who struggles with anger.” My fundamental identity in the cross of Christ supersedes whatever struggle I am going through now.
Do you know what it means to live a cross-centered life on a daily basis? Some Christians think that the cross is what you need to become a Christian and get to heaven. They think, I need my sins forgiven so that I escape God’s judgment when I die. But once that is taken care of, what matters is that I follow Christ’s example. I need to roll up my sleeves and get to work! The tricky thing about this perspective is that it is partially correct. Once you become a Christian, you do participate in your ongoing growth. You do actively pursue the obedience that comes from faith (see Romans 1:5; 16:26; Galatians 5:6). You do engage in spiritual warfare! However, you are never to minimize your continuing need for the mercy and power of Christ in the process of becoming like him.
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2 CORINTHIANS 5:11–21
God wants to make us people who are more interested in what he wants for us than what we want for ourselves. He will not relent until we are free from our slavery to an agenda of personal happiness. And he calls us to speak in a way that has this reconciliation agenda in view.
Your words are always in pursuit of some kind of kingdom. You are either speaking as a mini-king, seeking to establish your will in your relationships and circumstances; or you are speaking as an ambassador, seeking to be part of what the King is doing. There is no end to the battle of words when two mini-kings talk to each other! When our words reflect the self-focused desires of our hearts rather than God’s work of reconciliation, there is no end to our struggle. When we use words to establish our will rather than submit to God’s, we plunge into difficulty. As sinners we want what we want when we want it, and we often see others as obstacles. We treat words as if they belong to us, to be used to get what we want. When we face how powerful our self-interest is, we are confronted by the truth that only a change in our hearts can produce a change in our words.
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ROMANS 8:18–30
Life is filled with struggle and pain. The image of childbirth in Romans 8:20–22 reminds us that this pain is a part of a process. Now is painful because then won’t be. It is only because a child will be born then that a mother experiences pain now. The example of childbirth reminds us that there is a redemptive purpose at work in the pain, but that does not make the pain go away! Understanding the hope of the gospel doesn’t produce stoicism or denial. You don’t deal with pain by minimizing it. Paul is clear: there is pain and we shouldn’t be shocked when it comes our way. Where are you experiencing it right now?
As you consider these verses, notice that Paul uses a similar phrase in each one. Frustration, decay, and pain are true of “the creation,” an all-encompassing category that includes everything but God. Everything else has been touched by sin and the fall. Nothing I am involved with, nothing that surrounds me, functions the way it was originally intended. Everything is broken in some way. You see it everywhere.
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ISAIAH 32
The bright and shining hope of the Old Testament, as it chronicles the failed kingdoms of man, is that a King was coming who would establish his kingdom and reign in justice and righteousness forever. (See Isaiah 9:6–9; Isaiah 32; Ezekiel 37:24ff; Zechariah 9:9–13.) The Old Testament calls the people of God to shift their hope from the flawed rule of human kings to the promise of One who would rule without sin forever. The Old Testament is a detailed history of how God accomplished all the necessary steps leading to the coming of the Promised King. At the same time it chronicles the irresistible tendency that sinners have to opt for self-rule, even in the face of the promise of this benevolent King. The Old Testament ends with God’s people waiting, looking, and hoping for the King.
The Gospels announce the coming of the King and the establishment of his kingdom. This is the backdrop of every teaching of Christ, every miracle, and every provision. The long-awaited time had come. Matthew has an announcement or description of the kingdom in every chapter. The Epistles detail the glorious hope that sinners find in the Savior-King’s rule of grace. The entire Bible is the story of Christ the King. He is the One who alone is worthy of standing at the center of the kingdom of God.
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PSALM 24
What will happen if you rest for a day? “For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy” (Exodus 20:11). To hear this as a call to imitate God, remember that God made humankind in his “image” (Genesis 1:27), and as his image bearers we must serve God and live in a way that represents him well. In part, our Sabbath rest symbolizes his Sabbath rest. You may be willing to tip your hat to God’s power and glory, but his ability to manage all things effortlessly doesn’t mean you’re able to do the same. A day of rest may sound wonderful—until you realize how much farther behind you would fall if you lost that day to “catch up.”
