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*-*-*-*-*-*-*
To my beloved grandmother, Mary Lester, who has faithfully loved me, cared for me, prayed for me, and has been a living illustration for my life. And to the members of Eastern Star Church whose receptivity to my illustrations inspires me and allows me to explain the scriptures more clearly.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
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How to Accept Christ as Your Personal Saviour
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
A challenge that nearly every pastor faces on a weekly basis is how to preach the Word of God in such a way as to make it relevant to the lives of those who will be listening to the sermon. Jesus told parables that included common items to which the people of His day could relate: sheep, goats, a mustard seed, leaven, pearls, lamps, wheat, a fig tree, etc. Because those items were so ordinary, His stories still speak to us today. Through His parables, we can learn spiritual principles and kingdom values.
In this twenty-first century, we still use stories to get our messages across. Sermon illustrations are not "filler" or "attention getters." Illustrations enable the listeners to better understand what the Bible is saying, and to envision how the text can apply to them personally. The same spiritual principles and kingdom values that Jesus taught through parables are conveyed through illustrations that also include everyday themes and common experiences.
This book is a collection of illustrations that have come from my own sermons over the past few years. I offer them to help inspire young pastors to explicate the scripture and make it plain so that their congregations can fully understand the message. I offer them to encourage those who have found it difficult to relate to what the Bible has to say. And I offer them to those who are seeking a daily reminder of God's love, faithfulness, and grace in their lives.
My prayer is that you will hear God's voice speak in a special and personal way through each devotional. Whether this is read first thing in the morning, as a timeout during a busy day, or as part of a quiet time with God before going to bed, I ask God to bless His Word to your heart and let the illustrations remain in your thoughts to instruct, edify, comfort and cheer you on your journey.
Pastor Jeffrey A. Johnson, Sr.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
January 1
Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. --Colossians 3:1-3
I had driven my Chrysler Eagle Premier over 125,000 miles. The engine was still good, and the body of the car still looked good. The fuel indicator, however, was broken, and it was broken in an unusual way. No matter how much--or how little--fuel I had, the gauge always pointed to "full." So even if the tank was actually empty, with no gas in it at all, the indicator would still point to "full" because it was broken. As you can imagine, that could be a real problem. If I were not careful, I would focus on the broken fuel indicator and end up falling short of my destination. I would fail to arrive at the place I needed to be because I was looking at an indicator that was broken.
We must be careful that we are not going through our daily lives focused on a broken indicator. In the world in which we live, there are broken indicators of what is positive, of what is full. We put so much focus on cars, clothes, cash, and creature comforts that we forget about the spiritual aspects of life, which is really what fullness is all about. We forget to set the thoughts of our hearts on Jesus, salvation, the Holy Spirit, and our walk with God. So, we go through life thinking we are full when actually we are running on empty. Let's keep our focus today on that which is spiritual as our indicator of fullness. And let's make sure that we are being filled continually with God's Holy Spirit as we yield more and more to Him through prayer and through His Word.
Father, we pray that we would not be fooled by the broken indicators of our society, but rather that we would focus on the things that please You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 2
The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! --Matthew 6:22-23
My young son was sticking his head outside the car window, looking at the front of the car on the passenger side. I asked, "Son, what are you looking for?" He said, "Dad, when you turned on the turn signal just then to turn right, there was no flashing light inside, so I wanted to see if the light was flashing on the outside." I explained to him that the flashing light on the inside is an indication that the turn signal is working. If it is not flashing on the inside, then it is not working on the outside.
We must all learn that God has placed His Holy Spirit inside of us, and when the light of Jesus Christ is shining inside, it will be reflected on the outside. But if the Holy Spirit is not being allowed to move freely on the inside, we must recognize that He is not being demonstrated properly on the outside either. Let us allow the light of God's Spirit to shine in our hearts so that our very lives are radiant examples of God's love to the world.
Father, we open to You the doors of our hearts. Please allow Your Holy Spirit to move in our hearts, minds, and souls on the inside so that we may be a powerful witness to others as we daily live for You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 3
Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage. --Galatians 5:1 (KJV)
Seven-year-old Erica was kidnapped in Philadelphia by men who planned to get a ransom from her parents. These men took Erica and wrapped duct tape around her hands, her mouth, and her eyes. Then they threw her in the basement of a home in her neighborhood and left her there. Little Erica was frightened, disheartened, and confused. Yet somehow, this young girl had the resourcefulness to bite through the tape on her mouth and then to bite off the tape that bound her hands. Then she was able to pull the tape off her eyes. Once she was unbound, she threw something at the basement window that broke it, and then she climbed out to freedom. She ran to a nearby house, where the neighbors assisted her and called the police. Her assailants were arrested. Later, her uncle appeared on national television holding Erica in his arms while she waved and smiled, celebrating her freedom.
There are times when the enemy of our souls will try to put us in bondage and pull us away from that which is positive in our lives--from our families, friends, and others who are trying to help us grow in our relationship with God. We need to learn how to respond as Erica did and use our resourcefulness to get out of those bad situations. Through the power of God's Holy Spirit, we must be willing to work and struggle to get free. Then we need to be willing to trust those who are trustworthy to help us grow and develop in Christ. We also need to call on the name of God, through His Son Jesus Christ, knowing He will free us from the things that would try to keep us in bondage. Then we, like Erica, can celebrate our freedom.
Father, we pray that in the power of the Holy Spirit, You will set us free from the things that attempt to keep us from doing Your will so that we might be pleasing in Your sight. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 4
My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. --Psalm 73:26
Oprah Winfrey interviewed Elizabeth Edwards, the wife of Senator John Edwards, shortly after she was diagnosed with cancer. Oprah asked her how she was feeling. Elizabeth Edwards responded that she was still experiencing a lot of pain from a broken rib. But she added that she thanked God that her rib was broken because that is what led her to go to the hospital, which led to her getting an x-ray, which led to her getting a bone scan, which led to a CT scan, which led to the doctors discovering that she had cancer--and discovering it early enough that she felt she would have enough strength to fight it in a positive way. So, she told Oprah, the broken rib was what put her in a better position to fight a bigger battle.
We all need to realize that there are times that we experience brokenness, but it is God's way of showing us some internal things that need our attention. As we address those situations, it puts us in a position to strengthen ourselves by His Holy Spirit so that we can fight the big battles that come in life.
Lord, we pray that by the power of Your Holy Spirit, You will help us to deal with the pains of life. Strengthen us as You reveal to us the areas where we need to be built up to better fight the difficulties of life. We believe that You will give us the victory. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 5
When the storm has swept by, the wicked are gone, but the righteous stand firm forever. --Proverbs 10:25
The first time I preached in Miami, Florida, it was right after a hurricane had hit. The pastor of the church picked me up at the airport. As we were driving into the city, we saw such terrible destruction: homes, businesses, churches, and schools, were all destroyed. In the midst of this, I saw so many palm trees that were bent over that I commented about how sad it was that so many of them were lost. The preacher said, "Oh, they haven't been destroyed." "But, look," I said, "they're all bent over." "Yes," the pastor acknowledged, "they are bent. But when the sun comes out again, they will rise back up." He explained to me that the roots of a palm tree go down deep until they find a rock. Then, the roots wrap around that rock so that they are able to stand firm during a storm. They bend, but they don't break.
We who have our lives wrapped by faith around Christ Jesus can go through the storms of life and, although they may batter us down, we will not be destroyed. When we stay in right relationship with the Son of God--not the s-u-n, but the S-o-n--we will be able to rise up and stand strong again in the power of Jesus.
Father, please help us to endure storms as they come into our lives by maintaining the proper relationship with You through Your Son Jesus Christ. Help us to remember that after the storms are over, we will rise up and stand again with strength and power. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 6
I do not trust in my bow, my sword does not bring me victory; but you give us victory over our enemies, you put our adversaries to shame. --Psalm 44:6-7
One day I was having problems with the brand new steamer in my office. Even though my clothes were clean, they were wrinkled and needed to be ironed. Usually, I can easily use the steamer to quickly get out the wrinkles. But on this day, I was putting forth far too much physical energy, exerting way more effort than is usually necessary to get out the wrinkles. Finally, I discovered the reason. I did not have enough water in the container to get the necessary steam from the heat. Once I filled the water container, I had so much steam coming forth that it didn't take much of my energy at all to straighten my clothes.
At times, there are situations in our lives--in our jobs, in our relationships, in our priorities-- that need to be straightened out. Sometimes we find ourselves putting forth great energy and effort, only to discover that it is not getting the job done. At some point, we must come to the realization that it isn't until we are filled with God's Holy Spirit and allow Him to control our lives that we are able to get things straight. We have to stop trying to work things out on our own and trust instead in the power of God.
Father, we pray that You will help us to quit striving by our own efforts to handle the wrinkles of our lives. With Your help, we will stop trusting our own abilities and depend instead upon the power of Your Holy Spirit to get things straightened out in our situations. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 7
"Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit," says the Lord Almighty. --Zechariah 4:6b
My son Jalon used to love to play with the remote control when he was a small child. He would turn the television off and on, change the channel, and raise and lower the volume. He kept playing with the buttons until finally his mother and I decided we needed to take action. We found that the best way to get him to stop spending so much time with the remote control was by removing the batteries. When we took out the batteries, even though he was pushing the right buttons, nothing happened. The TV wasn't going off and on, the channels weren't changing, and the volume wasn't being affected. My son still had the right instrument, but he did not have the necessary internal power to make things happen.
We need to make sure as we go to the right schools, work for the right companies, marry the right people, attend the right church, and do the right things that we aren't simply going through the motions. We must make sure that we have the internal power of God's Holy Spirit in our lives to make the necessary changes to accomplish what God desires for us.
Father, we pray that we will fully know the presence and power of Your Holy Spirit in our lives to help us reach the goals that You have given us and accomplish the things You desire for us. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 8
My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified. --John 17:15-19
The gecko is a small lizard that is able to stick to almost any type of surface. It has amazed scientists for years as they have tried to figure out how this natural phenomenon works. Even if the surfaces are dirty, the geckos can stick there; but if you remove them, the dirt from the surface somehow does not end up on their feet. The gecko is able to hold on in dirty environments without taking on the dirt from their environment.
God understands that, as His children, we must go into a variety of environments--on the job, in the community, in our neighborhoods, with our family, and with our friends. Yet, no matter what environment we are in, we do not have to get dirty from that environment. Because of our relationship with God through His Son Jesus Christ, we can stay clean even though we have to live in an environment that is dirty.
Father, thank You for the ability to accomplish the things You want us to accomplish in different situations without taking on the negative aspects of that situation. Thank You, Father, that we can live in the world and not be of the world. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 9
"My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father's hand."--John 10:29
My son K. J. is now eleven years old, but when I used to take him downtown as a little boy, I had to watch out for him because traffic could be so busy and dangerous. I would always tell K. J. to hold my hand as we crossed the street. He would reach up and hold my hand, but more importantly, I held his hand. If things got out of control, he might get scared and let me go, but I would never let go of him. But why would I even let him be downtown in the first place and allow him to be in the face of danger? Because that's where the museums are, where the State Capitol is located, and where the Pacers and the Colts play. He wouldn't get to experience any of these things if he didn't go there, so I let him go. But I never let go of him.
By faith in Christ, we have taken hold of the hand of God. As we walk through this life with Him, there are times we have to deal with issues that are frightening, issues that could even cause us to panic and do something foolish. But even as we are holding onto God, remember that God is also holding onto us, and no man shall pluck us out of His hand. No matter what goes on, no matter what situations we have to go through, everything will be all right--not only because we are holding onto God, but because God is holding onto us.
Father, thank You that You will never let us go. Thank You that even though our way may be frightening at times, You are right beside us, holding onto us so that You can rescue us from any danger. Thank You, God, that our security is not in our strength to hold onto You, but in Your power to hold onto us. We are safe. Amen.
January 10
The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and will bring me safely to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory for ever and ever. Amen. --2 Timothy 4:18
One day years ago, while my son Jordan and I were playing catch with a baseball, Jalon, my younger son, came and positioned himself right behind me. As he stood there, I was afraid he was going to get hurt because at that time, Jordan had a lot of power but little control as he threw the ball. So I told Jalon, "You'd better move. You're going to get hurt. This ball is out of control." But he refused to move. I said again, "You need to move before you get hurt." He still didn't move. Then it dawned on me what Jalon already knew--that he was in a safe place. As long as he stood behind me, anything coming at him would have to go through me before it got to him. He was protected by my presence.
We need to realize that God is our Father and we are His children. As long as we position ourselves close to the Father, we are in a safe place. Even when life gets out of control, we know that everything is going to be all right because nothing can touch us that our Father does not allow.
Father, thank You for allowing us to be Your children, and allowing us to draw close to You. Help us to hide ourselves in You so that as life gets out of control, we are safe in Your presence. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 11
He shielded him and cared for him; he guarded him as the apple of his eye, like an eagle that stirs up its nest and hovers over its young, that spreads its wings to catch them and carries them on its pinions. --Deuteronomy 32:10b-11
We stood amazed as we watched pictures of the plane incident that became known as The Miracle on the Hudson. US Airways Flight 1549 had just taken off from LaGuardia Airport in New York City when it collided with some geese, silencing both plane engines and causing one of them to catch fire. Some of the flight attendants said the plane's cabin became as silent as a library. It appeared that the plane, its crew, and its 155 passengers were headed for disaster. But the heroic pilot Chesley Sullenberger was not giving up. Instead of resigning himself to their fate, he used his knowledge of gliding and air currents to glide the US Airways Airbus into a textbook landing on the surface of the Hudson River. Everyone was saved.
There are times when we find that our power is gone. We expect to soar into the heights; instead, we find ourselves plunging to certain disaster. But even in those catastrophic moments, we do not need to despair or give up. As Christians, we have God's Holy Spirit operating in our lives. Even when we are falling, God is faithful. Even when we fail to realize it, God is watching over us and guarding us like an eagle watching over its young. When we are fragile, fainthearted, and falling, God swoops down and spreads His wings to catch us and carry us to a safe landing.
God, thank You that You are with us in the midst of our moments of peril, when all seems hopeless and our own strength is gone. Thank You that when we are weak, You are strong; when we are falling, You hold us up; when we see certain disaster coming toward us, Your unseen presence intervenes and saves us. Thank You, God, Amen.
January 12
We live by faith, not by sight. --2 Corinthians 5:7
A brother shared with me that he had trusted God to pay for his daughter to go to college. He knew he could not afford to send her to the school of her choice. But because he believed God wanted her to be there, he trusted God to provide the funds. This man became disheartened, however, when he prayed, trusted God, and continued to give his tithes and offerings to God, and yet God was not responding. He expected God to answer prayer, but God was silent. My friend's faith turned to frustration. Yet, at the very moment that this man's daughter actually needed the money, God provided her with a two hundred thousand-dollar scholarship.
The man wanted the money so that he could see to meet the need; God gave a scholarship that he could not see in advance. We have all been like that. God says, "Trust," and we say, "But God...." God says, "Have faith," and we say, "Yes, God, but...." God says, "Wait," and we say, "But how long?" When will we learn to fully trust God? When will we truly take God at His word? When will our faith rise to meet His faithfulness?
