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Introduction


This small book offers you a wonderful opportunity to reflect each day on the nature of God, drawing you to him in worship, wonder and praise.


As you begin your journey through the year, talk to God about your motives for reading this book. Thank him that you don’t have to earn his approval. Tell him about your desire to grow, and thank him for promising to meet you.


At the bottom of each page, a suggested activity gives you a place to start in responding to the Scripture and accompanying thoughts. That activity may be to reflect, pray or journal. Because reading without response has little effect, responding to what God has said to you in the daily meditation is important. These suggestions are just a place to start, since meditation and prayer naturally intertwine – one leading to the other.


Beyond that, you may choose to journal. If the reflection raises confusion, you will find it helpful to write your thoughts on paper. Also, some prayers are better written in a journal. A written prayer is just as worshipful as a prayer thought or spoken, and the process of writing gives you a chance to carefully phrase what you say to God – and then come back to it later. And sometimes God will speak to you through reflection and meditation in a way that’s so downright stunning that these thoughts should be recorded and read for several days.


These devotions are not dated; you can start anywhere and move around as you please. Most of the reading is condensed and adapted for devotional use from J. I. Packer’s Knowing God, though not necessarily in the sequence or context of the original book. In addition, several entries dealing with biblical characters come from Never Beyond Hope (by J. I. Packer and Carolyn Nystrom). Scattered throughout this devotional guide are quotes from hymns. At the back, you’ll find a list of these hymn sources if you want further information on these rich texts of worship and praise.


You’ll find a year’s worth of devotions here, designed to fill six days a week. We choose to offer six rather than seven, assuming that you will use at least one day a week for worshipping God with his gathered people in your church – and also for a built-in bit of grace as circumstances do sometimes infringe on our devotional time. You can use the seventh day to go back to some of the “pray,” “journal” and “reflect” suggestions at the end of each devotional entry.


May you know God more deeply and fully as you focus on his character through this year.


Carolyn Nystrom






	WEEK 1
	MONDAY


	





God’s Palms


See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands.


I S A I A H   4 9 : 1 6 


What matters supremely is not the fact that I know God but the larger fact that underlies it – the fact that he knows me. I am graven on the palms of his hands. I am never out of his mind. All my knowledge of him depends on his sustained initiative in knowing me. I know him because he first knew me and continues to know me.


He knows me as a friend, one who loves me. There is no moment when his eye is off me or his attention distracted from me, and no moment, therefore, when his care falters. This is momentous knowledge. There is unspeakable comfort – the sort of comfort that energises, be it said, not enervates – in knowing that God is constantly taking knowledge of me in love and watching over me for my good.


REFLECT: What comfort do you take from knowing that your name is engraved on the hand of God?






	TUESDAY
	WEEK 1


	





Looking Back – and Up


Stand at the crossroads and look;


ask for the ancient paths,


ask where the good way is, and walk in it, 


and you will find rest for your souls.


J E R E M I A H   6 : 1 6 


Christian minds have been confused by scepticism. The foundation facts of faith are called into question. Did God meet Israel at Sinai? Was Jesus more than a very spiritual man? Did the Gospel miracles really happen? Is not the Jesus of the Gospels largely an imaginary figure? And so on.


Nor is that all. Scepticism about God has bred a wider scepticism that abandons all idea of unity of truth. Since God is not ‘out there’ in the world but only ‘down here’ in the psyche, uncertainty and confusion about God mark our day.


The prophet Jeremiah voiced the invitation that these devotionals issue. It is not a critique of new paths, except indirectly, but rather a straightforward recall to old ones, on the ground that ‘the good way’ is still what it used to be. Let us join the ancient prophets and the early apostles and walk humbly toward knowing God.


JOURNAL: How has contemporary scepticism affected your own thinking? What questions do you need answered about God?






	WEEK 1
	WEDNESDAY


	





Watchers and Walkers


Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.