This points us to other reasons for observing the Sabbath. God’s command to rest forces us to acknowledge that God isn’t just in perfect control of his world, but ours as well. Resting means acknowledging that our world belongs to him and we must entrust our well-being into his hands. If you rest for a day, will God keep your life from falling apart? Rest then is an exercise in faith. Resting should be a way of living out the truth that our world belongs to God. We must trust that he is in loving control of it.
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2 CORINTHIANS 4:7–18
Trouble exposes what’s really going on in your heart and mind. In your trouble you can turn to God for help, or you can turn away from God. What is going on in your heart as you struggle? Do you demand certain things from life: “I want _______. I fear its opposite.” The Bible calls these demands “desires of the sinful nature” (Galatians 5:16; Ephesians 2:3; 1 John 2:16). Desires or cravings of the sinful nature are not just sexual or financial. They’re anything you want more than the living God. These are your god-substitutes—what you worship instead of God. There is only one thing to do when you feel trapped by your response to trouble. You turn. You turn away from your false identity and false desires toward the living God. Turn to him in repentance and ask for mercy. Turn to God every day and every moment. Turn to Jesus who sympathizes with your weakness. He has experienced your temptations, and he promises to help you in your time of need. This is what the life of faith is all about—noticing your sins and relying on Jesus for forgiveness and help. His death and resurrection guarantee that you will be forgiven and helped. They guarantee that one day your tears will be wiped away and you will be with God forever (Revelation 21:3–4).
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HEBREWS 12:18–29
They needed a mediator. At Mount Sinai, the Israelites saw God’s power and glory, but forgot the underlying grace and kindness that seasons the way he uses his awesome power. What they needed—and what they had—was a mediator who could speak for God to them. They needed someone who would stand between them and God, someone who would help them understand God and know how to respond to him. They needed to know that God did not desire for them to live in abject terror, that he was approachable. At the same moment, they needed to be exhorted not to take him lightly but to obey him with reverent fear.
God chose a mediator who would meet their exact need at that precise moment. You too have a Mediator who is also your God. As he saw the desperate need of Jerusalem, Jesus longed to gather his people under his protection. His people rejected him, but do you see his great love for them? His heart and his longing have not changed. He does not rule with terror. Rather, he invites you to come to him with reverent confidence when you need his mercy and his help—because he is just like his Father.
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HEBREWS 4:12–16
Guilt is part of the human condition in this broken world. And once you become a Christian, you don’t stop sinning, so you need to deal with the guilt that comes from your continuing struggle with sin. Hebrews 4:12–16 gives a clear picture of how Jesus has freed us from our guilt. These verses are both sobering and encouraging. We will give an account one day because we are accountable, and there is a standard. God is the one before whom we are accountable, and our lives will be compared against his perfect character. This is why we feel guilty, because deep down we know we are guilty. What can free us from our guilt?
God himself frees us. He sent his one and only Son, Jesus, to die a terrible and undeserved death for us. Jesus is our Great High Priest who offered himself and became the sacrifice for our sins. The answer to our guilt is found in his life, death, and resurrection. “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). Jesus came and died in our place. He was our substitute. Because he was without sin, he was able to pay the penalty for our sins. His death for us means we can be free from guilt and reconciled to God. Jesus’ death is the only real answer to our guilt.
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MATTHEW 6:25–34
“Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?” Every question and sentence from Jesus will be good for hours of meditation, especially this one. Jesus’ question implies, “Yes, there is something more important.” Even if I forget the Old Testament commentary about the manna story, which says that manna is really about being sustained by the very words of God, Jesus has already talked about what is more important: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3, author’s emphasis). “Your kingdom come” (Matthew 6:10). “Store up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matthew 6:20).
Why am I so concerned about a meal, which will fill me for about an hour, when the kingdom is coming? One of the strategies for dealing with worry is to be overtaken by something more important than the object of your worries. Jesus is showing us what is more important. A new kingdom was being inaugurated, and it was present even as Jesus spoke those words because he is its King. This new kingdom is so beautiful and important that it can override our worries about everyday concerns like food and clothing.