God, it is with humble hearts that we come before You, asking that You forgive us for doubting You. Forgive us for the times that You have wanted to surprise us with a joyous answer to our prayer, but we took the joy out of the experience by sulking, complaining about Your timing, and fearing that You would fail us. Forgive us for being like spoiled children, instead of children who lovingly trust their Father. We look to You, God, to forgive us, and to enable us to live by faith and not by sight. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 13
Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?'" --Luke 13:6-7
When I was a student at Bishop College (now the site of Paul Quinn College in Dallas), my roommate was Denny Davis. Denny had a beautiful new Monte Carlo, and he liked to test the car by waiting until it was just on the verge of empty before getting gas. One night when we were out together driving around in his car, he kept waiting and waiting as the gas gauge dropped closer and closer to the "empty" mark. Finally, with a bit of common sense and a little pressure from me, he pulled off the highway to get gas. He found, however, that the gas station advertised on the big billboard along the side of the road was no longer in service. Disappointed, he remarked, "If they're going out of business, at least they could take the sign down."
Why do some of us wear crosses, get baptized, or do some of the other things symbolic of being a Christian if we are not really Christians? God is not satisfied with trees that only look like they are going to bear fruit. Neither is He satisfied with people who only look like Christians, who only look like they are going to bear the fruit of the Spirit. Let us make a decision to be Christians, not just to look like Christians.
God, let us never be satisfied to live hypocritical lives. Let us never be satisfied only to look as though we are Your people when actually we seek only to please ourselves. Let us never disgrace You by pretending to represent You in the world when, in fact, we are not like You at all. Forgive us, God, and make us holy from the inside out. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 14
"...apart from me, you can do nothing." --John 15:5b
My wife once had an OnStar feature in her car that was totally useless. It was intended to allow her to get directions, make reservations, unlock doors, or call for help in case of an emergency. It was a wonderful feature, but we could not use it because we had never made the necessary connection with it.
When God made us, He gave us an internal navigational system that can help us reach our destination and get what we need along the way. But in order for it to help us, we have to make the connection. If we are going through life on our own, without a personal connection with God through His Son Jesus Christ, we are disconnected from the Source of our guidance and the One who can get us safely to our destination.
God, we realize that we have been missing out on so much that You have wanted to give us. We wander around lost, we miss out on blessings, we fail to have doors open for us, and we suffer alone in the midst of the crises we face in life--all because we have never connected with You. God, we want that connection. We need that connection. We trust You for that connection. In the name of Jesus, the One who connects us to You, we pray, Amen.
January 15
"Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this," says the Lord Almighty, "and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it." --Malachi 3:10
When we pay for insurance, we are investing our money in the assurance that if we ever have an auto accident, a fire in our home, or some other calamity, our insurance company will provide for us. We trust that they will be there in our time of need. On what do we base our confidence? Their promise. They tell us they will come through for us, and we believe them.
If we are willing to believe what some mere mortals tell us, why is it so hard then to believe God? If we believe them when they promise to help us, why can we not believe God when He promises us something? Is it not time to bring our tithes and offerings to God and trust Him to keep His promise to bless us?
Almighty Lord, You have given us all that we have. Whatever wealth, whatever possessions, whatever blessings, they all come from You. Please forgive us for not giving back to You the little You ask in return. We want now to start taking You at Your word and believing what You have told us. We promise now to commit our tithes and offerings to You, and we pray, God, that You will enable us to be as faithful in keeping our promises to You as You are in keeping Your promises to us. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 16
"So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground." --Matthew 25:25a
On the TV show Deal or No Deal, contestants have the opportunity to win up to a million dollars. But to do so, as they progress in the game, they must be willing to give up what they have in order to take the chance of receiving more. There is no opportunity for them to get more unless they first give up what they already have.
That same principle applies in God's kingdom. Jesus told the story of the wealthy man who entrusted five talents of money to one of his servants, two to another, and one to a third. The first two let go of what they had and invested their talents. In return, they each gained twice as much as they had been given. But the third servant was afraid and held tightly to what he had, so he gained nothing more. God expects us to exercise enough faith to invest what He gives us into His kingdom. Only then will He give us more.
Jesus, we thank You for all that You have given us. Help us to act in faith by trusting You--not to cower in fear, unwilling to do what You expect of us. Help us to let go of what You have given us--to give freely and without reservation--so that when You return, You will find the value of Your investments in us multiplied. Let our faith please You, and let fear find no place in our walk with You. In Your holy name we pray, Amen.
January 17
How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! --1 John 3:1
My wife and sons were flying back to Indianapolis, but when they got to the airport, Sharon realized she couldn't find her picture identification. She looked through her purse again and again, but it just wasn't there. She felt in her pockets, but it wasn't there. She was a long way from home, and now she would not be allowed to board the plane that could take her to her destination because she could not find her ID. Then one of our sons said, "Mom, look in your Bible." Sure enough, it was there. She put it there purposely because she planned to carry her Bible on the plane and knew the identification would be easy to access there.
We, too, can find our identity in the Bible. In the Bible, we learn that we are children of God, citizens of heaven, friends of Christ, saints of God, co-laborers with Christ, followers of Christ, more than conquerors...and on and on goes the description of those who have received Christ. We find great contentment and peace when we find our identity in the Bible. It is worth searching there for it.
Father, thank You for letting us know in Your Word who we are. Thank You that You didn't leave us wondering, and wandering. You let us know that we are Your children and that we are greatly loved by You. Help us to seek, through the Bible, to find our identity as we truly are in Christ. Amen.
January 18
"They will be mine," says the LORD Almighty, "in the day when I make up my treasured possession." --Malachi 3:17a
In a small town in Florida, an eight-year-old girl was abducted. While teams of people went out searching for her in the streets, alleys, and fields, a police officer found the child abused, beaten, and left for dead in a dumpster.
Everything that has been relegated to the trash is not trash or garbage. Some of us may feel like trash because others have treated us like trash. We may think we are worthless, of no value to ourselves or to anyone else. But that is not the way God sees us! Just as that police officer recognized a person of value in the midst of the garbage into which she had been thrown, God sees our worth and beauty regardless of the environment in which He finds us.
God, thank You that You know when we've been cast away by others like a piece of trash, worthy only to be thrown out. Thank You for not leaving us there. You come looking for us, and when You find us, You recognize that, no matter how dirty we are or how messed up we are, we are of great value. Thank You for rescuing us out of the trash, cleaning us up, caring for us, and treating us as treasures. In the precious name of the One who saved us we pray, Amen.
January 19
I am in pain and distress; may your salvation, O God, protect me. --Psalm 69:29
An oyster only creates a pearl if it first experiences pain. An organic particle invades the shell and causes an irritation, which prompts the oyster to produce layer after layer of a secretion that gradually surrounds the irritant to keep it from harming the oyster. Eventually, a pearl is formed at the very source of the oyster's pain.
We experience pain in the kingdom of God, but only we decide whether to use that pain to produce pearls. There are many sources for our pain--a parent who neglects us, a spouse who walks out on us, a friend who betrays us, a boss who harasses us, an illness that will not go away, a disappointed hope... so many things. Some of us respond to pain with bitterness and by putting up barriers to try to keep the source of the pain from affecting us. Those responses, however, produce only more pain. But if we let our pain prompt us to pray and to produce layer after layer of love, forgiveness, gentleness of spirit, and compassion for others, we will find that the pain meant to harm us has been transformed into a pearl.
God, let this pain that we are experiencing in our lives right now be transformed into a pearl. Give us right attitudes and a heart that pleases You even in the midst of our pain. Let us understand that it takes time for a pearl to form, and help us not to be impatient with the process. And, God, when that pearl is formed, we give it to You to be used in Your kingdom. In the name of Jesus we pray, Amen.
January 20
He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward. --Hebrews 11:26
In his book, Who Switched the Price Tags?, Tony Campolo tells of an incident in which someone switched the prices in a store, making things of value very cheap and making cheap things very costly.
We too often do that as well in our world. We pay a lot of money to see a celebrity perform, but we give little to a pastor who cares for our souls. We shell out a great deal to watch a team play a sport, but when teachers, who prepare our children for their future, want a pay raise, we balk. We make time to watch TV for hours every night, but say we have no time to pray or read the Word. Which kingdom are we really living in?
Once again, God, we come asking Your forgiveness. Our value system has gotten screwed up. We pay a high price for things that are temporal and that satisfy us only for a moment. Yet, we are unwilling to give anything for that which really matters, for those things that are truly precious. Remind us, God, that we are living in Your kingdom even while we are here on earth. Help us to live as citizens of heaven, and to value what You value and treasure what You treasure. In Christ's name, Amen.
January 21
"Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness." --Matthew 23:27-28
A few years ago, a woman in Indiana died while having cosmetic surgery. Her husband assumed malpractice was involved and wanted to sue the doctors and hospital. It was determined, however, that his wife didn't die because the doctors did anything wrong during the surgery--she died of heart trouble. She was concerned about her outward appearance and was spending a lot of money to make sure she looked good, but that could not help what was happening on the inside. She was concerned about her external appearance, while her internal condition killed her.
How is our internal condition today? Are we caring for our inner person as much as for our outer appearance? Are we spending time and money (for Christian books, music, retreats, and opportunities to grow spiritually) to make sure our souls are healthy? Let's not be caught like those Jesus described in the verse for today: ". . .beautiful on the outside but on the inside full of dead men's bones and everything unclean."
O, God, we come to You today knowing that You can see our hearts as well as what is visible to others. Cleanse us, God, from all that is unclean within us. Motivate us to focus on the health of our eternal soul and not just on how we appear to others. May the Spirit of Christ who dwells in us take over every aspect of our inner person and bring life and health to our souls. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 22
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith... --Hebrews 12:2
While working during my college days as a bank teller, I was trained to identify counterfeit money without ever being shown a counterfeit bill. They taught us how to spot a phony by ingraining within us what real money looks like. In the same way, a number of good coaches teach their teams how to make good plays not by watching their mistakes on tape, but by watching the right way to play ball.
We don't become the most effective Christians we can be by focusing on our sins and our mistakes, reliving them in our minds and recounting them over and over again to God even after He has forgiven us. We become more like Christ when we keep our eyes on Him, looking at His righteousness, His love, His holiness.
Our God, we know that we cannot make ourselves better by staring at our failures, sins, and faults. Instead, help us to fix our eyes on Jesus, knowing that He alone can make us like unto Himself. Thank You for forgiving us and giving us the desire to be more like Jesus. In His holy name we pray, Amen.
January 23
My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense--Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. --1 John 2:1
My friend Pastor Sabin Strickland was going kayaking. He explained to me matter-of-factly that he expected to overturn at some point. In fact, it happens so often that learning what to do when your kayak capsizes is a routine part of the instructions on how to paddle this type of boat. While a kayak is made to move swiftly and gracefully through the water in an upright position, a kayaker knows he or she is likely to start tipping over when encountering a wave, a strong current, or other such challenge. Therefore, instructions are given to teach the person how to avoid turning over completely and how to upright the kayak if that does happen.
We are made to move through life in an upright position. We are made to withstand waves, strong currents, and other challenges. Yet, knowing that it is part of our nature to roll unsteadily when we encounter rough places, and that we may even capsize at times, God has given us instructions for how we can get our lives back in an upright position.
God, we know that You have created us to be holy even as You are holy, and You expect us to live uprightly in this world. Yet at the same time, You know that we do sin and fall short of Your expectations. Thank You that "if anybody does sin," we have Jesus, the Righteous One, to intercede on our behalf. Thank You that we do not have to remain upside down, but that because of Jesus we can continue our journey--forgiven and upright. In the name of the Righteous One we pray, Amen.
January 24
"But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you." --John 14:26
Another thing I learned about kayaking is that a certain stability resides within the kayak that keeps it from capsizing. It isn't something that the kayaker can see, but he or she senses when the kayak is reaching the point that it is going to tip over. The kayak is supposed to remain upright: it is built to be upright, and it can only fulfill its destined purpose when it is upright. The stability within the kayak helps to keep it upright and lets the kayaker know when it is going too far.
When the Holy Spirit resides in us, He becomes our stability. He counsels and guides us and lets us know when we are reaching the point that we are about to go too far. We must become sensitive to the Spirit within us if we are to remain upright. If we keep on going in a certain direction, or with a certain activity, when we sense within us that the Spirit is telling us to stop, we leave ourselves vulnerable to finding ourselves upside down and drowning.
Heavenly Father, we thank You for the Holy Spirit who resides in us. Thank You that He counsels, teaches, and guides us. Thank You that if we listen to Him and obey His voice, we will remain upright. Thank You that You have created each of us to fulfill a destined purpose. Thank You that Your Holy Spirit will teach and guide us safely and surely, so that we may see Your will accomplished through us. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 25
Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I. Send me!" --Isaiah 6:8
At an airport, you can find many excited passengers just waiting to board a plane that will take them to new places, new activities, and new opportunities for growth and service. But not all those who go to an airport are there to take off themselves for a new destination. Some of them are there only to tell others to have a good trip or even just to watch the planes take off and land. They have not paid the price to get a ticket. They haven't made any preparations. They have chosen to stay where they are. Therefore, while the passengers can go through the security check, get on a plane, and go to their next destination, the others can only go back to life as usual.
Some people in church are like that. They have no intention of going anywhere spiritually. They are not willing to pay the price of going to the next level with God. They are unwilling to prepare themselves. They feel comfortable, safe, and satisfied to stay where they are. Year after year, they are content just to tell others to have a good trip. Some of those persons are even in ministry, but still not going anywhere.
Lord, give us the spirit of Isaiah, who cried out, "Here am I. Send me!" When You show us the fields ready to harvest, help us to cry out, "Here am I, Lord. Send me!" When we see the lost, the sick, and the dying, let us cry out, "Here am I, Lord. Send me!" When we see those wandering aimlessly without Christ, those in prisons, and those in despair, let us cry out, "Here am I, Lord, send me!" When we see You hungry, thirsty, naked, and a stranger, let us cry out, "Here am I, Lord, send me!" O, God, let us not be content with our own complacency, doing only what is convenient, satisfying our own comfort, but let us hear Your voice and respond with willing hearts. In Christ's name, Amen.
January 26
Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger. --2 Corinthians 6:4-5
When I was a young pastor, I had people who helped me along, and I try to do that now for other young preachers and pastors. One day I was taking a young pastor on a walk-through of our facilities and explaining to him how we have one church in three locations, how that came about, and the background for our structure. We walked into one of our sanctuaries, and he started looking around. He was just looking and looking. I was trying to figure out what he was doing. Finally, he said, "Pastor Johnson." I replied, "Yes, what's up?" He asked, "How did you fall into all of this?" I said, "Excuse me?" He said, "How did you fall into all of this?" I responded, "Man, you don't fall into this. This is decision. This is discipline. This is determination. This is destiny."
Great athletes don't just fall into a championship. They make the right decisions, line their discipline up with their decisions, and then exercise the determination to achieve and the endurance to keep going--no matter what. We don't fall into destiny, we walk into destiny. We've got to make the right decisions, line our discipline up with those decisions, and then make up our minds to not stop until we get everything God has for us.