M A T T H E W   2 2 : 3 7 


In A Preface to Christian Theology, John Mackay illustrated two kinds of interest in Christian things by picturing people sitting on the high front balcony of a Spanish house and watching travellers go by on the road below. The ‘balconeers’ can overhear the travellers’ talk and chat with them, but they are onlookers. The travellers, by contrast, face problems that, though they have their theoretical angle, are essentially practical – problems of the which-way-to-go and how-to-make-it types, problems that call not merely for comprehension but for decision and action.


Take the problem of the Godhead. While the balconeer is asking how one God can conceivably be three, what sort of unity three could have and how three who make one can be persons, the traveller wants to know how to show proper honour, love and trust toward the three Persons who are now together at work to bring him out of sin and into glory.


REFLECT: When it comes to knowing God, are you a balconeer or a traveller? Talk to him about it.






	THURSDAY
	WEEK 1


	





Lofty Thoughts


Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain.


P S A L M   1 3 9 : 6 


At the age of twenty, C. H. Spurgeon proved that he already had his priorities right:


The highest science, the loftiest speculation, the mightiest philosophy, which can ever engage the attention of a child of God, is the name, the nature, the person, the work, the doings, and the existence of the great God whom he calls his Father. There is something exceedingly improving to the mind in a contemplation of the Divinity. It is a subject so vast, that all our thoughts are lost in its immensity; so deep, that our pride is drowned in its infinity. Other subjects we can compass and grapple with; in them we feel a kind of self-content, and go our way with the thought, ‘Behold I am wise’. But when we come to this master science, finding that our plumb line cannot sound its depth, and that our eagle eye cannot see its height, we turn away with the thought, … ‘I am but of yesterday, and know nothing’. No subject of contemplation will tend more to humble the mind than thoughts of God.


REFLECT: Meditate on God, prayerfully naming his various names found in Scripture. Let yourself feel small in his presence.






	WEEK 1
	FRIDAY


	





Hope for Hurts


Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.


M A T T H E W   1 1 : 2 9 


C. H. Spurgeon wrote:


There is, in contemplating Christ, a balm for every wound; in musing on the Father there is a quietus for every grief; and in the influence of the Holy Ghost, there is a balm for every sore. Would you lose your sorrow? Would you drown your cares? Then go, plunge yourself in the Godhead’s deepest sea; be lost in his immensity; and you shall come forth as from a couch of rest, refreshed and invigorated. I know nothing can so comfort the soul; so calm the swelling billows of sorrow and grief; so speak peace to the winds of trial, as a devout musing upon the subject of the Godhead.


We are cruel to ourselves if we try to live in this world without knowing the God whose world it is and who runs it. Knowing God is crucially important for the living of our lives.


REFLECT: Picture Christ in any setting recorded in the New Testament. Meditate on his work, his character, his teaching. Allow him to absorb your pain.






	SATURDAY / SUNDAY
	WEEK 1


	





Shedding Weight


Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.


H E B R E W S   1 2 : 1 


You know how Bunyan’s pilgrim, when called back by his wife and children from the journey on which he was setting out, ‘put his fingers in his ears, and ran on crying, Life, Life, Eternal Life’. I ask you for the moment to stop your ears to those who tell you there is no road to knowledge about God, and come a little way with me and see.


Anyone who is actually following a recognised road will not be too worried if he hears non-travellers telling each other that no such road exists. We are in the position of travellers who, after surveying a great mountain from afar, travelling around and observing how it dominates the landscape and determines the features of the surrounding countryside, now approach it directly, with the intention of climbing it.


JOURNAL: If you were to put your fingers in your ears and run off shouting, ‘Life, life, eternal life’, what would you need to leave behind?






	WEEK 2
	MONDAY


	





Motive Check


Knowledge puffs up. …


The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to know.


1   C O R I N T H I A N S   8 : 1–2 


Before we start to ascend our mountain of knowing the things of God, we need to ask ourselves, what is my ultimate aim in occupying my mind with these things? What do I intend to do with my knowledge about God once I have it? For the fact that we have to face is this: if we pursue theological knowledge for its own sake, it is bound to go bad on us. It will make us proud and conceited. The very greatness of the subject matter will intoxicate us, and we will come to think of ourselves as a cut above other Christians because of our interest in it and grasp of it. We will look down on those whose theological ideas seem to us crude and inadequate.