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REVELATION 22:1–21
God’s story is a great story. We, however, are people of habit. Change does not come easily or quickly. We stubbornly cling to past interpretations and old stories even when God’s universal story is much better. The reason is not that we lack education and knowledge, but that we overflow with pride. You have been crafting your own story for years. It isn’t original, having been pieced together with scraps from your culture and people you admired, with your own unique twists. But it is your own. To adopt a different story, with a different hero, means that we must say, “I was wrong.” Given the options, many of us opt to stay with our old story.
Deep change is rarely a matter of knowledge. It is a matter of repentance. We have chosen a path apart from God; repentance is the process of turning back. We have chosen a different story, filled with subtle lies about God, questioning his love, care and compassion. Repentance means to renounce our story and believe that there is only one Storyteller. God alone is authorized to interpret our lives.
EDWARD T. WELCH
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March 10. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 189. |
March 11. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 21–23. |
March 12. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 134–35. |
March 13. | David Powlison, Renewing Marital Intimacy (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 9–10. |
March 14. | Timothy S. Lane, Conflict (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2006), 19–20. |
March 15. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 43–44. |
March 16. | Jayne V. Clark, Single and Lonely (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2009), 10–11. |
March 17. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 49–50, 52–53. |
March 18. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 27–28. |
March 19. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 72. |
March 20. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 129–31. |
March 21. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 81–82. |
March 22. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 120–21. |
March 23. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 109. |
March 24. | William P. Smith, How to Love Difficult People (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 7–8. |
March 25. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 65–66. |
March 26. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 56. |
March 27. | David Powlison, Facing Death with Hope (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 19–21. |
March 28. | David Powlison, Life Beyond Your Parents’ Mistakes (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 10, 12–13. |
March 29. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 35–37. |
March 30. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 66–67. |
March 31. | Paul David Tripp, Grief (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 19–20. |
April 1. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 178. |
April 2. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 190. |
April 3. | William P. Smith, How to Love Difficult People (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 18–20. |
April 4. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 44–46. |
April 5. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 46–48. |
April 6. | David Powlison, Breaking the Addictive Cycle (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 13–15. |
April 7. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 69–70. |
April 8. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 36–37. |
April 9. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 143. |
April 10. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 240–41. |
April 11. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 188–89. |
April 12. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 52–53. |
April 13. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 97. |
April 14. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 78–79. |
April 15. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 16–17. |
April 16. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 73–74. |
April 17. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 25–27. |
April 18. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 120–21. |
April 19. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 48–49. |
April 20. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 152–53. |
April 21. | David Powlison, Breaking the Addictive Cycle (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 28–30. |
April 22. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 112. |
April 23. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 90–91. |
April 24. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 38. |
April 25. | David Powlison, Healing After Abortion (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 8–9. |
April 26. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 42–43. |
April 27. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 164–65. |
April 28. | Robert D. Jones, Freedom from Resentment (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 20–21. |
April 29. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 266. |
April 30. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 110–11. |
May 1. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 13–14. |
May 2. | Timothy S. Lane, Temptation (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 14–17. |
May 3. | David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2005), 6. |
May 4. | Edward T. Welch, When People Are Big and God Is Small (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1997), 129. |
May 5. | Timothy S. Lane, Temptation (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 27–28. |
May 6. | Paul David Tripp, Grief (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 14–15. |
May 7. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 14–15. |
May 8. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 113. |
May 9. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 191–92. |
May 10. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 133–34. |
May 11. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 232–33. |
May 12. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 98–99. |
May 13. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 163–64. |
May 14. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 244–45. |
May 15. | David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2005), 64. |
May 16. | David Powlison, Facing Death with Hope (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 12–13. |
May 17. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 196–97. |
May 18. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 43–44. |
May 19. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 155–56. |
May 20. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 80–81. |
May 21. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 126–27. |
May 22. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 74–75. |
May 23. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 75. |
May 24. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 16–18. |
May 25. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 15. |
May 26. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 97–98. |
May 27. | David Powlison, Facing Death with Hope (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 7–8. |