God, let us never think that we can "fall into" our destiny. Help us to know that while You provide for us, open doors for us, lead us, and empower us, there is still a work that we have to do. We still have to be obedient to Your voice. We have to choose to do the right thing rather than the easy thing. We have to sacrifice and persevere under all kinds of trials. Let us never miss what You have for us because we are unwilling to pay the price. In Jesus' name we pray, Amen.
January 27
Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. --Galatians 6:9
Gary Brackett is an NFL middle linebacker with the Indianapolis Colts. He graduated from Rutgers University but was a walk-on in college football. He hadn't been recruited; he hadn't been offered a scholarship; he didn't start out with the level of respect that comes with being recruited for a school team; and his parents had to make great sacrifices to enable him to have a chance at fulfilling his dream. But by his senior year, Brackett had not only earned a football scholarship, but he was captain of the defensive team and had been named the team's defensive Most Valuable Player. Now Gary Brackett wears a Super Bowl ring and earns millions.
Years ago, there was a poster with the caption: "Happy is the man who dreams dreams and is willing to pay the price to make them come true." We need to do more than just dream the dream. If any of our dreams are to become realities, we have to put forth the time and effort--and keep putting forth the time and effort--until we see them materialize. We can't be deterred by the fact that we haven't been given the same advantages as some people, or that we aren't given the respect we deserve, or that our circumstances are harder than others' circumstances. We must keep our goal in sight and "not become weary in doing good."
Father, forgive us for the times we've felt like quitting, and the times we have quit. Renew within us the resolve to stay on course and to do whatever it takes to get to the place for which we believe You created us. Let us not be discouraged, but give us the perseverance to continue to work in our fields until the harvest comes. In Your name we pray, Amen.
January 28
I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints. --Ephesians 1:18
I was an adult before I got my first pair of glasses. I didn't realize what I couldn't see until I began wearing glasses and then contact lenses. Until then, I thought everyone saw things as I saw them. But once I could really see, I finally realized how bad my vision had been all along.
If our family members and friends are not Christians, they may not realize how poor their spiritual vision is. They may assume, as I did, that their vision is accurate and everyone should see things as they do. Remember that we once saw things differently, too.
God, we ask that You enlighten the eyes of our hearts. Let us see people and things as You see them. If there are any areas in which we are not seeing clearly, we pray that You will spotlight those for us. For those who are still looking at life through their natural eyes, we pray that You will open the eyes of their hearts so that they might see You and then see the world and other persons even as You see them. Give us patience with them, remembering that we once saw things only from our own perspective, too. In the name of our Lord, Amen.
January 29
And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God's possession--to the praise of his glory. --Ephesians 1:13-14
When my wife and I bought our first house, we had to learn each of the steps of buying a house. One of the things we learned about was earnest money. You probably know that earnest money is a deposit that prospective buyers pay when they sign the contract to make an offer on a house. This deposit shows the current homeowner that they are serious about making the purchase and that they can afford to do so.
The verses from Ephesians tell us that the Holy Spirit is like the earnest money. He is the "deposit guaranteeing our inheritance." God sent the Holy Spirit to assure us that He is in earnest about our redemption and that what He has promised, He will do.
God, we thank You today for the Holy Spirit. Thank You that His presence in our lives assures us that You intend to keep Your promise to us about our future. Thank You that our inheritance is guaranteed and we need not doubt You. Let us live today in the joy of knowing that Your promises to us are true. Amen.
January 30
"Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?" --Matthew 7:3
An administrative assistant drove a pastor to the church one sunny day. But from the minute they walked in, she began complaining that there was not enough light in the sanctuary. She saw the custodian and told him that he needed to find a way to bring more light into the church. The custodian resolved the problem by telling her to take off her sunglasses.
Some people think something is wrong with the church, when the problem is not in the church but in them. Whenever we start becoming critical of the pastor, the leaders, and others in the church, we need to check to see if the problem is in us rather than in them. Do we have on fault-finding glasses that we need to remove? Are we wearing glasses of pessimism so that we see everything in a negative light? Or does it just make us feel better about our own sins, faults, and failures if we focus instead on the weaknesses of others?
God, we are so grateful for the church--for people with whom we can worship, fellowship, and grow in You. When we begin to complain about this or that within the church, remind us to stop and think about which glasses we are wearing. Help us to know that most often the problem is not in someone else but in ourselves. Let us be brave enough to face this, honest enough to acknowledge this, and humble enough to confess this. In Jesus' name, Amen.
January 31
And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe. --1 Thessalonians 2:13
I am sure you are now accustomed to seeing medicine with a notice on the bottle saying it is time-released. A time-released medicine can be taken at one time, but its power is not released inside the body until the person needs it. When it is the right time, the medicine is released and it goes to the exact area in the body that is sick and needs healing.
The Bible works like that. When we store the Word of God within us, it is released to address a particular need at exactly the time that we need it. That's why we must keep taking in the Word whether we feel that we need it that moment or not. Even a portion of scripture that doesn't seem to mean much to us at the time we read it will surprise us by coming back to our minds sometime later on--at just the time we need for it to minister to us.
Beloved God, thank You that You know what we need and, if we will let You, You will put within us in advance that which You know we will need sometime down the road. Help us to receive scripture not as the word of men but the Word of God, and help us to store it within our hearts, trusting You to release its power at just the moment we need it. In Christ's name we pray, Amen.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
February 1
At the window of my house I looked out through the lattice. I saw among the simple, I noticed among the young men, a youth who lacked judgment. --Proverbs 7:6-7
Solomon was settled safely inside his home. He didn't need to be concerned about what was going on outside, yet he was. He watched through the window from where he could see what was happening in the streets, and he used his knowledge of the streets to warn others about the dangers lurking there. As we read on in Proverbs 7, we learn that he saw a young man seduced by a promiscuous woman, and he warned other young men not to be taken in by such a woman.
Even though we are safe in the kingdom of God, we need to be concerned for those vulnerable ones who are still in the streets. We need to be aware of what is going on in our world and be willing to let God use us to try to keep others from falling prey to the temptations that await them as they walk through this world. Being a Christian gives us no reason to sit smugly in our homes while we wait for Christ's return. While we are still in the world but not of it, we need to care for others within our own spheres of influence.
God, forgive us for the times that we have been content to bask in Your love, joy, and peace, not caring about those outside the walls of our homes and the walls of our churches. Help us to watch out for those who are vulnerable, along with the ones lacking in judgment. Help us to care enough about them to try to use our influence in a gracious manner to teach them to walk in Your ways. In Christ's name we ask, Amen.
February 2
Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ. --1 Corinthians 11:1
One year, my family and I were at a praise gathering in a parking lot. This is an event that our church sponsors every year. While I was walking around among the people, I noticed that K. J., my youngest son, kept shadowing me. When I moved forward, he moved forward. When I moved backward, he moved backward. When I stooped down, he even stooped down. Not only was he shadowing me, but I had a shadow that day, too, because I was standing in the sun. Therefore, my son was experiencing whatever I experienced because he was standing in my shadow.
On a spiritual plane, I have a shadow because I am standing in the Son. My son, who follows me around and imitates my every movement, will get as close to Jesus or as far from Him as I get because he is standing in my shadow. Who is standing in your shadow? Let's be sure that we can say with Paul, "Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ."
God, it humbles us when we think that others could be following our example. We know we haven't always been as close to You as we truly want to be. And we know that there are times when our example hasn't looked like the example of Christ. Forgive us, God, and help us to stay in the light of the Son so that anyone walking in our shadow will find himself or herself walking toward Him. In Jesus' name we pray, Amen.
February 3
Make a joyful noise unto the LORD, all ye lands. --Psalm 100:1 (KJV)
When the Pittsburgh Steelers lost a 2005 game to the Indianapolis Colts, their quarterback Ben Roethlisberger accused the Colts of piping in fake crowd noise to keep his players from hearing the calls. Coach Tony Dungy pointed out his team didn't need to bring in any fake noise. The Colts were undefeated, and the fans of an undefeated team know how to make noise!
Why is it that when it comes to worshiping God, we are often so quiet and reserved? No one had to tell the fans to stand and make a joyful noise when Coach Dungy came onto the field. They didn't have to be persuaded to cheer or clap their hands. Surely, we can be just as enthusiastic when we are in the presence of the One who leads us to victory after victory.
Lord, we recognize today that we have a reason, a right, and a responsibility to praise You. It is with great joy that we thank You today for all of the battles You have fought for us and for all of the victories You have won for us. We praise You, we magnify You, we exalt You! In Your name we pray, Amen.
February 4
And the lord said unto the servant, Go out into the highways and hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled. --Luke 14:23 (KJV)
One of the first lessons in fishing is that you have to go where the fish are. You can't stay away from the water and expect the fish to come to you. Some Christians consider themselves too holy to go into the natural habitat of the fish to find the fish; instead, they expect the fish to somehow find them.
When I go to conferences, people are often handing me their business cards. Some of them introduce themselves as evangelists and tell me they would like to speak at my church. I don't understand that. Evangelists should be out in the world evangelizing, not in the church preaching to a bunch of evangelicals.
God, we're mixed up. We aren't going out to find the lost; we're expecting the lost to find us. Instead of being out in the highways and hedges compelling others to come into the house of God, we stay within the walls of the church and preach about the unsaved outside. God, give us a new passion for those who don't know You. Let us no longer be comfortable sitting in Your house without them. Amen.
February 5
Therefore do not be partners with them. For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light. --Ephesians 5:7-8
A friend's car caught fire in his garage one day. It happened when he was using jumper cables to try to start a car that had a dead battery with another car that had a good battery. He accidentally connected the positive post of one car battery with the negative post of the other. The result was that the car blew up.
Anytime we Christians try to connect ourselves with some negative stuff, something's going to blow up. How many lives have blown up when Christians thought they could sin just a little bit--just a little bit of clubbing, just a little flirtatious affair, just a little bit of drugs, just a little overeating, just a little lying, just a little.... But before they knew it, the negative overcame the positive, the darkness overcame the light, and their lives blew up.
God, let us not become smug in our Christian walk. Help us not to think that we can avoid Your instructions and everything will still be okay. Help us to know that there are consequences for trying to connect the positive in us with the negative in the world. Save us, God, even from ourselves. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 6
For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. --2 Corinthians 2:15
When I first came to Eastern Star Church as the new pastor over twenty years ago, one of the members came up to me one Sunday and whispered that he had smelled the odor of some marijuana in "his" area. A few weeks later, he reported smelling alcohol. He must have thought that I would investigate to find out who the culprits were, rebuke them, and cast them out of the church like Jesus did to the moneychangers from the temple. But what his information told me is that we had someone in our midst who needed Jesus, and it was my hope that the person would keep coming back until he or she got to know Him personally.
We can't win people to the kingdom of God if we aren't willing to overlook the smell of the world that is on them. We Christians have a smell, too. It is the "aroma" of Christ. Just as we spray air freshener in order to overcome a bad smell in a room, our presence should smell so sweetly of the aroma of Christ that those who are perishing--those who smell like the world--will be attracted to the fragrance and be drawn to Christ.
God, shame on us when we forget what we smelled like before You washed us in Your blood and cleansed us from our sin. When we smell the smells of the world on others, help us to desire to reach out to them and love them just as they are, even as Christ loved us when we came to Him. In Your name we pray, Amen.
February 7
With God we will gain the victory, and he will trample down our enemies. --Psalm 60:12
Despite the quality of his character, and despite taking the Buccaneers to the playoffs four times in six seasons, Coach Tony Dungy was fired by Tampa Bay in 2001. However, he was quickly picked up by the Indianapolis Colts. With the Colts, he became the first African American coach to win a Super Bowl. With the Colts, he signed a three-year extension contract in 2005 for five million dollars. With the Colts, he gained the respect he deserved. But all of this happened only after he changed teams.
We know when we "change teams" and get on the Lord's side, everything will be all right. Too many of us keep struggling and fighting to be winners, but all we get is failure, disappointment, and disrespect. That's because we are on the wrong team. God can't bless us as long as we are working for the opposing team. Let's be sure we're living for God and trust Him to give us victory.
God, we acknowledge today that we have been playing for the wrong team. We have been playing for a team that promised us much, but gave us little; for a team that was willing to drop us even though we have great potential; for a team that does not recognize our value. Thank You, God, that You are just the opposite. You keep Your promises; You desire to use us even though You know we are imperfect vessels; and You thought we were worth so much that You sent Your Son to redeem us. God, we choose to be on Your team forever. Thank You for choosing us. Amen.
February 8
"The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit." --John 3:8
Have you ever flown a kite? You know what it is like to run with the kite, string in hand, holding tight while you wait for a gust of wind to carry the kite into the air. On one of our family vacations, I was flying kites with my sons and accidentally dropped the string to a kite I was flying. Quickly, it went way up out of my reach. It was free to go wherever the wind took it.
We sometimes think that the person holding onto us is keeping us up, but actually that person may be holding us back. If we look to another person to keep us bolstered, to keep us soaring, we will find that person's arms are not long enough to get us to where God wants to take us. We need to break away from the hold that people have on us and let God's Spirit help us to soar wherever it pleases Him to take us.
God, it is exciting to think that You are guiding us by Your Holy Spirit. We don't know where You may take us, but we want to be where it pleases You. Help us to break loose from all those who would hinder us, and enable us to begin to soar in Your Spirit. Amen.
February 9
"The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you." --Matthew 13:11
There was a preacher who liked to put together jigsaw puzzles. He found it both challenging and relaxing to sit quietly and look for pieces that would fit together, and slowly watch the picture form as he attached one piece after the other. One day, however, he emptied a puzzle box of all the pieces and spent quite a long time turning each piece face-up, trying to match some of the same colors, knowing they would likely fit together at some point. But when this man went to get the box so he could see the picture of the puzzle, he couldn't find the box. He looked and looked but just couldn't find it. It was so frustrating that even though he had all the pieces, he couldn't put the puzzle together because he didn't have the picture to go by. He didn't know what it was supposed to look like.
In Matthew 13, Jesus has given us a picture of what the kingdom of heaven looks like: "The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field" (v. 24). "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed...." (v. 31). "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast...." (v. 33). "The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field...." (v. 44). "...the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls" (v. 45). "...the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish" (v. 47). One parable at a time, Jesus lays out the pieces of the picture of the kingdom.
Lord, we thank You for revealing to us what Your kingdom looks like. It is so different from the world in which we live that we would not be able to envision it for ourselves apart from You. Help us to put the pieces together so we can learn the "secrets of the kingdom" that You have given us. And most importantly, help us to live as citizens of that kingdom. In Christ's name, Amen.
February 10
I have hidden your word in my heart... --Psalm 119:11
I used to go to school in Dallas and still have friends there, so when I am there to preach in one of the churches in that city, I usually rent a car and drive around to visit some of the people and places I know. One time, I drove to the hotel where I was staying and gave the valet the keys to my rental car. When I was ready to leave the hotel the next morning, the valet brought my car around. I got in and got ready to drive away. But as I looked down on the seat, I noticed that something was missing. The valet had retrieved the wrong car. I knew it was the wrong one because I had left my Bible in my car the night before, and now it was gone. It looked like my car, but it was not mine because the Word was not in it.
We need to have the Word in us. As an adult, I wish I had stored more in my memory from classes I took in high school and college. I could really use some of that knowledge now. When we read the Bible or hear the Word preached or taught, we may not feel that it is relevant for that moment in our lives, but we need to store it up now so that we can draw on it later on when we do need it.