To approach Bible study with no higher motive than a desire to know all the answers is the direct route to a state of self-satisfied self-deception. We need to guard our hearts against such an attitude and pray to keep it away.


JOURNAL: What do you intend to do with your knowledge of God? (Be honest.)






	TUESDAY
	WEEK 2


	





Law and Love


Oh, how I love your law! …


How sweet are your words to my taste! …


Give me discernment


that I may understand your statutes.


P S A L M   1 1 9 : 9 7 ,   1 0 3 ,   1 2 5 


Do not all children of God long, with the psalmist, to know just as much about our heavenly Father as we can learn? Is not the fact that we have received a love for this truth one proof that we have been born again? And is it not right that we should seek to satisfy this God-given desire to the full?


Yes, of course it is. But if you look to Psalm 119, you will see that the psalmist’s concern to get knowledge about God was not a theoretical but a practical concern. His supreme desire was to know and enjoy God himself, and he valued knowledge about God simply as a means to this end. He wanted to understand God’s truth in order that his heart might respond to it and his life be conformed to it.


REFLECT: Reflect on the place of God’s law in your life. Do you love it? What do you do with it? How does it reveal God to you? When does it lead you to worship?






	WEEK 2
	WEDNESDAY


	





Path Light


Blessed are those whose ways are blameless, who walk according to the law of the LORD.


P S A L M   1 1 9 : 1 


The psalmist was interested in truth and orthodoxy, in biblical teaching and theology, not as ends in themselves but as means to the further ends of life and godliness. His ultimate concern was with the knowledge and service of the great God whose truth he sought to understand. And this must be our attitude too.


Our aim in studying the Godhead must be to know God himself better. Our concern must be to enlarge our acquaintance, not simply with the doctrine of God’s attributes, but with the living God whose attributes they are. As he is the subject of our study and our helper in it, so he must himself be the end of it.


We must seek, in studying God, to be led to God. It was for this purpose that revelation was given, and it is to this use that we must put it.


PRAY: How are you a better person because of God’s law? Thank God for the times his law has illuminated your path.






	THURSDAY
	WEEK 2


	





God Thought


I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways.


P S A L M   1 1 9 : 1 5 


How can we turn our knowledge about God into knowledge of God? The rule for doing this is simple but demanding. It is that we turn each truth that we learn about God into matter for meditation before God, leading to prayer and praise to God.


What is meditation? Christian meditation is the activity of calling to mind, thinking over and applying to oneself the various things that one knows about the works and ways and purposes and promises of God. It is an activity of holy thought, consciously performed in the presence of God, under the eye of God, by the help of God, as a means of communion with God. It is a matter of talking to oneself about God and oneself. It is indeed often a matter of arguing with oneself, reasoning oneself out of moods of doubt and unbelief into a clear apprehension of God’s power and grace.


REFLECT: Select a topic about God and practise the Christian discipline of meditation as described above.






	WEEK 2
	FRIDAY


	





Comfort


Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.


J A M E S   4 : 1 0 


The effect of Christian meditation is ever to humble us, as we contemplate God’s greatness and glory and our own littleness and sinfulness, and to encourage and reassure us. Furthermore, it serves to ‘comfort’ us – in the old, strong Bible sense of the word – as we contemplate the unsearchable riches of divine mercy displayed in the Lord Jesus Christ.


It is as we enter more and more deeply into this experience of being humbled and exalted that our knowledge of God increases, and with it our peace, our strength and our joy. God help us, then, to put our knowledge about God to this use, that we all may in truth know the Lord.


REFLECT: Rest in God’s presence today. Meditate on his greatness and his glory, allowing him to place you within his shelter. Receive his comfort.






	SATURDAY / SUNDAY
	WEEK 2


	





Joy


Believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory.