May 28. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 10–11. |
May 29. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 93. |
May 30. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 127–28. |
May 31. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 16–17. |
June 1. | David Powlison, Renewing Marital Intimacy (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11–12. |
June 2. | David Powlison, Life Beyond Your Parents’ Mistakes (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 4–5. |
June 3. | Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 10–11. |
June 4. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 264. |
June 5. | David Powlison, I’m Exhausted (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 13–14. |
June 6. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 112–13. |
June 7. | Robert D. Jones, Single Parents (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 4–5. |
June 8. | David Powlison, Life Beyond Your Parents’ Mistakes (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 18–19. |
June 9. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 21. |
June 10. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 121. |
June 11. | Timothy S. Lane, Forgiving Others (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2004), 8–9. |
June 12. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 109–10. |
June 13. | David Powlison, Life Beyond Your Parents’ Mistakes (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 10–11. |
June 14. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11–12. |
June 15. | Timothy S. Lane, Temptation (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 24–25. |
June 16. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 75–76. |
June 17. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 6–8. |
June 18. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 229–30. |
June 19. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 113. |
June 20. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 44–45. |
June 21. | Winston T. Smith, Help for Stepfamilies (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 10–11. |
June 22. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 150–51. |
June 23. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11–12. |
June 24. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 67–68. |
June 25. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 12. |
June 26. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 158–59. |
June 27. | Paul David Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002), 23–24. |
June 28. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 141–42. |
June 29. | William P. Smith, When Bad Things Happen (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 10–11. |
June 30. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 22–23. |
July 1. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 113. |
July 2. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 20–21. |
July 3. | Edward T. Welch, Living with an Angry Spouse (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 7–9. |
July 4. | David Powlison, Grieving a Suicide (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 5–6. |
July 5. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 99–100. |
July 6. | Timothy S. Lane, Conflict (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2006), 14–15. |
July 7. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 196. |
July 8. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 21–22. |
July 9. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 167–68. |
July 10. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 34. |
July 11. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 46. |
July 12. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 48–49. |
July 13. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 5–8. |
July 14. | Robert D. Jones, Freedom from Resentment (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 15–16. |
July 15. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 114. |
July 16. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 53–54. |
July 17. | William P. Smith, When Bad Things Happen (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 9–10. |
July 18. | David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2005), 64–65. |
July 19. | David Powlison, Facing Death with Hope (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11–12. |
July 20. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 150–51. |
July 21. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 21–22. |
July 22. | William P. Smith, When Bad Things Happen (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 14–17. |
July 23. | Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 28–29. |
July 24. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 4–5. |
July 25. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 168. |
July 26. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 237–38. |
July 27. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 231–32. |
July 28. | William P. Smith, When Bad Things Happen (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 4–5. |
July 29. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 97. |
July 30. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 91–92. |
July 31. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 5–6. |
August 1. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 153–54. |
August 2. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 42. |
August 3. | William P. Smith, When Bad Things Happen (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11–12. |
August 4. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 226–27. |
August 5. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 108–9. |
August 6. | Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 33. |
August 7. | David Powlison, Breaking the Addictive Cycle (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 25–27. |
August 8. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 223–24. |
August 9. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 96. |
August 10. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 44. |
August 11. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 23–25. |
August 12. | David Powlison, I’m Exhausted (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 14–16. |
August 13. | James C. Petty, When the Money Runs Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2009), 12–14. |
August 14. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 8–11. |
August 15. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 165–67. |
August 16. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 111–12. |
August 17. | Edward T. Welch, Eating Disorders (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 9–11. |
August 18. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 14–16. |
August 19. | Edward T. Welch, Living with an Angry Spouse (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 6–7. |
August 20. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 123–24. |
August 21. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 9–10. |
August 22. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 114. |
August 23. | Winston T. Smith, Burned Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 9–13. |
August 24. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 116–17. |
August 25. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 114–15. |
August 26. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 6–7. |