God, help us never to take Your Word for granted. Let us understand that the Bible is one of the key ways You have chosen to communicate with us. Let us never leave Your Word sitting on a shelf collecting dust, and let us never turn off our attention as Your Word is being preached. Help us to hide Your Word in our hearts that we might "hear" it again in the moment we need it most. Help us to know something is missing if the Word is not in us. Amen.
February 11
...that I might by all means save some. --1 Corinthians 9:22 (KJV)
Recently, I was listening to "(Sittin' On) the Dock of the Bay." When Otis Redding recorded that song back in 1967, people listened to it then on their eight-track players. When I listened to it the other day, I heard it on my iPod.
Because we live in an iPod society, we need to learn to communicate the gospel using methods that allow people to hear the message today. It's the same old story, but we need to be open to finding new ways of presenting it. Some Christian rap artists, for example, have been able to use rap to communicate with some young people who would never listen to a sermon. Let's not mistake the methods for the message. The methods can be changed, but the message stays the same. The methods are transitory, but the message is eternal.
God, keep us from becoming so rigid that we prevent You from inspiring us afresh and anew. Help us not to confuse what we cannot change with what we must change in order to win people to Christ. Let us be ever open to Your creative ways of reaching out to win others to You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 12
You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds. --Ephesians 4:22-23
When the Indianapolis Colts began their 2006 season, their defense was so weak that they felt the sting of the critics game after game. In fact, they were so bad that they became identified as one of the worst defenses in NFL history. But during the playoffs, the Colts made a dramatic turnaround. The sportscasters asked Coach Tony Dungy if they had been working on new plays, or trying new strategies, or what it was that made the difference. He replied, "We didn't change any plays at all. All we changed was our attitude."
Too often, our attitudes bring about our defeat. God has placed within us all we need for victory, yet our attitudes can keep us from succeeding. As today's verse says, we need to put off our old selves and be made new in the attitudes of our minds.
God, we come to You today, asking that You help us put off our old attitudes of discouragement, defeat, and despair, and put on new attitudes of faith, trust, and confidence in You. We know that You have not set us up for failure, but too often our own bad attitudes keep us from enjoying the victory that You want us to have. Help us now, God, to be made new in the attitudes of our minds. In the name of Christ, we pray, Amen.
February 13
...giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light. --Colossians 1:12
Sam Walton, founder of Wal-Mart, was once the richest man in the world. When he died, his fortune was estimated at around a hundred billion dollars. Upon his death, his children immediately became wealthy. This had nothing to do with what they had done, but it was because of what their father had accomplished that they received a great inheritance.
We have an inheritance in the kingdom of God. It has nothing to do with what we have accomplished. We cannot earn this inheritance. We simply receive it when we receive Christ by faith, and His Father becomes our Father. By sending His Son to forgive our sins, God qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints.
God, what You have done, what You have given us in Christ, is so awesome that we have a hard time receiving it. It seems too much for us, for we know how unworthy we are. Yet, You have given us such a great inheritance, and it was the death of Jesus that qualified us to receive it. We will not allow such a costly gift to be given in vain. We do receive it from Your hands, and with hearts of gratitude, we say thank You, Lord. Amen.
February 14
Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD; let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. --Psalm 95:1
When Barry Bonds hit his 756th home run, setting a new baseball home run record, he immediately threw his hands in the air in victory. The fans in the stands went wild in celebration. His team was cheering. Fireworks began to go off. All of this happened, yet the run wasn't even official until he rounded all the bases and came back to home plate. None of those present that night waited for him to get home before they began celebrating. They didn't wait for the run to show on the scoreboard. They knew it was a home run, so they immediately began cheering.
Jesus hit a home run on Calvary. It was there that He won the victory over sin and there that He ensured our eternal salvation. Even though the game isn't over yet and, and even though He hasn't finished His "play" yet, we have reason to celebrate. We're just running the bases now because the victory is already ours. Let's not wait a second longer before we start celebrating.
God, in the name of Jesus, we come to You, praising You, and thanking You that victory is ours. It is ours now! We don't have to wait until heaven to start the celebration. Jesus has already opened the way. He has already redeemed us. He has already won! Thank You, God! Thank You, God! Praise Your name! Amen.
February 15
For you, O God, tested us; you refined us like silver. --Psalm 66:10
When silver goes into the refiner's fire, the fire destroys the waste and removes impurities. The silver always comes out different from the way it went in.
When we look at the pure image of Jesus and see His love, His compassion, His holiness, we often pray to God to make us more like Jesus. We want to express His love to the world. We want to show His compassion to those we encounter through life. We want His holiness because we know, like Isaiah, that "all our righteous acts are like filthy rags" (Isaiah 64:6). Yet when trials and hard times come to develop and refine us, we forget what we asked for. We cry out to God to get us out of the mess we're in, and we wonder why God has seemingly turned on us. When we feel the burning of the Refiner's fire, however, we need to know that God hasn't left us, He's leading us. He's taking great care to remove the impurities so that we will come out of our trial different from the way we went in. We will come out being more like Jesus.
Father, help us to remember that You are the Refiner. It is You who are in control of the fires that burn in our lives. Fire is painful and we want it stopped, but You know that without the fire, the trials, we will never change. God, we thank You that we can trust You in the midst of what we're going through. No matter who started the fire, You are using it to make us more like Jesus. Teach us to be patient, God, and help us to rest assured that the silver that comes forth will be worth the wait. In the name of the One we can trust, Amen.
February 16
"The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine." --1 Samuel 17:37
When we work out at a gym, the weights we start out with seem so heavy. It takes all the strength we've got to lift them. But then as we continue, we find it takes less energy on our part to lift those same weights. It isn't because the weights have become lighter; it's because we have become stronger.
Before David was placed in the position of fighting against the giant Goliath, he had been a shepherd. In that role, he had to kill a lion one time and a bear another time because they came to attack his flock. It was because he knew he could conquer a lion and he knew he could conquer a bear that he was confident he could conquer a giant as well. Slaying Goliath was a defining moment for David, but it would not have come had he not first faced the lion and the bear. Whatever we are facing in our lives, we need to be strong and overcome that which is trying to defeat us spiritually. We will find that every little battle will make us stronger and better equipped to face the next one.
God, we know that You don't allow us to slay giants until we've first learned to deal with the smaller challenges. We know that You don't have us do something requiring great strength until we've first built ourselves up in the faith by handling smaller matters. Thank You that we will grow stronger. Thank You that we will conquer our enemies. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 17
"He that is faithful in that which is least is faithful also in much: and he that is unjust in the least is unjust also in much." --Luke 16:10 (KJV)
Most people know that Tiger Woods' father was his coach. From the time he was two years old, Tiger not only liked to play golf, but he exhibited extraordinary skill. His father Earl began to teach him the sport. As Tiger was growing up, Earl Woods continually made him play with people at a higher level than he was. When asked how he knew when to take his son to the next level, his father replied that it was only after he dominated the level on which he had currently been playing.
God wants us to handle achievements at the level we're on before He will take us to a higher level. Some of us think we're ready for the next level when we haven't yet mastered the level we are on right now. God doesn't usually make us a leader until we become a good follower. He doesn't usually give us a lot of money until we have proven we can handle the little we have. He doesn't usually send us to preach before crowds until we've been faithful to witness to our neighbor next door.
God, we're too often like the child who insists he or she can handle "it"--a pet, a cell phone, dating, a car--whatever "it" is. But as parents, we have not yet seen the sense of responsibility, the faithfulness in caring for other things, and the maturity we need to see in our child before granting that request. As our Father, we know that You also wait for us to be ready. You want to see that we are faithful in that which is least before You entrust us with much. Teach us to be faithful and to grow in the areas in which You want to take us to the next level. We ask this in Jesus' name, Amen.
February 18
"...pray continually;" --1 Thessalonians 5:17
In Greenwood, Indiana, two police officers were trying to put an eighteen-year-old in custody when the young man pulled out a nine-millimeter gun and shot at both of them. The first officer got hit and required surgery, but the second officer's police radio caught the bullet meant for him. That officer was able to go home. His means of communication, which he kept close to him while serving, protected him.
Prayer is our means of communication with God. While we are serving God, we need to keep our means of communication close to us. Too many people say hello to God in the morning and then go about the rest of the day without hearing His voice. We need to learn to call upon Him continually throughout the day. We'll be thankful when we realize how many times prayer protects us--keeps us from saying or doing the wrong thing, keeps us from thinking the wrong thought, keeps us in the place where God wants us, and keeps us close to the One who is our Protector.
Father, thank You for the privilege of calling upon Your name continually throughout each day. Thank You that You are never too busy or too tired to listen. Thank You that You always care about whatever is on our hearts. Thank You that You actually enjoy hearing us call upon You. We love You, God, and we are just grateful in this moment that You guide us, protect us, and speak to us even as we speak to You. In Your holy name we pray, Amen.
February 19
For I am the LORD, your God, who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you. --Isaiah 41:13
A friend with a new Lexus showed me features that allow the car to do for him what he can't do for himself. For instance, his car has an advanced parking guidance system that allows him to take his hands off the steering wheel while the car parallel parks itself perfectly. In addition, he can press a button in his car, and the lights in his home will go on so he doesn't have to drive up to a dark house. And, of course, his car has a global positioning system that enables him to be able to find his location on a screen and get directions to his destination.
There are things that are difficult or impossible for us to do for ourselves. Knowing this, God put the Holy Spirit within us to help us. The Holy Spirit helps us get in and out of tight spaces that we could not do without Him. He provides light along the way, both to illumine our path and to keep us from being afraid. And the Holy Spirit guides us, shows us the way, and gets us safely to our destination.
How thankful we are, Lord God, that You didn't just make us and then leave us to fend for ourselves. Instead, You placed Your very own Spirit within us to help us, walk with us, and guide us safely as we make our way in this world. We trust You today to guide us to where You have chosen for us to be. Help us along the way by doing for us those things that we cannot do for ourselves. We love You today, God. Amen.
February 20
But my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus. --Philippians 4:19 (KJV)
Rock star Mick Jagger had reached the pinnacle of fame and wealth, yet at the Super Bowl halftime show in Detroit, Michigan, he was still singing, "I can't get no satisfaction." That is a song he and Keith Richards wrote in 1965. Forty years later, he was still singing the same tune.
While he obviously sang the song at this event because of its continued popularity with Rolling Stones fans, it does illustrate a point. What the world offers can't bring satisfaction, no matter how much we get. If it doesn't satisfy us one year, we can continue on the same path for the next forty years and still find ourselves dissatisfied with life and living without a purpose.
God, thank You that You are able to supply all our needs, and You do so in a way that truly satisfies. In our past, we have tried to find satisfaction in other people, in keeping busy, in food, in new jobs, new homes, material goods...in so many things. But it wasn't until we met Jesus that we knew deep inside what it means to be satisfied. Thank You for that satisfaction; thank You for shalom. Amen.
February 21
I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation. --2 Corinthians 6:2b
There is a tale that says Satan had a business meeting with his demons in hell. They sat around brainstorming about the best way to keep people from turning to God. Some were in favor of lying about God, saying that He was just a figment of their imagination. Others suggested they tell people that God used to exist but now He had died, so they could no longer count on Him to help them. A lot of thoughts were considered, but Satan himself came up with the idea they settled upon: "Let's tell them that God is real; that they do need Jesus; and they do need to be in a church--but they need to make that decision another time."
Deep inside, we know God exists. There is something in our spirits that tells us there had to be a Creator--Someone behind all that we see in nature and especially in the remarkable mind-soul-body makeup of human beings. If we've read or heard the gospel--that Christ died for us, was resurrected, and is coming back for us--something about that rings true within us. In our heart of hearts, we believe in Jesus. But if Satan can keep us from acting upon that belief--from knowing Jesus personally, from drawing closer to God, from receiving Christ as Lord and Savior, and from joining a church where we will learn more about God--the enemy of our souls will win. If we let him, he will keep us procrastinating until we die.
God, we do believe in You. We know that You love us and that Jesus died for us. We receive Christ into our lives and commit ourselves to Him, trusting Him for forgiveness of our sins and for eternal salvation. We also trust that He will be with us moment by moment and day by day to communicate with us, to draw us close to Himself, and to lead and guide us for now and all eternity. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 22
My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. --Proverbs 2:1-5
When my wife goes grocery shopping, she often comes home with as many as twenty bags of groceries. But when she brings all that food home, we don't sit down and eat it all right then. We store it up for later on, when we will be hungry and need it.
Many of us, upon reading a scripture or listening to a sermon, think to ourselves, "Well, that doesn't relate to me. I'm not feeling it." So, we let our minds wander to other things and we pay no attention to what we are reading or hearing. Now, if we threw out all the groceries we couldn't eat immediately when my wife brings them home, we wouldn't have anything to fill us when we become hungry. So, too, do we remain spiritually hungry if we don't hide away and store up the Word of God within us for the times that we are hungry to hear from God.
Father, we realize that too often we have taken Your Word for granted. We have let it go in one ear and out the other without reflecting upon it and without storing it in our memory bank so that we can draw on it later on when we need a word from You. Please forgive us for taking for granted that we will always be able to get a fresh word when we need it. Forgive us for the times when we have responded foolishly or unlike You because Your Word was not within our hearts to give us direction. God, from now on, when we read or hear Your Word, help us to receive it and to hide it away in our hearts and our minds so that it will be there for us when we need it. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 23
But as for me, I watch in hope for the LORD, I wait for God my Savior; my God will hear me. Do not gloat over me, my enemy! Though I have fallen, I will rise. Though I sit in darkness, the LORD will be my light. Because I have sinned against him, I will bear the LORD's wrath, until he pleads my case and establishes my right. He will bring me out into the light; I will see his righteousness. --Micah 7:7-9
In the movie Superman Returns, Lex Luthor nearly defeats Superman by stabbing him with kryptonite, the one element that weakens him and could kill him. Superman falls into the ocean. After being rescued, he makes his way toward the sun because it is from the sun that he gets his strength and power to overcome his enemies.
There are times when our enemy seems to defeat us. He tempts us in an area of our weakness, and we fall. But we do not stay down! Though we fall, we will rise. Though we are in darkness for a moment, the Lord Himself will be our light. The Son Himself, the very One against whom we have sinned, will plead our case and bring us again into His light. No matter how great our fall or how dark it is in that moment, there is hope in the Lord. He will bring us out again into the light--forgiven, restored, and standing in His righteousness.
O God, against You and You only have we sinned. We thought we were strong, but suddenly the enemy attacked us where we were weak. Now, he stands over us, gloating in his power and in our defeat. But God, we thank You that we are not without hope. We thank You that there is forgiveness with You. We thank You that You do not leave us in that fallen state. Thank You that we will rise again because Jesus rose again. Thank You that He is a cleansing, renewing, and guiding Light in whose light we can stand. Thank You that our strength and power are in the Son and He will enable us to defeat the enemy. In His holy name we pray, Amen.