1   P E T E R   1 : 8   K J V 


I walked in the sunshine with a scholar who had effectively forfeited his prospects of academic advancement by clashing with church dignitaries over the gospel of grace. ‘But it doesn’t matter’, he said at length, ‘for I’ve known God and they haven’t.’


Not many of us, I think, would ever naturally say that we have known God. The words imply a definiteness and matter-of-factness of experience to which most of us, if we are honest, have to admit that we are still strangers.


Nor, I think, would many of us ever naturally say that, in the light of the knowledge of God that we have come to enjoy, past disappointment and present heartbreaks don’t matter. Constantly we find ourselves slipping into bitterness and apathy and gloom as we reflect on them, which we frequently do. The attitude we show to the world is a sort of dried-up stoicism, miles removed from the ‘joy unspeakable and full of glory’ that Peter took for granted his readers were displaying.


PRAY: Ask God for a joy connected not to events but to himself.






	WEEK 3
	MONDAY


	





Rejecting Rubbish


I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in him. …


I want to know Christ.


P H I L I P P I A N S   3 : 8 – 1 0


When Paul says he counts the things he lost ‘rubbish’ (or ‘dung’, KJV), he means not merely that he does not think of them as having any value but also that he does not live with them constantly in his mind.


What normal person spends his time nostalgically dreaming of manure? Yet this, in effect, is what many of us do. It shows how little we have in the way of true knowledge of God.


Private mock heroics have no place at all in the minds of those who really know God. They never brood on might-have-beens. They never think of the things they have missed, only of what they have gained.


‘Whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ’, wrote Paul. ‘What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all’ (Philippians 3:7–8).


JOURNAL: What prized ‘possessions’ belong on your rubbish heap? Journal a ‘letting go’ prayer. See Philippians 3:4–6 for ideas.






	TUESDAY
	WEEK 3


	





Incarnation


The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.


J O H N   1 : 1 4 


The supreme mystery with which the gospel confronts us lies in the Christmas message of incarnation. Here are two mysteries for the price of one: (1) the plurality of persons within the unity of God, and (2) the union of Godhead and manhood in the person of Jesus. It is here, in the thing that happened at the first Christmas, that the profoundest and most unfathomable depths of the Christian revelation lie. ‘The Word became flesh’ (John 1:14).


God became man. The divine Son became a Jew. The Almighty appeared on earth as a helpless human baby, unable to do more than lie and stare and wriggle and make noises, needing to be fed and changed and taught to talk like any other child. And there was no illusion or deception in this; the babyhood of the Son of God was a reality.


The more you think about it, the more staggering it gets. Nothing in fiction is as fantastic as this truth of the incarnation.


JOURNAL: What did Christ give up to come to earth? What did you gain?






	WEEK 3
	WEDNESDAY


	





Jesus, Creator God


In these last days [God] has spoken to us by his Son, … through whom … he made the universe.


H E B R E W S   1 : 2 


Jesus of Nazareth was as truly and fully divine as he was human. This is the real stumbling block in Christianity. It is here that Jews, Muslims, Unitarians and Jehovah’s Witnesses have come to grief. It is from misbelief, or at least inadequate belief, about the incarnation that difficulties at other points in the gospel story usually spring. But once the incarnation is grasped as reality, these other difficulties dissolve.


If Jesus had been no more than a remarkable, godly man, the difficulties in believing what the New Testament tells us about his life and work would be truly mountainous. But if Jesus was the same person as the eternal Word, the Father’s agent in creation, ‘through whom also he made the worlds’ (Hebrews 1:2 RV), it is no wonder that fresh acts of creative power marked his coming into the world, his life in it and his exit from it. The incarnation is in itself an unfathomable mystery, but it makes sense of everything else that the New Testament contains.


REFLECT: If you were introducing Jesus to a Muslim, what would you say?






	THURSDAY
	WEEK 3


	





Who Is This Child?


Out of [Bethlehem] will come a ruler


who will shepherd my people Israel.