August 27. | Timothy S. Lane, Conflict (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2006), 8–11. |
August 28. | Timothy S. Lane, Family Feuds (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 10–11. |
August 29. | Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 21. |
August 30. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 35–36. |
August 31. | James C. Petty, When the Money Runs Out (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2009), 6–7. |
September 1. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 79–80. |
September 2. | David Powlison, Speaking Truth in Love (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2005), 30–31. |
September 3. | David Powlison, I’m Exhausted (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 8–9. |
September 4. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 62–63. |
September 5. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 67–68. |
September 6. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 15. |
September 7. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 22. |
September 8. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 105–6. |
September 9. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 26–27. |
September 10. | Timothy S. Lane, Conflict (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2006), 3–4. |
September 11. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 162–63. |
September 12. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 34–35. |
September 13. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 163–64. |
September 14. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 76–77. |
September 15. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 181–82. |
September 16. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 96–97. |
September 17. | Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 17–18. |
September 18. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 58. |
September 19. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 112. |
September 20. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 194–95. |
September 21. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 45–46. |
September 22. | David Powlison, Facing Death with Hope (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 8–9. |
September 23. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 125–26. |
September 24. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 183. |
September 25. | David Powlison, Healing After Abortion (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 10–11. |
September 26. | Jayne V. Clark, Single and Lonely (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2009), 14–15. |
September 27. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 101–3. |
September 28. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 156–57. |
September 29. | David Powlison, Life Beyond Your Parents’ Mistakes (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 9, 13–14. |
September 30. | Robert D. Jones, Freedom from Resentment (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 16–19. |
October 1. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 20–21. |
October 2. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 69. |
October 3. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 135–36. |
October 4. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 84–85. |
October 5. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 20. |
October 6. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 15–16. |
October 7. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 61–62. |
October 8. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 136–37. |
October 9. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 119–20. |
October 10. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 96. |
October 11. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, Relationships: A Mess Worth Making (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 119. |
October 12. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 32–33. |
October 13. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 107–8. |
October 14. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 68–69. |
October 15. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 39–40. |
October 16. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 8–9. |
October 17. | David Powlison, Controlling Anger (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 6–7. |
October 18. | Michael R. Emlet, Help for the Caregiver (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 11, 20. |
October 19. | David Powlison, Breaking the Addictive Cycle (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 6–8. |
October 20. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 107. |
October 21. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 145. |
October 22. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 70–71. |
October 23. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 130–31. |
October 24. | David Powlison, Recovering From Child Abuse (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 4–5, 23–24. |
October 25. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 20–21. |
October 26. | Paul David Tripp, Grief (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 15–16, 18–19. |
October 27. | William P. Smith, Caught Off Guard (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 94–96. |
October 28. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 143–45. |
October 29. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 128–29. |
October 30. | Michael R. Emlet, Help for the Caregiver (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 4–5. |
October 31. | David Powlison, Healing After Abortion (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 22–23. |
November 1. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 156–58. |
November 2. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 17–20. |
November 3. | William P. Smith, How to Love Difficult People (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 20–21. |
November 4. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 115. |
November 5. | Paul David Tripp, A Quest for More (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 179. |
November 6. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 39–40. |
November 7. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 54. |
November 8. | Edward T. Welch, Depression (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2011), 233–34. |
November 9. | David Powlison, Overcoming Anxiety (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 13–15. |
November 10. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 118. |
November 11. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 233–34. |
November 12. | Robert D. Jones, Freedom from Resentment (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 29–31. |
November 13. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 192–93. |
November 14. | Edward T. Welch, Running Scared (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2007), 79. |
November 15. | David Powlison, Breaking Pornography Addiction (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 16–17. |
November 16. | David Powlison, I’m Exhausted (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 17–18. |
November 17. | David Powlison, Grieving a Suicide (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2010), 6–8. |
November 18. | Paul David Tripp and Timothy S. Lane, How People Change (Greensboro, NC: New Growth, 2008), 127. |
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