February 24
But you, O Sovereign LORD, deal well with me for your name's sake; out of the goodness of your love, deliver me. For I am poor and needy, and my heart is wounded within me. With my mouth I will greatly extol the LORD; in the great throng I will praise him. For he stands at the right hand of the needy one, to save his life from those who condemn him. --Psalm 109:21-22, 30-31
Hunting dogs are trained to chase deer, but the only ones they can catch are the wounded deer. Healthy deer can leap high and outrun their pursuers, jumping fences and moving swiftly through dense forests to get away. But a wounded deer does not run as fast or jump as far, and, inevitably, it will be found by pursuing dogs.
There are a lot of dogs in this world, and not all are of the four-footed variety. Two-footed dogs behave a lot like the hunting dogs. They may try for a little while to chase after a healthy victim but soon realize it is of no use; that person will be able to get away from them quite readily. With the wounded, however, it is another story. Those who have been wounded by past encounters with dogs have been left hurt, vulnerable, and lacking self-esteem; therefore, they are easily captured. If we are in that state, we need to beware of dogs.
God, our encounters with others have left us wounded. We thought we could trust that person who said, "I love you." We believed, trusted, loved...and were left wounded. Now, God, other dogs are after us. Protect and deliver us from the dogs that pursue us. Save us from those who hurt, criticize, and seek to do us further harm. Heal our wounds from the past. We don't want to remain easy targets for dogs. We want to be healthy again--not vulnerable. Thank You that You stand beside the needy, beside us, today. We praise You because You will save us from those who condemn us. You will deliver us from those who are feeling smug as they encircle us, assured that we will be their victims. Thank You, God, that out of the goodness of Your love, You save us. Amen.
February 25
And when the men of that place recognized Jesus, they sent word to all the surrounding country. People brought all their sick to him and begged him to let the sick just touch the edge of his cloak, and all who touched him were healed. --Matthew 14:35-36
Dr. Doolittle is a fictional character in a series of children's books who is able to communicate with animals. Since the stories were published, mostly in the 1920s, they have been adapted into plays, musicals, and movies. In a remake starring Eddie Murphy as Dr. Doolittle, an owl comes to see him one night and complains that she has a twig stuck in her wing that she can't get out. Dr. Doolittle treats her, and she goes on her way. But the next day, a bunch of other animals start showing up at his doorstep--all because the owl told others of what he had done for her.
Is this not the way it should be with Jesus? Shouldn't people be rushing to find Him because they hear from us what He has done? Shouldn't they be coming one after another because they have heard that Jesus will help them? If they are not hurrying to Jesus, could it be that we have not been faithful in sharing with others what Christ has done in our lives? Are we content to receive salvation, healing, deliverance, and everything else that is ours in Christ, and then go on our way without telling anyone else of Jesus--without letting them know where they can find Him and without seeking Him on their behalf as well?
God, it is in shame that we come to You today. We recognize that we have not been faithful in telling others about Jesus and all He has done for us. We got what we needed from Him and then went on our way, oblivious to the needs of those around us. Please forgive us, God. Cleanse us from caring only about ourselves. Deliver us from egoism, and cause us to bring others to You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
February 26
"Lazarus, come out!" --John 11:43
A CAR DEALER IN A SMALL TOWN was robbed and his twelve-year-old son killed. The thieves slit the man's throat, buried him in a shallow grave, and left him for dead. But the man dug his way out, made his way to the nearest house, and was rushed to a hospital where he was cared for. The police found and brought to justice the offenders who had brought so much evil upon him and his family.
From time to time, we all have to deal with cutthroats--folks who deliberately hurt us and walk away, expecting us to die from our injuries. This man provides an example for us about dealing with them. When someone says or does something to crush us, we need to refuse to let that person kill our spirits. Even though we may feel as if we've been buried alive and there is no hope, we can't give up. We have to dig our way back to the place where we can breathe again--back to the place where we can find a brother or sister who can help us. We must get ourselves into a church, a counseling office, or wherever we can find healing for our wounds. We can't let a cutthroat end our lives.
O, God, You know there are times that we have been brutally assaulted by someone who then walked away and left our spirits so wounded that they assumed we would never recover. But God, we thank You that even in those dark moments, You were there with us; You did not leave us alone. Thank You, God, that even now, if we find ourselves in a shallow grave of despair, covered over with the dirt of dejection and depression, You call us by name and say, "_____, come out!" You did not intend for our spirits to die while our bodies are yet alive. Give us courage to dig our way out, as well as the courage to believe that we will yet live again. In Your loving Spirit we pray, Amen.
February 27
"You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good..." --Genesis 50:20
There is a follow-up to the account shared yesterday. You may have wondered how it was possible that a man with his throat slit could have survived such an ordeal. The reason the man did not bleed to death from having his throat cut is because the dirt that was thrown over him to bury him became the very means of his deliverance. The dirt stopped the bleeding. The very thing that the murderer had meant to him for evil, God had used for his good.
What is it that has been thrown at you lately? What is it that someone said or did to hurt you? Don't get discouraged. That very thing is what God will use in some way for your good. Our God is a God of transformation. Even as He transforms us, He also transforms those things that were intended to do us harm. They become instruments that work for our good. He did that for Joseph, He did it for this man whose throat was cut, and He will do it for us as well.
God, we praise You that You are a God of transformation. You take that which is intended to harm us and turn it into an instrument that will bring our healing. Thank You that You are God even of the details. When someone thought he or she was sealing our fate, You were there, turning their efforts into something that would ultimately work for our good. Thank You for caring for us in such an intimate and personal way. Amen.
February 28
Our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. --Romans 13:11
A DESPERATELY DESPONDENT WOMAN KILLED TWO OF her three children and then killed herself, all because she was depressed because she couldn't buy new school clothes for her children. When the grandmother learned of what had happened, she was especially heartbroken because she realized the irony of this situation. She had known that her daughter was depressed because of ongoing financial problems and other troublesome situations, and that her daughter was feeling like a failure as a mother because she couldn't provide her children with clothes, as she saw other parents buying for their children at the start of the new school year. The grandmother, therefore, had already bought new clothes and put them in the closet to surprise her daughter and grandchildren. If this woman had waited a few more minutes, she would have seen her situation turn around.
There are times when all of us feel especially discouraged and feel that we are failing in one area or another. We cannot, however, allow our circumstances to dictate our actions. We must remember that our God is greater than our circumstances. In a moment, in a twinkling of an eye, He can change our situation and turn our sadness into singing. We can't give up. We can't let ourselves give up on God. We have to keep on going, knowing that at any time we are going to see what He has been doing behind the scenes.
Lord, You are our Shepherd, and we know that shepherds care for their sheep. They watch over them to protect them, and take them to where they can find pasture to graze in and water to drink. Even now, God, when we are tempted to take matters into our own hands, we hear Your voice and we believe. Your presence gives us hope. We have faith that You are still in control, and we trust You. Thank You for Your great love to us, O God. Amen.
February 29
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
PASTOR THERON WILLIAMS TELLS THE STORY OF a little bird who refused to fly south for the winter, and instead stayed in Indiana until it got so cold that its wings froze. It fell to the ground and couldn't move. To add insult to injury, a horse came along and relieved itself right on top of the frozen bird. The bird said, "Look, God, I know it's my fault that I'm in this situation. I know I should have flown south when You told me to. I know I deserve to freeze to death. But, God, did You have to let that horse add that final humiliation to my situation?!" As the bird lay there complaining to God, the manure from the horse melted the ice that had immobilized the bird, delivering him from bondage and freeing him to continue living.
We may find ourselves right now in a mess of our own making. We knew we should be making a different choice. We knew God was saying to do one thing, but we insisted we knew better. So we're lying here right now immobilized, feeling the shame of our situation, and seeing no way of escape. Let's remember that God comes to us even when we don't deserve Him. Jesus died for such a time as this.
To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul; in you I trust, O my God. Do not let me be put to shame, nor let my enemies triumph over me.... For the sake of your name, O Lord, forgive my iniquity, though it is great....Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted. The troubles of my heart have multiplied; free me from my anguish. Look upon my affliction and my distress and take away all my sins.... Guard my life and rescue me; let me not be put to shame, for I take refuge in you. Amen. (Psalm 25:1-2, 11, 16-18, 20)
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
March 1
In the morning, O LORD, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests before you and wait in expectation --Psalm 5:3
THE GENERAL STORES OF OLD DIDN'T HAVE everything sitting on the shelves in nice, neat little packages for customers to come in and pick up. Many of the common items--from sugar to pickles--had to be scooped out of a barrel or bin; measured, counted or weighed; and put into an appropriate container for the customer to carry home. There's a story of a little boy who went into such a store to purchase ten cents' worth of raisins. The raisins were in a barrel at the front of the store, and they were sold for ten cents a handful. The little boy could easily have reached in, gotten his handful, put the raisins in a bag, paid his money, and left. Instead, he waited for the store owner to finish with other customers and then let him know what he wanted. You see, the little boy knew that the store owner's hands were much bigger than his hands. He was going to get more for his money if he let the owner reach into the barrel and scoop out the raisins.
God's hands are bigger than ours. If we insist on getting things ourselves, we may not realize that we are getting less than we would have if we allowed God to give us those things that we need. Even though waiting on God requires patience, we will find our needs more fully satisfied than if we do it ourselves.
God, Your hands are bigger than ours. If we insist on getting what we want in our own power, at best we will get less than what You can give us. At worst, we will get something You don't even want us to have. We choose, therefore, to leave our needs and cares in Your hands. Teach us to be content to wait upon You, knowing that You will never be too late and Your provisions will never be too little. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 2
He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things? --Romans 8:32 (KJV)
A wealthy man whose entire estate was being sold at auction after his death stipulated in his will that the portrait of his son had to be purchased first before anything else could be sold. On the day of the auction the portrait was shown to the crowd, and the bidding opened. The auctioneer asked for a high figure as a starting bid; but when no one bid on the portrait, he lowered the opening price, and then lowered it again. There were many fine pieces in the estate that the people were eagerly waiting to bid on, but no one wanted the portrait. Finally, the auctioneer just told the crowd, "Look, the owner of this estate stipulated that nothing else was to be sold until the portrait of his son was purchased." When someone in the crowd then purchased the portrait for one dollar, the auctioneer closed the auction. As the crowd sat there in disbelief and became angrier by the second, the lawyer for the deceased man came forward. He explained that according to the man's will, whoever got his son got everything else, so the entire estate went to the one who had bid one dollar.
We have a heavenly Father who has offered us His Son. He is ours if we only receive Him. Some folks, however, are so intent on getting things that they don't want to be bothered with Jesus. They don't realize that the peace they are looking for is in Him; the joy they are seeking is in Him; the love that they want is in Him. Whoever gets Jesus gets everything else God has to offer.
Father, we thank You for the gracious way in which You care for us and meet our needs. Help us to remember that Whom we get is more important than what we get. Remind us that in Christ, we receive all things. Apart from Him, we have nothing, even if we believe we have all things. Help us today to seek Jesus. In His name, Amen.
March 3
Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching. --Hebrews 10:25
When my wife Sharon got back from Augusta, Georgia, she told me about an awesome seafood restaurant there that she had tried. I asked her how she happened to find it. She said that she and our son J. Allen, whom she was visiting there, drove past the restaurant several times since it was on the way to his college. She decided it must be a good place because whenever they drove by, they saw customers carrying out bags of food after they had finished their meals there. She was right. She and J. Allen went there and had a wonderful meal. Because their portions were so generous, they had food to take home with them.
That is not unlike church. We go to church empty-handed, get full spiritually, and still have something to take home with us--something we can even share with someone else. Some individuals think today that they don't need church and can commune with God alone. Yes, they can commune with God alone, and He delights in our spending time alone with Him. But God has also ordained the church as a meeting place for His people, and there are blessings we can receive in the company of other Christians that we simply cannot receive alone. God has designed it that way.
God, help us to know that attending church is important, not just for us but also for others whose lives we will touch. You never want us to be satisfied with getting only what we need for ourselves but also getting enough to share with others as well. Help us, God, to continue to meet together with other Christians to encourage one another and to welcome new folks into our midst and into Your presence. Amen.
March 4
"You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart." --Jeremiah 29:13
One day, our garage door opener wouldn't work. I called the repairman and told Sharon that he would be coming over while I was at the church. When I called her later in the day, she told me that the repairman had come, but the door opener wasn't broken. Of course, I immediately started telling her that it was broken. I had flipped the switch several times, and it still didn't work. She said, "No, it didn't work, but it wasn't broken." She went on to say that the problem was that the door opener wasn't plugged in. Again, I started telling her that it was plugged in; I knew enough to at least check that out when the door didn't open. I had looked up at the outlet, and I could see the plug there. She said that the repairman had taken a closer look: he discovered that even though the plug was there at the outlet, it was not plugged into the outlet.
It's not enough to be at the place of deliverance; we also have to be in the place. A lot of us go to church thinking that something miraculous is supposed to happen just because we are there at the church. But it isn't enough to simply be at church. We have to be in church--in right relationship with God, in fellowship with other Christians, and actively involved in ministry. We have to be fully engaged and fully plugged in so that the church will be a place of power in our lives.
Lord, deliver us from a spirit of complacency that allows us to be satisfied simply to be at church. Give us the desire to be fully engaged and fully plugged into the worship services, the fellowship, the teaching, the preaching, the ministries of the church, and even the giving of our tithes and offerings. Help us not to be deceived in thinking that we can simply be at church and find the same power as those who are in church. In Christ's name we pray, Amen.
March 5
Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. --James 1:22
The late Dr. Frederick G. Sampson, noted pastor and chaplain to the U. S. House of Representatives, said he realized one day that there were cleaning places on each of the four corners where his church sat. On one corner was a car wash for cleaning cars; on another, a laundry for cleaning clothes; on the third corner, a beauty salon for cleaning hair; and on the final corner, the church for cleaning souls. He observed that in three of the four places, people had something dirty about them when they went in, but they came out clean. A person went into the car wash with a dirty car and came out with a clean car. A person went into the laundry with dirty clothes and came out with clean clothes. A person went into the beauty salon with dirty hair and came out with clean hair. Yet people with dirty souls went into the church and came out just as dirty as when they went in.
Upon pondering this, Dr. Sampson figured out the difference. The difference was that in the car wash, the laundry, and the beauty salon, all those who went in followed instructions. They put their car into neutral and took their foot off the brake at the car wash. They put in the appropriate amount of money and soap at the laundry. They sat back and let the beautician shampoo their hair at the beauty shop. But at church, the people went in, heard what they needed to do to become clean, and walked out without doing a thing. God help us not to be hearers only but doers of the Word!
God, You have been faithful in speaking to us. You have told us what You want us to do. Help us not to be hearers only, but doers of Your Word. Help us not to walk out of Your presence just the same as we walked in. Teach us to do Your will, O God. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 6
"You are a garden fountain, a well of flowing water streaming down from Lebanon." --Song of Solomon 4:15
The Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea have one of the same water sources: the melting snow from Mount Hermon. The Sea of Galilee is clear, cool, and refreshing--a place where fish flourish, birds live in abundance, and people are refreshed. But nothing can live or grow in the Dead Sea. The difference is that the Sea of Galilee receives the water and then releases it to continue flowing, but the Dead Sea only takes in and never gives out.