M A T T H E W   2 : 6 


The Gospels of Matthew and Luke tell us in some detail how the Son of God came to this world. He was born outside a small hotel in an obscure Jewish village in the great days of the Roman Empire. The story is usually prettied up when we tell it Christmas by Christmas, but it is really rather beastly and cruel. The reason why Jesus was born outside the hotel is that it was full and nobody would offer a bed to a woman in labour, so she had to have her baby in the stables and cradle him in a cattle trough.


The story is told dispassionately and without comment, but no thoughtful reader can help shuddering at the picture of callousness and degradation that it draws. The point of the story, however, lies not in the circumstances of the birth but rather in the identity of the baby. Who is this child?


JOURNAL: Who is this child? Write your own answer to that question.






	WEEK 3
	FRIDAY


	





John’s Purpose


These [signs] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.


J O H N   2 0 : 3 1 


John knew that the phrase ‘Son of God’ was tainted with misleading associations in the minds of his readers. Jewish theology used it as a title for the expected (human) Messiah. Greek mythology told of many ‘sons of gods’, supermen born of a union between a god and a human woman. In neither of these cases did the phrase convey the thought of personal deity. In both, indeed, it excluded it.


John wanted to make sure that when he wrote of Jesus as the Son of God he would not be understood (that is, misunderstood) in such senses as these. He wanted to make it which from the outset that the Sonship that Jesus claimed and that Christians ascribe to him was precisely a matter of personal deity and nothing less. Hence his famous prologue of John 1:1–18, which we shall look at in detail in the coming days.


REFLECT: Read John 1:1–18, focusing on various ways that it introduces Jesus as the Son of God.






	SATURDAY / SUNDAY
	WEEK 3


	





God’s Word


God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.


G E N E S I S   1 : 3 


John opens his book with the theme that Jesus is the Son of God, but he does so with great care. He does not bring the term Son into his opening sentences at all. Instead, he speaks first of the Word.


There was no danger of his being misunderstood. Old Testament readers would pick up the reference at once. God’s Word in the Old Testament was his creative utterance, his power in action fulfilling his purpose. The Old Testament depicted God’s utterance, the actual statement of his purpose, as having power in itself to effect the thing purposed. Genesis 1 tells us how at creation ‘God said, “Let there be …” and there was …’ (verse 3). ‘By the word of the LORD were the heavens made. … He spoke, and it came to be’ (Psalm 33:6, 9). The Word of God is thus God at work.


REFLECT: ‘The Word of God is thus God at work.’ What does this imply?






	WEEK 4
	MONDAY


	





In the Beginning


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.


He was with God in the beginning.


J O H N   1 : 1 – 2 


John takes up the figure of Jesus as Word and proceeds to tell us seven things about the divine Word. For now, let us consider the first three.


1. ‘In the beginning was the Word’. Here is the Word’s eternity. He had no beginning of his own. Where other things began, he was.


2. ‘And the Word was with God’. Here is the Word’s personality. The power that fulfils God’s purposes is the power of a distinct personal being, one who stands in an eternal relation to God of active fellowship (this is what the phrase means).


3. ‘And the Word was God’. Here is the Word’s deity. Though personally distinct from the Father, he is not a creature. He is divine in himself, as the Father is. The mystery with which this verse confronts us is thus the mystery of personal distinctions within the unity of the Godhead.


REFLECT: Eternity, personality, deity. A lot is revealed about Jesus in the first sentence of John. Reflect on what it means that this same Jesus is your Saviour and your friend.






	TUESDAY
	WEEK 4


	





In Him Was Life


Through him [the Word] all things were made;


without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life.


J O H N   1 : 3 – 4 


Picking up on yesterday’s devotional, we continue by looking at two more implications of John’s picture of Jesus as Word.


1. ‘Through him all things were made’. Here is the Word creating. He was the Father’s agent in every act of making that the Father has ever performed. All that was made was made through him. (Here, incidentally, is further proof that he, the Maker, does not belong to the class of things made, any more than the Father does.)


2. ‘In him was life’. Here is the Word animating. There is no physical life in the realm of created things except in and through him. Here is the Bible answer to the problem of the origin and continuance of life in all its forms: life is given and maintained by the Word. Created things do not have life in themselves, but life is in the Word, the second person of the Godhead.