We see that same pattern in the lives of Christians today. Some Christians are always growing and full of life, and they are a source of refreshing for others. Other Christians are consistently downcast, focusing on the negative, and they easily drag others down with them. The difference is the same as that of the two seas. The thriving Christians are those who continue taking in and giving out. There is a flow in their lives that keeps them fresh and alive. The failing Christians are those who take in but never give out. They receive from God--blessings, knowledge, and material goods--but they keep what they get for themselves. Their failure to share with others results in their failure to thrive.
God, we see in the metaphor of the seas that we need to give out if we are to stay fresh and alive. We do not want to be like the Dead Sea, living only for itself and not being a source of life for any living thing. We ask You to help us get rid of all of the obstacles that keep the Water of Life from flowing freely through us. Use us to deliver the fresh Water of Life to others. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 7
"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath...sent me to heal the brokenhearted..., to set at liberty them that are bruised," --Luke 4:18 (KJV)
A FRIEND OF MINE LEARNED THAT THE wart that appeared on his foot didn't come from walking barefoot on the floor at the YMCA, as he had surmised. His doctor told him that when children have warts, these skin growths may retreat into their bodies and come out later in different places when they are adults. Warts are minor irritations in comparison to the impact of repressed negative emotions. Children can keep their emotions bottled up inside of them when they don't feel they can express them openly. When they experience abuse, neglect, fear, or other negative experiences or relationships, they may not have any way of dealing with those situations--no counselor, no adult in whom to confide, no safe place to talk about them. It may appear as though the negative feelings go away over time, but often they are just repressed and come back in other relationships when they are adults.
Thankfully, we have a Savior who came to heal our broken hearts and free us from our woundedness. All of the pain we suffered, our lost ability to trust, our difficulty in communicating--Jesus can heal us and help us to recover and be free to live and love again.
Lord Jesus, we come to You now, asking that You heal our broken hearts and free us in areas where we have been wounded. You know the pain, the fear, the confusion, and the anger that we buried years ago. The emotions continue to work below the surface to prevent us from receiving the blessings, the relationships, You have for us today. Begin that healing process within us. We don't know what all it will take for You to make us whole again, but we give ourselves fully to You, trusting You to do in us what You were sent to do. In Your loving name we pray, Amen.
March 8
Let us run with patience the race that is set before us. --Hebrews 12:1 (KJV)
Pastor Eric Wiggins' wife Camille took so long getting home from the grocery store one day that he was becoming concerned about her. When she finally arrived, he was relieved but noticed that she parked really crooked in the driveway. When she came in the house, she explained that something in the car had broken--which they later learned was the tie rod, the part that helps the steering mechanism. When she started driving home, she realized the car would only make right turns, so she had to figure out how to get home only making right turns.
Some of us may feel it's taking us a long time to get to our destinations because we are required to keep making "right" turns. We may see others taking shortcuts, turning in directions that are not right, and yet they seem to be making so much better time. But we have to keep running with patience--running, so that we will make it to our destination; with patience, so that we will keep going right. We must keep going on the path God sets before us even though it may look like another path might be faster.
God, You know we get anxious and frustrated sometimes. We want so much to reach a place we know You have appointed for us, but we have to keep going the right way. We see others going their own way--sometimes right and sometimes wrong--and yet they seem to be moving ahead faster. God, help us to remember that You will never allow us to be late when we are running at Your pace for us and in the direction You have set for us. Give us patience to do things Your way and in Your timing. Amen.
March 9
...we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ. --2 Corinthians 10:5
A dog must be housetrained before the owner will allow it to move about freely throughout the house. Sometimes when training a new pet dog, the owner will keep it in a kennel for a period of time, letting the animal out only for times of supervised activity while the owner teaches it boundaries and the rules of the house. Once the dog learns submission and obedience, then it can have total freedom in the house.
The same is true of our thoughts. As long as we let our thoughts go wherever they want to go and focus on anything they like, we have a real problem on our hands. Our thoughts will be causing damage to our hearts because they will draw us away from God. We must hold every thought captive and learn to make each one of them obedient to Christ.
God, we acknowledge that we let our thoughts run wild at times. We allow them to go places You do not want them to go and focus on things that are off-limits. We confess that we have failed to rein in our thoughts and make them obedient to You and Your Word. Forgive us, God, and help us with every thought to please You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 10
Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. --Philippians 4:8 (KJV)
In an American Indian story, an aged man explained to a young man that when one wants to be righteous, there is both a good dog and an evil dog inside of him. He explained that they are both fighting inside him for control of his mind. "Which dog, then, is winning?" he was asked. He replied, "The one I feed the most."
There is a war between good and evil, obedience and sin, raging within each of us. If the force of righteousness--that which delights in God's law--is going to win, we must feed our minds on things that are true, honest, and pure. We must feed our minds on the Word of God, listen to good sermons, and read Christian books to become filled with that which nurtures our souls.
Father, help us to feed our minds on those things that are good and positive, and help us to grow in Your ways. In Jesus' name we pray, Amen.
March 11
So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. --Genesis 1:27
While I was at a car wash, some brothers started to have an intellectual discussion. They began talking about freedom of speech. But as I listened, I realized they were simply justifying their right to use the "n-word" and to call themselves by other derogatory names. Finally, I couldn't just listen anymore; I had to tell them to stop living down to the level of those names others have called us in the past. Why should we adopt negative images that someone else forced upon us in times past? I pointed out that we weren't the ones to make up those words and we need to stop internalizing them.
We are made in the image of God--every one of us. On the day that God created humankind, he looked upon what he had created and said it was "very good." We cannot let anyone other than our Creator define who we are. We must stand against any name that would dishonor or demean that creation of Almighty God.
God, You know how people sometimes use negative terms in describing those of us who are female, African American, or from other racial or ethnic groups. Some of us even adopted those terms ourselves, thinking that the stigma would wear off if we used the terms to be funny or cool. But we realize now that those words make a difference to You. It was Your love and power that made us, and You made us in Your image. When we call ourselves by those negative terms, we are calling You by those names as well. Forgive us, God. We never intended to disrespect You. We didn't understand. But now that we do, we confess our sin, ask Your forgiveness, and will stand against that practice from this moment on. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 12
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, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. --Philippians 4:12
Someone asked John D. Rockefeller, "How much money is enough money?" He replied, "Just a little more." Money can be illusive because, for some people, there is never enough. That means their entire lives can be spent in pursuit of something that will never satisfy them.
How would we respond to that question? Can we say with the apostle Paul that we have learned the secret of being content "whether living in plenty or in want"? Who is better off: the person who has great wealth yet is never satisfied, or the person of modest means who abides in contentment?
Father, let us remember that You supply all of our needs. Whatever Your hand supplies is enough to satisfy us. Help us not to spend our lives striving for more. Help us instead to learn the secret of contentment. Amen.
March 13
Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare. --Isaiah 55:2
I heard about a man who was walking in the mall and found a nice suit. Then he asked himself, "Do I want this suit?" He decided to keep walking and that if he came back to it, it would mean that he really wanted it. What kind of logic is that? If we don't really need something and aren't sure that we really even want it, why should we talk ourselves into buying it?
Isn't it time that we concentrate on getting those things that are good and that delight our souls? Just because we like something and can afford it, that does not mean we have to have it. How do we determine how we spend our money? Is it simply based on what we want? Perhaps we need to determine what it is that will be "good" for us and delight our souls.
Father, we acknowledge that we have fallen prey to this world's system: "Get all you can; can all you get; and sit on the can." Forgive us for seeking yet one more thing simply because it pleases us for the moment. Forgive us for being directed by our desires rather than what You desire for us. Forgive us for buying yet another suit. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 14
When he was accused by the chief priests and the elders, he gave no answer. Then Pilate asked him, "Don't you hear the testimony they are bringing against you?" But Jesus made no reply, not even to a single charge--to the great amazement of the governor. --Matthew 27:12-14
Pilate thought Jesus was weak because He refused to defend Himself. Pilate thought He should be offering excuses, explanations, and arguments in His defense. But Jesus was exhibiting meekness, not weakness. Meekness is power under control.
When we are walking in Christ, people may misunderstand us as well. They won't understand when someone is shouting at us and we don't shout back. They won't understand when someone says something unkind to us and we don't say something unkind back. They won't understand when someone is blaming us for something and we don't frantically try to justify our actions. A weak person would react in fear and would have to respond in order to try to save face. A meek person, however, can choose to behave as he or she deems appropriate. Weak people don't understand those who are meek.
O Lord, let us recognize that the meekness of Jesus is a great example to us. Help us always to respond in meekness, even if it means we will be misunderstood. Help us to know that it is the meek who are strong. In the name of the One we follow, Amen.
March 15
Jesus gave them this answer: "I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does." --John 5:19
Watching Laila Ali in her South Africa match against Gwendolyn O'Neil was reminiscent of watching her father Muhammad Ali in his glory days. Laila knocked out her opponent in just fifty-six seconds in the first round. She even sounded like her famous father when she said tongue-in-cheek afterward that she wanted to make the fight go at least two rounds for the sake of the spectators, but she just didn't know how great she was. Not only her father's talent but also his spirit was passed on to her.
Jesus tells us that if we have seen Him, we have seen the Father. He tells us that we are to follow in His steps. Let's recognize that when we walk after Jesus in the same way that He walked after the Father when He was on this earth, we too can possess the same characteristics and the same Spirit. Let's live in such a way that others see and hear our Father when they see our actions and hear our voices.
Our Father, we truly want to live in this world as You want us to live. We want others to see You and hear Your voice through us. Let Your Holy Spirit so fill and indwell us that we will do Your will in Your way, and that others will be drawn to You. In the name of Your Son, Amen.
March 16
"But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well." --Matthew 6:33
In hiring the nearly two hundred employees at Eastern Star Church, I have never once asked an interviewee about his or her car, house, or clothes. I'm not interested in the external things because they aren't important in determining what they will be able to do for the church. It is what's on the inside that gets them in. But, after they are employed, these individuals can use their income to buy a nice car, house, and clothes. It's their inner lives that open a way for them to address their external circumstances.
There are some persons who go through life trying to get ahead, trying to position themselves for promotions, trying to get their foot in just the right door so that they can improve their status in life. They are so focused on the external that they neglect their inner lives. Then they are upset when someone else gets what they wanted, and they just don't understand how that could have possibly happened. In God's kingdom, if our focus is on the spiritual matters, the material things just follow naturally.
God, too often we have focused on getting what we want and what we think we need without regard for who You want us to be. Help us to turn our thoughts and attention away from external things and focus on our walk with You. Make us over, dear God, from the inside out, we ask in Jesus' name. Amen.
March 17
Whoever trusts in his riches will fall, but the righteous will thrive like a green leaf. --Proverbs 11:28
Did you ever stand on top of a building and wonder what would happen if you drop a stone toward the ground? Of course not. We know what will happen. The stone will fall. There is nothing to wonder about because we know about the law of gravity. Gravity works because it is a law, an immutable principle.
God's Word works because it also is an immutable principle. If the Bible says, "Do this, and this will happen," we don't have to wonder about that. We don't have to question it. We know it is true, so we need to adjust our own actions and behavior in keeping with that principle. If God's Word says we will fall if we trust in our riches, we had better be putting our trust in God instead of our wealth. We had better be trusting in Him rather than in our own ability to care for ourselves. We can challenge it if we want, but the law will prevail.
In all honesty, God, there are probably times that we wish we did have a bit more flexibility in terms of the way we live our lives because there are times when we think we know what's best for ourselves. Your Word says ___, but we think that maybe we know better in this or that particular instance. But every time we act upon our own reasoning rather than upon Your Word, we fall. You have given us free will so we can challenge Your principles if we want, but Your Word always prevails. We're sorry, God, for being so dense and so stubborn. Help us to begin to take You at Your word as never before and realize that there are rewards for doing things Your way. Amen.
March 18
Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--his good, pleasing and perfect will. --Romans 12:2
I had such a frustrating experience one day. I had pulled up to a gas station because my car was on empty. I swiped my debit card and punched all the right buttons, but the gas didn't come out. I started over and punched the buttons again; still nothing happened. I went into the station to report that there was something wrong with the pump, but the attendant assured me that was not the case. Irritated, I was beginning to think there was something wrong with him, too. Probably thinking I was just not punching the buttons correctly, he came out to the pump to take a look. What we both discovered then was that there was not a problem either with the pump or with my ability to punch the buttons. The problem was with the hose: it was twisted. The gas couldn't flow through the channel because there was a kink in the hose.
Some of us have been blocking the flow of God into our lives because we have a kink in our mindset. Rather than letting the mind of Christ be within us, we are thinking according to the mindset of this present age, and it's screwed up--it's twisted. We need to let the Holy Spirit come in and renew our minds, so they will be lined up with the mind of Christ.
O God, we come to You realizing that our thinking has been twisted. Without even realizing it, we have allowed the world's values, attitudes, and ways of thinking to take root in our minds. It happened so gradually that we didn't realize it until now when, as we are looking for You to flow through us to others, we see that that isn't happening. There is nothing wrong with You, and nothing wrong with those "others." The problem is that our thinking is twisted, and we need for You to come and get us straightened out. Come to our aid, God. We need You. Amen.
March 19
I sink in the miry depths, where there is no foothold. I have come into the deep waters; the floods engulf me. --Psalm 69:2
Dr. Timothy Winters, pastor of Bayview Baptist Church in San Diego, tells the story of a little boy who seemed to be having a good time splashing around in the water. He was flapping his hands, kicking his feet, ducking under and then coming up, and squirting water out of his mouth. Then an old man passed by and saw a "No Swimming" sign, so he called out to the boy and said, "Come on out of there! You're not supposed to be swimming in there!" "I'm not swimming," the boy called back, "I'm drowning!"
Some of us may look like we're swimming--in our relationships, in our finances, in our work--but we know the truth. We aren't swimming: we're drowning. From the outside, we may appear okay. Perhaps we even appear that we are fully in control because we have a lifestyle envied by others. But the fact is that unless we get some help fast, we're going to go under and not come up.
God, help us not to be so proud that we would rather die than acknowledge that we are drowning. We may look successful to others, but You know the areas in which we are failing and floundering. Please, God, we need for You to reach out and save us from our present situation. We are drowning, but we look to You to rescue us. In Christ's name, Amen.
March 20
While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who was covered with leprosy. When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face to the ground and begged him, "Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean." Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be clean!" And immediately the leprosy left him. --Luke 5:12-13
A few years ago, I broke my ankle playing basketball. When I went to the doctor, he was trying to figure out just where it was broken, so he touched it here and felt it there. Each time he touched my ankle, I winced and made a face, and pulled back because it hurt. It was sensitive to touch. But the doctor said, "If I don't touch it, I can't heal it."
Some subjects--our finances, relationships, parenting skills, and service to God--are sensitive to touch, but if God doesn't touch the place that is hurting, He can't heal it. If the man covered in leprosy had tried to conceal his disease by covering his body up in long robes and hiding in the shadows, he would have remained sick. But his willingness to expose his problem and let Jesus touch him allowed him to receive healing.
You know, God, that we sometimes don't want to face the fact of our own areas of weakness or dis-ease. And we surely don't want anyone else to point them out to us! But, God, we do know that they are there. We do realize there are areas of our lives that are sensitive because they are broken. We see that the man covered in leprosy was so desperate for healing that he begged Jesus to make him clean. God, forgive us for the pride that has caused us to try to conceal our areas of brokenness. Today, we acknowledge that we need Your touch, and we beg You to make us clean. Amen.
March 21
"Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me. But you ask, 'How do we rob you?' In tithes and offerings." --Malachi 3:8
Not too many years back, someone was ripping off various churches in Indianapolis, where our church is located. When the person was caught, his picture was put on the front page of the local newspaper's City-State section under the bold headline: "STEALING FROM GOD."
There were probably not just a few pastors who felt like sending the newspaper a copy of their church's pictorial directories to print under the same headline. Every Sunday, some of us rob from God by not tithing. We may read in amazement about a man who would actually go in and steal something from a church, of all places, but some of us do it on a regular basis and don't think twice about it.
God, we know that ignorance is no excuse, but we really haven't considered that failing to tithe is stealing from You. Even though Your Word is so direct about it, we've just seen our failure to tithe as a personal choice, a temporary action because of our personal financial crisis, or an issue we've simply not even really thought about at all. God, we would never go into a church and walk out with something that belongs to You, yet that's what we've been doing on a regular basis for years. We walk in with money You have put in our pockets, and even though You've only asked for a portion of it back, we have walked out with it all. God, we repent for stealing from You and ask Your forgiveness. Even in this moment, we recommit our finances to You and covenant with You to bring our tithes and offerings to You each time You are so gracious to give us provision from Your hand. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 22
Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and I will rescue you. --Isaiah 46:4
I WAS SITTING WITH MY FAMILY AT a parade one day when another family came and sat down on the bleachers in front of us. This caught my attention because the father was carrying his daughter on his back. She was not a little girl whom we might typically see a father carrying; she looked like she was about twelve or so. But then I noticed that the girl had a cast on her leg, so that explained why her father was carrying her.
As I watched, it struck me that God is like that father. When we're broken, He carries us to our destination and makes sure that we are in our assigned place. He does that because He is our heavenly Father and He loves us. We have to make sure, however, that it is God whom we allow to carry us. The person we allow to carry us when we're broken determines our destination. Not everyone will care that we follow God's will for our lives or understand that we are created for a special purpose and have a destiny to fulfill. If we let the wrong person carry us, we may find ourselves moving away from the plan God has for us.
Heavenly Father, we thank You that You love us when we are broken. You know Your plans and purposes for us, and when we have been injured and cannot walk, You offer to carry us to our destinations. In those times when we are wounded, lonely, and vulnerable, help us not to put ourselves in the hands of someone who does not have our best interests--our spiritual destiny--at heart. We offer our broken selves to You, O God, and trust You to see us to the place appointed for us. Amen.
March 23
Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. --Psalm 139:23-24
If I were to go out to our church parking lot and see someone looking under the hood of my car to find out what is wrong with his or her car, I wouldn't understand that. If another person's car does not start and that individual is tinkering with my car to try to get his or her own car to start, that wouldn't make sense. That person would need to look inside his or her own car to find out what is wrong.
When something isn't working in our lives, we need to look inside ourselves to figure out the problem. So often, however, the first thing we do when something is going wrong is to look at others. We have trouble getting along with someone, so we look for faults in the other person to figure out what the problem is. We throw a temper tantrum, so we look at the person we've shouted at to discover the flaw within him or her that has triggered this totally uncharacteristic behavior on our part. We find our marriage isn't working, so we try to figure out what's wrong with our spouse so we can fix it. It's time for us to accept responsibility for what is happening in our lives and let the Holy Spirit search us and reveal to us any "offensive" ways.
Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. Amen.
March 24
"Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you--guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us." --2 Timothy 1:14
When I used to play basketball, if the ball went flat, we had to find the needle, connect it to the air pump, put it in the slot of the ball, and pump it to get air back into the ball. We had to look outside of the ball to get what it needed inside. Today, however, infusion basketballs have on the inside all they need to repair themselves. If they go flat, a micropump on the inside of the ball can be released to pump the ball up again.
We have the Holy Spirit within us to empower us when we "go flat." We do not have to look outside--to drugs, alcohol, unhealthy relationships, money, or just keeping busy--to try to build ourselves up. We need to remember that the Holy Spirit is right there inside of us to help us. When our lives seem flat, we need to call upon Him to bring life back into our deflated situations.
Holy Spirit, we thank You that You dwell right inside of us. We don't have to go outside looking for help when our problem is on the inside. We trust You now to pump fresh life within us. Breathe upon us with Your holy breath that we might once again be filled with You and be ready to be used of God. In Jesus' name we ask, Amen.
March 25
One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, "Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples." --Luke 11:1
First Samuel 23:9 says, "When David learned that Saul was plotting against him, he said to Abiathar the priest, `Bring the ephod.'" An ephod is a garment that is representative of what the priest would use to get in touch with God. When David asked the priest Abiathar for an ephod, he was asking for that which would empower him and enable him to communicate directly with God.
As a pastor, I cannot be present with every member of my congregation every time each person needs to hear from God. That is impossible for me or any minister of the gospel. It was impossible even for the priests of old. David knew, however, that the ephod was what the priest wore when he needed to communicate with God, so David asked the priest for the ephod. Jesus' disciples, recognizing that they, too, needed to know how to talk with God directly, asked Jesus to teach them to pray. Each individual needs to learn how to seek God for himself or herself. It is not enough to know someone who can communicate with God for us; we need to know how to communicate with Him ourselves.
Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.
March 26
But David said to Saul, "Your servant has been keeping his father's sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth." --1 Samuel 17:34-35
IN PENSACOLA, FLORIDA, A YOUNG BOY WAS attacked by a shark. The shark bit the boy's arm and was dragging him out to sea. Upon realizing what was happening, the boy's uncle ran from the beach and jumped into the water, rescuing the boy and retrieving his arm from the very mouth of the shark. The uncle had been relaxing on the beach, but when the boy yelled, "He's got me!" the uncle left his comfort zone and did what needed to be done to rescue the boy.
I wonder how many of us today are listening to the cries of young people who have been attacked by Satan and are being carried out farther and farther into lives that lead only unto death. When one of them calls out, "He's got me!" is there anyone willing to leave the quiet solitude and safety of the beach and go out and do battle for the sake of this young person who is being carried off by the enemy?
God, we think about how David responded when a lion or bear came and attacked one of the sheep that was in his care. He didn't make excuses or procrastinate: "The rest of the sheep need me here," "God will take care of him," or "I'll just wait and see what happens; if he really needs me, I'll go." He immediately went running after that sheep. God, let us not be complacent about the young people who are under attack in this day and age from the enemy of their souls. Give us the love and passion that You feel for them, and the courage and willingness to run after them in the name of Jesus to bring them into the safety of Your fold. In Your holy name we pray, Amen.
March 27
Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I. Send me!" --Isaiah 6:8
Kevin Cosby, an experienced skydiver, was once asked, "How many times have you jumped?" His response was, "Never. But I've been pushed 175 times."
That, unfortunately, is how some of us get into ministry. We aren't like Isaiah, who simply overheard God expressing a need for a worker and responded, "Here am I. Send me!" We are more likely to respond, "Here she is, God. Send her!" Many of us are like Jeremiah. When God said to him, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations," Jeremiah replied, "Ah, Sovereign Lord, I do not know how to speak; I am only a child" (See Jeremiah 1:4-6.)
Dear God, it is with shame that we come to You today. We remember those moments when we heard Your voice telling us to go here or go there, to say this or say that, or to do the work of ministry in one way or another. But we did not respond. We were too busy, we had too many things we wanted to do first, or we had too many priorities competing with Your will for our lives. Forgive us, God. Please let us hear Your call to us afresh and anew, and help us to respond as quickly to You as we want You to respond to us when we call upon Your name. Let us feel Your heart and become Your instruments in this world. In the name of the One who set the example for us, Amen.
March 28
...a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me. --1 Corinthians 16:9
A PASSENGER ON A GREYHOUND BUS FROM Los Angeles to San Francisco took a pair of scissors, walked from the back to the front of the bus, and cut the bus driver's throat. The court ordered a psychological evaluation, but that seemed a bit unnecessary. It should be obvious that something is wrong with a person who cuts the throat of the one helping him get to his destination.
Yet, we see that happening in churches all the time. Pastors around the country lay down their lives day after day and week after week for their congregations. They make sacrifices, face spiritual battles, continually pray for those in their churches, and seek messages from God to help them find direction. Yet, there are people in those very congregations who stand in opposition. Perhaps not literally, but by their words, there are some who even "cut the throat" of the one who is there to help them. By their critical spirits, their gossip, and even their slander, they bring harm to the very one who has been ordained of God to guide them spiritually.
God, we pray today for all those in our churches who, directly or indirectly, are opposing the very person whom You have appointed to help them find their destiny in this life and their destination in the next. Whatever it is within them that motivates them to do and speak harm instead of help, we ask that You deal with it. Open their eyes and let them see what they are doing, not only to their pastors, but also to themselves and their brothers and sisters in Christ. Help them to be instruments for good rather than for evil. Let us not fool ourselves. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 29
And he said unto them, Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place, and rest a while: for there were many coming and going, and they had no leisure so much as to eat. --Mark 6:31 (KJV)
WHEN GREEN BAY PACKERS' RUNNING BACK JASON Brookins heard the coaches tell him to turn in his playbook at the end of his first preseason, he packed his SUV and went home. When he didn't show up for the next team meeting, the coach contacted his agent, who told him that Brookins thought he was cut from the team so he went home. But the coach explained that the playbooks are always collected at the end of preseason so that they can be modified and new plays added.
There are times when God may call for our playbooks. There may be a pause in our playing. God may want to show us some new tactics to use in fighting spiritual battles. He may want to show us additional ways we can work together with our teammates to be a stronger force. He may want to modify some of the things we are currently doing that aren't working so that we can gain ground in areas in which we have been defeated. We can't give up and leave when God does this in our lives. He is not setting us aside; He is setting us up for greater victory!
Our God, we remember today the times that we've been discouraged and thought that You had given up on us. We saw our failures and weaknesses, and felt like walking away because we thought You didn't want to use us anymore. Thank You, God, for showing us that there are times when You bring us apart to give us a fresh word, to show us better ways of living life and serving You. Thank You, that those times don't mean You are finished with us. Instead, they mean that You have found something within us worth cultivating. O, God, thank You for not giving up on us. We wait today upon You, God. We wait today upon You. Amen.
March 30
For the Scripture says, "Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain," and "The worker deserves his wages." --1 Timothy 5:18
Soldiers don't provide for their own needs. Everything is provided for them so that they can be free to focus on fighting the battles.
The same should be true for pastors. They should not have to concern themselves about meeting their own needs. How effective can they be in fighting spiritual battles, if they are always having to figure out how to provide for their families' needs or how to get the resources they need to minister as God is telling them to minister? Moreover, pastors should receive more than just bare necessities because they are generals, not privates. They bear the weight of responsibility for the spiritual battles in which their churches are engaged.
Lord, help us not to be stingy with those whom You have chosen to lead us. Help us to remember that as we care for the needs of our pastors, we free them to care for our needs. Let us be generous with those who are called to serve within the church, knowing that even as we minister unto them, we minister unto You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
March 31
For for this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God's ministers, attending continually upon this very thing. Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour. --Romans 13:6-7 (KJV)
Pastors are like sharecroppers: after they do the work, they get a share of the crop. They don't own the land; but since they sow, plant and reap, they should receive a portion of that which is gained from their work.
It is interesting that even when a church prospers, some congregations want to continue to pay their pastors what they were making when they first arrived and the church was in a downhill spiral. They don't take into account the fact that God has used this man or woman of God to grow His house and bless His people.
Lord God, why is it that we are so generous in the world and so stingy at church? Why is it that we are willing to spend a lot of money to hear a musician entertain us in a concert, but unwilling to give freely to the pastor who helps to fit us for the kingdom of God? Why is it that we exalt celebrities who live worldly, immoral lives yet criticize the pastor who is living a holy life before us? Why is it that we will buy this and buy that to satisfy ourselves, but complain when the pastor makes a request that will help us win more people to Christ? God, sometimes we just don't understand ourselves. Forgive us for misguided priorities and affections and let us line up our concerns with Yours. In Christ's name, Amen.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*
April 1
Come near to God and he will come near to you. --James 4:8
An old couple driving down the street saw a young couple in a car in front of them. The young man and woman were all snuggled up close to each other. In contrast, in the other car, the old lady was sitting way over against the door on the passenger's side. Seeing the young couple, she said to her husband, "I remember when we used to sit close together, and you used to hug me like that." The old man responded, "I'm still in the same place."
While that little story may make us smile, when it happens between God and us, it isn't so funny. Reflecting upon the relationship we used to have with God, we miss the closeness and intimacy--the way it felt as though God was right there beside us. But today, there is distance. We've lost something precious. We miss the intimacy with Him. Well, the fact is, God hasn't moved, we have. It's time for us to draw near again to Him, and we will find that He will come near to us. Even though we're the ones who moved away, He will graciously come to meet us as we head back in His direction.
Lord God, we miss what we once had with You. We miss the sweetness and closeness of our relationship with You. We don't want to continue with this distance between us. We want to feel the joy of Your presence again and hear the whisper of Your voice. Lord, right now, we come to You. Amen.
April 2
The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. --2 Corinthians 10:4
MY FRIEND DAVID PAGE, SENIOR PASTOR OF New Baptist Church in Indianapolis, used to be in the military. He told me that if soldiers have to fight at night in foreign territory, they are issued special equipment. They receive night-vision goggles to see in the dark. But these alone are not enough. Just being able to see would still leave them vulnerable. Therefore, they also get a radio so that they can stay in communication with their commander and receive orders and directions to know what to do and where to go. The radio would be worthless, however, if the enemy could jam the frequency, so the soldiers are also given a special frequency at which to operate, one with which the enemy cannot interfere. Yet, even with all this it is still possible to get lost at times because the terrain is so rugged and the territory so unfamiliar. But even if they get lost, everything is still going to be all right because the Army always gives them a compass.
We are soldiers in God's army, sent out to do battle against spiritual forces. We are equipped through the Holy Spirit with "night-vision goggles"--the ability to continue to see a vision even in dark situations; a "radio"--the Holy Spirit speaking within to direct and guide us; "special frequencies" so that the enemy can't hear what we're saying; and, in case we do get lost in unfamiliar territory, a "compass"--the Bible to help us get our bearings.
God, we know that, whether we want to be or not, we are in the midst of spiritual warfare. We are in battles for our minds, battles for our souls, and battles for those we love. Help us, God, not to just be happy about the weapons we've been given, as though we are children playing with toys, but to recognize the value of each one and to use each one for the kingdom's sake. Amen.
April 3
Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise. --Ephesians 5:15
Sometime ago, in Indiana, a woman who had escaped from prison got rearrested after having been free for thirty-five years. She was able to elude those who went after her for so many years by doing a combination of three things: changing her identity, cutting off all ties to her previous life, and developing all new relationships. Through those actions, she essentially became a new person.
That woman was very smart. She knew how to stay free from bondage. We would do well to employ those same actions in order to remain free from the things that have held us in bondage. The key is making a complete break from our past. We can't go back and forth between a life of freedom and a life of bondage--today, living as one who has been delivered from sin; and tomorrow, doing the same old things, going to the same old places, and hanging with the same old crowd. If we want to remain free, we must stay free from those things that would pull us back into our old lives.