JOURNAL: Jesus was and is the Creator. Jesus brings and is life. Throughout this day, look for people, objects and events that remind you of this aspect of Christ’s being. Make notes of what you find.






	WEEK 4
	WEDNESDAY


	





Life and Flesh


In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. … The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.


J O H N   1 : 4 ,   1 4 


John’s description of Jesus as Word has yet more to teach us.


1. ‘And that life was the light of all mankind’. Here is the Word revealing. In giving life, he gives light too. That is to say, all people receive intimations of God from the very fact of being alive in God’s world, and this, no less than the fact that they are alive, is owing to the work of the Word.


2. ‘The Word became flesh’ (1:14). Here is the Word incarnate. The Word lived among us.


PRAY: Slowly and prayerfully, read verses 4 and 14 of John 1. Meditate on each phrase, then pray your response to God.






	THURSDAY
	WEEK 4


	





Word and Son


We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.


J O H N   1 : 1 4 


Fourteen and one-half verses into his book, having shown us who and what the Word is – a divine Person, author of all things – John now indicates an identification. The Word, he tells us, was revealed by the incarnation to be God’s Son. The identification is confirmed by verse 14, and then in verse 18 we read, ‘The only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father’ (KJV).


Thus John establishes the point at which he was aiming throughout. He has now made it clear what is meant by calling Jesus the Son of God. The Son of God is the Word of God. We see what the Word is; well, that is what the Son is. Such is the prologue’s message. When, therefore, the Bible proclaims Jesus as the Son of God, the statement is meant as an assertion of his distinct personal deity. The Christmas message rests on the staggering fact that the child in the manger was God.


JOURNAL: John’s prologue is poetic in its revelation of Jesus. Write your own song or poem based on what you see there.






	WEEK 4
	FRIDAY


	





Throne of Grace


He had to be made like them in every way. … We have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet he did not sin. Let us then approach God's throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.


H E B R E W S   2 : 1 7 ;   4 : 1 5 - 1 6


The baby born at Bethlehem was God made man. The Word had become flesh: a real human baby. He had not ceased to be God; he was no less God than before; but he had begun to be man. He was not now God minus some elements of his deity but God plus all that he had made his own by taking manhood to himself.


He who made man was now learning what it felt like to be man. He who made the angel who became the devil was now in a state in which he could be tempted – could not, indeed, avoid being tempted – by the devil. In fact, the perfection of his human life was achieved only by conflict with the devil. We can draw great comfort from the words of Hebrews quoted above.


PRAY: Meditate on the Hebrews passage above, then allow it to guide your prayer as you approach God’s ‘throne of grace'.






	SATURDAY / SUNDAY
	WEEK 4


	





Adoration


When Jesus was born in Bethlehem … there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, saying, … We have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.


M A T T H E W   2 : 1 – 2   K J V 


The mystery of the incarnation is unfathomable. We cannot explain it; we can only formulate it. Perhaps it has never been formulated better than in the words of the Athanasian Creed. ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and man, … perfect God, and perfect man, … who although he be God and man: yet he is not two, but one Christ; one, not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh: but by taking of the manhood into God’. Our minds cannot get beyond this.


What we see in the manger is, in Charles Wesley’s words,


Our God contracted to a span;


Incomprehensible made man.


Incomprehensible. We shall be wise to remember this, to shun speculation and contentedly to adore.


JOURNAL: Record the words of the Athanasian Creed in your journal, meditate on them phrase by phrase, then write a response of adoration.






	WEEK 5
	MONDAY


	





Cradle to Calvary


You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.


2   C O R I N T H I A N S   8 : 9 


How are we to think of the incarnation? The New Testament does not encourage us to puzzle our heads over the physical and psychological problems that it raises but to worship God for the love that was shown in it. The crucial significance of the cradle lies in the sequence of steps that led the Son of God to the cross of Calvary. The key to the New Testament for interpreting the incarnation is not, therefore, the bare statement of John 1:14 but rather the more comprehensive statement of 2 Corinthians 8:9. Here is stated not the fact of the incarnation only but also its meaning. The taking of manhood by the Son is set before us in a way that shows us how we should ever view it – not simply as a marvel of nature but rather as a wonder of grace.