God, we thank You that unlike the woman who was rearrested, we aren't trying to live a new life on our own. You indeed have made us brand new: old things have passed away and all things have become new. Sometimes, however, people in the world are wiser than people in Your kingdom. That woman knew she had to stay free of her old life in order to remain in freedom. We, on the other hand, sometimes try to keep a little of the old life while maintaining our freedom in the new life. We can see now, however, that those ways are not going to work. Entanglement in our old life will keep us from enjoying the freedom that You intend for us. Help us, God, to decide once and for all that we are going to live like the new persons You have made us. Thank You for our freedom in Christ. Amen.
April 4
So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom. --Psalm 73:26
If you are forty years old but fearful of returning to school because you will be forty-four years old when you graduate, how old will you be in four years if you don't go back to school?
Some people live as slaves to time in many ways. They have a sense of being driven by time. They have to do everything, and they have to do it all right now. They begin having sex as a young teen. They have a baby before graduating from high school, they are married by eighteen, they are divorced by twenty-one, and they become grandparents by thirty-five. Somewhere along the way, they lose themselves and spend the rest of their lives mourning the loss of that life they thought they would have. Others behave as though time will stand still for them, so they wait their whole lives to begin living. They can't find the perfect mate, so they don't get married. They are afraid of not succeeding, so they don't go to college. They have a dream of what they want to be, but they find every reason imaginable for not going after it. God gave us this life to live and to live to the fullest. We can't let our warped concepts of time keep us from becoming all that God intends for us. We need to embrace that dream--that calling on our lives God has put within us--and take the next step that will lead to its fulfillment.
Lord, You are the One who gave us the concept of time for this life, and You are the same One who puts dreams in our hearts and a calling into our spirits. We know these are compatible. We need for You to show us how to live in Your perfect will even though that means restructuring our priorities and restructuring our thinking. We want to do Your will, O God. Please motivate us and direct our steps, we pray in Jesus' name, Amen.
April 5
Then Jesus told his disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up. --Luke 18:1
A newspaper story told of a seventy-year-old man who had been married for fifty years when his wife went into a coma. He hoped and prayed for her recovery. Day after day, he sat by her bedside, wondering if this would be the day she would wake up. But finally, after six months, he became so discouraged that he committed suicide. One week later, his wife came out of the coma.
We recognize the tragedy and irony of that incident, yet we can relate to the man's frustration and despair. We too are faced with situations that seem hopeless. We may be in a financial bind, our marriage may be in trouble, our children may be in crisis situations, or we too may be facing a major health issue. There are so many things that can bring us to the point of feeling like giving up, but we need to keep hanging in there. We need to keep trusting God that He will work it out. Whatever we have to go through, God will help us and give us strength. But if we give up, we deem Him powerless and miss the opportunity to see Him work on our behalf.
Father, when the path seems agonizingly long and the road seems so hard that we feel we have to just stop, when our hearts feel that they can't take it anymore, and we are tempted to give up, remind us of who You are. Help us to remember that You are the One who hung the worlds in space. You are the One who parted the Red Sea. You are the One who brought Lazarus back to life. You are the One who healed all manner of disease. You are the One who provided the coin to pay Peter's taxes. You are the One who saved us and gave us new life. Let us not fail to trust You even in this trial that confronts us. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 6
I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe. --Ephesians 1:18-19
I was talking on the phone one day with a friend when I heard the beep telling me another call was coming in. I put him on hold but found that when I answered the second line, it was the same person on that line as well. He explained that his cell phone upon which he had initially called was very nearly out of power so he had switched to his home phone, which was grounded.
Some of us may be realizing that our power is running out, and we need to switch to a power source that will not run out. Some folks run on the power of money, drugs, fame, position, relationships, or feverish activity. All of these things are limited; they will run out. We need to make sure we are empowered by the Holy Spirit, who is eternal and therefore able to keep us going forever.
Holy Spirit, thank You for empowering us. You enable us to keep going and to keep doing all that our Father wants us to do. We are so grateful that Your resources for us never dry up and we never look to You in vain. We thank You. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 7
Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone. --James 2:17 (KJV)
GOD REQUIRES BOTH FAITH AND WORK. IT took faith for Adam and Eve to believe that by putting little seeds into the ground, they would end up with full-grown plants. It took work because God gave them only seeds that they had to plant and cultivate. It took faith for Noah to build an ark when the sun was shining. It took work because God gave Noah trees, not the ark itself. It took faith for Moses to believe that the waters of a sea would part if he simply held up his staff. It took work to hold up the staff God gave him.
God does not move in our lives in a way that makes us lazy or complacent. God doesn't give us everything ready-made. He often simply gives us what we need in the short term in order to get what we need in the long term. The job-seeker who sits at home waiting for an employer to knock on his door is going to be waiting in vain. The mother who wants a loving, caring family but gives her children no nurturing, no guidance, and no discipline is going to be sadly disappointed. The diabetic who wants to be well but refuses to take his insulin or watch his diet will be lying in a hospital bed, wondering what went wrong. Our faith, no matter how great, will never make up for our failure to do what we know to do.
God, we recognize that our Christian walk is always a balance between faith and works, between believing and doing. Help us to remember that You worked for six days before You sat down to rest. Sometimes, we want just to rest continually and expect You to do all the work. Help us as we reorder our thinking and realize the critical importance of being obedient in doing what You tell us to do with what You have provided for us. In Your holy name we pray, Amen.
April 8
"The man with the two talents also came. 'Master,' he said, 'you entrusted me with two talents; see, I have gained two more.'" --Matthew 25:22
Wellington Mara, co-owner of the New York Giants, died in 2005 at age eighty-nine. He had spent a lifetime maintaining the Giants as a profitable championship team. Tim Mara, his father, had bought the team for five hundred dollars when Wellington was nine years old. The young boy served as ball boy for the team that year and continued during his youth to shine shoes, run errands, and do whatever he could to help the team. In 1930, Tim Mara split the interests of the ball team between Wellington, then fourteen, and his older brother Jack. The younger brother worked his way from one position to another until he became president and co-chief executive officer. Over the years, he turned that five-hundred dollar purchase into a team worth a billion dollars. He took what his father gave him and developed it.
What has our heavenly Father given us? How many talents? How many gifts? How much money? What resources? What work? What relationships? What ministry? What calling? When we face Him someday, what will we say to Him about that which He entrusted to us? What will we have to present back to Him? Will we have doubled His investment in us, or even more? Or will we be ashamed and have only excuses to offer Him?
Heavenly Father, we thank You for that which You have given us, and we want to acknowledge that we have not developed that to its fullest. We are sorry for all of the excuses that we have offered over the years to try to justify our failure to develop that which You have given us. Please forgive us. Today, while there is yet time, we want to rededicate to You ourselves and that which You have given us. May we see growth and development in all of the areas in which You have imparted something to us. May we not be ashamed when we stand in Your presence to give an account. We pray in Jesus' name, Amen.
April 9
Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. --Romans 8:5
One of my single friends was boasting to me one day that a beautiful woman had sent him a picture of herself on his cell phone. It made him feel good each time he opened his phone and saw her face. But a few days later, he was complaining to me about that same picture because he couldn't figure out how to delete it. It had become a problem to him because she was getting into his head. Every conversation he had on his phone was colored by her image. At first the picture was only in his hand; he saw it only when he looked down at his cell phone. But after a while, because he saw the picture so often, it got into his head and he couldn't get free of it. Finally, however, he was delivered from that image when someone else sent him a new picture that displaced hers.
There are some pictures in our minds that we need to replace with Jesus. The pictures we carry with us are so varied. Some of us have pictures in our minds of beautiful women or handsome men that, at first, we just enjoyed imagining, but now we can't seem to get away from them. Others of us carry mental images that bring us anger or deep sadness because they represent people who have mistreated us and hurt us deeply. Still others of us have motion pictures in our minds--movies of what we would like to do to our enemies. We can't think away our thoughts. We have to let Jesus come into our minds so that our thoughts and images of Him displace those other pictures.
God, we confess to You this day that we have images in our minds that do not belong there. We have images that cause us to lust and sin, images that keep us from experiencing Your joy and peace, images that tempt us to behave in ways that are unlike Christ. God, we come to You today, asking Your help in getting rid of these images. Help us to live in accordance with Your Holy Spirit and to set our minds on things of the Spirit. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 10
I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord's affairs--how he can please the Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world--how he can please his wife--and his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world--how she can please her husband. I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. --1 Corinthians 7:32-35
I AGREED TO PREACH RECENTLY IN CHICAGO for only two nights. The church wanted me to stay longer, but as a married man, I have a wife and children about whom I am concerned.
Paul said he would like the Corinthians to be "free from concern." Both married and single folk have concerns, and both have great joys. Both also have only twenty-four hours in each day. But one of the benefits of being single is often having more flexibility in the use of time. That isn't always true, of course, such as with single parents or singles caring for elderly parents, but most singles don't have so many other persons' agendas to take into consideration. They should value this period in their lives and not let others try to force them into marriage or make them feel bad if they are not married. Being single is not a sickness, and getting married isn't a cure.
Lord, we thank You right now for our marital status whether we are single or married. We pray that those who are single will treasure this time in their lives and their possibility of having an undivided devotion to You. Help those of us who are married not to neglect our families while serving others, and not to neglect You while serving our families. Give us wisdom, we pray. Let us remember that whether we are single or married, we are Yours. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 11
To the church of God in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be holy, together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ--their Lord and ours.... it is better to marry than to burn with passion. --1 Corinthians 1:2, 7:9
Pastor Theron Williams has pointed out that it is possible to be hot and holy. These verses illustrate that. First Corinthians 1:2 points out that this letter was written to a sanctified church, to those called to be holy. Yet in 1 Corinthians 7:9, Paul speaks of those who should marry rather than burn with passion. There were individuals in the church at Corinth who were sanctified and called to be holy who were burning with passion.
Being hot does not mean one is unholy. Some people testify boastfully, "When I accepted Christ, God took away all of my fleshly desires." No, He didn't! If you no longer have any sexual desire, you need to see a doctor because there's something wrong. We just need to learn to handle our passions, because being hot does not make us unholy.
God, our Creator, You know how we are made because it is You who made us. You know the wonderful gift You gave us that draws us into a relationship of intimacy. Rather than denying that gift, help us to receive and use it as You intended. In Christ's name, Amen.
April 12
He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy. --Proverbs 28:13
There is a story told of a Mother Sadie, who taught the children of her church in Sunday school year after year for decades. Week after week, she told her class that she didn't need anybody but Jesus. She considered that her testimony: "Nobody but Jesus." One Sunday, she was yet again saying to her class, "I don't need anybody but Jesus," when one of the boys spoke up: "That's right. Just the other day I saw Jesus climbin' out of Miss Sadie's bedroom window."
This story is obviously intended to make us smile, but there are real people who live their lives in deception. Maybe they are not as blatant as Mother Sadie, but they still are trying to pretend that their lives are godly, while, in fact, they are enjoying their sinful activities. But God says that we find mercy by confessing and renouncing our sins. We may fool others, and sometimes we even begin to fool ourselves; but God is no fool, and He sees what we hide from others.
God, You know that we want to live righteous and holy lives. We also want to prosper in our relationships, family life, finances, work, areas of ministry, and all that we do. But this verse today says that those who conceal their sins don't prosper. We recognize that we have been praying for prosperity, but our behavior has prevented that from coming to us. We do confess our sins in this moment, and we ask You to strengthen us to be able to stand when the temptations come again. Thank You, God, for Your mercy. Thank You so much, God, for Your grace. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 13
The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife. --1 Corinthians 7:4
My wife is an excellent homemaker and a great cook. There have been times when she has prepared a four-course meal for me, and then I have had to leave to go to a meeting right after eating. On my way to the meeting, I may pass by a whole bunch of restaurants--really good restaurants that could normally tempt me--but I don't even think about stopping because I'm already full.
Husbands, take your fill at home. No matter how appetizing something looks, if your wife isn't the one serving it, consider it as poison because Proverbs 5:5 says of an adulteress that "her feet go down to death; her steps lead straight to the grave." And wives, remember that if a man's needs are met at home, he won't consider stopping anywhere else along the way. A woman who thinks of sex as a means of manipulation, something she can withhold to get her own way, is a foolish woman. From five-star restaurants to fast food drive-ins, there are a lot of places available to get hungry diners to stop and eat.
God, help us remember that sex is a precious gift from You; let us never treat it as something cheap that we can handle as we please. Let us remember that our bodies belong not only to ourselves but also to the spouse with whom we are in a lifelong covenant. Let us find pleasure in seeing that person satisfied, and help us to love one another even as Christ loves the church. In Jesus' name, Amen.
April 14
We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. --1 Thessalonians 1:2-3
AT A WASHINGTON STATE HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL game, cheerleader Cali Kaitschmidt got tackled by the team she was there to support. She went to adjust the front of the school banner just as the team came bursting through the back of the banner to run onto the field. The team ran over one of their own supporters because they didn't see her.
We must make sure we are seeing the supporters in our lives. Unfortunately, we tend to overlook those who are closest to us--those who are our greatest blessings. We don't intend to ignore them, take them for granted, or even push them out of the way as we rush onto the field to provide care and ministry to others. But we somehow no longer see them as we once did. We have forgotten their love, their works of kindness, and their enduring faithfulness to us. Let's remember and thank God for our supporters.
Father, we have allowed ourselves to get so caught up in ourselves--and even in what You are doing in our lives--that we have pushed aside or pushed down those who are always there for us. God, we think of our spouse, friend, child, pastor, teacher, supervisor, coworker--that person who encourages and supports us. Even before we ask, he or she anticipates our needs and stands ready to help. Forgive us for taking that individual for granted. We pause today to remember what a gift he or she is to us, and we say thank You. Help us to begin anew to show this one how much he or she means to us. Amen.
April 15
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
I was in Miami, waiting in the lobby of a four-star resort for the valet to retrieve my rented car so that I could go to South Beach for dinner. After an excessively long delay, the valet came and told me the car had a flat. Already late and not wanting to take any longer than necessary, I told him I would change the tire rather than having to wait for an auto service to come fix it. So I set about to change the tire but soon discovered that the spare tire didn't fit. Very frustrated by now at the loss of time and the fact that the rental company hadn't equipped the car properly, I called them to report my predicament. They didn't do what I expected of them, however. They didn't come and fix the flat so I could drive that car. Instead, they brought me a sweet, brand new Mustang convertible to replace it!
If you are single and in a relationship that has gone flat because it was a bad fit, don't keep working on it yourself. Call upon God. He won't just try to make something work that was never intended to fit. Instead, He will bring you a new relationship that is sweeter and better than the one you were trying to make work.
Wow, God! How many times we have worked and struggled, and spent time trying to get something that was never intended for us in the first place. How many times, we've been frustrated and disappointed when something didn't work out, and all the while, You had something better in store for us. We trust that You know our needs better than we know ourselves, and we believe that You are able to do "immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine." So, God, we leave our greatest needs and our deepest concerns, in Your hands, and we watch in faith to see what You are going to do. In Christ's name, Amen.
April 16
"Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned." --John 15:4-6
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11998 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!