JOURNAL: Meditate on the notion suggested by 2 Corinthians 8:9, noticing the terms you and your. Draw a symbol beside each phrase. Pray in response to what this reveals.






	TUESDAY
	WEEK 5


	





Emptying


[Christ Jesus] made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.


P H I L I P P I A N S   2 : 7 


What did Jesus give up when he became human? Does the phrase ‘made himself nothing’, together with the statement of 2 Corinthians 8:9 that Jesus ‘became poor’, throw some light on the nature of the incarnation itself? Does it not imply that a certain reduction of the Son’s deity was involved in his becoming man?


This is the so-called kenosis theory, kenosis being the Greek word for ‘emptying’. The idea is that, in order to be fully human, the Son had to renounce some of his divine qualities; otherwise he could not have shared the experience of being limited in space, time, knowledge and consciousness that is essential to truly human life.


But the kenosis theory will not stand. When Paul talks of the Son as having emptied himself and becoming poor, what he has in mind (see context) is the laying aside not of divine powers and attributes but of divine glory and dignity, ‘the glory I had with you before the world began’ (John 17:5).


PRAY: Pray to better understand that Jesus ‘made himself nothing’ for you.






	WEEK 5
	WEDNESDAY


	





Father and Son


I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.


J O H N   6 : 3 8 


Part of the revealed mystery of the Godhead is that the three Persons stand in a fixed relation to each other. The Son appears in the Gospels not as an independent divine person but as a dependent one, who thinks and acts only and wholly as the Father directs. It is the nature of the second person of the Trinity to acknowledge the authority and submit to the good pleasure of the first. That is why he declares himself to be the Son and the first person to be his Father. Though he is coequal with the Father in eternity, power and glory, it is natural to him to play the Son’s part and to find all his joy in doing his Father’s will, just as it is natural to the first person of the Trinity to plan and initiate the works of the Godhead and natural to the third person to proceed from the Father and the Son to do their joint bidding.


REFLECT: Reflect on the mystery of God as Trinity. In prayer, express some of your reflections, bowing in worship.






	THURSDAY
	WEEK 5


	





The Father’s Will


But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.


M A R K   1 3 : 3 2 


Jesus did not do all that he could have done, because certain things were not his Father’s will for him (see Matthew 26:53–54). Jesus did not consciously know all that he might have known but only what the Father willed him to know. For instance, the reason he did not know the date of his return was not that he had given up the power to know all things at the incarnation. The reason was that the Father had not willed that he should have this particular piece of knowledge while on earth prior to his passion. So Jesus’ knowledge was limited by the will of the Father for the Son while on earth. In our moments of frustration over our limited earthly understanding, we can recall that the Son of God was subject to the will of the Father just as we are.


REFLECT: Reflect on what earthly limitations might have meant to Jesus as he followed his Father’s will – for you. Give him thanks.






	WEEK 5
	FRIDAY


	





The Son’s Gift


Do you think I cannot call on my Father,


and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled?


M A T T H E W   2 6 : 5 3–5 4 


We see now what it meant for the Son of God to empty himself and become poor. It meant a laying aside of glory (the real kenosis). It meant a voluntary restraint of power. It meant an acceptance of hardship, isolation, ill treatment, malice and misunderstanding. It meant a death that involved such agony – spiritual even more than physical – that his mind nearly broke under the prospect of it (see Luke 12:50 and the Gethsemane story). It meant love to the uttermost for unlovely human beings so that they, through his poverty, might become rich.


The Christmas message is that there is hope for a ruined humanity – hope of pardon, hope of peace with God, hope of glory – because at the Father’s will Jesus Christ became poor and was born in a stable so that thirty years later he might hang on a cross. It is the most wonderful message that the world has ever heard or will hear.
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